

[bookmark: _52vejtxa7lz]CHAPTER ONE — POYDRAS STREET, NEW ORLEANS
The morning heat had weight. It pressed down on the city until even the air seemed guilty. Sunlight hit the marble of the Civil District Courthouse and bent back in white-hot waves.
DJ stood across Poydras Street, one hand wrapped around a paper cup, the other resting near the badge clipped inside his jacket pocket—just convincing enough to make him look like he belonged.
Crowds gathered by the steps: lawyers, clerks, photographers, all orbiting the same center—Attorney General Paul D. Wright. The man of the hour. The politician who had turned corruption into performance art.
Cameras flashed. Wright smiled like penance could be televised.
DJ murmured into the mic at his collar. “Eyes on.”
Sunshine’s voice came first, smooth and even. “Confirmed visual. Wright and the mayor—public handshake, private agenda.”
Zee, stationed across from the courthouse lot, replied, “Same motorcade pattern as last week. Two SUVs, same order, same decoy. They think routine is camouflage.”
Then came Reborn—steady, unhurried, the voice of someone who’d once whispered rules to prisoners and now whispered consequences to the world. “Phase One complete. Observation verified. Hold positions until vote.”
Phase One meant proof—forty hours of surveillance, behavioral mapping, money trails verified through Bureau audit leaks. No action without verification. That was the rule.
The crowd shifted as Wright approached the microphones. Reporters leaned forward, feeding on the illusion of reform.
“Louisiana deserves better,” Wright said, tone rehearsed, eyes dry. “Better justice, better leadership, better faith in our institutions.”
DJ’s phone buzzed twice—Billy B.’s signal from the inside. The man still worked at the LBI—Lousiana Bureau of Investigation. It had a name that mocked itself, but Billy treated it like a promise.
Behind him, somewhere inside the Bureau’s digital guts, Walter Jenkins rerouted every trace of Billy’s leaks. Their data always arrived the same way—offline, untraceable, analog.
Reborn’s voice came through again. “Courier drop confirmed. Café Bonaparte. Canal and Carondelet. Table six. Red tape underneath. Billy’s intel, Walter’s transfer.”
“Copy,” DJ said.billy
He moved with the press crowd, crossing under the streetcar wires into the glare of Canal Street. The air smelled of sugar and diesel.
Café Bonaparte sat in the shadow of the Roosevelt Hotel, small, cool, and half-forgotten. Inside, ceiling fans spun slow. A jazz photo hung crooked behind the counter.
DJ ordered an iced coffee, crouched as if tying his shoe, and slid a hand beneath table six. His fingers brushed red tape, then the manila envelope taped to the underside. He pocketed it, stood, and left without a backward glance.
Outside, the heat felt heavier—thicker with meaning.
Two blocks away, inside the Roosevelt’s marble lobby, Zee waited on a polished bench beneath a chandelier that looked too rich for its age. DJ dropped beside her and passed the envelope across.
Zee peeled the tape, slid a flash drive into a burner tablet. Data spilled across the screen: courthouse entry logs, license captures, staff schedules, behavioral tags. Each entry stamped:
AUTHORIZED BY: PAUL D. WRIGHT, ATTORNEY GENERAL.
Sunshine’s voice cut through the comms. “Behavioral analytics on judiciary staff. He’s monitoring everyone meant to hold him accountable.”
Reborn: “Billy’s audit confirmed the trail. Wright’s built a surveillance network to protect his own corruption.”
DJ: “Pattern established.”
“Pattern,” Reborn echoed. “Therefore motive.”
For a long second, no one spoke. The pianist in the hotel bar played something too soft for the room—an old hymn turned to jazz.
Then Reborn’s tone sharpened. “Phase Two vote. Ten members. Majority rules.”
The voices came one by one.
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
Ten votes. Unanimous.
She opened the small, black leather book from her bag—the Ledger. The air felt heavier when it opened. Each page held the weight of choices made in silence.
She wrote in her careful hand:
PHASE TWO — APPROVED
Subject: Paul D. Wright, Attorney General
Authorization: Unanimous (10 of 10)
Below it, she added their ritual phrase in Latin, written the same way every time.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
After this, therefore because of this.
She closed the Ledger slowly, reverently.
“Phase Three begins,” she said. “Maintain silence until confirmation.”
Around her, the team shifted back into daylight. Sunshine zipped her camera into a tote. Zee deleted the drive’s temporary cache. DJ adjusted his collar and walked toward the street.
Across Poydras, Wright entered his motorcade, smiling for cameras, waving like a man who believed in his own reflection.
DJ turned east toward Royal, letting the crowd swallow him whole. He whispered the mantra once more, just loud enough for himself.
After this. Therefore because of this.
The city kept moving, its heartbeat steady and unaware. Justice had just tilted—quietly, deliberately—one degree toward balance

CHAPTER TWO — CANAL LINE
By noon the city was sweating through its suit. Royal’s brass faded to a low hum; streetcars hissed along Canal like tired serpents.
DJ moved with the lunch crowd—clerks, tourists, drivers, a priest with a grocery bag—and let the city hide him. Jacket off, sleeves rolled; the heat was too honest to fight.
The Café Bonaparte drop confirmed everything. Wright hadn’t just gone corrupt; he built a behavioral net that turned law enforcement into subjects. Not defending the system—owning it.
Zee on comms: “Courier data decrypted. Ascension Dynamics—analytics front. Contracts across Orleans, Jefferson, East Baton Rouge. All authorized by Wright.”
Sunshine, a block north: “Every division routes metadata to the same endpoint. He’s watching the watchers.”
DJ let a streetcar mask his voice. “Source?”
“Shell hub in Mid-City,” Zee said. “Server ghosted through Baton Rouge. Walter flagged the handshake—same subnet as LBI internal review.”
Reborn—steady, verdict-calm: “Phase Three begins. Confirm data. Validate internal contact.”
Silence on comms. Then Reborn, slower: “Billy’s feeding a new trail through Walter. Physical, not digital. Baton Rouge courier—downriver within forty-eight hours.”
DJ exhaled. “Old school again.”
“Analog leaves fewer ghosts,” Reborn said.
He turned at Carondelet into the cool Roosevelt lobby. Zee waited near the bar, tablet open, code streaming.
“Billy’s signal is clean,” she said, “but the Bureau’s moving strange. Serrano’s creating an internal Integrity Task Division.”
DJ frowned. “He knows?”
“No. He thinks it’s his idea. That’s what makes it dangerous.”
Reborn again: “Maintain distance from Bureau sources. Billy’s compromised by association, not suspicion—yet.”
They drifted toward the mirrored corridor. A piano bled in from the bar.
Sunshine set down her bag. “You’ll want to see this.” She unfolded a printout—Ascension contracts. “Municipal data modernization” budgets. Every signature the same: Paul D. Wright, Attorney General.
DJ scanned the numbers. “Procurement, courthouse logistics, inmate transport. He’s privatizing the state.”
“Not privatizing,” Sunshine said. “Owning.”
Reborn: “That’s proof. Phase Three → Phase Four on vote.”
Zee pivoted the tablet: header reading Ascension Dynamics / Louisiana Procurement Division / Oversight Partner: LBI Integrity Review Task Division.
DJ felt the weight of it. “Billy?”
Reborn: “We move. Tonight.”

[bookmark: _lkia3sfv5bhg]THE LEDGER — THE VOTE
After dusk in the Tchoupitoulas warehouse. The river murmured slow and heavy; neon leaked through broken panes. The old cypress table was scarred by maps and plans. Reborn stood at the head, the Ledger open.
“Phase Four. Operational confirmation. Subject: Paul D. Wright. Authorization required—ten votes.”
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
Ten voices. One purpose.
Reborn wrote, the pen dragging slightly across the grain.
PHASE FOUR — AUTHORIZED
Subject: Paul D. Wright
Objective: Remove active corruption node within the judicial hierarchy.
Method: Controlled execution; no civilian exposure.
Authorization: Unanimous.
She paused, then spoke the mantra. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
The others echoed: “After this, therefore because of this.”
She closed the Ledger. “Execution window opens tomorrow. Canal-to-Poydras route. Wright’s contracts speech. Same motorcade pattern.”
DJ: “Observation repeats?”
Reborn: “Pattern always repeats. That’s why it works.”

[bookmark: _aa17g17ii9bz]THE CITY
On the balcony over the Quarter, the city looked alive and harmless—its oldest lie.
He whispered, “After this, therefore because of this.”
Beyond the river bend, Billy B. sat in his Baton Rouge office, reviewing the same data, deleting the same trails, praying the system he served would never learn who he was saving it from.

[bookmark: _2inta5dxok7u]CHAPTER THREE — COURTHOUSE STEPS
The sky over Poydras was a hard, metallic blue—the kind Louisiana wore before something went wrong.
By mid-morning, the Civil District Courthouse looked more like a movie set than a seat of justice. Press vans ringed the plaza. Microphones sprouted from tripods. City officials adjusted ties and smiles.
Today’s big announcement:
The State Integrity Initiative—Wright’s latest promise to clean up the corruption he’d built himself.
DJ stood two blocks off by the iron fence at Lafayette Square, pretending to scroll his phone. He looked like any man late for a meeting—except his eyes never stopped moving.
In a storefront reflection he clocked everything: steps, barricades, the mayor’s entourage, the slow rhythm of security sweeping the crowd.
The PA crackled with Wright’s voice.
“Louisiana deserves better oversight, better transparency, better trust—”
Clean. Hollow. Practiced.
Across the plaza, Sunshine framed Wright and the mayor from behind a knot of tourists. Two blocks north, Zee rode a drone relay disguised as a maintenance unit. In an alley by a catering truck, Reborn stood half in shadow, earpiece lost under dark hair.
“Observation window open,” she said. “Maintain pattern.”
Confirmations rolled in, clipped and calm:
Naya and Tay at the barricades.
Cici and Shea as courthouse clerks with empty file boxes.
Syrian as a maintenance tech, coil of cable on his shoulder.
DJ nearest the escape route.
Reborn anchoring command.
Heat shimmered. Sweat blurred the air. Tourists fanned themselves. A brass duo tested a few off-key notes. Noise covered tension.
DJ checked his watch: 11:56 a.m.
Execution window—four minutes.
“All positions green,” he whispered.
Nine voices answered. The tenth—Reborn’s—came steady. “Green.”
On the steps, Wright raised his hand. “Transparency,” he said, “is the foundation of faith.”
The mayor clapped first. The press followed.
That was the signal.
“Execute,” DJ murmured.
[bookmark: _jkz63tz28rgl]IMPACT
The first sound was soft, like a mic crackle. Then sharper—two quick reports swallowed by the crowd’s gasp.
The B&T AG VP9 was built to be quiet and sure.
For half a breath, the city forgot to move. Wright’s face twitched. His hand dropped from the podium, fingertips brushing his chest. Red spread through white linen, slow and terrible.
The second shot chipped the mic stand. Feedback screamed. The mayor ducked. Reporters dove. Sunshine’s lens caught Wright mid-turn, eyes wide, another promise on his lips. Then gravity took him. He fell across the marble, the mic clattering beside him.
Chaos bloomed—screams, shouts, running feet.
DJ was already moving, guiding civilians to the fence, vanishing with the surge. A woman grabbed his arm, sobbing; he steadied her, pointed her toward the exit, then slipped behind the press trucks.
Comms lit quick and clean:
Zee: “Two impacts confirmed. Feed clean. No trace.”
Sunshine: “No civilian casualties.”
Syrian: “Exfil one clear.”
Reborn: “Phase Four complete. Maintain cover until radio silence.”
DJ ducked into a service alley, pulled his earpiece, and dropped it into a storm drain. Sirens rose and fell like distant thunder. He didn’t look back. He knew the sound of history rewriting itself.
[bookmark: _oavm3081vptk]AFTERMATH
By Canal, alerts flashed on every screen:
BREAKING: Louisiana Attorney General Paul D. Wright shot at courthouse event. Condition critical.
At a vending cart, the vendor shook his head. “Somebody finally got tired of the bullshit,” he said, crossing himself.
A helicopter thumped overhead. On a nearby monitor the mayor spoke into a mic, voice trembling: “A tragedy for Louisiana… a wound to justice itself.” The city swallowed it whole.
[bookmark: _dslzmssbrbt3]THE CLEANUP
That night in the Tchoupitoulas warehouse, ten faces watched the replay in silence. The feed ran mute. The image said enough.
Reborn stood by the monitor, arms folded, the Ledger open. “They’re rewriting him already,” she said. “Wright the visionary. Wright the martyr.”
Sunshine poured coffee. “Give it a week. They’ll name a bridge after him.”
Zee muted the screen. “Billy just sent code: ‘Internal review active. Narrative locked.’ He’s steering what he can.”
Naya: “They trace it?”
Reborn: “Not unless they start looking for ghosts.”
No one looked guilty. They’d seen guilt before; it didn’t look like this.
DJ leaned forward. “He was a symptom, not the disease.”
Reborn met his eyes. “Then we find the next infection.”
She wrote in the Ledger:
PHASE FOUR — EXECUTED
Subject: Paul D. Wright
Authorization: Unanimous
Status: Terminated
Beneath it, the mantra:
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
After this, therefore because of this.
Ink bled in the humidity. They spoke the words together—prayer, warning, promise—then let the city breathe through the rain.
[bookmark: _svffhpanakar]BATON ROUGE — BILLY B.
Three hours upriver, Billy B. watched the same footage in his LBI office. No sound. Just motion. His face didn’t change; his hand trembled once.
“You did it,” he whispered—not pride, not grief, just fact.
He opened a secure folder marked Phase Five, dragged it to an encrypted drive, and locked it away. Outside, Baton Rouge glowed under stormlight.
“Stay clean, Reborn,” he said softly. “Stay unseen.”
[bookmark: _hjwom9ykph3u]CHAPTER FOUR — THE LEDGER OPENS  
Overnight rain rinsed Poydras clean; the air stayed heavy.
Inside LBI headquarters, Director Michael Serrano faced a half-dozen cameras and a dozen questions he couldn’t answer. He looked composed; his eyes said otherwise—quick flicks toward aides, sweat shadowing his collar.
“The Bureau is cooperating with state and federal investigators,” he said. “Our goal is transparency and truth. The people of Louisiana deserve that.” Rehearsed, because it was.
Behind him, monitors looped the same thirty seconds—Wright turning, flash, chaos. STATE INTEGRITY INITIATIVE still glowed across the podium banner, cruelly intact.
When the room cleared, Serrano spun to staff. “Find me everything—local feeds, radio chatter, anything we missed. This doesn’t happen on my watch.”
In the corner, Billy B. watched—gray suit, neutral tie, unremarkable on purpose. He listened to everything and recorded nothing.
When the others left, he slid a blank drive into the console. Screens flickered, then steadied. “Morning, Walter,” he said.
Walter Jenkins answered from a secure line in the data core, voice filtered and calm. “Morning, Bill. You’re three feeds behind. I scrubbed local servers. Anything tagged ‘courthouse event’ sits behind your credentials.”
Billy exhaled, half a laugh. “How bad?”
“Not bad—yet,” Walter said. “Serrano will build a task force to investigate his own incompetence. That buys time.”
Billy stared at Wright frozen mid-fall. He didn’t flinch. “They’ll call it domestic extremism. Lone gunman.”
“Already seeded,” Walter said. “Anonymous tip hits at noon. Shooter fits the pattern: male, white, forty, ex-state contractor. No real ID. No questions.”
“And the Ledger?” Billy asked.
“Untouched,” Walter said. “They don’t exist digitally. Barely theoretically.”
Billy nodded. “Keep it that way.”
[bookmark: _7nqoyqy61f88]THE LOFT — REBORN
Across town the rain thinned to mist. In the Tchoupitoulas loft, ten faces watched in silence.
Reborn stood by the window, the Ledger open on the table. The television cycled officials, commentators, rumor. Every channel said the same thing: an attack on justice. She lowered the volume. “They’re already rewriting it.”
Sunshine didn’t look up. “They always do. People like Wright die twice—the second time on television.”
DJ leaned against a crate. “Billy says Serrano’s building an internal team. Theater. He’ll chase phantoms until someone tells him to stop.”
“Walter?” Reborn asked.
“Buried in the Bureau,” DJ said. “Moving data like he’s sweeping floors.”
Zee’s keys clicked. “LBI just reclassified Wright’s behavioral program as a ‘pilot audit tool.’ They’re laundering his legacy.”
Reborn closed the Ledger. “Then give them something new to audit.”
She looked around—ten operatives, ten ghosts who once believed in systems. Rain and old wood in the air.
“Phase Five,” she said. “Identify secondary nodes. Wright’s contracts weren’t isolated. Find who approved the funding.”
“Same parameters?” Taj asked. “Proof before pattern?”
“Always,” Reborn said. “No rumor, no revenge. Only evidence.”
They nodded. The rules were the only line between purpose and chaos.
“Who writes the next name?” Naya asked.
Reborn’s hand rested on the Ledger. “The Bureau will. They just don’t know it yet.”
[bookmark: _vkfu5swm0e58]BATON ROUGE — WALTER
In a windowless room beneath LBI’s data center, Walter watched the storm crawl across security feeds. He rerouted every trace of Billy’s access, masked every odd transaction—except one.
He opened a private file: Wright_P2D_Backups. Contractors, vendor accounts, encrypted IDs. At the bottom, one entry pulsed: Ascension Dynamics — Oversight sign-off: R. Serrano (Director, LBI).
Walter leaned back. “So the ledger writes itself,” he murmured. He opened a secure channel and sent one line to Reborn’s drop: Pattern extends. Oversight: Serrano. Then he deleted the file and its footprints.
[bookmark: _z8pjtwhgoqoa]THE LEDGER
That night, Reborn sat alone in the loft, candlelight trembling across the Ledger’s pages. The others were gone—Sunshine to the studio, Zee to the caches, DJ to the radio front.
She wrote slowly, each letter a confession.
Phase Five — Initiated
Subject: Michael Serrano, Director, LBI
Status: Under review
Notes: Internal linkage indicated by oversight sign-off
Verification: pending Billy/Walter cross-check
She paused, then added the mantra: Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
The candle guttered. Wax ran like time. Outside, the river groaned under the bridge, dark and endless.
[bookmark: _7qgts7nvoro8]CHAPTER FIVE-SERRANO’S TASK FORCE

The press called it the most brazen political assassination in Louisiana history. Serrano called it a breach of faith. The Bureau called an emergency meeting.
By Monday, 525 North 4th Street was lit before dawn. Agents poured coffee like fuel, printed the same reports under different headers, and whispered the same question: How did this happen under Serrano’s nose?
Serrano stood at the head of the glass conference room, his reflection hovering beside the skyline. Forty‑eight hours awake—statements, interviews, performance. Now, command.
“Listen carefully,” he said. “We’re forming a joint interagency task force—federal, state, local. Our job: find who killed Wright and dismantle the network behind them.”
A young agent raised a hand. “Director—any leads on the shooter?”
Serrano’s jaw tightened. “Several. But containment matters more. Our credibility is the only thing keeping this state from collapsing into conspiracy theories.”
In the corner, Billy B. kept his head down, typing. Every word was true—and missed the point. He caught his reflection in the glass—eyes older than he remembered. When Serrano tapped Audit to lead, Billy nodded, already knowing how to steer it.
He sent a secure text to WJ: Task Force live. I’ll feed blind leads to keep them busy.
[bookmark: _n91my681qqoh]THE SYSTEM’S GHOST
In Baton Rouge, Walter Jenkins read the message, screens lighting his face. He smiled faintly. “Good man.”
The new Integrity Task Force had no idea they were chasing phantoms. Walter had already seeded false nodes—low‑level radicals, dead contractors, untraceable shells. Noise to drown the signal.
He sipped cold coffee and watched Serrano’s presser. The Director’s voice carried righteous fatigue: “We will not rest until justice is served. These cowards cannot hide behind anonymity.”
Walter muttered, “You built anonymity, boss.”
He opened his private watch on the Ledger’s encrypted network. Ten operatives: dark. No chatter, no slip‑ups, not a trace. Discipline.
He leaned back. “Stay quiet, Reborn. Ghosts until you’re not.”
[bookmark: _fursn1immesu]THE LOFT — STRATEGY SESSION
The warehouse smelled of rain and machine oil. Reborn stood at the table, the Ledger open to Phase Five. The team looked sharper, quieter, more deliberate.
Zee: “Task force has federal reach—surveillance from Kenner to Chalmette. If Serrano finds a pattern, he’ll keep digging.”
Reborn: “He’ll find nothing. Walter’s already building ghosts.”
DJ: “Then use that noise. If they want shadows, we give them bigger ones.”
Taj: “Distraction op?”
Reborn: “Controlled. No civilians, no damage. Just enough movement to keep the case unsolvable.”
Sunshine: “Chaos as camouflage.”
Reborn: “Justice as math. Balance the equation—no more.”
Naya: “Do we still pursue Serrano?”
Reborn: “We verify. Then decide.”
[bookmark: _s2ug6k16fh0l]SERRANO’S NIGHT
Rain returned that evening. Serrano sat alone—jacket off, tie loosened—city lights flickering on the glass.
He poured bourbon into a paper cup and stared at the wall: Wright, the courthouse steps, a blood trail down marble. Power lived in appearing unbroken.
He didn’t see Billy in the hallway, unreadable. He didn’t know the file Billy had uploaded to archive was a dead end designed by Walter.
LBI would spend two weeks chasing Michael Travers—no birth record, no residence, no prints. A believable phantom, built to vanish.
Serrano swirled his drink. “They think they can outsmart me.” And somewhere quiet, a smaller voice whispered they already had.
[bookmark: _84557uy0ovhh]THE LEDGER
That night, Reborn wrote. Candle flicker. Rain tapping the window.
Phase Five — Verified
Subject: Michael Serrano, Director, LBI
Status: Linkage confirmed via Ascension contract approval
Verification: complete — awaiting vote
She glanced at the names before—Wright, Ferguson, LeClair—each a scar in paper. She closed the book and whispered: Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
Justice as cause and effect. Always cause and effect.

[bookmark: _z8ba0osd1a8d]CHAPTER SIX - FALSE LEADS
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
525 North 4th Street
The Bureau looked like it was designed by a man afraid of sunlight—seven stories of concrete and mirrored glass, humming with fluorescents and fatigue. The stainless letters reading Louisiana Bureau of Investigation were already streaked by rain. Inside smelled of toner, burned coffee, and something worse: routine.
Director Michael Serrano moved fast down the corridor, jacket unbuttoned, confidence stitched on. Motion passed for leadership. His nameplate gleamed each morning; the work beneath it didn’t.
He entered the conference room where three division chiefs and Billy B. waited, the projector cycling last week’s audit graphs.
“Morning,” Serrano said, dropping his briefcase like a gavel. “Make it quick. The Governor wants an update by lunch. I’m not feeding them uncertainty.”
Billy didn’t look up. “Uncertainty’s what we do here, sir.”
“Not today,” Serrano said. “Today we do optics.”
Walter Jenkins leaned against the back wall, hands in pockets, eyes half‑lidded behind thick glasses. Oldest in the room. The only one who remembered when the Bureau investigated instead of managed perception.
Serrano tapped the screen. “These flags—Ascension, Bayou Grain, whatever—are noise. Local irregularities. We are not implying systemic corruption. Understood?”
Billy’s pen stopped. “Understood.”
Walter didn’t nod. “If it’s noise, why does it repeat every quarter?”
Serrano exhaled the kind of sigh meant to end thought. “Because auditors love patterns. Focus on verifiable misconduct, not conspiracy.”
Silence.
Billy closed his notebook, hiding three digits in the margin—same source verified; transmit after dark. When the meeting broke, he caught Walter’s glance. A nod. That was all. Plan B was still breathing.
BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
After hours, the Bureau sounded different—hollow, cautious. Walter took the service stairs to the archives, air smelling of paper that had given up hope.
He found Procurement / Ascension Review. Inside: one sheet stamped Internal Oversight — Suspended.
He added a page, folded once, courier font:
SUBJECT: Bayou Grain Division / Dufresne contract trail.
NOTE: Linked to prior A.G. Wright network.
FROM: B.B. / Jenkins.
He slid the folder back. Another ghost for the Bureau’s graveyard.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
The city thrummed—traffic over Tchoupitoulas, the river whispering through fog. Inside, the ten sat like jurors at a trial no one asked for. Zee’s monitors cast pale light.
“Drop from Baton Rouge just hit,” she said. “Walter’s relay.”
DJ leaned in. “How clean?”
“Cleaner than usual. Billy scrubbed headers.”
Reborn stood at the head, Ledger open. “Read it.”
“Bayou Grain Division,” Zee said. “Contract trail. Same shell path as Ascension.”
Taj frowned. “Prison supplier.”
Naya: “Wright’s donors had stakes.”
Sunshine: “Same rot, new badge.”
Reborn: “Pattern holds. Observation phase is closed. Do we open it?”
Votes, one by one: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.”
All eyes to Reborn. She rested a hand on the black book. “Yea.” The Ledger was law. She wrote:
Phase Six — Active
Source: LBI (internal)
Targets: Bayou Grain Division; State Procurement network
Authorization: Unanimous
Mantra: Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
The ink bled faintly, consequence working through paper.
BATON ROUGE — 525 NORTH 4TH STREET
Billy sat alone, blinds half‑closed against the Capitol’s glow. He poured vodka into a paper cup—not for pleasure, for habit.
On his screen a reply blinked, then vanished: Phase Six acknowledged. No deviation.
He leaned back, listening to the air handler and the lies upstairs. Down the hall, Serrano laughed—too confident for a man so easy to fool.
“Keep laughing, Mike,” Billy said to the empty room. “The system’s already testifying.”

CHAPTER SEVEN — EXPOSURE
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
525 North 4th Street
The conference room had too much glass and not enough air. Serrano liked it that way—visibility without transparency.
He stood at the head of the table, sleeves rolled, smile rehearsed. “The Governor wants movement. Public confidence is bleeding out. We need names, indictments—anything that spells control.”
Silence. Fluorescents hummed.
Billy B. paged through a folder of redacted printouts—everything Walter had scrubbed the night before. The numbers meant nothing to Serrano. The metadata meant everything to the Ledger.
Walter sat two chairs down, bored on purpose. In bureaucracies, apathy is camouflage.
Serrano pointed at the screen. “This Ascension–Bayou trail? Too messy. The press smells blood. Narrow the narrative. We blame the contractors, not the contracts. Everyone clear?”
Billy’s voice stayed mild. “Crystal.” He penciled a tiny mark beside contractors. The next link in the chain had a name now.
“Integrity Task Force meets at two,” Serrano said. “Bring me a win I can read on television.”

BATON ROUGE — DATA LAB
An hour later the lights dimmed and the server room settled into its mechanical breath. Walter keyed into an access panel older than the building’s ethics. The new firewall didn’t reach this far down.
“Still breathing, Bill?”
Billy’s reply came through the secure line, low and even. “Barely. Serrano just declared victory over a problem he doesn’t understand.”
“Then we’re doing our jobs,” Walter said.
He packaged the scrubbed packet—file set tagged BG-6R—and pushed it through a blind node pointed downriver. “Delivery in transit.”
“Good,” Billy said. “The city’s waiting.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee caught the packet first. “Baton Rouge drop confirmed. Source tag: Jenkins.”
Reborn crossed the room, Ledger already open. “Decode.”
Lines of text rolled across Zee’s monitor—procurement lists, maintenance budgets, three judges’ signatures, one campaign fund.
DJ whistled low. “That’s half the parish hierarchy.”
Sunshine leaned closer. “Same pattern as before—public money feeding private detention.”
Taj’s voice was soft. “Public trust traded for a profit margin.”
Reborn didn’t look away from the screen. “Observation phase opens now. Two weeks. No chatter outside network.”
She wrote into the Ledger, ink slow and deliberate:
Phase Six — Observation / Exposure
Source: Baton Rouge (internal)
Objective: Identify linkages from state procurement to private detention
Status: Active
She closed the pen, then whispered what bound them tighter than law. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
The others echoed: “After this, therefore because of this.”
Outside, thunder crawled over the river.

BATON ROUGE — 525 NORTH 4TH STREET (LATE)
Billy stayed long after the lights died upstairs. Only the cleaning crew drifted through the hall.
Behind a vent plate, he opened the encrypted terminal. A message blinked once and auto-deleted:
RECEIVED. PHASE SIX LIVE.
He smiled to himself.
Walter stepped into the doorway with a paper cup of coffee. “You ever sleep?”
“Only when it’s quiet.”
Walter nodded. “Then you’ll be awake a long time.”
They stood in the screen’s glow, two men invisible in plain sight, inside a building that had already forgotten what integrity looked like.
[bookmark: _gymhsv9ttuxb]CHAPTER EIGHT — THE PURGE
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
 525 North 4th Street
The Bureau stopped pretending it was healthy.
By Monday, half the offices had new nameplates and empty chairs.
Serrano called it streamlining integrity operations.
Everyone else called it what it was—the purge.
He stood before the cameras in the main lobby, tie perfect, expression rehearsed.
Behind him, a banner read LOUISIANA DESERVES ACCOUNTABILITY.
“Transparency is not a threat,” he told the press. “It’s progress.”
Billy watched from a mezzanine above, coffee cooling in his hand.
“Progress,” he muttered. “That’s one word for cannibalism.”
Walter joined him, holding a tablet loaded with redacted reports.
“They’re transferring a dozen agents. New assignments, no return dates.”
Billy’s brow tightened. “He’s cleaning witnesses.”
Walter’s reply was quiet. “He’s too stupid to call it that.”
Below them, Serrano shook hands for the cameras—his smile wide, his understanding thin.

LBI — DATA FLOOR
That afternoon, the Bureau’s network flickered like a dying pulse.
Files disappeared, access permissions revoked, servers rebooted mid-process.
Billy leaned over his terminal, watching digital trails vanish.
“They’re erasing history,” he said.
Walter didn’t look up. “Then we write our own.”
He plugged in an unmarked flash drive, fingers steady, eyes calm.
A small progress bar appeared: Mirror Node Activation — 47% Complete.
Billy exhaled slowly. “You’re copying everything.”
Walter nodded. “Not copying. Preserving. The Bureau kills what it can’t explain.”
When the upload finished, he disconnected the drive, slipped it into a legal folder, and handed it over.
“Get this to the courier,” he said.
Billy hesitated. “Still using the old route?”
“Always. They think analog means obsolete. It means invisible.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
The day’s heat had broken, but the air still felt alive.
Cicadas hummed like static behind the thin walls, and the smell of fried shrimp drifted through the open window.
Zee’s monitor blinked once. “Incoming Baton Rouge packet. Same encryption signature—Walter’s node.”
Reborn leaned forward. “Read it.”
Zee opened the file. It wasn’t data this time—it was text.
Short. Precise. Almost surgical.
INTEGRITY TASK FORCE = INTERNAL CONTAINMENT.
SURVEILLANCE EXPANDING.
PURGE IN MOTION.
TRUST NO OFFICIAL CHANNEL.
Taj looked up. “That’s a warning.”
DJ nodded. “And a map.”
Sunshine leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “So the Bureau’s turning on itself.”
Reborn’s expression didn’t change. “They always do when the truth gets too close.”
She opened the Ledger, the book breathing dust and ink, and wrote:
Phase Five — Internal Containment.
Source: Baton Rouge (Jenkins / Brown).
Objective: Protect conduit, preserve intelligence chain.
Status: Active.
Her handwriting was sharp enough to cut.
“Observation window resets,” she said. “We move only when the Bureau finishes eating its own.”

BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
Billy locked the office door behind them.
The hum of the building sounded distant now, like a machine trying to remember its purpose.
“You sure about this?” he asked.
Walter adjusted his glasses. “If Serrano thinks he’s flushing leaks, he won’t notice we’re diverting the flood.”
Billy smiled faintly. “You always did like your metaphors.”
Walter replied, “You always did like your martinis.”
On the desk between them lay an old folder marked Procurement / Jenkins Review.
Billy opened it, revealing a list of state contractors—Bayou Grain, Ascension, Gulf Correctional Supply.
Next to each, Walter had added a single note in pen:
Confirmed—Ledger Pattern.
Billy’s jaw tightened. “Fifteen names?”
Walter nodded. “So far. If they keep the funding pipeline open, we’ll have twenty before winter.”
Billy stared at the list. “Then we feed it slow. Let them believe the Ledger’s smoke, not fire.”
Walter smiled. “Smoke hides the signal. Fire ends the conversation.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT (LATER)
DJ watched the storm through the window. “You think they know?”
Reborn shook her head. “Not yet. But Serrano’s task force will come south soon. Power always follows noise.”
Zee turned off her monitor. “What do we do until then?”
Reborn opened the Ledger again, the ink from earlier still wet.
“We wait. We watch. And when the purge ends, we decide who deserved to survive it.”
She drew a single line under the last entry and whispered the mantra:
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
 After this, therefore because of this.
Outside, the rain began again—soft, steady, like the world confessing something it couldn’t take back.
[bookmark: _hcqo8maywm7c]CHAPTER NINE - ZERO TRACE 
[bookmark: _pmgrgfgbokp8]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
525 North 4th Street
By week two of the purge, the Bureau’s servers sounded like they were breathing—fans whining, lights stuttering, every keystroke under suspicion.
Serrano paced the ops floor. “How did we lose internal logs?”
“Not gone,” the analyst said. “Unlinked. As if they never existed.”
“Relink them,” Serrano snapped. “Or start packing.”
From the mezzanine, Billy watched power chase its own reflection. Walter slid in beside him with a tablet.
“They’re hunting ghosts,” Walter murmured.
“You built them,” Billy said.
“Plan B was never elegant—only necessary.”
Serrano glanced up. “Brown. Compliance wants an audit of our investigators. Report by morning.”
“You’ll have it.”
Walter stayed dry. “He just asked us to audit ourselves.”
“Then we’ll give him a spotless mirror,” Billy said.
LBI — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
Old servers hummed like prayer. Walter knelt at the master terminal and fed in a scuffed thumb drive labeled PLAN B / ZERO TRACE.
Billy watched the hall. “We frying the system?”
“No,” Walter said. “We’re making it forget.”
Code spilled, skittering through dormant directories and mirrors.
“When this lands, anyone looking for us finds static—no names, no trail. The Ledger stays clean.”
“And if Serrano notices?”
“Then we were never here.”
A single line blinked: ZERO TRACE ACTIVE.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee’s screen hiccuped. “Encrypted ping from Baton Rouge. Not our usual relay.”
Reborn opened the Ledger. “Source?”
“Walter’s key, odd formatting—wait—”
ZERO TRACE ACTIVE.
DJ leaned in. “Meaning?”
“Goodbye,” Sunshine guessed.
Reborn shook her head. “Firewall.”
Zee scanned the packet. “He’s erasing Baton Rouge—mail, logs, cameras. Trail’s ash.”
“So we lose our source?” Taj asked.
“We lose their footprints,” Reborn said.
She entered: Phase Eight — Zero Trace.
Source: Jenkins / Brown. Objective: data eradication; asset preservation. Status: initiated.
Margin note: When systems forget, truth hides longer.
BATON ROUGE — SERRANO’S OFFICE (LATE NIGHT)
Monitors ghosted the glass.
“Multiple drives self‑erased,” his aide said. “IT blames purge‑script drift.”
“Fix the scripts.”
Alone, Serrano poured gin into a paper cup and studied the window—his outline thinned by the glass. He didn’t know half the Bureau’s memory had been walked into a fog he couldn’t name.
BASEMENT — EXIT
Racks steadied and lights normalized.
“They’ll call it a glitch,” Walter said.
“Glitches don’t scare them,” Billy replied. “Missing power does.”
Walter killed the screen. “We’re ghosts.”
Billy’s smile was brief. “We always were.”
They eased the door shut. The HVAC took their silence.
THE LOFT — CODA
Rain kept time on the old glass.
“The network’s gone quiet,” Zee said.
“That’s the point,” Reborn answered, closing the Ledger.
DJ: “What now?”
“When the silence ends, the system’s beginning to remember,” Reborn said. “That’s our cue.”
They held the quiet. Sunshine’s whisper stitched it shut: “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.” After this, therefore because of this.
[bookmark: _js7v2fwp63v8]CHAPTER TEN - THE HARVEST.
 
BATON ROUGE — LBI HQ, 525 North 4th Street The Bureau’s halls hummed like a machine missing teeth. Servers hiccuped, audit logs read like scripture rewritten by ghosts, and Serrano paced the upper floors pretending the walls still obeyed him. He’d lost sleep, weight, and credibility in a week. Even his reflection looked skeptical.
“Director?” his assistant at the door.
“What.”
“Another rural report. Ascension Parish—sheriff’s procurement audit. Same anomalies.”
“Tell them to fix their math,” he said, then paused at Ascension. Old contracts echoed—Wright, Bayou Grain, the same names. He poured a short gin into his mug and stared at the blank monitor, pretending patterns weren’t spelling themselves.
BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR Billy and Walter faced each other in the dim archive room, air thick with dust and the hum of old machines.
“Zero Trace worked,” Billy said. “They’re blind.”
“Then use the blindness before it heals,” Walter answered, sliding a folder across: Sheriff Dale LaGrange — Ascension Parish.
Contracts: Bayou Grain, Gulf Correctional Supply, Parish Commissary Holdings.
“He’s funneling inmate labor through shells and billing the state twice,” Billy said.
“And building a retirement empire, one bunk at a time,” Walter replied.
“You want the Ledger to take it.”
“I want justice to mean something before it dies.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT Fog sat low over Tchoupitoulas. Zee decrypted the Baton Rouge drop.
“Sheriff LaGrange. Contract skims, prison quotas, double‑billing—product moved inside ‘maintenance’ shipments,” she said.
DJ rubbed his jaw. “So Wright’s pipeline still pays—off the dead.”
“Billy and Walter verified before the blackout,” Zee added.
Reborn stood at the head of the table, the Ledger open. “Observation closed. We vote.”
Votes: Zee, Sunshine, Cici, Naya, Taj, Tay, Shea, DJ, Syrian—“Yea.”
Reborn rested a hand on the page. “Yea.”
She wrote:
Phase Nine — The Harvest
Target: Sheriff Dale LaGrange (Ascension Parish)
Objective: Terminate network / disrupt prison profiteering
Authorization: Unanimous
Source: Baton Rouge (Jenkins / Brown)
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
ASCENSION PARISH — THE FIELD Heat lifted off the cane like fever; the air smelled of diesel and sugar rot. LaGrange’s convoy rolled a back road west of Gonzales—two SUVs, two deputies, one man with too much confidence.
From the ridge, DJ adjusted his scope. “Visual confirmed. LaGrange rear vehicle.”
“Wait for the bridge,” Reborn said.
The convoy hit the narrow Bayou Vincent overpass—no cameras, no lights. The grid fuzzed. A tire went soft, the SUV slew, clipped the rail. LaGrange stumbled out, barking orders into the dark. His voice echoed once. The second report ended it.
Silence took the bridge. The bayou breathed beneath.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT By dawn, fog lifted. A crawl on Zee’s screen: SHERIFF FOUND DEAD IN APPARENT ACCIDENT — ASCENSION PARISH INVESTIGATES.
“They’re calling it a crash,” Sunshine said.
“They always do,” DJ answered.
Reborn closed the Ledger. “After this, therefore because of this.”
BATON ROUGE — 525 North 4th Street Walter set a plain envelope on Billy’s desk: a grainy photo of the wreck, the SUV burning against the rail. Typed beneath: THE FIELD IS CLEAN.
“One less feeding on the system,” Billy said.
“Fourteen names left,” Walter replied.
“Let’s work.”
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS The building buzzed with nervous electricity. Printers jammed under new directives; terminals flashed Access restricted during internal audit.
Serrano’s office lights burned. Billy entered. “Morning, Director.”
“I’ve got the Capitol calling about missing data, a dead sheriff in Ascension, and techs who swear our backups deleted themselves.”
“Prelim audit,” Billy said, setting down a folder.
Serrano flipped dense pages. “What am I looking at?”
“Containment. No links to internal misconduct. Systems secure.”
He didn’t notice the slip beneath the last page—Walter’s scrawl: Zero Trace sustained. Data flow redirected.
BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR Walter watched new “security” protocols overwrite themselves. “Let them think the ghosts built it,” he murmured.
An analog fax clicked alive. He fed a single page: Phase Nine verified. No exposure. Continue observation.
The machine sent it to a small New Orleans post office box—the Ledger’s blind drop.
“You keep them honest, Reborn. I’ll keep them blind.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT (EVENING) Zee pulled the fax from the slot beneath the stairs and handed it to Reborn.
“Walter’s good,” DJ said.
“He’s brave,” Reborn said—rarer. She slid the page into the Ledger and closed it.
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc,” she whispered.
The circle held.

[bookmark: _r3ad8jhas03n]CHAPTER ELEVEN — RESIDUALS
[bookmark: _vtxa88327kcn]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Morning slid over the river like slow mercury.
Fog clung to the levee, and the air wore that clean-dirty smell New Orleans keeps after rain—coffee, diesel, ghosts.
The news ran on every screen. Sheriff Dale LaGrange’s photo floated above a crawler:
FATAL ACCIDENT — NO FOUL PLAY SUSPECTED.
No one spoke.
Sunshine broke it first. “He’s a headline now. Not even a story.”
DJ leaned forward, elbows on knees, eyes on the silent footage. “That’s what they become. Paragraphs that lie politely.”
Reborn muted the broadcast. For a beat, the loft held only the hush of fans and the city waking below. She thought of Angola—the unending corridors, the men counting days that never changed. LaGrange’s contracts had fed that machine. One operator gone; the machine still hungry.
Justice never felt light.
She opened the Ledger. The paper still held a trace of candle smoke from the night before.
 “Phase Nine closed,” she said, and wrote:
Execution complete. Public narrative stable.
A pause, then one more line:
The city breathes, but the system still eats.
Zee glanced up from her monitors. “Baton Rouge’s network is still fractured. Half their nodes went dark overnight. Walter’s purge is holding.”
Reborn nodded. “Then they’re blind, and we move unseen.”
She didn’t close the Ledger yet. Each line was a life and a decision; the math stayed clean. Her conscience didn’t.

[bookmark: _99kwyrk8hmz2]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
525 North 4th Street
The building buzzed with nervous electricity. Agents whispered in hallways, printers jammed under new directives, and every terminal flashed the same polite error:
ACCESS RESTRICTED DURING INTERNAL AUDIT.
Director Michael Serrano’s office lights had burned since dawn. His tie hung loose; his smile did not.
Billy B. entered without knocking. “Morning, Director.”
Serrano gestured toward the window over downtown. “Morning? I’ve got the Capitol calling about missing data, a dead sheriff in Ascension, and techs who swear our backups deleted themselves.”
Billy set a folder on the desk. “Preliminary audit summary.”
Serrano eyed it like a live wire. “Supposed to calm me down?”
“Supposed to give you something to say when the Governor calls again.”
He flipped it open—pages dense with numbers, cross-references, language no politician reads. “What am I looking at?”
“Containment,” Billy said evenly. “No links to internal misconduct. Systems secure.”
Serrano exhaled and sat back. “Thank God. I don’t need another scandal tied to my name.”
He didn’t notice the thin slip of paper folded beneath the last page—a line Walter had added before delivery:
 Zero Trace sustained. Data flow redirected.

[bookmark: _f58uczhiy3j2]BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
Walter Jenkins sat alone among machines that had forgotten what they were built for, watching new security protocols overwrite themselves—protection so tidy it looked like chaos.
“Let them think the ghosts built it,” he murmured.
In the corner, an old analog fax clicked awake—one line still alive from the Bureau’s first days. Walter fed a single page:
Phase Nine verified. No exposure. Continue observation.
The machine whirred, sending it toward a small post office box in New Orleans—the Ledger’s blind drop.
Walter leaned back, eyes on the ceiling. “You keep them honest, Reborn. I’ll keep them blind.”

[bookmark: _knxlgqcqv1sv]
[bookmark: _4p9gtcs9peqh]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT (EVENING)
Zee pulled the fax from the drop slot beneath the stairwell. Still warm. Still real. She handed it to Reborn.
“Walter’s good,” DJ said.
Reborn shook her head. “He’s brave. That’s rarer.”
Outside, the city had moved on—traffic light on wet asphalt, sirens distant and familiar. Reborn slid the fax between the Ledger’s pages and closed the cover.
She whispered the mantra, almost to herself. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
After this, therefore because of this.
The circle held.
[bookmark: _ibvdrypdm13]CHAPTER TWELVE — THE AUDIT
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
525 North 4th Street
Over the weekend, Baton Rouge pretended it had found order.
The Governor called for calm, local news repeated transparency and review, and Director Michael Serrano promised the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation would “leave no stone unturned.”
By Monday, offices were reassigned, files boxed, badges revoked, and hard drives “migrated” to servers no one could access. The message was simple: fall in line or vanish.
The Bureau named it a Comprehensive Internal Review.
Agents called it what it was—a purge in a suit.
Serrano watched from his window, Baton Rouge humid and oblivious beyond the glass. He sipped lukewarm coffee and rehearsed the words his uncle—the Lieutenant Governor—wanted him to say later.
“Transparency. Accountability. A Bureau that answers to the people.”
 He tried the smile. It looked convincing enough.
The phone rang. He didn’t hide the irritation.
“Yeah?”
“Audit team’s assembled,” Billy B. said, steady. “You’ll want to see the framework before they pull files.”
“Fine. Bring Jenkins. Might as well have the old ghosts in the room.”

LBI — AUDIT CONFERENCE ROOM
The air conditioning rattled, fighting too many bodies and too little trust.
Half the staff didn’t know why they’d been chosen; the other half pretended not to.
Billy stood at the head of the table with paper files, not tablets. “System’s under strain,” he said. “We work clean.”
Walter Jenkins leaned against the wall, arms folded, eyes tracking the room. To the younger agents he was a relic—the man who built the Bureau back when integrity meant something you could touch.
Serrano arrived ten minutes late—the kind of delay that announces itself.
“The Governor wants this clean and quick,” he said, taking the far chair. “No drama, no leaks. We audit every major contract from the last five years—especially Ascension Dynamics and Bayou Grain Division. Anyone who touched those files is under review. Questions?”
Silence.
Walter’s voice was mild. “And if we find something?”
Serrano forced a grin. “Then we make it disappear before the Capitol does.”
The room laughed—except Billy and Walter. They knew he meant it.

AFTER HOURS — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
When the building emptied, they returned to the archives.
Fluorescents buzzed like angry insects. Drives swapped. Logs copied. Files tagged with breadcrumb initials only they understood.
“He’s not corrupt—just stupid,” Walter said.
“Sometimes that’s worse,” Billy replied.
They’d outlasted three directors, each more political than the last. None had hollowed out the Bureau like this one.
Billy slid a manila folder across the desk.
“Phase Eight,” he said quietly. “Everything tied to the prison contracts. I’ll route it through the blind drop.”
Walter nodded. “The Ledger sees it before sunrise.”

BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL PRESS HALL
Cameras flashed like lightning. Serrano stood at a podium under the state seal, voice smooth and practiced.
“The Louisiana Bureau of Investigation is committed to full transparency. This review ensures Louisiana’s justice system remains above reproach.”
Behind him, the Governor nodded. The Lieutenant Governor—Serrano’s uncle—smiled just wide enough for the cameras.
They didn’t notice the back row of reporters checking phones as anonymous tips landed:
Audit compromised. Director protecting political donors.
By the time the press conference wrapped, the story was already outrunning the cleanup.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee’s monitor chimed. “Packet landed. Bureau archives—Jenkins signature.”
Reborn crossed the room as files decrypted: maintenance contracts, food services, bail schedules. Names and signatures of men who sold sentences for campaign cash.
“They’re auctioning freedom,” Cici whispered.
“Walter and Billy did it,” DJ said. “They’re feeding us everything.”
Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote:
Phase Eight — The Audit
Source: Internal (Brown, Jenkins)
Objective: Extract systemic corruption data
Status: Active
Below it, smaller:
Integrity can’t live where ambition rules.

BATON ROUGE — LBI DIRECTOR’S OFFICE
Night pressed against the glass like another kind of silence.
Serrano rewatched his own remarks on mute, the words playing back like an indictment. He poured an inch of whiskey.
“The Governor wants a scapegoat—he can have one,” he muttered, dialing an unlisted number.
“Find me the leak,” he said. “Make it quiet.”
The lights flickered once as power cycled across the building.
Downstairs, Walter smiled at a monitor. “Already done,” he whispered.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LEDGER
By dawn, Reborn’s handwriting filled half a page. Outside, rain fell soft and steady—the kind that cleaned nothing.
Zee read the final line: Phase Eight — Ongoing. The Bureau consumes itself.
Reborn closed the book and spoke the tether that kept them honest.
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
After this, therefore because of this.
The words hung between them—both prayer and warning.
[bookmark: _igakn56stq4v]
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[bookmark: _tciy1dc0j77g]CHAPTER THIRTEEN — THE BALANCE
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee had the news on mute, but the crawl kept marching:
STATE AUDIT IN CHAOS — LBI DIRECTOR UNDER FIRE.
Cici leaned against the window frame, coffee untouched. “They’re eating themselves.”
Reborn didn’t look up. “No. They’re learning how to survive.”
The Ledger table was littered with folders, maps, and a small wooden token, its Latin too faint to read unless you already knew it. She touched it once—habit, not superstition.
DJ adjusted the signal receiver. “Walter says the Bureau’s clearing house on old contracts. If they scrub deep enough, they’ll find the ones he planted.”
“Let them,” Reborn said. “Every truth they uncover keeps their eyes off us.”
Zee glanced up from her terminal. “You think Serrano suspects them?”
“Serrano suspects everyone. That’s what makes him harmless.”
Outside, the Quarter woke slow—streetcars humming, fog lifting, brass bleeding through humidity.
Sunshine broke the quiet. “So what’s next?”
Reborn opened the Ledger. “Walter and Billy passed three files. Judge Henri Verret—Terrebonne Parish. Dr. Randal Nevers—Angola medical procurement. Delmar Caine—freight contractor for state narcotics storage. All verified.”
She looked around the room. “No partials. We vote on all three.”
They went one by one:
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea. 
Reborn’s hand hovered over the page. Rain filled the silence. “Yea.”
Decision became law.
She wrote in careful strokes:
Phase Nine — The Balance
Targets: Verret, Nevers, Caine
Objective: Exposure through precision
Source: Baton Rouge (Brown / Jenkins)
Authorization: Unanimous
She closed the Ledger and said, almost to herself, “After this, therefore because of this.”
Thunder rolled across the river—slow, deliberate, distant, like something deciding whether to come closer.

BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
Director Michael Serrano hadn’t slept.
Yesterday’s “audit” had become a circus; headlines called him the Governor’s lapdog. In the hall, agents whispered about resignations and leaks.
Billy B. entered with two folders—one official, one not. “The Governor’s Office wants daily summaries.”
“Tell them I’ll call when there’s something worth saying,” Serrano muttered.
Billy set the official folder on the desk, the unofficial one in the drawer beneath. “Internal resource allocation,” he said evenly. “Staff realignment.”
He left before Serrano could open it.
Walter waited downstairs, unreadable. Billy handed him a duplicate drive. “Phase Nine’s prepped—Verret, Nevers, Caine. All corrupt, all verified.”
Walter exhaled slow. “That’s a lot of ghosts for one month.”
Billy’s smile was faint. “Fits the season.”

BATON ROUGE — BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR
Later that night, Walter sat alone in the archive room. Old servers hummed behind wire cages, lights blinking like patient heartbeats. Three new red markers appeared on his screen—digital placeholders for three names.
“Balance restored,” he told the empty room.
The fax beside him clicked and spat a single sheet:
Phase Nine acknowledged. Proceed.
He fed it to the shredder, locked the door, and walked away. “Cause and effect,” he murmured. “Always cause and effect.”
[bookmark: _uif28nio51vr]CHAPTER FOURTEEN — THE MARKS
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
By dawn, the rain had turned thin and metallic, beading against the windows before sliding down like tired thoughts.
Zee’s monitors lit the dark room in soft blue. Lines of encrypted code flowed upward — contracts, transfers, names.
Three targets. Three points of rot.
Reborn stood at the table, the Ledger open beside her.
“Each target dies differently,” she said. “One in public, one in silence, one in ruin. Balance demands contrast.”
Naya poured coffee that tasted of metal and adrenaline. “Which comes first?”
Reborn tapped the page. “Judge Voss. He’s visible, arrogant, and already bleeding credibility. His fall needs to look like consequence.”
Sunshine leaned forward. “And the others?”
“Nevers will be handled through exposure,” Reborn said. “Caine through chaos.”
She closed the Ledger. “They built their careers off manipulation. We’ll end them the same way.”
DJ adjusted the earpiece in his collar. “Billy confirms their files are clean on paper. Walter left back doors across procurement databases — we can rewrite reality if needed.”
Reborn nodded. “Then let’s begin.”

TERREBONNE PARISH — JUDGE HENRI VOSS
The courthouse steps still smelled of rain when Voss exited, flanked by reporters and his assistant.
He smiled like a man certain of his own immunity.
Behind him, the banner read Judicial Ethics Seminar — “Restoring Public Trust.”
Zee’s drone hovered three blocks away, masked as a municipal inspection unit.
Her voice over comms was flat, professional. “Target in open view. Escort pattern identical to yesterday.”
Sunshine’s lens tracked the judge’s movement from a parked food truck across the street. “Angle clean. Press blocking all rear visuals.”
Reborn’s voice came through steady. “On my mark. Wait for the applause.”
Voss raised a hand for emphasis. “Integrity is not an option—it’s an obligation.”
 The crowd clapped politely.
“Mark,” Reborn said.
The flash came from the cameras—no one noticed the sound that followed.
Voss froze mid-sentence, confusion twisting into panic before gravity did the rest.
The podium toppled. Screams followed.
Within twenty seconds, the plaza was chaos.
Sunshine packed her gear, Zee’s drone vanished upward, and DJ’s feed went dark.
Reborn’s voice stayed calm. “Extraction clean. Phase complete.”

ANGOLA — DR. RANDAL NEVERS
Angola Prison slept under floodlights and fog.
Inside, Dr. Nevers worked late in the infirmary, filling out falsified invoices that no one would ever question.
Billy B.’s email arrived at 11:47 p.m. — subject line: Inventory Reconciliation.
The attached document wasn’t an audit. It was a data ghost seeded by Walter: a perfect digital mirror of Nevers’ embezzlement trail, already set to auto-forward to the state ethics board, three major newspapers, and an untraceable Bureau account.
Nevers didn’t even hear the knock when it came.
Two guards entered—neither from his shift rotation.
“Doc, got a patient transfer needs signing.”
He reached for his pen.
One guard placed a thin envelope on the table and left.
Inside: a printed page with six words.
After this, therefore because of this.
By morning, Nevers had resigned for “health reasons.”
By noon, he was found in his car, engine running, carbon monoxide silent in the air.
The file hit Baton Rouge an hour later. Walter deleted the email trail before Serrano’s staff could open it.

BATON ROUGE — DELMAR CAINE
Caine ran freight out of a low-slung warehouse on South Choctaw Drive, just west of Lobdell — five overhead doors, a truck well slick with rain, and a spur that rattled whenever the KCS yard pushed cars across the crossing.
He moved confiscated narcotics through state impound lots into private circulation.
He thought he was invisible.
Taj and Syrian arrived under cover of rain, posing as logistics techs.
Cici ran point from the van, rerouting security feeds through Zee’s relay.
Syrian adjusted his collar mic. “Cameras are looping. Two minutes clean.”
Taj: “Copy.”
Inside, Caine argued with a driver about missing cargo.
He never saw Taj behind him until it was too late.
One needle. Quick, clinical, silent.
The overdose looked perfect — fentanyl from his own shipment.
They left him slumped in his chair, invoice still half-signed.

BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
Walter monitored the Bureau servers as alerts flooded in—press releases, coroner reports, system pings.
He smiled faintly. “All three threads cut clean.”
Billy entered quietly, closing the door.
“It’s happening faster now,” he said. “They’re learning.”
Walter nodded. “So are we.”
He handed Billy a single flash drive.
“Back this up. Serrano’s starting to sniff. He won’t find us, but he’ll try.”
Billy pocketed it, glancing toward the hallway. “He’s got new agents watching procurement audits. Too green to see patterns, but curious enough to get hurt.”
Walter leaned back. “Then feed them noise. The system loves noise.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LEDGER
By nightfall, the team was back in the loft.
Reborn wrote slowly, deliberate as ritual.
Phase Nine — Execution Report.
Voss — neutralized (public exposure).
Nevers — eliminated (self-inflicted resolution).
Caine — terminated (internal correction).
Verification: Brown / Jenkins.
Authorization: Unanimous.
She paused, then added one more line beneath it:
Balance restored, consequence maintained.
DJ asked quietly, “How long before the Bureau notices?”
Reborn didn’t look up. “They already have.”
Outside, thunder rolled across the Gulf again, long and slow — the same sound that had marked every phase before it.

[bookmark: _fw6b0inlfp9y]CHAPTER FIFTEEN — ECHOES
BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS
Director Michael Serrano stood at his fourth-floor window, watching red police light bleed across the glass from the street below.
Three deaths in two days—a judge, a doctor, a contractor—each tied to state contracts.
He sipped coffee gone cold. “Coincidence doesn’t cluster,” he muttered.
His deputy entered with a folder. “Preliminary findings, sir.”
“Findings or excuses?”
The deputy hesitated. “All three had pending LBI audits. Two connect back to the Ascension vendors.”
“Ascension,” Serrano said softly. “That name again.”
Behind him, Billy B. stood silent, hands behind his back.
“You’re too quiet, Chief,” Serrano said. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re not wrong about the links,” Billy said evenly. “But you’re assuming intent. We’re seeing chaos—bad luck, bad timing.”
“Chaos doesn’t sign procurement forms,” Serrano snapped.
Walter Jenkins appeared in the doorway with a clipboard. “Director, we traced data activity through the old municipal servers. Someone mirrored our audit network—no external IP, no source we can pin.”
Serrano’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning?”
“Meaning someone inside the system built a ghost and let it run.”
“Residual code from Ascension’s cleanup,” Billy offered.
“Or someone covering tracks,” Serrano said. He turned to Walter. “Find me that ghost. If it wears a badge, I want the name before sunrise.”
Walter nodded once. “Understood.” He left, closing the door softly.
Billy lingered at the window, rain sliding down the glass. He thought of Reborn, of the votes, of how fast the Ledger moved now—one strike rolling into the next before the last headline faded.
They’re not wrong, he told himself. They’re just not patient.
“You think this is internal?” he asked.
“I think Baton Rouge has too many men who think they’re smarter than the system,” Serrano said.
Billy gave a thin smile. “You might be right about that,” and let the door close behind him.

LBI — BASEMENT SERVER ROOM
The hum of machines filled the concrete space. Walter moved between racks, fingers ghosting a cable like a rosary. The thing he’d built wasn’t traceable—it lived between systems, copying, mutating, vanishing. Serrano’s paranoia was closing faster than expected.
Billy’s voice crackled through the maintenance intercom. “You bought us forty-eight hours at best.”
“That’s enough,” Walter said. “They’ll chase the reflection, not the hand.”
“You sure you can keep it stable?”
“Ghosts outlive the living,” Walter murmured.
He unplugged a terminal, pocketed a flash drive, and powered down the main relay. Upstairs, lights flickered once—enough for analysts to blame maintenance.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Rain again. It always found the Ledger. It ran down the glass like ink, the city’s reflection shivering in broken colors.
Reborn sat with the Ledger open to a blank page. No one spoke. Silence had weight—the kind that builds when justice starts to sound like vengeance.
DJ broke it first. “Verret. Nevers. Caine. That’s three in seventy-two hours.”
“They deserved it,” Zee said without looking up.
“That’s not what I asked.”
Reborn closed the book. “We don’t measure justice by pace.”
“Then how do we measure it?” DJ asked.
She didn’t answer. Thunder rolled, a slow heartbeat.
Naya’s voice was quiet, sharp. “What if Billy’s right? Maybe we’re pushing too fast. Too visible.”
“Visibility doesn’t matter if fear drives the rot underground,” Taj said.
“Fear is temporary,” Sunshine said. “Guilt is permanent.”
Old loyalties rubbed against new doubts.
“Every phase has a cost,” Reborn said, steady but edged. “We knew that when we voted. Consequence isn’t punishment—it’s arithmetic.”
“Arithmetic ends when the numbers run out,” DJ said. “What happens when it’s us?”
Zee cut through the quiet. “Then someone writes our names in the Ledger.”
No one moved. Rain filled the space between them, steady as breath.

BATON ROUGE — LBI PARKING LOT (LATE)
Billy stood under the covered awning, rain blowing sideways. Walter joined him, collar turned up.
“He’s tightening the circle,” Walter said. “New clearances, internal audits, mandatory logs. Serrano’s scared.”
“Good,” Billy said. “Fear slows him down.”
They watched puddles glow under sodium lights.
“Phase Nine is closed,” Walter said. “What’s next?”
“Phase Ten,” Billy said. “Reborn decides when.”
He paused. “You ever wonder how long she can carry it?”
“Until the ink runs out,” Walter said.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LEDGER ROOM (DAWN)
The rain had stopped. Steam lifted off the streets as the first light cut through.
Reborn sat alone, the Ledger open. She traced the Latin carved inside the cover—Post hoc ergo propter hoc—and whispered it, not as mantra but confession.
“After this, therefore because of this.”
Behind her, the others slept in scattered corners—shadows of a war they chose.
She dipped her pen and wrote:
Phase Ten — Pending
Objective: Maintain balance. Conceal motion. Await signal.
Note: Cause precedes consequence. Consequence defines cause.
She closed the Ledger and rested her hand on it, feeling the pulse under the paper—the city breathing, the system bending, the ghosts still moving.
[bookmark: _z8nftnkir8ux]CHAPTER SIXTEEN — THE LIBRARIAN’S OATH
(Angola, Five Years Earlier)
Morning came late to Angola.
Fog sagged over the levee, and the Mississippi moved slow and brown, like it remembered every secret ever whispered to it.
Shannon Gonsoulin unlocked the steel door to the prison library. The sound echoed down concrete. Inside, the air held dust, bleach, and something older—paper rot seamed with rust. The library sat between the education hall and the chapel, where sermons and sentences bled through cinder block.
Books crowded the narrow room—torn covers, mismatched spines, milk crates standing in for shelves. Most were church-drive castoffs or leftovers from community colleges. A few still bore stamps from libraries that no longer existed.
She flipped on the fluorescents and waited for their hum to settle—three seconds of quiet before the day began.
The first inmates filed in with two trusty guards who looked more tired than dangerous. Calvin DuPree took his usual seat at the far table. Thin, gray-bearded, bones like wire. He always read the same book—a tattered Latin grammar donated by a Jesuit college.
She had offered other titles once. He’d refused.
“This one’s enough,” he’d said. “Teaches me the right words to say before I go.”
That morning she caught him etching under the desk with a snapped pen.
“Calvin,” she said softly, “you know the rules.”
He didn’t stop. “Some words need cutting, not writing.”
She crouched beside him. The letters were uneven but intent on surviving:
POST HOC ERGO PROPTER HOC.
“What’s it mean?” she asked.
“‘After this, therefore because of this,’” he said, smiling without looking up. “What they say when they decide a man deserves what happens next.” Then he met her eyes. “You ever watch justice eat itself, Miss Gonsoulin?”
She didn’t answer. He carved the last letter.
Three days later he was gone—heart failure, the report said. When she checked the library, the phrase had been darkened with soot, burned in as if to last. Under it, someone had scratched another line:
Everything that comes after is because of this.
She touched the words. The wood splintered under her fingers. Something in her shifted and never reset.

ANGOLA — ARCHIVES ROOM
Weeks later she used her clearance to pull old disciplinary files. Calvin DuPree’s record was thin: a missing transcript, a falsified transfer order, a warden’s signature wrong by a hair. He’d been leased out to a private work camp for six months and returned half-dead.
There were dozens like his. Names missing. Pages redacted. Men rented like machinery.
Shannon copied everything. No one checked the librarian’s flash drives.
At night, in her small apartment outside St. Francisville, she read the names aloud. By year’s end she knew the truth: the system wasn’t broken. It was balanced—perfectly—for the people who profited from it.
So she began an accounting of her own. Longhand. One column for names. One for what the courts had taken. She called it The Ledger.

BATON ROUGE — TWO YEARS LATER
When the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation hired her as a document consultant, she said yes. Inside the Bureau she saw the same rot dressed in policy—judges laundering rulings, wardens selling contracts, sheriffs trading evidence for favors.
That’s where she met Walter Jenkins—quiet, methodical—and Bill Brown, sharp and still idealistic. They spent months tracing sealed audits and lost case files.
One night Billy said, “We can’t fix this from inside.”
Walter added, “Then it needs balance from outside.”
Shannon set a small flash drive on the table—the one holding the photo of Calvin’s carving.
“This is the rule,” she said. “After this, therefore because of this. Accountability. Every action carries consequence. If they won’t own theirs, we will.”
Walter leaned back. “What do we call it?”
She opened the notebook she’d kept since Angola. “The Ledger. Every system keeps one. Ours will be honest.”
After that night, Shannon Gonsoulin stopped answering to her own name. The others called her Reborn—the woman who saw what the system refused to see and chose to balance it herself.

NEW ORLEANS — PRESENT
Reborn closed the Ledger and exhaled. Outside, the city was still wet, lights blurred like watercolor.
She whispered the phrase Calvin carved into her life. “After this, therefore because of this.”
Then she turned the page and wrote the next name.
[bookmark: _1dw05ww8dptr]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN — PHASE TEN
(Baton Rouge — LBI Headquarters, 525 North 4th Street)
By Monday the rain hadn’t stopped.
 It sheeted down the glass of the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation like the city was trying to wash off a guilt it couldn’t name.
Bill Brown stood at his office window, coffee cooling in his hand. The skyline bled gray through the drizzle, courthouse domes fogged like old memories. On the surface, Baton Rouge looked clean again—press conferences, sealed investigations, Director Michael Serrano’s smile promising integrity begins today. Inside these walls, the rot had learned better manners.
He turned back to his desk. Three files waited—identical covers, identical lies. Each stamped: Comprehensive Review — Division of Procurement. He opened the first. Missing invoices. Duplicated vendor codes. Shell signatures. Ascension Dynamics rebadged as Pelican Systems Group. Same contracts. Same money trail. Different ghosts.
“They never stop,” he muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose.
Across the hall, Serrano barked orders to a cluster of aides—voice full of certainty, understanding paper-thin. An appointment by blood, not merit. Nephew to the lieutenant governor, steward of his own reflection. He meant well; that was the problem. The Bureau didn’t need villains—it thrived on incompetence.
Billy brought the secure terminal online—the one wired through Walter Jenkins’s hidden relay. A text prompt blinked alive:
STATUS / LBI PHASE PROTOCOL 10 — ACTIVE?
He hesitated. His heart wasn’t weak yet, but lately he felt its protest in every pulse. He typed:
Observation confirmed. Corruption migrated to new shell. Director unaware. Phase Ten recommended.
Send. The line went dark.
Rain drummed harder. Across the Bureau, screens flickered—the heartbeat of a system pretending to live. To most, noise. To Billy, code.
He thought of Reborn—the one who taught him truth didn’t need permission. She’d read the data, pass it to the others, and within days someone’s name would be inked into the Ledger. For the first time, unease edged in. They’re moving too fast, he thought. The Bureau’s watching patterns now.
He closed the file and whispered, “Slow down, Reborn. The rain’s not the only thing coming.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Rain rattled the warehouse windows, a steady percussion over the hum of servers. Ten ghosts in the glow of a single monitor.
Reborn stood at the head of the table, arms folded. Billy’s message blinked across the encrypted feed:
Phase Ten recommended. — B.B.
Zee scrolled through the attachments. “Procurement logs. Pelican Systems picked up Ascension’s contracts—same IPs, same routing numbers. They didn’t even bother to hide it.”
Taj leaned back. “You’d think after Wright they’d learn subtlety.”
Sunshine exhaled. “Power doesn’t learn. It waits.”
DJ tapped a tablet. “Walter’s relay shows LBI audit traffic doubled last week. Serrano’s people are chasing shadows they can’t define.”
Naya asked, “And Billy?”
Reborn kept her eyes on the blinking line—Phase Ten recommended. “He’s doing what he can from inside. The Bureau’s tightening. He knows it.”
Shea folded her arms. “Then he’s risking his badge for nothing.”
“No.” Reborn’s tone sharpened. “He’s risking it for us.”
The rain hammered harder. Reborn opened the Ledger and let the sound fill the silence. Her pen moved, deliberate:
Phase Ten — Initiated by Conduit
Source: LBI Internal Audit (Brown / Jenkins)
Objective: Review procurement shell migration (Pelican Systems Group)
Beneath it, the mantra that bound them:
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
After this, therefore because of this.
Her gaze lifted. “Observation first,” she said. “Then we vote.”
The names came in order, each voice clean:
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” ”
Reborn listened to the rain, then spoke the tenth and final vote. “Yea.”
The decision became law. She added one last line:
Authorization: Unanimous.
She closed the book and whispered, “After this, therefore because of this.”
Thunder answered.
[bookmark: _ncs14j8gf62b]
[bookmark: _y6yc6zb9ryra]CHAPTER EIGHTEEN — THE VOTE
(Baton Rouge & New Orleans — Parallel Timelines)
[bookmark: _8luguiegjt98]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS, 525 North 4th Street
Director Michael Serrano hated silence.
It made him feel irrelevant, and relevance was the only thing that kept him in the chair his uncle arranged.
He slammed the audit folder onto the table. “Someone in this building is leaking. I want names, I want logs, and I want them yesterday.”
Analysts shifted under the fluorescent glare.
Walter Jenkins stood near the wall, as calm before a story, pen tapping once against a legal pad.
A deputy cleared his throat. “Director, we’ve traced three recurring anomalies in procurement—after-hours authorizations, ghost vendor edits, and cross-parish deposits into the same sub-account.”
Serrano leaned forward. “English.”
“Someone inside Procurement is pushing money through a dummy contractor.”
“Fix it,” Serrano snapped. “From now on, one team handles all data flow. Call it—hell, I don’t care—Integrity Task Force.”
Walter wrote the name, measuring its irony. Across the table, Bill Brown caught his eye. Both men understood: the trail was real this time.
“Jenkins. Brown,” Serrano said. “You run it. Find me the leak before the Governor finds me.”
“Yes, sir,” Billy said.
Walter nodded. “We’ll find him.”

[bookmark: _x4wrfve71f7g]BATON ROUGE — LBI ARCHIVES
The hum of servers filled the sub-basement.
Walter scrolled mirrored transaction logs while Billy read cross-checks aloud.
“Vendor: Marais Supply Co. Authorized shipments—hardware, cleaning supplies, field tools. Routine inventory.”
“Look again,” Walter said. “Every invoice ends five dollars short of a round figure. Each adjustment routes through the same user ID: CHargrove-47.”
Billy frowned. “Skimming the remainder?”
Walter opened a hidden ledger they’d compiled for months. “Five here, ten there. Three years. He’s moved more than $480,000 into a side account tied to a family trust in Ascension Parish.”
Billy whistled. “That’s not incompetence. That’s architecture.”
They traced the deposits through a brokerage funding equipment leases for the Louisiana Correctional Enterprise Fund.
“He’s feeding the same prison work contracts we’ve been chasing,” Walter said. “Not just dirty—efficient.”
Badge swipes put Caleb Hargrove in Procurement after hours on nine nights this quarter. Cameras caught him entering alone—11:12 p.m., 12:47 a.m.—no custodian sign-in. Edit logs originated from his desktop’s MAC; on nights he “worked from home,” changes rode a VPN tunnel tied to his Prairieville ISP. Two PDFs from different vendors showed identical language—checksum matches. Headers swapped: Ascension Dynamics to Marais Supply—re-uploaded, e-signed.
Images of canceled checks rolled by—state disbursements into Marais, then into Hargrove Family Trust (Ascension Parish). Deposit timestamps landed within an hour of the edits. Call records showed three hits to a Marais burner those same nights. The notary stamp was his brother-in-law’s.
Billy leaned back. “Polite. Married. Church every Sunday. Counterfeit to the bone.”
They compiled a forensic packet: timestamps, routing slips, shell-account transfers, and a memo flagged for Serrano’s inbox.

[bookmark: _4pvr3t92t1p4]LBI PRESS ROOM — THREE DAYS LATER
Cameras. Microphones. Headlines.
Serrano stood behind the podium, steady for once. “Integrity begins with accountability. Senior analyst Caleb Hargrove has been charged with falsifying procurement ledgers and diverting public funds through a front company, Marais Supply Co. Evidence includes after-hours badge logs, network traces, mirrored invoices, and check images into a family trust. The Bureau remains committed to transparency.”
Flashes lit the room. Reporters shouted.
Serrano smiled like a man who believed he’d won.
From the back, Billy and Walter watched without expression.
Afterward, Serrano shook their hands. “Good work, gentlemen. Baton Rouge needed a win.”
Billy nodded. “Glad we could help.”
As the Director left for his next interview, Walter murmured, “He thinks this cleans the slate.”
Billy replied, “It just clears space for the next name.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
The storm had passed, leaving gray stillness over the river.
Ten figures sat around the long table, light flickering across their faces. Reborn stood at the head, the Ledger open. On the wall, Zee projected the case map—what they called the lattice—onto the wall: a living graph of who touches what, with lines for money, time, and people —-lines of data connecting Baton Rouge to Ferriday and Angola.
“Marais Supply was Hargrove’s front,” Zee said. “Prison-fund payments flowed straight through him. Warden Ellis Merrin approved every contract.”
Taj tapped a pen. “They cleaned one infection and missed the bloodstream.”
Sunshine shook her head. “They never look past the headline.”
DJ leaned forward. “Walter’s relay shows the Bureau calming down. Serrano thinks he won.”
Reborn glanced toward the window, where the city’s reflection trembled in puddles. “Good. Let him rest. We’ll work while he sleeps.”
Naya asked, “Target?”
Reborn’s voice was steady. “Warden Ellis Merrin, Louisiana State Penitentiary. Profit by enslavement. Phase Ten.”
The vote followed:
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—
Reborn’s came last, soft but final. “Yea.”
She wrote:
Phase Ten — Target: Ellis Merrin, Warden of Angola Prison.
Justification: Systemic exploitation; profit by enslavement.
Authorization: Unanimous.
She closed the book.
Outside, thunder rolled north, toward Angola.
[bookmark: _1mhlr08ib5t7]CHAPTER NINETEEN — THE WARDEN
[bookmark: _7nvck26oluqh]ANGOLA PRISON — DAWN
Mist drifted over the levee like a ghost that never learned to leave.
Inside the yard, the air smelled of iron and fertilizer—old earth forced to behave.
Warden Ellis Merrin walked the perimeter with a clipboard tucked under one arm, boots clicking in time with the distant hum of workshop generators. The sun hadn’t burned through the fog yet, but the men were already working—painting signs, grinding metal, sorting grain. Orange uniforms glowed dull in the gray.
Merrin liked this hour. It made him feel useful. He believed in systems. In order. In consequence.
“Discipline builds men,” he told the new assistant trailing him. “Idle hands build problems.”
The assistant nodded too quickly. They always did.
At the workshop gate, Merrin paused to greet a contractor from Marais Supply Co.—soft-spoken, denim jacket, clean boots. The kind who smiled more with teeth than eyes.
“Shipment cleared?” Merrin asked.
“All thirty crates,” the man said. “Tools, solvents, electrical fittings—same as last month.”
Merrin signed the manifest without reading it. “And the labor?”
“Thirty inmates assigned. Same rotation.”
“Good. Keep it tight. Paperwork crosses my desk first.”
He moved on, past machines whose noise covered the rhythm of exploitation. Every tool had been paid for twice—once by the state, once by a contractor that didn’t exist. He called it efficiency. The governor called it rehabilitation. Only the accountants knew it was profit.
In his office, Merrin poured coffee into a chipped mug: INTEGRITY IN ACTION. On the wall, a photo showed him shaking hands with Attorney General Paul D. Wright, taken two years before Wright’s assassination. The caption read Public–Private Partnership, 2023.
He stared longer than he meant to. “Some debts don’t die easy,” he muttered.
A siren wailed for shift change. Merrin straightened his tie, turned up the air, and started signing more contracts.

[bookmark: _1gsqjiq5d4dc]HIGHWAY 61 — 11:40 A.M.
A white Marais Supply van rolled past the south gate, its logo faded by sun and mud.
Inside, Syrian adjusted the safety badge clipped to his vest. It read HARRIS — SAFETY COMPLIANCE. He looked like every other subcontractor in the parish—tired, anonymous, invisible.
“Badge scan cleared,” Zee said over comms from a levee shack two miles out, laptop balanced on her knees. “Cameras on a thirty-second loop. Badge logs mirrored. You’re clean.”
“Copy,” Syrian replied. “Heading to maintenance.”
A guard waved him through.
He parked by a stack of empty drums and stepped into heat that smelled of oil and bleach. Zee watched his body-cam feed: rows of crates with state codes, each stamped REHABILITATION TOOLS — EDUCATIONAL USE. She keyed a trace. The serials reappeared on another server—contracts routed through a Baton Rouge account under Merrin’s digital signature.
“Got it,” she said. “He’s approving duplicate shipments. Half the inventory gets routed to ghost sites in Ferriday and St. Martin. Labor lists show inmate IDs paroled months ago.”
“Recycled names,” Syrian said. “Cheap ghosts.”
“Exactly. Same pattern Hargrove started—Merrin scaled it. When Serrano burned Hargrove, the network didn’t die; Merrin picked up the pieces. Same accounts, same vendors, new signatures.”
A door opened down the hall. Syrian slipped behind the crates, heart steady. Through a gap he watched the assistant hand a folder to a courier. Two words carried: transport quota.
“I’m mirroring,” Zee said, voice sharpening. “Keep eyes on the courier.”
Syrian shadowed the man to the west gate and snapped a plate as the state pickup rolled out. He sent it.
“Tagged,” Zee confirmed. “Reborn will want it.”
“Tell her we’ve got enough to set a window.”

[bookmark: _gs3mvxl69rxw]BATON ROUGE — LBI ARCHIVES
Rain began again, thin and patient, tapping the sub-basement vents. Walter Jenkins and Bill Brown sat in the hum of servers that had forgotten their original purpose.
Upstairs, Serrano’s new Integrity Task Force kept the press busy with its fresh, sacrificial name—Caleb Hargrove—and called it a win. The Bureau calmed. Donors stopped calling. For a week, Baton Rouge pretended to breathe.
Billy watched a status bar creep across a mirrored log. “You have to admit,” he said, dry, “the branding’s good.”
“Branding is what you slap on rot when the paint won’t hold,” Walter said.
Billy tapped a folder labeled Pelican Systems Group. “Ascension’s shell with a haircut.”
Walter nodded once. “And Merrin’s the barber.”
They let the drives finish imaging, then killed the lights and left the ghosts to keep breathing.

[bookmark: _273ovwb5mre6]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
The storm had rinsed the city to a dull shine. The river took its time.
Zee’s plate hit the wall screen; the courier’s route blossomed into a map—impound lot, parish yard, a warehouse outside St. Martin. Three stops. One signature.
Reborn stood at the head of the table, the Ledger open. She didn’t write. Not yet.
“Inventory confirms duplication,” Zee said. “Merrin’s approval on all of it.”
Sunshine’s jaw tightened. “He’s selling hours and calling it help.”
DJ leaned in. “How fast?”
Reborn looked from the plate to the room and let the silence settle. “Fast enough,” she said. “We have proof. We pick the place and the minute.”
She closed the book without a word. Outside, thunder rolled north, toward Angola.
[bookmark: _nkwgxl5xqor1]CHAPTER TWENTY — THE YARD
[bookmark: _6gunem5ngg0q]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT BEFORE
Rain tattooed the warehouse glass like a second clock. Ten faces leaned over a table of paper and light.
Zee clicked a folder open. “Ellis Merrin. Warden. Ferriday Corrections. Angola subcontractor history. Pattern shows repeated inmate injuries, falsified medicals. He rigs inmate labor through Marais Supply. Profit both ways.”
Sunshine flipped a page. “Three reported deaths on his watch. All stamped ‘natural causes.’ Medical logs altered—timestamps shifted, staff sign-ins scrubbed.”
Shea’s voice went small. “They billed hours for men who weren’t there.”
Reborn closed the file, her precise calm keeping the Ledger from becoming rumor. “Site inspections?”
“Every Thursday, ten to noon,” Zee said. “He likes to watch the trucks roll.”
Reborn let the silence hold. “Then we close his Thursday.”
The vote lit the table. Ten names. Ten taps.
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
A single chorus. Reborn set the Ledger shut, the spine clicking like a second gavel. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc,” she said. “After this, therefore because of this.”

[bookmark: _e2idrkdp6d5j]FERRIDAY — MORNING
The Marais Supply yard smelled of wet diesel and hot metal. Low sky. Corrugated sheds. Forklifts shouldering puddles while men shouted over engines.
Syrian walked with the practiced plainness of someone who belongs nowhere and everywhere. Fluorescent vest. Clipboard. A laminated badge: …— SAFETY COMPLIANCE. Today’s pretext was simple: a spot-check at the supervisor’s trailer.
Inside, Warden Ellis Merrin leaned over invoices, coffee steaming. A contractor in a high-vis cap scrolled an inventory manifest on a cracked tablet.
“Three days behind,” Merrin jabbed a line item. “That’s three days my inmates don’t work. Explain that to the auditors.”
Syrian’s tone was soft, bureaucratic. “Sensors tripped on the loader. Techs are en route. We’ll make up time.”
Merrin barked a laugh. “Make up time. Don’t give me excuses.”
Syrian raised a stubby air-quality wand—routine OSHA theater—and swept it past Merrin’s collar,  rubber nose touched the notch above the clavicle; a spring micro-needle flicked out and back, delivering a silent subdermal dose -  25 mg of carfentanil and leaving only a pinprick hidden by the shirt seam. A contact sting no one would see, no sound beneath the rain.
The change was small. The coffee cup slid, dark arc across cheap wood. Color drained from Merrin’s face; air thinned to a whisper.
The contractor lunged. “Warden? Sir—” Papers fanned to the floor.
Syrian became volume and direction. He threw open the door. “CALL 911!” he shouted, voice punching through rain and metal. “WE NEED A MEDIC—NOW!”
The yard stuttered, then surged. A forklift horn blared; a driver cursed. A long-haul rig beeped in reverse. Someone fumbled a hose; a dog splashed through a puddle. A phone camera lit up and another voice barked to cut it off.
The crush at the trailer split and re-formed, bodies making a moving wall—boots, rain jackets, reflective strips—helpfulness turning into cover. A pallet shifted, a lane cleared, a foreman hollered orders that contradicted the last set.
Syrian moved with the current, then beside it, then past it—through a side latch nobody watched because everyone watched everything else. A white van idled beyond the fence, engine ticking like patient breath. He slipped inside. The van ghosted off the service road, its taillights smearing on wet asphalt.
Only later would anyone realize how many ordinary motions erased one man from a scene.
Zee’s voice slid into his ear. “Loop holding. You’re clear.”
He didn’t look back.

[bookmark: _hji1behc31i2]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
By sundown, Ferriday had a headline. Local news called it sudden cardiac failure. The Bureau called it under review.
Zee opened the audit folder. “Marais paid Merrin’s ghosts four times the legal bid. State funds, federal routing.”
DJ scrolled. “They’ve laundered prison contracts for three years.”
Reborn typed into a secure relay:
TO: marlene.dupre@bayoustandard.la
SUBJECT: For Public Record — Verified Procurement Files
 BODY: Facts first. Protect your sources.
She attached invoices, payroll ledgers, a falsified death report. Then she wrote in the Ledger:
Phase Ten — Completed.
Subject: Ellis Merrin, Warden.
Crimes: Exploitation; falsified deaths; labor trafficking.
Authorization: Unanimous.
And softly: “After this, therefore because of this.”

[bookmark: _moffuaanadoz]BATON ROUGE — ECHO
Director Michael Serrano watched the looped report—Merrin dead, documents leaked. Rain strobed the glass.
Billy stood by the window. “They’re forcing your hand.”
Serrano rubbed his temples. “Then we start pulling threads. Real ones. No optics.”
Walter’s smile was faint. “That’s new.”
Serrano looked up, voice gone steady. “No more speeches. If this state wants integrity, we dig until it screams.”
Billy nodded. “We’ll make sure the shovel’s sharp.”
Lightning flared over the city. Inside, the Bureau finally looked awake.

[bookmark: _emjj2eij0c2l]CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE — THE RESIDUE
[bookmark: _2o8ka456kgos]BATON ROUGE — 06:42 A.M.
The rain hadn’t stopped since Ferriday.
It slicked the Bureau’s plaza, ran down the stone letters—Louisiana Bureau of Investigation—and pooled beneath the badge-shaped emblem like a question that refused to drain.
Inside, generators hummed and speculation moved in whispers.
Everyone knew Warden Merrin was dead. No one knew what killed him.
AUTOPSY ROOM — EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE
Dr. Harlan Breaux—sixty, neat, eyes the color of paper ash—adjusted a magnifier under cold surgical lights.
The room held the refrigerated quiet of places where certainty is manufactured.
The cadaver lay pale and waxy. Billy stood beside the table, silent. Walter leaned against the far counter, arms folded, the mask of detachment almost holding.
“Cardiac arrest,” Breaux said, “but not spontaneous. This was induced.”
He pointed with a gloved hand. “Subdermal puncture, right trapezius. Depth shallow—less than five millimeters. Trace metallic flecks at the entry. No powder burn, no tearing. Nothing consistent with a blade or a gun.”
Walter frowned. “Needle?”
“Too clean for standard equipment,” Breaux said. “More like a contact-delivered agent. Quick. Whoever did it was close enough to touch fabric.” He angled the lens. “See that faint crease? Collar seam impression. Half a heartbeat in and out.”
Billy studied the pinprick, almost hidden by hairline. “Delivery by hand?”
“Proximity, yes,” Breaux said. “Could also be a localized aerosol routed through a confined space. I’ve seen cousins of this in federal work, never here.” He glanced up. “Whatever entered the bloodstream disrupted rhythm immediately, then metabolized fast. What’s left is residue, not recipe.”
Walter’s eyes met Billy’s. “So somebody knew exactly what they were doing.”
Breaux nodded. “Down to the second.”
[bookmark: _2kei39yhzgyu]DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 09:05 A.M.
Michael Serrano read the preliminary autopsy three times.
Every pass snagged on the same phrases: no ballistic trauma, induced failure.
“So he didn’t die of a heart attack,” he said.
Billy set the folder down. “No, sir. He was made to look like he did.”
Serrano closed it like a verdict. “No more stagecraft. We follow contracts, not headlines.”
Walter’s voice was even. “And whoever did it left no traceable delivery system.”
“Then we find one,” Serrano said. “Shut down Marais Supply until every file and invoice is accounted for. If they’re moving anything that delivers toxins, I want names, not theories.”
Billy hesitated. “That’ll step on political toes.”
“They can stand in line,” Serrano snapped. “I’m done watching this Bureau be everyone’s punching bag.”
He turned to the window, the city glinting gray. “Start a deep audit on state corrections—every contract Merrin signed, every transfer he touched. If this rot goes wider—and it does—I want to be the one who cuts it out.”
Walter watched him for a beat. “That’ll make you enemies.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Means I’m finally working.”
[bookmark: _r6d94qemnce8]DATA ROOM — LATE MORNING
Rows of terminals glowed low. Walter paged through network feeds while packet traffic scrolled past Billy’s screen.
“Media’s running three angles,” Walter said. “Heart attack, corruption probe, and something they’re calling The Ferriday Pattern. A reporter’s hinting the deaths are too clean.”
“They’re starting to see what we see,” Billy said.
“Not yet,” Walter replied. “They still call it coincidence. But every leak nudges the story closer.” He checked a console. “Zero Trace is holding. No one’s back-tracing your pulls.”
“Then let it shift,” Billy said, closing the file.
[bookmark: _tnh44sgg68m1]LAFAYETTE — 12:47 P.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
Reporter Marlene Dupré reread the latest drop in her encrypted inbox.
Subject line: FOR PUBLIC RECORD — VERIFIED PROCUREMENT FILES.
This time the attachments went deeper—medical logs, internal memos, payroll signatures from Ferriday Corrections—each checksum matching the state portal.
She wrote fast:
Headline: Autopsy Raises Questions in Warden’s Death; Financial Trail Points to State Vendor
By: Marlene Dupré, Investigative Unit
Key Findings:
 – Autopsy indicates induced cardiac failure; trace metallic residue present.
 – Linked vendor: Marais Supply Co., under state contract for correctional logistics.
 – Records suggest routing of inmate-labor funds through private subcontractors.
Officials declined to comment. The LBI confirmed a “broad inquiry.”
Her editor leaned over her shoulder. “You’re poking giants.”
“Then let them wake up,” she said.
[bookmark: _3c5ujs3beobu]SOCIAL MEDIA — 2:03 P.M.
@VeritéLA:
1. Ferriday autopsy = induced cardiac arrest. Not “heart attack.” Delivery mechanism unknown.

2. Vendor linked to the dead warden? Marais Supply—the same name in prior leaks.

3. Stop calling it coincidence. It’s structure. #FerridayPattern

By dusk, the tag trended statewide.
[bookmark: _yrk0gy47elps]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
Zee sat cross-legged on the floor, laptop glow on her glasses. “Public’s connecting dots. Not all the right ones, but enough.”
DJ nodded. “The noise is useful. Every theory adds cover.”
Sunshine watched rain bead down the window like mercury. “They still don’t know what killed him.”
Reborn stood behind the Ledger, open to a blank page. “They don’t need to know how,” she said evenly. “They need to know why.”
“We don’t escalate while they’re actually digging. Observation holds for forty-eight hours.”
“Walter says Serrano’s digging,” Zee added. “Pulling contracts, freezing accounts.”
“He is,” DJ said. “Burned three favors to keep subpoenas quiet.”
Reborn wrote:
Observation: Institutional rot breeds public blindness.
Action: Light the map, then vanish.
She closed the book. “Good. Let him dig. If he finds what we found, maybe Louisiana gets its conscience back.”
Thunder rolled low across the river.
Zee started a forty-eight-hour countdown on the wall—a red dot pulsing like a second heartbeat.
[bookmark: _1twpfevhu04l]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS — SAME NIGHT
Serrano stood alone in his office, lights dim, the city a gray shimmer behind glass.
On his desk: Merrin’s autopsy, Marais contracts, a fresh note from the governor’s office demanding explanation.
He closed them one by one.
“Let the truth hurt,” he said quietly. “Means it’s working.”
Earlier, Billy had told him, Truth’s the only antidote I’ve got left.
“Then dose it daily,” Billy had said.
Outside, rain hammered the streets clean and left them darker than before.

[bookmark: _g0558n4jamiw]CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO — THE CONTRACTOR’S TRAIL
[bookmark: _5j7ep3xos2nq]BATON ROUGE — 07:18 A.M.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]The Bureau woke to rain and orders.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Every terminal at 525 North 4th Street flashed the same warning:
SYSTEM AUDIT IN PROGRESS — DO NOT ACCESS OUTGOING NETWORKS.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Director Michael Serrano arrived before dawn, coffee in one hand, anger in the other. His voice cracked across the operations floor.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Lock it down. Every drive, every external node. I want trace logs from Procurement to Payroll.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Analysts moved fast—yanking flash drives, killing Wi-Fi, routing feeds through Oversight. External ports went red. Imaging rigs spun up. The building’s hum sharpened into a hive after smoke.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]In the glass conference room, Serrano faced Billy B. and Walter Jenkins.
“We follow the money. Marais Supply, Bayou Transit, anything tied to corrections or logistics. Someone used state channels to clean their crimes.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Billy nodded. “Marais files are live, but vendor audits run through third-party portals. We’ll need access keys and review logs.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Then get them,” Serrano said. “If they’re clean, they’ll cooperate. If they aren’t, we’ll make them.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Walter’s tone stayed even. “And if the leak came from them?”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Then we put their name in the next press release. Transparency cuts both ways.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _gajylvxapptd]EVIDENCE VAULT — 09:15 A.M.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Cold servers blinked under low light.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Billy scrolled packet logs while Walter leaned in. “Three mirrored pulls from Marais,” Billy said. “Stamped vendor review on their end, full-archive exports on ours—five days before the leak.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“From the vendor portal?” Walter asked.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Legit credentials,” Billy said. “IPs resolve to a Baton Rouge co-lo. Paper trail’s clean. Checksums verify.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Walter exhaled. “So our system shipped the evidence out—and the contractors duplicated it.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Billy saved the traces to an offline drive. “Serrano will love an outside villain.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Every saint does,” Walter murmured.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _stgro9dv1hwa]DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 10:47 A.M.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Serrano took a tablet from his deputy. “Prelim vendor audit?”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Three flags—Marais Supply, Bayou Transit LLC, and a dummy called Crescent Logistics,” the deputy said. “All under the same parent shell. Formed 2018. Registered agent’s office burned down two years ago.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Perfect.” Serrano turned to Billy and Walter. “Coordinate with Procurement and Corrections. Subpoenas before noon. Freeze anything that moves.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“If we’re quick, we can lock the accounts before assets shift,” Walter said. “Chain of custody stays internal.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Do it,” Serrano said. “No press. Not yet. Truth doesn’t need headlines to exist.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Billy hesitated. “These are donors.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Powerful isn’t untouchable,” Serrano said, looking at his reflection. “It just means we’ve waited too long.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _lcoo6emdz07w]LAFAYETTE — 09:12 A.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]The newsroom hummed with caffeine and unease.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Reporter Marlene Dupré opened the newest attachments—contracts, vouchers, scanned ledgers. She matched each to the state portal before writing. Hashes aligned. Dates and signatures held.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]SUBJECT: FOR PUBLIC RECORD — VERIFIED PROCUREMENT FILES
BODY: Facts first. Protect your sources.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]She filed fast, adjectives last.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Headline: State Contracts Routed to Private Vendor; Questions for Oversight
By: Marlene Dupré, Investigative Unit
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Key Findings:
· [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Invoice 18-AL (7/3/2019): “Maintenance — Correctional Facilities.”

· [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Payment Voucher (7/4/2019): Routed to Bayou Transit LLC; confirmed via state financial portal.

· [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Inventory Slip (6/29/2019): Labeled “Confiscated — Non-Hazardous,” found on private property outside the parish.

[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Officials acknowledged receipt; the Bureau confirmed an internal review.
Why this matters: State correctional funds appear to have been diverted through private vendors linked to political donors.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]She hit Publish. The silence afterward felt like the breath before a hurricane.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _sda7yhbr1lb8]SOCIAL MEDIA — 10:31 A.M.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]@VeritéLA (512K):
BREAKING: Verified docs show parish prison contracts routed through Bayou Transit LLC. Dates & payments match state records. (Thread ⬇️)
1. [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Invoice 7/3 → Payment 7/4. Public money, private vendor.

2. [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Vendor did campaign “services” for state officials in 2019.

3. [bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Full docs + verification via @BayouStandard.
 #LAProcureLeaks #AccountabilityStartsHere

[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]By noon, #BayouTransit trended statewide.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _y6i27wq5g2lt]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS — EARLY AFTERNOON
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Serrano stormed out with the article stapled in his fist. “Who leaked this?”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Analysts froze. Billy didn’t. “Public records, sir. The reporter verified through open channels. Nothing from our side.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“They’re naming our contractors,” Serrano snapped.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Maybe the public’s finally doing what Procurement wouldn’t,” Walter said from the doorway.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Get Comms,” Serrano said. “Statement: no wrongdoing, full cooperation—same language as last time. And find who’s talking to the press.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“They’re not talking to the press,” Walter murmured when Serrano left. “They’re talking to the people.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _8w1rvdoedfix]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Screens glowed; rain stitched the windows.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“It’s live,” Zee said. “Everything verified in the open.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Public’s furious,” DJ added. “Outrage to witch hunt, pick your lane.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Sunshine sipped coffee. “Every invoice is a confession.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Reborn watched the rain bend city light. “Proof doesn’t end corruption. It starves it.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Starve enough,” Syrian said, “and the system eats itself.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote:
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Phase Twelve — Observation / Bureau Initiative
Monitor state enforcement for authenticity. Adjust operations accordingly.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“We don’t interfere with justice,” she said. “We only finish what it won’t.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _smryb66ftqkl]BATON ROUGE — 5:42 P.M.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]The Bureau’s glass doors gleamed under the rain.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“The Bureau takes all allegations seriously,” Serrano told the cameras. “We are reviewing procedures and cooperating fully. We urge the public not to jump to conclusions.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Director, will you pursue charges against the contractors named in the leak?” a reporter called.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“If the evidence leads there—yes,” Serrano said. “The Bureau does not protect corruption. Not anymore.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Inside, Billy watched the live feed. Walter joined him with a paper cup.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“He’s off-script,” Billy said.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“For once,” Walter replied. “And angry for the right reasons.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“You think he means it?”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Walter’s nod was slow. “Yeah.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]They watched the shot widen—Serrano framed beneath the emblem that still promised Integrity.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Maybe justice doesn’t need a revolution,” Walter said. “Maybe it needs someone willing to bleed.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Billy exhaled, almost smiling. “Then let’s hope he’s got the stamina.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]
[bookmark: _ut0t4dqxohix]NEW ORLEANS — NIGHT
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Zee muted the TV. The storm’s hum filled the loft.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Feels strange,” DJ said, watching lightning scatter over the river. “Seeing them do our work.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“Maybe it’s not ours anymore,” Reborn said. “Maybe it’s everyone’s.”
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]“And if it isn’t?” Sunshine asked.
[bookmark: _61ec69v28hqf]Reborn glanced at the closed Ledger, its black cover catching a sliver of neon. “Then we remind them why balance matters.”
[bookmark: _md3w4dhwduz5]Outside, thunder rolled east toward Baton Rouge—the sound of two fronts colliding over the same truth.
[bookmark: _6nmkrjum8xso]
[bookmark: _7vidwrmsgjyt]
[bookmark: _ubv0lgjghhjc]CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE — AFTERMATH PROTOCOL
[bookmark: _xqtmc1h7gjj0]BATON ROUGE — 07:03 A.M.
The rain finally broke, leaving the city draped in fog. For the first time in months, the Bureau didn’t wake to panic—it woke to purpose.
Inside 525 North 4th Street, the ops board flipped from amber to green. Every workstation flashed: SYSTEM AUDIT IN PROGRESS. Director Michael Serrano was already on the floor, sleeves rolled, tie loose, voice clipped.
“Execute the warrants. Marais Supply, Bayou Transit, Crescent Logistics. All three go down today.”
Aide teams moved like current—vests signed out, radios to Channel 3, evidence kits logged with chain codes starting LBI-23-77. A printer spat out packets stamped with a judge’s seal: 23-117A through 23-117C, signed at 06:58 by LeBlanc, 19th JDC.
On the mezzanine, Billy B. watched. “We’ve gone from lockdown to crusade.”
Walter Jenkins sipped cold coffee. “That’s what happens when a man finally sees the rot under his own roof.”
Below, Serrano stabbed at a wall map studded with red pins. “These accounts fed kickbacks into election funds. I want seizures on every linked ledger before noon. We make this public by sundown.”
“Governor’s office approval?” an analyst asked.
“They’ll read about it like everyone else,” Serrano said.

[bookmark: _gn8r6zyydvyr]FIELD RAID — 09:42 A.M.
The convoy rolled down Nicholson, tires whispering through last night’s rain. Marais Supply squatted at 4103 Choctaw—a low box of rust and fresh paint, two private security trucks angled at the gate.
“LBI—search warrant!” The lead agent’s voice hit the loading bay as the steel door rattled up. Body cams blinked red. A wall clock ticked loud for a second, as if even time were listening.
Inside, employees froze mid-movement, coffee steaming in plastic cups. A man in a linen shirt tried the back door; two agents had him down before his hand found the knob.
Serrano stepped through behind Billy. “We’re secure.”
Rows of crates lined the bay—STATE PROPERTY stenciled on sides, inventory stickers that didn’t match the statewide system. Billy peeled one and read the serial. “These 18-AL codes shouldn’t be anywhere near Corrections.”
“Server!” a tech called from a corner office.
They clustered around a rackmount NAS humming under a desk, drive lights blinking like patient eyes. On-screen, mirrored volumes labeled BAYOU_TRANSIT_LABOR_ALLOCATION and CRESCENT_LOGISTICS_ROLLUP nested under a neat directory, Vendor Review. Beneath it: CAMPAIGN_ACCOUNTS, BONUS_PAYOUTS, ROUTING.
Serrano’s jaw locked. “Copy everything. SHA-256 the images. Burn three sets. No deletions.”
“Hash rolling… set one complete at 10:03,” the tech said.
“And someone call Corrections,” Serrano added. “Their payroll’s about to look naked.”
Walter leaned toward Billy, low. “He’s doing it.”
“For the first time,” Billy said, “yeah—he’s doing it.”

[bookmark: _3lkog6dvimoy]BATON ROUGE — 01:15 P.M.
News vans lined the curb outside the Bureau. By mid-day, The Bayou Standard confirmed three raids, multiple digital seizures, four executives detained. Rainwater clung to the stone letters like sweat.
Inside, Serrano faced the microphones. “Today’s actions are not symbolic. They’re necessary. When institutions fail to self-correct, enforcement steps in. The Bureau will not be a bystander to corruption.”
“Director, are these tied to Ferriday?” a reporter called.
“Everything in this state is linked by accountability—or the lack of it.”
Behind the cameras, Walter murmured, “That line will trend before dinner.”
“Good,” Billy said. “Let people see what reform looks like before it gets rewritten.”

[bookmark: _dglahb6jud3j]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee refreshed three feeds at once. “They’re calling it Clean Sweep. Three execs in custody. Thirty-two accounts frozen—five PAC-adjacent.”
DJ leaned back. “That’s a record. Even for us.”
Reborn stood at the table, Ledger open to a clean page. “The Bureau’s doing what it was built to do,” she said. “That changes our timeline.”
Sunshine: “We stop?”
“No,” Reborn said. “We pause. The Ledger doesn’t punish; it restores balance. If Serrano’s cutting the rot, we watch his hand.”
Syrian grinned. “And if his hand slips?”
“Then we steady it.”
Zee slid over a tablet. “Public’s split. Half call Serrano a hero; half say it’s cover.”
“Let them argue,” Reborn said, and wrote:
Phase Twelve — Observation / Bureau Initiative
 Monitor state enforcement for authenticity. Adjust operations accordingly.
She closed the book. “We don’t interfere with justice. We only finish what it won’t.”

[bookmark: _jesujaw97mi2]BATON ROUGE — EVENING
Serrano stood in his office, tie gone, sleeves rolled. The city beyond the glass looked washed and exhausted.
Billy and Walter entered quietly.
“All three warrants executed,” Billy said. “Images hashed. One suspect’s talking—says Bayou Transit laundered campaign donations through parish maintenance funds.”
Serrano rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Then we’re just scratching the surface.”
Walter set a slim folder down. “You’re making enemies fast—the kind that don’t use press conferences.”
“Let them come,” Serrano said. “I’ve been hiding behind other men’s mistakes for too long.”
Billy gave a small nod. “Then we’ll keep your back clear.”
For a moment, none of them spoke. Air-handlers sighed; somewhere below, a shredder chewed paper into confetti. A new rain started, gentle, like the city was trying again to be clean.

[bookmark: _bnkgv814gbpu]NEW ORLEANS — NIGHT
The loft quieted except for weather. On-screen, a chyron crawled: CLEAN SWEEP: LBI RAIDS THREE VENDORS.
Zee muted the television.
DJ watched lightning skate low over the river. “Different feeling,” he said. “Watching them swing the hammer.”
“Maybe that’s the point,” Reborn answered—soft, almost reverent. “Maybe the work belongs to everyone.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Sunshine asked.
Reborn glanced at the closed Ledger, its black cover catching a dim smear of neon. “Then we remind them why balance matters.”
Thunder drifted east toward Baton Rouge—the sound of two fronts meeting the same truth. The city exhaled in the pause between storms.
[bookmark: _txj073pdzstl]CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR — CONVICTION BY BLOOD
[bookmark: _3o7qy1vbw75f]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Rain pressed the windows into watercolor. Inside, the air felt heavier than weather—ten people, one purpose, too many ghosts.
Reborn stood at the long table, the Ledger open. Nine faces watched. No one spoke first; they never did.
Zee dimmed every screen but one: a uniformed portrait—sharp creases, polished badge. Sergeant Trent Caldwell, Narcotics Task Force.
Evidence lockers 22C–47 through 22C–49: weights don’t match exit logs. Chain-of-custody signatures route to Bayou Transit pickup windows the Bureau already froze.
Beneath Caldwell’s commendations lay quiet rot—seized cocaine sold back into the street, overdoses buried by falsified lab reports, “lost” evidence between transfers.
DJ broke the silence. “Walter traced the transfers. Caldwell’s van made three undocumented stops last month—same route, same middleman.”
Cici’s jaw set. “Malik Dunham. He ‘handles’ lost evidence.”
Taj glanced over. “The one from the Ninth Ward?”
 Cici nodded. “He ran my cousin last year. Case died when the evidence disappeared.” Her eyes cut back to the photo. “Caldwell signed that chain of custody.”
Reborn’s hand hovered over the page. “He sells death twice—on the street and in the report.”
 She set the rule. “One puncture. No noise. No civilians.”
Sunshine’s voice was a whisper. “So we give it back to him?”
“No,” Reborn said. “We balance it.”
Zee tapped keys. Gas-station footage filled the wall—Caldwell at the pumps, leaning on his cruiser, laughing with a man off-camera. “Pattern’s clean. Monday, Wednesday, Friday. Every third stop after shift. He trades seized powder for cash. Pelco IP cameras—we can loop them. Script’s written.”
Syrian said it like a fact he’d lived: “Routine is how you hide in plain sight.”
Reborn opened discussion. “Serrano’s warrants rattled donors tied to Caldwell’s task force. We stay outside the blast radius.”
DJ: “Walter confirmed the oversight team’s on Caldwell’s payroll. Serrano’s chasing bigger fish. Caldwell’s small—but poisonous.”
Tay: “Bureau gonna touch him?”
Billy’s voice came faint over the Baton Rouge line. “Not yet. Serrano’s moving upstream.”
Cici’s hands clenched. “Then he’s ours.”
The room stilled.
Reborn looked each of them in the eye. “This isn’t revenge. Say it.”
They answered together, low and even. “This is balance.”
She nodded. “Phase Twelve — Proposed Target: Sergeant Trent Caldwell (NTF).”
The vote landed one word at a time, each like a drop on hot steel.
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
“Operational window: 07:40–07:52, Port Allen. Gas canopy, mirrored pumps, steam off coffee for cover.”
She wrote the verdict in ink that looked black until the light caught red:
Phase Twelve — Node: Caldwell (Approved).
Then, softly: “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
After this, therefore because of this.

[bookmark: _q9frw1fcsv7d]
[bookmark: _7y5xg1wugek7]INTERLUDE — BATON ROUGE
Billy sat alone, monitor glow cutting his face in half. A message from Walter pulsed at the top of the feed:
Caldwell confirmed dirty. Files queued for Serrano’s review — hash refs WJ-12A–12C. Hold delivery until operation concludes.
Billy leaned back, letting the ceiling steady his breath. He heard Shannon Gonsoulin’s old line in his head: Truth doesn’t need permission. It needs a witness.
“Be careful, Shannon,” he murmured. “Every truth leaves fingerprints.”

[bookmark: _g4oyr64h46yj]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT (NIGHT)
Chairs scraped concrete. The team dispersed in twos and shadows. Cici lingered at the window, rain sliding like melted silver.
Taj joined her. “You sure you’re good?”
“I’m not good,” Cici said. “I’m ready.”
At the table, Reborn closed the Ledger, palm resting on the drying ink. The ache settled in her chest—the familiar shave of duty from bone. “Rule recap: no uniforms injured. No collateral. Vanish in two minutes.”
She let the quiet hold, then: “Tomorrow. Dawn.”
Lightning flared, whitening the room. For an instant, every face looked carved from the same truth: what must be done will be done.
[bookmark: _ud5swm316fk4]CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE — OPERATION CALDWELL
[bookmark: _vvwtbtbr20w0]BATON ROUGE — DAWN
The city was half-asleep when the van slid out from under the Quarter. Rain stitched the windshield into silver threads and the streets into quiet veins.
Borrowed city-fleet van. Burner plates. Background noise that looked like any other morning.
Syrian drove. Cici rode shotgun, gloved hands resting on a sealed case. Taj watched a live routine on a tablet—Sergeant Trent Caldwell’s morning tells, mapped and confirmed.
“Target’s moving,” Zee said in their ears, voice calm as code. “Usual departure. Same detour for coffee.”
Reborn followed, softer. “No deviation means he believes he’s safe. Window is tight. If anything shifts, we abort.”
DJ’s check came from the Loft. “Air’s clean. No chatter. You’re dark.”
Cici unlatched the case and took out a small, ordinary-looking tool that did not belong at a gas pump. She held it a second longer than she meant to.
“One puncture,” she murmured.
Taj met her eyes. “No pain.”
“Doesn’t make it easy.”
Syrian kept his gaze forward. “Justice rarely is.”
[bookmark: _hlar30hujn2i]PORT ALLEN — 07:48 A.M.
Caldwell’s cruiser idled beneath a canopy, rain ticking like coins on the metal roof. Coffee in one hand, phone in the other. Same hour. Same message: Running late. Be there soon.
The van rolled in two pumps over. Syrian killed the engine.
“Loop set,” Zee said. “Two minutes. Go.”
Cici hooded up and moved with the practiced plainness of someone who belonged to any morning. She swiped a card, lifted a nozzle, let the hiss of fuel fill the space between them.
Caldwell’s head turned automatically, the cop reflex older than thought.
She let her boot skid on the wet concrete and stumbled into him, shoulder brushing his chest. He caught her elbow and grinned, more flattered than wary. “All good, ma’am?” He didn’t pull back.
That half-second was enough.
His hand on her arm gave her the angle.
Cici’s wrist turned fifteen degrees— The injector hissed once, a sound too soft to matter. She wiped the gauge with the inside of her sleeve; the film lifted oils and prints in one motion.
  
“Sorry,” she said, already moving past him, the tool swallowed back into a sleeve. By the time she reached the van, he was frowning at his cup like it had betrayed him. Thirty seconds later, the cup fell. Then he did.
“Feed normal,” Zee said. “No flags.”
[bookmark: _cty0xlo0eml5]EXIT ROUTE — 07:53 A.M.
Syrian eased them to the road, tucking behind a seafood truck that threw spray in a useful curtain.
“You’re clear,” DJ said. “Station reported a medical emergency. Paramedics en route.”
Cici exhaled, breath shaking. “He looked surprised. Like he thought he had time.”
“They always think that,” Taj answered.
Reborn came across the channel, soft and absolute. “Phase Twelve — Completed. Subject: Sergeant Trent Caldwell, Narcotics Task Force. Authorization: unanimous.”
Silence took a long breath.
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc,” she added. After this, therefore because of this.
[bookmark: _r8af6u24eyfi]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDDAY
Zee tracked local feeds. “Prelim: cardiac failure. No visible trauma. Autopsy pending.”
Sunshine’s mouth tightened. “No word about the missing evidence?”
“Not yet,” Zee said. “Walter’s prepping the packet. Verification attached. Dupré gets it tonight.”
Reborn nodded. “Let the city see who he was before they mourn who they thought he was.”
DJ leaned against the console. “People are getting numb. Another week, another scandal.”
“That’s how rot survives,” Reborn said, voice even as a blade laid flat. “It convinces you it’s normal.”
Rain softened against the windows, less fury now—more fatigue.
[bookmark: _rtx174ivmt46]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS — 3:22 P.M.
Walter leaned on Billy’s doorframe, a thin folder in hand. “Caldwell’s down. Media’s sniffing. Someone opened an internal alert and smothered it in six minutes.”
Billy rubbed the edge of his brow. “Serrano’s already hearing contractor whispers tied to narcotics. He’ll dig. And when he does, the bodies will be stacked in paperwork.”
Walter’s smile was dry. “Sometimes I think that’s the point.”
“It is,” Billy said.
[bookmark: _dw84fr3iyvz0]NEW ORLEANS — NIGHT
The op report was short.
CAL-1: complete. No collateral. Two-minute vanish achieved.
No toasts. No talk. Reborn closed the Ledger and watched the ink go dull—names behind them, names ahead. Each one precise. Each one a wound that didn’t heal.
“Balance never comes free,” she whispered.
Outside, the rain returned—soft, endless, familiar.

[bookmark: _7ic41t9i5ilx]CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX — THE SECOND LEAK
[bookmark: _hilys8rnfheq]LAFAYETTE — 08:14 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Fluorescents hummed. Wet newsprint and burnt coffee scented the room. Someone’s police scanner whispered under the rain.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The Bayou Standard buzzed around Marlene Dupré’s desk as a new drop resolved on her screen: compressed files, timestamped, encrypted, anonymous. The packet rode in on the paper’s hardened tipline—metadata scrubbed, hashes intact. The sender knew how chain of custody survives daylight.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Subject line, same as before: FOR PUBLIC RECORD — VERIFIED CHAIN OF CUSTODY FILES.
Body, same as before: Facts first. Protect your sources.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Inside: scanned evidence logs, photographs, three signed statements—each tying Sergeant Trent Caldwell to a narcotics diversion network inside state custody. The trail ran from seized cocaine lockers to Bayou Transit invoices, then out through political donation funnels.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]No rumor. Proof, laced with blood.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]THE BAYOU STANDARD — BREAKING
Headline: Task Force Sergeant Linked to Narcotics Diversion Scheme
 By: Marlene Dupré — Investigative Unit — 08:47 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Documents obtained and independently verified by The Bayou Standard show that Sergeant Trent Caldwell, a senior officer with the Narcotics Task Force, rerouted confiscated drugs through Bayou Transit LLC between 2020 and 2022. Records include signed evidence logs, chain-of-custody forms, and verified witness statements from internal auditors.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Caldwell was found dead yesterday of an apparent cardiac arrest. The Bureau of Integrity has not said whether his death is under investigation.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Key Points
· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Evidence logs 22C–47 through 22C–49 show weight discrepancies later matched to warehouse transfer sheets.

· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]State audit correspondence confirms falsified reporting to preserve clearance quotas.

· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Two contractors tied to Marais Supply and Bayou Transit are named as material handlers.

[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The Bureau declined to comment.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Why this matters: These documents suggest elements of the Narcotics Task Force were complicit in the procurement network exposed earlier this week.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Attachments: evidence scans, custody logs, photographs (redacted).
 Contact: marlene.dupre@bayoustandard.la
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She hit publish. The silence after felt like the breath before a hurricane. It was a mini-dump by design—patterns, not names—enough for the crowd to connect the dots without burning the hand that lit the page.
[bookmark: _twndz4u4k2zr]SOCIAL MEDIA — 09:06 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]@VeritéLA (517K followers):
 1️⃣ NEW LEAK: Verified docs link an NTF sergeant to diverted drug seizures.
 2️⃣ Same shell companies as last week’s procurement story.
 3️⃣ Death ruled cardiac arrest, but the timing is… pointed.
 4️⃣ Full report via @BayouStandard → [link]
 #BayouTransit #JusticeIsLocal
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Replies detonated:
 “Now they’re dying before indictments drop.”
 “How deep does this go?”
 “If the Bureau’s quiet, they’re in on it.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Within an hour the thread topped state trends. By ten, national outlets called it The Louisiana Chain.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Two outlets seeded; one chorus rose. The narrative outran every warrant.
[bookmark: _lwvx6v79a3l]BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS — 10:27 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The Bureau of Investigation was never federal; it was built as a state hammer for crimes politics kept dropping.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Director Michael Serrano faced a wall of monitors, each chyron reading the same headline in a different font: NARCOTICS SERGEANT DEAD — DOCUMENTS LEAKED.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]He moved like speed could equal control—headfirst, loud, late. The rot around him wore quiet faces.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“I want to know if this came from inside,” he said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Bill Brown kept it even. “Procurement logs were public once Dupré cross-filed them. The timing looks like coincidence.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Nothing’s coincidence,” Serrano muttered. “We clean this house top to bottom.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Walter Jenkins shifted his stance. “Sir, the leak isn’t hurting us. It’s confirming corruption. Public’s on your side.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“For now,” Serrano said. “Perception flips faster than proof.” He nodded toward the glass doors where rain blurred the Bureau emblem. “Run narcotics integrity checks. Everything Caldwell touched gets reopened.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“That’s hundreds of files,” Billy said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Start with one,” Serrano answered. “We’ll build from there. Truth’s the only antidote I’ve got left.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]A quiet analyst slid a fresh legal pad to the corner of the table—polite, invisible as furniture. Someone logged his name on the sign-in: E. Granger.
[bookmark: _22ichywlmf2b]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Ten chairs. One cloth-wrapped book at center. No real names on air. Majority rules. No abstains. No ally gets the whole map.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]They gathered at Zee’s console. Newsfeeds flickered on mute. Reborn watched without speaking; the others filled the quiet.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“It’s everywhere,” Cici said, voice soft and frayed. “They’re saying his name like he mattered.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“He mattered,” Reborn said, looking at her. “Because he broke what he swore to uphold. The world should see that.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Syrian folded his arms. “Think Serrano assumes this came from us?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]DJ shook his head. “He’s chasing paperwork, not people.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Sunshine’s smile was small. “Good. Paper doesn’t bleed.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]They’d routed the packet the careful way—page first, echo second—leaving only the pattern behind. Patterns don’t have fingerprints.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn opened the Ledger. The page waited. Her pen moved.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Phase Thirteen — Observation
Institutional ripple confirmed. Bureau response active.
 Objective: Sustain public exposure. Protect source integrity.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She paused, gaze on the gray skyline. “Truth’s contagious,” she said. “Once it’s in the bloodstream, it doesn’t stop.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Silence settled. Thunder rolled again, distant but steady—the sound of another storm assembling out past the river.
[bookmark: _u83s244amvp6]No applause. No victory laps. Just the vote, the ink, and the next name waiting somewhere in the rain.
[bookmark: _usydnmzgz6iz]CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN — THE CHAIN REACTION
[bookmark: _czxanc9furo7]BATON ROUGE — 07:52 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Storm clouds rolled east overnight, leaving the capital washed and brittle. Wet asphalt, office coffee. Inside 525 North 4th Street, the Bureau’s servers hummed like nervous animals.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Director Michael Serrano crossed the operations floor with a stack of fresh warrants. “Run them all,” he told Billy. “Every case Caldwell touched, every vendor that processed his evidence. I don’t want a single ghost file.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Billy scanned the top sheet. “That’s thirty-two active case numbers.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Then we’re thirty-two closer to daylight,” Serrano said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Analysts were already typing—state IDs, phone logs, financial trails spooling across glass. What began as a leak had become a cleanse.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Walter joined Billy near the conference glass, watching rows of agents bend over keyboards, rainlight flickering across their faces. “You realize we’re finally doing what the Ledger’s been doing for two years.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Billy didn’t look up. “Difference is, we file reports after.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Walter smirked. “You think that keeps your soul any cleaner?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Doesn’t have to,” Billy said. “Just visible.”
[bookmark: _bs7ehlwgns0a]STATE CAPITOL — 10:15 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Flashes burst like gunfire. Governor Harlan Devereux stepped to the podium, face tight beneath perfect hair.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“We commend Director Serrano’s swift action,” he said. “The people of Louisiana deserve transparency.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]A reporter shouted, “Governor, are any members of your administration under investigation?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Devereux’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Investigations are impartial. No one is above scrutiny.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Behind him, his press secretary’s phone buzzed with messages she didn’t want to read: three donors subpoenaed. Procurement committee frozen. Bayou Transit’s CEO on a flight manifest.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The chain reaction had started.
[bookmark: _3x1l9xe76sbr]NEW ORLEANS — NIGHT
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The river hung low over the Quarter, mist curling around wrought-iron like smoke from a candle that refused to die. DJ stood on the balcony of a converted warehouse off Canal, listening to the city breathe—neon, jazz in the alleys, fried food and rain.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]He slid into the tiny studio carved behind crates and foam.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Producer (over comms): “Feed’s stable. Voss segment ready?”
DJ: “Live in five. Keep it balanced—subtle inference, nothing overt.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Bullet points lined his battered legal pad:
· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Judge Henri Voss — pattern of compromised rulings

· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Evidence trail linked to multiple precincts

· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Public perception: crafted inevitability

· [bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Rhythm: Thursday drops, 9 p.m. streams

[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]He leaned to the mic. “Tonight,” he said, low and steady, “we talk about justice—how it’s priced, who can afford it, and what happens when the bill comes due.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The signal threaded the city—car radios, earbuds, cheap speakers—carrying a truth no newsroom would touch. For some it sounded like gospel; for others, warning.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]In the loft, the team listened in silence. Zee tracked metrics. Sunshine tapped timestamps. Reborn watched headlights smear across wet asphalt.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Every word matters,” she said softly.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]DJ cut the feed at exactly twenty minutes—no applause, no outro. Just the click of a circuit closing.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn turned. “You think they’ll connect it?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]DJ shrugged. “If they do, they’ll call it coincidence. People always do when the truth’s too precise.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Taj leaned on the wall. “What happens when coincidence runs out?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Then we turn up the volume,” Reborn said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Outside, the rain eased to a whisper—the kind that makes a city sound like it’s confessing.
[bookmark: _qmnvfbmsis1t]BATON ROUGE — 1:42 P.M. (NEXT DAY)
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Billy watched Serrano pace behind glass, the Governor’s tone leaking through doors—sharp, rehearsed.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]When Serrano emerged, his face was flushed. “They’re trying to limit jurisdiction. Say procurement oversight belongs to Finance, not us.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“You going to let them?” Billy asked.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano shook his head. “Not this time. They can fire me after the arrests.”
[bookmark: _9xr6x6tzi97k]Walter arrived with a file. “You’ll want this first. Vendor account tied to Marais Supply—same routing number Caldwell used. It lands in a Shreveport holding firm.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano flipped pages. “Signatory?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Judge Leonard Parrish,” Walter said. “Campaign donor. Procurement board liaison.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano’s eyes hardened. “Issue a warrant. Tonight.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Billy hesitated. “That’ll make the Governor your enemy.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano smiled thinly. “Then maybe he’ll start acting like a public servant.”
[bookmark: _m7ycj3273ud9]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — EVENING
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Rain returned, softer this time, staying without sound. The team gathered as Zee read the alert.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Judge Parrish—arrested on corruption and racketeering. Governor’s office: no comment.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Taj let out a low whistle. “They actually did it.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Sunshine said, “Or someone made them.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn wrote in the Ledger, handwriting deliberate.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Phase Fourteen — Institutional Response (Escalation)
Observation: Bureau movement accelerating. Political fallout imminent.
Objective: Sustain instability until balance is achieved.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She closed the book and whispered, “Truth is catching up.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]DJ glanced over. “And when it does?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“When it catches up,” Reborn said, eyes on the glass, city lights trembling in reflection, “we’ll see who’s still standing.”
[bookmark: _7nou6klcl046]BATON ROUGE — NIGHT
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano sat alone. No cameras, no reporters, no applause. Just rain and fluorescent hum.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]A stack of files waited—names, photos, dates—fracture lines in a foundation he’d been chosen to protect. For the first time, he didn’t feel like a puppet. He felt like a man pulling his own strings.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Let them call it chaos,” he whispered. “I call it correction.”
[bookmark: _zdodpldoifj6]Outside, thunder answered—low, approving, endless.
[bookmark: _j8itnhf1iurx]
[bookmark: _tdd1sqffz8to]
[bookmark: _h5drehk09vt2]CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT — GHOST NAMES
[bookmark: _q4rchv4gnxan]BATON ROUGE — 06:44 A.M.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Rain hung over the capital like a weight. Inside 525 North 4th Street, the Bureau’s lights hummed—sharp, sterile, unforgiving.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Director Michael Serrano arrived early, black coffee in one hand, fresh warrants in the other. Fatigue had burned down into something steadier. Purpose, maybe. Or defiance.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Billy was already at his desk, screens lit with wire transfers and contract logs. Walter stood beside him with a folder thick enough to start a fire.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“New list,” Walter said. “Ghost vendors, campaign donors, procurement committee leads—feeding the same network. The press will call them pillars. They’re anchors.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano flipped pages. Each name wore a ribbon-cutting smile. “How clean is it?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Legal enough to stand in court,” Billy said. “Sharp enough to make enemies.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Serrano nodded. “Then we don’t wait. File the warrants. Quietly.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“If one of these people calls the Governor—” Walter began.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“I’ll remind him who built the storm he’s standing in,” Serrano said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Near the glass, a quiet analyst set a yellow pad for minutes and faded to the wall. The sign-in read E. Granger. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. He listened like a man building a second ledger in his head.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]LBI wasn’t federal, never pretended to be. A former governor made it a state hammer for major crimes politics kept dropping. It still answered to Baton Rouge weather and whoever held the pen upstairs.
[bookmark: _jzdaagh2i9ho]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The rain followed Baton Rouge like a rumor. Ten figures circled the table, faces half-lit by the crawl of Zee’s dashboards.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She threw four profiles to the wall: a judge, a district attorney, a warden, a contractor. Respectability as armor. “Targets with immunity,” she said. “Everyone knows. No one touches.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn stood at the window, city lights trembling in the glass. “These are architects. They don’t pull triggers. They sign documents that kill slower.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Billy says Serrano’s still pushing charges,” DJ added. “Half these names are above his clearance.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Which makes them ours,” Reborn said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Cici flexed her hands once, the motion tight. “So how do we play it?”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“We split the field,” Reborn replied. “Serrano handles what paper can carry. We take what paper erased.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Sunshine nodded. “We feed him truth—but not the whole truth.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Exactly,” Reborn said. “We give him ghosts. Clean evidence, verified trails, nothing that traces back to us.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Taj frowned. “Feels like we’re helping him do his job.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“We are,” Reborn said. “We just finish what he can’t.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Rule held: no real names off-mission, no names on air. Only three parties ever saw the whole map—the team, Billy, Walter—and none of them were talking.
[bookmark: _1t3liq347hns]THE VOTE
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The Ledger opened, ink from the last entry still wet. Reborn turned the page.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Phase Fifteen — Ghost Names. Objective: neutralize institutional impunity through indirect and direct measures. The Bureau gets the paths we illuminate. We take the ones beyond reach. Majority required. No abstains.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]The room shifted as voices answered:
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.”  
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn’s voice came last, steady as rain. “Yea.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She wrote the verdict. The strokes looked black until the light hit red.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“After this, therefore because of this,” she said, and closed the book.
[bookmark: _illlft6yg1yj]BATON ROUGE — DATA ROOM
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Fans ticked like a tired clock. Billy watched packet traces crawl while Walter leaned on the console.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“We keep it legal enough to pass inspection,” Billy said. “Pointed enough to cut.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“And if someone asks how we knew where to look?” Walter asked.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Coincidence,” Billy said. “Or intuition. The Bureau believes those more than truth.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]He pressed Enter. The bundle rode a blind relay, dressed as a contractor’s audit request. In a parallel window, ZERO TRACE pulsed green—Walter’s fog still holding, scrubbing tracks the second they were born.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“We keep building a machine that could find us,” Walter murmured.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]“Then we stay faster than the gears,” Billy said.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]In the hallway, Serrano’s orders clipped the air. E. Granger passed with a stack of sealed envelopes and did not look in.
[bookmark: _d3gptq6jzf2i]NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT (NIGHT)
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]They watched the feeds in silence. Three warrants served. Two resignations. One name missing from the news—the first of the ghosts the Ledger had balanced quietly.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Reborn opened to a clean page. “Justice and mercy aren’t opposites,” she said. “They’re different speeds of the same truth.”
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Rain thinned to mist—the kind that lingers without falling.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She wrote:
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Observation: The powerful fall slow, but they do fall.
Phase Fifteen: Active. Bureau vector sustained. Direct actions—pending window.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]She closed the book and let the room breathe.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]Outside, the river slid past like a kept secret. Inside, ten ghosts waited for the next name to surface from the rain.
[bookmark: _t4w6lr5e2rpd]

[bookmark: _3269y83vb0uq]
[bookmark: _fzq5nk6tpnmg]
[bookmark: _p3zd22sts43p]CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE — CICI’S LINE
[bookmark: _15v8rqabuzdf]NEW ORLEANS — 03:22 A.M.
The building across from the courthouse looked empty—another block of glass and shadow. The rain had cleaned the streets without making them honest.
Zee’s feed showed movement: two guards, one janitor, one mark. She overlaid a soft grid—elevator pings, badge swipes, camera loops stitched so neatly the city wouldn’t know it had blinked.
Inside the van, the air smelled of coffee and rain-damp vinyl. Cici sat in the back seat, silent, watching a small red dot blink on her tablet—heartbeat monitor.
Target: D.A. Martin Riles.
Syrian’s voice came over comms. “Perimeter clear. City cams looped. Traffic node on Loyola blind two minutes at a time—Zee owns the gaps.”
Reborn answered, low and steady. “Observation only. No contact until confirmation.”
Cici nodded, though no one could see it. Her fingers tapped once against her thigh—an old reflex from a different life. She still wore the ring from that life: thin silver, scratched near the base, her brother’s initials etched inside.
She breathed in. Out. The red dot kept time.
[bookmark: _mdu27r43uml2]BEFORE
The courtroom smelled like floor polish and arrogance.

BEFORE
The courtroom smelled like floor polish and arrogance.
Cici—Cierra Julien back then—sat on a hard bench outside Section G, scrubs under a blazer, badge clipped low. She’d just finished testifying as the forensic nurse who logged the overdose chain-of-custody that cracked open a narcotics diversion case. Six months of night shifts at the VA, photographing track marks, swabbing residue, sealing kits; six months of forms that should have been bulletproof.
Inside, the man at the defense table—Sergeant Daniel Ledet—had friends.
When the verdict came back not guilty, the sound was so clean it felt staged. She didn’t cry. She watched Ledet walk past, smile sharp, and lean close enough for her to smell court coffee on his breath.
“Truth’s just paperwork until someone signs it,” he whispered.
Three weeks later, her brother Marcus was shot outside his store—mistaken identity, they said. The ballistics report traced to the same precinct that had protected Ledet. Then it vanished. The file closed.
That was the day she stopped believing in signatures.

[bookmark: _yvnspfcl0b6k]NOW
Zee’s whisper pulled her back. “Target exiting elevator. South corridor. No escort.”
Cici sharpened the feed. Riles moved through the empty hallway, phone to his ear, laughing at something invisible. She’d seen that laugh in courtrooms—on men who treated the law like wardrobe.
Syrian murmured, “Vehicle to the side alley. Unmarked. Two men inside. Tinted, no tags front. Plate returns to a short-term rental; billable card belongs to a Bayou Transit field manager.”
“Hold position,” Reborn said.
Cici logged the plate, the time, the faces reflected in the glass. The van’s dashboard clock ticked loud enough to sound like doubt.
Observation was step one. Consequence—if earned—came only after the vote.
Her pulse wouldn’t slow. Outside, the rain hummed like static waiting for orders.
Sunshine glanced over from the driver’s seat. “You okay?”
“I’m not good,” Cici said. “I’m ready.”
Riles paused beneath the portico, finished his call, and climbed into the unmarked sedan. Zee tagged the route as it slipped into the wet, near-empty grid. “Prytania… then St. Charles. Same pattern as last Thursday. He thinks routine is invisibility.”
“Routine is evidence,” Reborn replied.
[bookmark: _kf6uliw9mvb4]THE MANTRA
Hours later, when the feed was archived and the van went quiet, Reborn opened the Ledger.
“Observation complete. D.A. Riles confirmed meeting with known Bayou Transit associates. Same rental shell as last quarter. Potential coordination of case suppression.”
“Discussion?” she asked.
Cici spoke first. “He’s not the kind you indict. He’s the kind who sells verdicts.”
Reborn met her gaze. “You’ll vote with a clear mind, not a wounded one.”
“I know,” Cici said. “That’s what makes it easy.”
One by one, the others voted.
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
When it reached Cici, her voice was steady. “Yea.”
Reborn wrote the final line.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
After this, therefore because of this.
The ink bled into the paper like it had been waiting for her.
[bookmark: _dzkzx2wbxboq]CHAPTER THIRTY — THE OFFICE
The courthouse smelled of wax and old paper — permanence wrapped in dust. On the top floor the scent folded with another: oak polish, leather, and the faint, honeyed burn of aged bourbon. It was a room made to keep secrets patient and ceremonial.
D.A. Martin Riles liked rituals. He’d brought the bottle himself the week before, wrapped in a linen rag he always kept for handling the label. He kept a single glass on his desk — heavy, rim nicked from years of use — a private chalice he reserved for meetings that deserved an exclamation point. Today’s meeting read as celebration in his head: donors present, contracts to be laundered into permanence, favors turned into law.
Forty minutes before the first handshake, a courthouse “night porter” had swapped in Riles’s favorite glass — an indistinguishable twin, prepped by Tay and handled gloved. No residue, no scent, only a whisper that woke on contact. Riles never noticed the way the crystal caught the light differently tonight — polish too perfect, linen too clean.
His men fussed with files; the courthouse security detail lingered at the margins — professional, bored, dangerous in their complacency. The room had mahogany and a framed degree and the low table with the silver ice bucket. His chief of staff, Harris, stood near the far window, folder under his arm, eyeballing invoices as if he could will them right.
Riles popped the cork with his thumb and poured without looking. The bourbon caught the light like a promise. He raised his glass.
“Gentlemen,” he said. “To the ones I already put away. May they keep each other warm.”
They laughed — short, certain — a sound built on the belief that nothing would stop them. Glasses clinked. The toast landed like a verdict.
Riles tipped the rim and drank. A cold, metallic rasp climbed the back of his throat — wrong in a way his body recognized before his mind did — and a bloom of heat flashed behind his eyes.
The failure arrived politely: a hitch in his breath, an eyelid that wouldn’t stay closed. For a moment it passed as indigestion. He set the glass down with a sound that was precisely the wrong noise to be the last of a celebration.
Harris crossed the room the way people who’ve been around disaster move — quick, hands trained to patch certainty. He was on Riles in a heartbeat, fingers on ribs, compressions ordered and brutal. Someone hit the security buzzer. A deputy — Lieutenant Knox, steady in a life of small obedience — hit 911 and barked the code so sharp the sound cut the room clean: “Top floor! Code blue! D.A. Riles — cardiac!”
The ambulance call brought the courthouse to the scene. Deputies clustered, papers were dropped, voices rose in a sound like ordinary panic. Harris worked the chest compressions because survival was something learned by rote; his movements genuine, mechanical, public.
DJ watched from the shadowed corridor, camera at his shoulder but no desire to document this exact moment. The county IT vendor badge on his lanyard bought him silence and a view. He saw the way fear rearranged people into useful shapes — someone to fetch a stretcher, someone to hold a door, someone to call the coroner. He did not need a white van idling to whisk Syrian away. The room created its own confusion: people in motion blur what cameras can see. No one in the room would ever know what lived on the rim of the D.A.’s glass.
Paramedics arrived. The AED pads snapped to life with professional flatness. Oxygen hissed. Everyone performed the protocols — compressions, shocks, chest rises and falls — until the professional motion declared the result. “No pulse,” a medic said, voice flat to keep the panic from becoming truth. “We can transport. Code blue to the hospital.”
They moved like a machine built to translate tragedy into procedure. Riles’s face, slack now, looked smaller in the fluorescent glare; the bourbon bottle glinted on the table like a forgotten ritual object.
At 525 North 4th, the coroner’s office drafted the initial language: sudden cardiac arrest, secondary toxicology pending. The phrase would hang a hinge — not the verdict, but the possibility of one.
Across town, in a private lab that handled overflow tox screens, a technician’s phone lit with the same debt collector he’d stopped answering. He swiped it away and stared too long at the intake tray.
That night, the loft watched and voted. The Ledger lay open on the table; the ink waited for a hand.
Reborn closed the book only after the words were copied with care.
Phase Fifteen — Completed. Subject: District Attorney Martin Riles. Authorization: Unanimous (10/10).
She set the pen down and spoke the words that had become a small religion for them, the formula that made intent legal in their heads: “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
Across town, Billy sat with the footage and the initial report. He set the coroner’s sheet face down and was not surprised by the official, careful language. Walter leaned against the console and said, “They’ll call it natural. The public wants tidy endings.”
Billy only nodded. “Not yet,” he said. “Not if we don’t let them.”
One more piece of dirty work would be revealed later — a technician, squeezed by debt and quiet threats, would file a clean first test. The initial toxicology would show nothing recreational. The lab would be, on paper, unassailable. That payoff — a small, pivotal lie — waits in the next chapter to be exposed. For now the city took its cue: the D.A. had drunk, he had fallen, and a courthouse that loved permanence would begin to put the pieces in place.
Rain tapped the courthouse windows like punctuation. Down the block, traffic kept the city moving, indifferent as a current. Inside the room the bourbon remained half-consumed in a glass whose rim would be sent to the lab in a chain of custody that looked clean on paper.
In the loft the ink dried in thin black strokes. Ten hands had voted. The Ledger remembered the vote and filed it away like a judicial dagger sharpened for later use.
Outside, in the slow light of evening, the city kept trying to wash itself clean and failing. Inside, the ledger held its own balance.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE — CHAIN OF CUSTODY
BATON ROUGE — EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 07:12 A.M.
The lab smelled like cold steel and lemon cleaner. Fluorescents flattened color until everything looked the same shade of official.
A tech in blue gloves signed a clipboard, slid a sealed tube across stainless, and said, “Case ref: Riles, Martin. Priority toxicology.”
Dr. Nandita Rao, chief tox, nodded once. “Chain of custody intact?”
“Logged at scene, escorted by courthouse deputy, time-stamped at 06:41. Evidence bag LBI-TOX-31A, seal unbroken. Initials ‘DK.’”
A knock at the inner door—polite, nearly apologetic.
Elliot Granger leaned in, badge on a lanyard, harmless as a stapler. “Director Serrano asked for a liaison,” he said. “Expedite handling. Press is circling.”
Rao held his gaze a beat too long, then pointed at the form. “Sign as observer. And then don’t observe too much.”
He smiled the way quiet men do when they’ve already finished what you just asked. “Of course, Doctor.”
Behind glass, a centrifuge whirred to life. Vials rolled like silent dice.
Granger stepped back to the hallway, phone face-down in his palm, screen pulsing a single unread message. He didn’t open it. He didn’t have to.

LBI HEADQUARTERS — 525 NORTH 4TH STREET — 08:03 A.M.
The operations floor ran on coffee and deadline. Monitors fed the same headline in different fonts: D.A. RILES DIES; TOX PENDING.
Serrano stood over a cart of warrants, eyes red, voice steady. “We’re not waiting on a eulogy,” he said. “Push the procurements. Freeze what we can freeze.”
Billy scanned a brief. “Bayou Transit counsel requested a delay. ‘Respect for the grieving office.’”
“Respect’s a receipt,” Serrano said. “Deny.”
Walter held up a slim folder. “Prelim lab timeline.”
“Good. Keep pressure on tox.” Serrano started away, then turned back. “Who’d we send?”
“Granger,” Walter said. “He volunteered to babysit.”
Billy’s eyes ticked sideways—small movement, big meaning. “He’s new to your inner circle.”
Serrano shrugged the way men do when they want a thing to be simple. “He takes notes. He doesn’t argue.”
Walter didn’t answer. He’d known too many note-takers who never missed a thing.

THE LOFT — NEW ORLEANS — 09:26 A.M.
Rain knit the river to the sky. Inside, screens threw soft light across ten faces.
Zee: “Lab queue confirms priority. LBI liaison on-site.”
DJ: “Which liaison?”
Zee zoomed a hallway cam still—Granger’s profile, half-turned toward glass. “That one.”
Sunshine set a legal pad down. “We hold. We don’t steer the result.”
Taj said, “They’ll try to.”
Reborn stood at the window, arms crossed, reflection thin in the wet glass. “Let them try. Truth doesn’t need us to push if the chain’s clean.”
Cici, quiet so far, finally spoke. “And if it isn’t?”
Reborn turned. “Then we light it. Not before.”
She opened the black book and wrote without sound:
Phase Sixteen — Watchpoints
 • Riles toxicology: independent verification if compromised
 • Procurement seizures: monitor political interference
Objective: Hold balance. Do not over-correct.
She closed the Ledger as if it were a door.

CORONER’S LAB — 10:11 A.M.
Rao lifted her head from the scope. “Negative on standard recreational panel. That’s expected.”
The tech nodded, tapping keys. “Expanding to nonstandard herbicides, organophosphates, rare analgesics. LC-MS/MS queued; GC-MS on volatiles.”
Granger watched the clock. “Press wants a line,” he said. “We can say ‘pending.’”
Rao didn’t look up. “Say science is slower than headlines.”
He smiled again—careful, practiced, almost human. “I’ll quote you.”
When he left the glassed-in room, he didn’t head for the lobby. He drifted to a side corridor, the kind with bad art and good quiet, and made a call that never showed in the building log.
“Clock is running,” he said softly. He listened. “No. Not yet. We’ll know what they know first.”

THE BAYOU STANDARD — LAFAYETTE — 11:02 A.M.
Marlene Dupré rubbed one temple and reread the city desk email: OFFICIALS: TOX ‘PENDING.’ PLEASE RESPECT FAMILY.
She glanced at the attachments in her encrypted inbox—procurement memos, donor routing slips, three clean hashes that matched her last story. The pattern wasn’t waiting for lab language.
She typed fast:
Headline: Riles Death Raises Questions as Integrity Probes Expand
 Key lines:
 • LBI confirms seizures tied to vendors named in prior exposés
 • Toxicology pending; watchdogs demand independent review
 • Sources: D.A.’s office met with two Bayou Transit associates hours before collapse
She hit publish. The silence before the first refresh felt like thunder holding its breath.



SOCIAL — 12:14 P.M.
@VeritéLA:
“Pending” is not an answer.
Chain-of-custody must be pristine.
If the bottle’s clean and the paper’s dirty, which one do we believe?
(full thread →)
The thread climbed like ivy up a courthouse wall.

LBI — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 01:20 P.M.
Serrano lowered the blinds. “If tox is clean, we eat it,” he said. “If it’s dirty, we fight it. Either way, we keep moving.”
Billy set a printout on the desk. “Independent confirm—Tulane Med Center can run a parallel panel. Chain preserved. Judge LeBlanc will sign.”
Serrano nodded. “Do it.”
Walter didn’t sit. “I want Granger off the lab.”
Serrano frowned. “On what grounds?”
“On the grounds that liaisons don’t need shadows,” Walter said.
For a heartbeat, Serrano weighed the comfort of a quiet man against the instinct of one who’d lived too long in basements.
“Fine,” he said at last. “Rotate him back to minutes and memos.”
Billy watched Walter’s face—not triumph, not even relief. Calculation. “You think he’s a leak?” he asked later, in the hall.
“I think he’s a door,” Walter said. “And doors open both ways.”

CORONER’S LAB — 02:07 P.M.
Rao capped a vial and lifted her phone. “Director Serrano? We’ll need an outside confirm,” she said. “Not because I don’t trust my lab. Because the public won’t.”
She hung up, turned to the glass, and finally noticed the absence of the quiet man with the notebook.
“Good,” she murmured. “One less shadow.”

THE LOFT — 03:33 P.M.
Zee’s console pinged. “Tulane confirm authorized.”
Sunshine: “That’s the right move.”
DJ: “And the loud one.”
Naya, from the ledgers: “Riles’s campaign PAC froze two accounts at noon. That’s fear, not grief.”
Reborn looked around the table. “We don’t celebrate. We don’t mourn. We keep the arithmetic.”
Cici traced a scar on the edge of the table. “Arithmetic’s still subtraction.”
Reborn didn’t disagree. “Sometimes.”

BATON ROUGE — 5TH FLOOR STAIRWELL — 05:11 P.M.
Granger stood in the well where cell signals go to blur. He read a text that wasn’t there, from a number that never rang.
— delay if possible —
He typed nothing back, slid the phone away, and walked out into the fluorescent comfort of paperwork. He smiled at the receptionist. He carried a stack of files that said he belonged.

NIGHT — SPLIT SCREENS
• In Lafayette, Marlene filed a follow-up: Independent Lab Added to Riles Case; Sources Cite Pressure Inside Bureau.
 • In Baton Rouge, Serrano stood in front of microphones and said, “We will let evidence speak. No one edits the truth.”
 • In New Orleans, the river ran black and patient beneath the bridge. The Loft went dim one switch at a time.
Reborn stayed a moment after the others. She opened the book once more and added a single line under Phase Sixteen:
Watch the quiet ones.
She closed the Ledger, and the sound it made was small and final, like a stamp on a form that would outlast anyone’s memory of who signed it.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO — PRESSURE POINTS
BATON ROUGE — 07:42 A.M.
The Bureau hadn’t been this awake in years. Phones rang. Desks filled. Every elevator ding carried urgency.
Director Michael Serrano had decided to move—not react, not deflect, but move. Three days after the Riles report went public, he called a meeting that didn’t exist on any calendar. No press, no memos. Ten from Procurement, six from State Contracts, two wardens who’d built empires on ghost invoices. Elliot Granger sat at the end of the table with a legal pad, quiet as a paperclip.
“Pull the records,” Serrano said. “All of them. I don’t care whose cousin signed what.”
An analyst swallowed. “Sir, that’s going to touch—”
“Good,” Serrano cut in. “We stop pretending the rot’s on someone else’s payroll.”
From the back, Bill watched the room see its reflection. Walter stood beside him, pretending to read a file and measuring Serrano’s cadence instead. Something had shifted—not anger, not ambition. Belief. And belief, Bill knew, was the sharpest tool in the drawer.
When the meeting broke, Bill leaned just close enough. “He’s not covering anymore. He’s hunting.”
Walter nodded once. “Then we guide the hunt. Keep him chasing the right wolves.”

DATA ROOM — 10:16 A.M.
Servers hummed like nervous machinery. Walter fed the system what Serrano demanded: invoices, dates, transfer receipts. Behind the visible upload, he tagged select files with a quiet marker—breadcrumbs from an older archive that lived belowground on copper lines everyone forgot to rip out.
“Give him enough truth to look brave,” Billy said on the side-band, “not enough to find us.”
Walter’s fingers never slowed. “Same as always.”
By noon, the state-run Bureau held fresh warrants: three parish contractors, one procurement officer, a prison-supply vendor who’d overbilled by seven figures and bought his renewals with steak dinners and PAC checks. Serrano called it a statement of intent. Walter called it a distraction with purpose.
Granger passed the glass wall, lifted his pad in a small salute, and kept walking—harmless, helpful, forgettable.

THE PRESS — 03:04 P.M.
Cameras swarmed the steps again, but the tone had changed. Serrano stood under the seal of the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation, coat unbuttoned, voice steady.
“Today’s arrests mark the beginning of an internal and external audit of state contracting. No official—no matter how connected—is above review. Corruption thrives where light is convenient. We intend to make it uncomfortable again.”
The clip ran everywhere. Commentators called it a new chapter. The same anchor who’d mocked Serrano’s hesitation now called him the man trying to clean the house he inherited.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — LATE AFTERNOON
Zee muted the broadcast. “He’s learning to sound like us.”
DJ smirked. “Difference is, we don’t rehearse.”
Sunshine flicked through live threads. “Half the state believes in redemption.”
Tay leaned back. “Redemption’s an election platform, not a cure.”
Reborn stood by the window, the Ledger open behind her on the table. Rain was tapering to a fine stitch across the glass. “Let him work. The more they look at themselves, the less they look for us.”
Cici exhaled. “We let him clean the bottom while we burn the top.”
“Exactly,” Reborn said.
Zee threw a profile to the wall: a judge with a paper halo and a signature that had sealed a thousand doors. Calendar blocks, valet receipts, private entrance photographed twice on Tuesdays.
Reborn turned a fresh page and wrote the header with deliberate care:
Phase Seventeen — Target: J. Holt, Judge, State Appellate Division.
 Status: Under Review.
Taj asked, “Reason?”
“He signed the appeal that kept Merrin’s contracts sealed,” Reborn said. “He keeps doors locked for men who sell people by the hour.”
Zee tapped a key, the dossier blooming brighter. “Calendar predictable. Uses the same private entrance Tuesdays. No glass, no needle—he’ll be expecting both.”
Reborn nodded. “Good. We change the angle. Pattern kills if you let it.”
She closed the book and rested a palm on its cover, as if feeling the pulse inside. “Balance begins again.”
Outside, the rain started up—light, rhythmic, constant. The city’s reflection rippled in every window, reminder that cleansing and drowning often look the same.

BATON ROUGE — 6TH FLOOR — EARLY EVENING
Serrano walked the corridor alone, tie loose, jaw set. The warrants had landed, the first interviews scheduled, the phones already angry. He paused at the window where the Capitol glowed through wet air and caught his reflection looking back—older, clearer.
Granger materialized with a folder. “Media requests consolidated. Your nine-o’clock is with Finance, not the Governor.”
Serrano took the folder, didn’t break pace. “Finance can wait their turn.”
Granger’s smile was thin enough to hide in. “As you wish.”
He vanished the way paper does when it’s filed in the right drawer.

THE LOFT — NIGHT
Zee’s metrics climbed and flattened. DJ tracked callers on the radio board who wanted a villain with a name and a punishment with a timer. Sunshine logged the ones that asked better questions.
Cici stood at the sink, rinsing a coffee cup that didn’t need it. “Holt’s not sloppy,” she said. “Men like that never are.”
Reborn answered from the table. “They don’t have to be. Their signatures do the killing.”
Tay closed a notebook. “So we go where signatures can’t breathe.”
Reborn touched the Ledger once, a quiet oath. “Observation first. Then the vote.”
“Window?” Syrian asked.
“Tuesday,” Zee said. “Private entrance, 7:13 to 7:19. Pattern says he hates the rain.”
“Then we give him weather,” Taj said.
No one smiled. They never did when the plan fit too easily.
Outside, a far horn from the river cut through the wet air. The city kept breathing. So did the machine they’d built to make it honest.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE — THE APPELLATE SILENCE
BATON ROUGE — 06:50 A.M.
The courthouse rose through the fog like something half-remembered. Inside, clerks moved paper into the day’s first stack of denials—the soft, repetitive thrum of a building pretending it still believed in fairness. The air smelled faintly of wax, old leather, and unspoken favors.
Judge James Holt liked mornings like this. He preferred the quiet of a machine that still worked because people were too afraid to stop it. Delay preserved favors. Delay made fear predictable.
He poured his coffee with a surgeon’s calm, reviewed a stack of motions, and signed the ones that came from names he knew—firms tied to donors, cousins, or quiet political partners. Each signature left a watermark of permission.
On his desk sat a single locked file: Ellis Merrin v. State Corrections Oversight. Stamped. Sealed. Inside: the order that had kept Angola’s labor contracts—Merrin’s empire—off-limits to audit. The same signature at the bottom: his.
He rubbed his wedding ring before signing the next order. Habit, not sentiment. Then he smiled, remembering the weight of debts collected. Outside, the flag barely moved in the wet morning air.

LBI HEADQUARTERS — MIDDAY
Serrano leaned over the conference table as screens flickered with file logs and signatures. Walter had pulled the list himself—fifteen sealed cases, all routed through Holt’s courtroom.
Billy spoke first. “He buried Merrin’s contracts. Three times. Each one bounced from Procurement to Appellate and died there.”
Serrano frowned. “Judicial immunity won’t protect him from sunlight.” He turned toward Walter. “Get me his financials.”
Walter hesitated. “That’s a fight with the courts.”
“Then fight,” Serrano said. “We either have integrity, or we have headlines.”
Billy met Walter’s eyes but said nothing. Serrano’s reform had turned from rhetoric into blade. The room smelled of coffee, stress, and disinfectant—the scent of bureaucracy trying to scrub itself clean.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Rain tapped the glass, thin and steady. Zee pulled the case file onto the main monitor.
“Judge James Holt,” she said. “Sixty-one. Baton Rouge native. Campaign financed through three shell LLCs. His wife runs a ‘nonprofit consulting firm.’ They’ve funneled two-point-three million through parish development funds since 2016.”
DJ exhaled. “That’s a lot of civic engagement.”
Sunshine added, “He’s also the judge who shut down every appeal tied to Merrin’s contracts.”
Reborn stood by the window, arms crossed, her reflection fractured by the rain. “The system rewards silence,” she said finally. “Let’s see what noise does.”
Taj folded her arms. “Public or private?”
“Private,” Reborn said. “We don’t feed chaos. We feed consequence.”

JUDGE HOLT’S OFFICE — EVENING
The courthouse smelled of dust, bourbon, and pride. Holt sat behind his desk, amber light washing the walls. He scrolled through the Merrin file one last time—the one that had sealed the contracts, protected the lie, preserved the empire. A job well done, he thought. A system preserved.
He poured another drink.
On the desk sat an unmarked envelope, tucked beneath a stack of briefs. No name. No seal. He didn’t remember who’d left it—a clerk, a courier, someone who blended in.
Inside: a single sheet of paper with ten printed words:
“After this, therefore because of this.”
He frowned, turning it over. Blank.
He set it aside, took a slow sip, read the line again. A cold, metallic rasp climbed the back of his throat—wrong in a way the body recognizes before the mind does. The skin at his temple went strangely clammy. He coughed once, sharp, as if clearing his voice before a ruling. Then again, shorter. The glass trembled, slid, and tapped a file corner.
His eyes searched the ceiling for a verdict that wasn’t coming. Within seconds, the coughing stopped. He folded forward onto the desk, body still as paper.
No residue. No scent. No noise.
When the clerk opened the door ten minutes later, only the bourbon smell remained. Maintenance logs later showed no service request filed.

LBI — 08:14 P.M.
Billy sat across from Walter in the dim conference room, watching Serrano’s assistant cross the hall with a fresh report.
Walter said, “Holt collapsed at his desk. Paramedics called it cardiac failure.”
Serrano’s voice carried from the next room. “Another heart attack? Jesus Christ, Baton Rouge is turning into a morgue.”
Walter whispered, “They’ll never connect them.”
Billy rubbed his eyes. “They shouldn’t.”
Walter added, “He earned it.”
Billy looked through the glass wall at Serrano. “So did a few more.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Zee muted the news feed mid-sentence. “They’re already calling it natural causes.”
Sunshine looked up. “That’s two in a month.”
Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote, slow and deliberate:
Phase Seventeen — Completed
Subject: Judge James Holt
Authorization: Unanimous
She let the pen rest on the page. “Two men died of their own hearts. That’s the story. That’s enough.”
For a heartbeat, she wondered whether justice ever sounded this quiet. Then she wrote his name anyway.
DJ leaned back, eyes on the ceiling. “The city’s starting to believe in coincidence again.”
Reborn closed the book. “Good. It means they’re not ready for the truth.”
Outside, rain began again—soft, relentless. It sounded like judgment trying to be mercy.

BATON ROUGE — MIDNIGHT
Serrano stood alone in his office, the glass reflecting the Bureau’s lights behind him. He didn’t know what worried him more—the corruption he was finding, or the precision with which it was dying.
He whispered, “Integrity or blood. Let’s see which one lasts longer.”
Behind him, the floor lights dimmed. Outside, the rain kept falling, cleaning nothing.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR — SIGNAL & NOISE
BATON ROUGE — 07:11 A.M.
The rain came down in straight lines, as if the sky had chosen efficiency. On the eighth floor of 525 North 4th Street, Director Michael Serrano signed a stack of warrants he hadn’t asked permission to write.
“Crescent Logistics. CFO’s condo. Phones, drives, the works,” he said, handing the last page back to an aide.
Billy stood at his shoulder, steady. Walter hovered by the glass, tracking packet traffic on a tablet that never left his hand. At the far end of the room, a quiet analyst set a legal pad near the projector and slipped into the background.
“Granger,” Serrano said without looking up, “you’re riding second team. Take notes. No heroics.”
“Yes, sir,” Elliot replied, voice mild enough to vanish.
ELEVATOR — 08:02 A.M.
The raid crew rode up in stacked silence. Billy checked the time. Walter rechecked the paper chain. Serrano rolled his shoulders, adrenaline turned into posture.
“Knock and announce,” he told the lead agent. “This isn’t theater.”
The bell dinged. The hall smelled like new carpet and money.
CRESCENT LOGISTICS — CFO RESIDENCE — 08:07 A.M.
The door opened on the third knock. Antoine Brousseau—CFO, polished, barefoot—held a phone, half-smile fixed to a face that couldn’t imagine consequence.
“Louisiana Bureau of Investigation,” the agent called. “Search warrant.”
Serrano stepped in behind the stack. “Hands where I can see them.”
Brousseau lifted the phone, reflex move toward a shortcut key he’d used a thousand times. The device was an exact match for the one he’d been carrying all week—same case, same hairline crack by the camera. He didn’t know it had been swapped outside a River Road coffee shop two days after the courier drop—same number cloned, same contacts mirrored, same battery with a gift living under the label 15 grams of RDX.
The phone buzzed once. A call came in from an unremarkable local number.
Serrano said, “Don’t—”
Brousseau answered.
The blast was tight and mean, a hand-sized pop with a flash like a camera bulb. The phone bloomed apart at his ear. He went down without a word. A wineglass jumped off a sideboard and exploded; a window webbed and spit glass.
Serrano felt the slap of heat and a rake of pain across his cheek. He dropped, covered, came up shouting orders he didn’t need to remember from training. “Clear the hands—medic up! Everybody okay?” Voices layered back: “All good—no breach—no secondary.”
Billy pulled Serrano behind the couch, checked the slice on his face. “Shallow. You’ll live.”
“I don’t want to live,” Serrano gritted, breath steadying, “I want answers.”
Elliot Granger crouched beside them, calm as a Sunday usher, offering a clean gauze he’d palmed from the kit. “Pressure, sir.”
Serrano pressed the gauze to his cheek and stared at the body on the floor—phone shattered, smoke already thinning. No fire. No collateral. Surgical.
“Somebody knew we were coming,” he said.
LAFAYETTE — 11:26 A.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
Marlene Dupré read the drop twice before she breathed.
FOR PUBLIC RECORD — VERIFIED APPELLATE ORDERS, the subject line said.
 Facts first. Protect your sources.
Inside: scanned orders, docket history, and a quiet map of every seal Judge Holt had signed to keep Angola’s labor contracts in the dark.
She wrote without adjectives.
THE BAYOU STANDARD — BREAKING
Headline: Appellate Orders Shielded Prison Contracts From Audit
 By: Marlene Dupré — Investigative Unit — 11:58 a.m.
Key findings followed—dates, docket numbers, the identical language that moved money behind law.
No mention of Holt’s death. Just the structure.
SOCIAL — 12:41 P.M.
@VeritéLA:
Holt’s seals = Angola’s cover.
Same vendors as Bayou Transit/Crescent.
Pattern > coincidence. Read Dupré. #LAChain
The thread climbed state trends in twelve minutes.
BATON ROUGE — 01:03 P.M. — LBI MED
A tech with nervous hands cleaned Serrano’s cheek. Four butterfly closures. No stitches.
“Director?” Billy asked.
Serrano stared at the mirror. The cut looked theatrical, like a prop that said survivor.
“They put a bomb in his phone,” he said. “We knock and it rings. That’s a message.”
Walter’s tone stayed neutral. “Or a cleanup. Someone silencing a liability.”
Serrano turned. “Lock every outbound on Crescent’s network. I want the asset tree frozen before close of business.”
Elliot appeared in the doorway, legal pad tucked to his chest. “Press is outside, sir. You want me to tell Comms to stall?”
Serrano grabbed a clean shirt. “No. We go out there. Somebody tried to scare the Bureau. Let the state see we’re still working.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 02:22 P.M.
Zee scrubbed and replayed the station feeds near the River Road swap—blur, reflections, rain. Nothing to see. Nothing to find.
“Device did exactly what we built it to do,” she said. “Directional, low yield, no spall. Target only.”
“Collateral?” Tay asked, quiet.
“Serrano caught glass,” DJ said, watching a muted clip of the Director’s hallway presser. “Butterflies. He’s milking it righteous.”
Sunshine folded her arms. “Good. Let the story say the Bureau’s under attack. Fear turns cameras inward.”
Cici glanced at Reborn. “Phones will be watched now. Poison’s old. Need a new language for consequence.”
Reborn nodded, face unreadable. “We vary. Stagger signatures. No rhythm to follow.”
Zee flicked to a second window—Dupré’s article, already mirrored a thousand times. “Press did its part. The system can’t pretend it didn’t know.”
Reborn opened the Ledger, her pen slow, decisive.
Phase Eighteen — Disruption / Crescent Logistics
Method: Proximity device (single-subject event)
Collateral: None (Director — superficial)
Objective: Sever procurement node; widen state inquiry.
She added the line that had outlived prayer.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
BATON ROUGE — 03:39 P.M. — LBI STEPS
Cameras, rain, a face with a thin white slash under the eye.
“Someone detonated a device inside a target’s phone as we served a lawful warrant,” Serrano said, voice level, cadence clean. “No other injuries. We will not be intimidated out of investigating corruption.”
“Director—do you believe you were the intended victim?”
“I believe cowards don’t leave signatures,” he said. “And I believe Louisiana deserves institutions that don’t scare easy.”
Behind him, Billy watched the crowd. Beside him, Walter watched the building. Elliot Granger stood three steps back, holding an umbrella he didn’t open, eyes attentive, posture forgettable.
NEW ORLEANS — 06:11 P.M. — THE LOFT
The storm thinned to mist that made the city look like it was trying to remember itself. Taj packed the kit back into its place. Syrian checked straps and seals with the care of a man who measured risk for a living.
“Next methods,” Sunshine said. “Phones are burned for a while.”
“Agreed,” Reborn answered. “Accidents. Infrastructure. Paper cuts that bleed out careers. We don’t chase noise—we write it.”
DJ tilted his head toward the muted TV, where Serrano’s clip looped again. “He’s finally becoming useful.”
“He’ll get promoted for it,” Zee said.
Reborn didn’t look away from the window. “Good. We’ll need him higher when this ends.”
She closed the Ledger and rested her hand on the cover, feeling the weight of names that didn’t exist outside this room.
“Ghost rules apply,” she said. “If eyes ever swing our way, we move like the crowd.”
“Always have,” Syrian murmured.
Outside, a towboat shoved upriver against the current, low horn rolling over the roofs like a warning that had been traveling a long time.
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[bookmark: _3d9upovegi1m]CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE — THE QUIET WITNESS
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — DAWN
The storm had broken sometime before sunrise, leaving the Quarter heavy with humidity and the smell of iron. Rainwater slid from the eaves and hissed against the streetcar rails.
Naya sat at the table, a ledger page folded neatly in front of her. She rarely spoke first, but when she did, everyone listened.
 “Every system has a witness,” she said. “Someone who sees the wrong thing, reports it, and disappears. The Bureau calls it attrition. We call it memory.”
Reborn looked up from her notes. “And memory’s what keeps us honest.”
Zee flicked through camera feeds. “Shea’s pulling the next dossier. Old prison files.”
Naya nodded. “Then she carries the weight today.”
Her tone wasn’t command—it was permission.
Reborn closed the current phase file and tapped the pen twice. “Let’s hear her story.”
NEW ORLEANS — ORLEANS PARISH PRISON (WOMEN’S UNIT) — EIGHT YEARS EARLIER
 Shenette Carter’s control room had no windows. The hum of fluorescent light was the closest thing to daylight. She kept the walls bare—no plaques, no photos, no illusions.
Most nights she sat over a bank of cameras and logbooks: movement slips, injury reports, maintenance tickets. You learned to listen with your eyes.
That’s how she saw it first—the same name threaded through three “maintenance detail” rosters and two chemical exposure write-ups: Marais Supply. Double shifts. Falsified time sheets. Women returning from the annex with reddened arms and no incident number. A requisition for “solvents” signed off not by a parish captain, but by a state procurement contact with a stamp she’d only ever seen on Angola forms: Merrin.
Shenette asked her lieutenant to clarify why a parish jail was running state vendor rotations. He smiled the way men do when they think power is politeness. “Sergeant Carter, you watch the tiers. Let Contracting watch the paper.”
Two days later, her locker was “random-searched” for narcotics compliance. Her spiral notebook—the one where she copied requisition numbers at the end of shift—was gone.
That same week, a twenty-two-year-old detainee—non-violent, pregnant—was found unresponsive in the infirmary. No autopsy ordered.
Shenette turned in her badge before sunrise. No ceremony. Just a signature on a line that didn’t change what she’d seen.
NEW ORLEANS — THREE MONTHS LATER
She was working nights as a community therapist on the West Bank when a woman walked into her office unannounced—sharp suit, quiet voice, no appointment.
“I’m Reborn,” the woman said. “You kept records. You hid them in plain sight.”
Shenette froze. “Who are you?”
“Someone who reads what the system deletes.”
Reborn placed a thin manila folder on the desk. Inside were the same requisitions—clean, copied, complete. But the signatures didn’t stop at parish. Contractors. Procurement officials. A judge. And the telltale state stamp that tied them to Merrin’s route.
“How did you get these?” Shenette asked.
Reborn smiled faintly. “Because you started the trail.”
That was the night Shenette Carter joined them. Not for revenge—for testimony. She’d spent years filling out other people’s paperwork. From now on, every line she wrote would belong to the dead.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — PRESENT
Shea sat across from Naya, hands clasped on the table. Rain pressed faintly against the windows again, soft but constant.
Zee looked up from her screen. “Files cross-verified. Everything Shenette flagged matches procurement’s ghost ledgers. Bayou Transit touched all of it.”
Sunshine said quietly, “So the ones she couldn’t help, they’re still owed.”
Reborn nodded. “Then let’s settle the debt.”
She opened the Ledger, her pen tracing deliberate, almost ceremonial strokes.
Protocol — Retribution Pending
Subject: Procurement Network (target TBD)
Action: Prepare op windows; preserve source integrity
Authorization: Vote required
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
Shea hesitated, eyes on the window. Then: “Yea.”
Reborn’s pen moved once more. “Unanimous.”
The silence that followed didn’t feel like peace—it felt like promise.
BATON ROUGE — SAME MORNING
Billy watched the morning reports scroll across the Bureau intranet. Serrano’s task force had widened—more subpoenas, more frozen accounts, the first indictments. The chain reaction was still burning.
Walter appeared behind him with coffee. “You hear what they’re calling it?”
Billy didn’t look up. “What?”
“The Clean Hand Initiative.”
Billy smirked. “Sounds biblical.”
“Everything in this state does,” Walter said. “Until it isn’t.”
Billy’s eyes flicked toward the window, where rain streaked the glass like fingerprints. Somewhere out there, justice was being rewritten by quieter hands.
NEW ORLEANS — NIGHT
The loft lights were low. Naya stood by the window, the river’s reflection moving like mercury below.
“Every system has a witness,” she repeated softly. “And some of us refuse to disappear.”
Shenette closed her notebook. “Then we make sure their names don’t either.”
Reborn added a final notation to the Ledger and shut it. The book clicked like a lock turning.
Outside, thunder rolled across the Gulf, slow and certain—like consequence arriving right on time. The sound lingered against the glass, a low drumbeat that felt less like weather and more like warning.
Zee’s monitor flickered once, casting a pulse of blue across the table. She glanced down, scanning the header. “LBI just issued another wave of warrants,” she said quietly. “Procurement branch this time.”
Reborn didn’t look up from the Ledger. “Then they’re still playing our tune.”
Naya turned toward the window. “And the rhythm’s getting faster.”
No one answered. The storm swallowed the rest, rain tracing the glass like handwriting. Inside, the Ledger stayed closed—silent, waiting for the next name.

[bookmark: _d5gxd2r41lo8]CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX — THE PROXY WAR
BATON ROUGE — 08:12 A.M.
Director Michael Serrano’s voice cut through the Bureau like a pressure wave.
 “Every name on this list touched procurement in the last five years. I want audits, interviews, indictments if they lie.”
He dropped a manila folder onto the conference table. The sound hit like a gavel.
Billy flipped through the roster: judges, lobbyists, shell-company signatories—ghosts with payroll histories.
“Some of these are dead or retired,” he said.
“Then dig them up,” Serrano replied. “I’m done pretending we can rebuild this state on buried evidence.”
Walter watched analysts type in rapid, nervous rhythm. “You know,” he said quietly, “we’re finally doing what the Ledger’s been doing for two years.”
Billy didn’t look up. “Difference is, we file reports after.”
Walter smirked. “You think that keeps your soul any cleaner?”
“Doesn’t have to,” Billy said. “Just visible.”
A quiet staffer set a legal pad at the table’s edge, neat block letters at the top: Minutes—E. Granger. He didn’t speak. He never did.
Outside, rain pressed against the glass. Lightning crawled behind the skyline, too far to hear and close enough to taste. Baton Rouge held its breath.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT
Rain blurred the Quarter into watercolor. Somewhere below, a saxophone worked a hymn under a shuttered awning, the notes warping in the humidity.
Zee’s console flickered with Bureau bulletins and public data.
“LBI’s expanding the warrants,” she said. “Marais Supply, Bayou Transit, and three new holding firms tied to procurement contracts.”
Taj leaned back. “They’re cutting through the rot.”
Reborn—Shannon Gonsoulin to the few who’d earned her name—looked up from the Ledger, black cover soft at the edges from touch.
“Not ours,” she said. “Theirs. We’re the audit they’ll never file.”
Shea leaned forward. “So what’s our play?”
Reborn turned a page. A single name stared back in neat block letters:
Name: Calvin H. Varnier
Title: Procurement Arbitrator
Alias: “Consultant” (Marais Supply / Bayou Transit)
Status: Active
DJ frowned. “Varnier signed off on Merrin’s audits. If he talks, half the state unravels.”
Reborn nodded. “And that’s why he won’t.”
Naya’s voice stayed level. “Three nights ago he moved private drives into a suite at Riverport Exchange. Filed under his wife’s nonprofit license. Bureau doesn’t have jurisdiction there yet.”
Zee blinked. “You’re sure?”
“I watched the courier carry the box,” Naya said. “He thought it was just a file transfer.”
Reborn closed the Ledger. “Then we move.”
Two nights earlier, Syrian had walked Riverport’s service corridor in a gray coverall and a visitor badge that read SPRINKLER INSPECTION. No one stopped the man with the toolbox. No one ever did.

BATON ROUGE — 10:37 A.M.
Serrano’s convoy rolled through a wet city. Billy rode in back, flipping through Walter’s overnight packet—a map of corruption printed in fine ink.
“Varnier’s office is three blocks from the Capitol,” Billy said. “Unsecured. Clerks only.”
“He’s been protected by bureaucracy,” Serrano said, eyes on the window. “That ends today.”
Walter’s voice crackled through comms. “Local PD forming perimeters. Warrant service in thirty.”
“Bring him in clean,” Serrano said.

RIVERPORT EXCHANGE — 2:12 P.M.
The building smelled of copier toner and fear. Calvin H. Varnier’s desk was a forest of open folders and shredded pages. The safe behind him gaped—cash, drives, false IDs.
His phone buzzed twice before he answered. “Yeah?”
Billy’s voice came dry, official. “Mr. Varnier, Director Serrano has issued a warrant for your detainment. Cooperate and you’ll be processed quietly.”
Varnier’s pulse jumped. “Who is this?”
“Think of me as a messenger. You’ve got thirty minutes.”
The line went dead.
Across the street, Naya crouched behind a maintenance truck, binoculars fogging, air thick with motor oil and wet concrete. The world narrowed to a rectangle of glass.
“Room clear,” she said. “No staff, no bystanders. You’re green.”
Reborn’s voice came through, calm and absolute. “Make the call.”
DJ pressed send.
Inside the suite, the phone rang. Varnier snatched it up. The last thing he heard was, “Post hoc ergo propter hoc,” and then light, air, and sound folded inward. Glass bowed before it shattered, bending his reflection a heartbeat before it vanished. The concussion rolled down the hall like an amplified pulse—paper lifted, then fell. When the dust settled, nothing moved.
The charge had been nested beneath the desk rail days ago—directional, close-held, disciplined to the room. It extinguished the target and spared the floor.
Naya lowered her binoculars. “Target down. No collateral.” She slung her bag and joined the evac stream at the lower level, matching their pace and their faces—one more umbrella on CCTV.

BATON ROUGE — LBI OPERATIONS ROOM — 4:17 P.M.
The report hit Serrano’s desk two hours later. He read it twice, each line sharper than the last.
Cause of death: single-device detonation.
Additional injuries: none.
Conclusion: targeted explosive — under investigation.
News helicopters hovered low, rotors scattering the smoke still lifting off Riverport’s east wing.
Walter read over his shoulder. “Retaliation?”
“It’s too clean for that,” Serrano said.
Billy folded his arms. “Then someone’s cleaning for us.”
Serrano looked out at the rain. “Find out who.”
Down on the street, E. Granger gathered witness statements in a voice so gentle people forgot they were being recorded.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
The storm pushed west. Zee muted Serrano’s presser—somber tone, “ongoing investigations,” nothing that bled.
“Another sudden death,” Sunshine said. “That’s three.”
“Justice doesn’t wait for permission,” Naya said, flat.
Shea set a coffee near Reborn. “You think Serrano’s catching on?”
“He sees the storm,” Reborn answered. “Not who’s steering it.”
“Then we keep the frequency clear,” DJ said.
Reborn rested her hand on the closed Ledger. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
Zee queued a quiet packet for morning—arbitration logs and travel receipts tied to Varnier’s “consulting,” scrubbed for source, verified against the state portal. The Bayou Standard would get it first; @VeritéLA would thread it by noon.
Outside, rain whispered across New Orleans—soft, deliberate, endless. The kind that washes nothing clean. Inside, ten ghosts sat in silence while the metronome of weather ticked the room toward balance and the bill that balance always brings.

[bookmark: _3xh864orfnvc]CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN — THE INTERVAL OF NOISE
NEW ORLEANS — FAIR GROUNDS RACE COURSE — 2:46 P.M.
The city sounded like brass and heartbeat. By midafternoon, the Jazz Fest crowd had swelled past seventy thousand—locals, tourists, vendors, drunks, and dreamers all sweating under the same sun. Trumpets collided with guitars from another stage; gospel vocals tangled with the smell of grease, beer, and rain-soaked grass.
Steam rose from vendor tents like prayers. Crawfish Monica simmered in steel pots; vendors ladled shrimp and oysters into po-boys as long lines folded into the aisles. Crawfish bread sizzled on flat griddles, the smell of butter and spice trailing through the air. Even the breeze carried music.
Naya moved through it all, just another festivalgoer in mirrored sunglasses and a sun visor that read NOLA STRONG. Her credential was plain—a festival volunteer badge tucked into her pocket—the kind anyone could have. She carried a clipboard, a bottle of water, and an unremarkable calm that drew no attention.
Her comm looked like every other earbud in the crowd—a matte-black wireless bud tucked beneath her hair.
Zee’s voice came through, low and precise. “Sound check on feed three. You’re live at the Thibodeaux tent.”
Naya replied softly, “Copy. Movement steady.”
She stopped near the tent marked Louisiana Future Arts Initiative—white canvas, blue fringe, three oscillating fans that only stirred the humidity. Inside, Earl Thibodeaux laughed with reporters, his cheeks pink, his voice thick from drink. He’d already done his rounds—kissed babies, blessed crawfish pots, bragged about “feeding Louisiana.” The irony was just another garnish. He was waiting for his next photo op—the toast at three.
Two glasses of cold beer sat sweating on the table beside the mic. One glass was clean. One glass was his.
Earlier that morning, a “festival repair tech” had swapped a loose hose at one of the cooling units and left with a shrug. The device they’d used to time the moment now hummed faintly beneath the tablecloth, set to react to a particular vibration at the mic stand—a trigger designed to fire only on contact, not at random. The payload itself was Tay’s specialty: a lab-made micro-mist that only activated on bare skin and self-neutralized in open air within five seconds—a formula built to end at the target, not drift to the crowd.
Zee’s voice again: “You’re clear on crowd coverage. Press cameras focused front only.”
DJ: “Confirm environmental bleed. Heat index ninety-eight, humidity eighty-one. Collapse plausible.”
Naya’s whisper: “Acknowledged.”
She moved past the booth, just close enough to see the condensation bead on his glass. Her phone vibrated once—the silent signal.
At the tent, Thibodeaux raised his glass and leaned toward the mic.
 “Here’s to the sound of Louisiana,” he said, grinning wide. “And to the ones who keep her fed.”
There was the soft hiss of something—almost nothing, like air escaping from a tire. A thin, colorless vapor rose and collapsed fast—engineered to die in seconds unless it touched skin. Thibodeaux blinked. His words slurred mid-toast. The glass slipped. He reached for the table, missed, and folded forward as applause broke behind him.
At first, people thought he’d fainted from the heat. Someone shouted for water; a brass band struck up from a nearby stage—pure, loud, joyful chaos. The sound swallowed the moment whole.
Naya turned toward the exit lane, matching the crowd’s sway and pace until she was another shoulder in a river of shoulders. “Clear,” she said over comms, her tone flat as still water.
NEW ORLEANS — 3:41 P.M.
The paramedics worked in the open shade while the crowd closed in. Someone yelled to clear space; another voice called for ice. A woman from the radio booth sobbed into a towel.
By the time they rolled Thibodeaux out, the music had returned—louder, faster, like nothing had happened. A vendor muttered, “Heat’ll do that to a man.” Another said, “No, that wasn’t heat. That was guilt finally catching up.” Nobody corrected him.
Police sealed the tent by dusk. A detective smoked behind the canvas wall, pretending not to smell the crawfish boiling twenty feet away. He’d seen too many bodies look peaceful to trust the word natural.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 4:02 P.M.
The live feed from Jazz Fest looped on Zee’s screen. Sunshine watched the crowd scatter around the fallen official. “Local news calling it heat exhaustion.”
DJ leaned back in his chair. “Good cover. Nobody questions dehydration in this weather.”
Reborn stood near the window, light cutting her face in half. “Justice works best when mistaken for nature.”
Zee added, almost clinical, “No secondary exposure detected. Tay’s formulation is dermal-only and inert after five seconds. The air monitors stayed flat.”
Naya nodded once. “Good. Then the crowd goes home the way they arrived.”
Reborn opened the Ledger. Her handwriting stayed clean, even under weight.
Phase Fifteen — Completed.
Subject: Earl Thibodeaux.
 Authorization: Unanimous.
She capped the pen, closed the book.
“After this,” she said softly,
 “therefore because of this.”
Outside, the music still played. Trumpets climbed into the dusk, drums rolled like thunder pretending to be joy, and New Orleans danced on—too loud to hear the balance being restored.

[bookmark: _nyo5lj1m552t]CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT — COLLATERAL DEVOTION
BATON ROUGE — 08:04 A.M.
The state woke to heat and headlines. News tickers scrolled the same line across every screen:
JAZZ FEST TRAGEDY — LOCAL COUNCILMAN COLLAPSES ONSTAGE.
Director Michael Serrano stood at the window of his office, sleeves rolled, coffee cooling on his desk. From the fifteenth floor, the city shimmered like a mirage—bright, loud, and unbothered by the truth. The AC vent purred; the glass threw his reflection back at him with a tired, fluorescent pallor.
On his monitor, preliminary reports lined up in sterile language: cardiac failure, heat exhaustion, preexisting condition.
 Each word designed to soothe.
 Each word a lie.
Behind him, Walter watched quietly. “The coroner’s statement went public at seven-thirty,” he said. “No trace of toxin. Nothing suspicious.”
Serrano nodded. “And the Governor?”
“He’s calling it a tragic coincidence.”
Serrano turned, the faintest edge in his voice. “Three coincidences in four months. Merrin. Holt. Thibodeaux. All of them connected to procurement, labor, or oversight.”
Walter met his eyes but said nothing. He didn’t need to.
Serrano exhaled, half anger, half awe. “Whoever’s doing this isn’t random. They’re pruning the rot before I can even reach it.”
Walter walked to the blinds, tilting them open. The skyline looked washed and ordinary. “Maybe the state’s finally cleaning itself.”
Serrano almost smiled. “If it is, it’s not using soap I recognize.” He picked up the latest warrant stack; the paper edges had gone soft in the humidity. “Keep the press on reform. No panic, no conspiracy theories. Let them believe the Bureau’s in control.”
Walter nodded. “Control’s a story, Director. We just tell it well.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S OFFICE — 11:10 A.M.
Governor Harlan Devereux looked tired under studio lights. Three cameras waited. The makeup artist had quit trying to hide the sweat beading at his hairline. Somewhere behind the scrim, a teleprompter flickered.
“The people of Louisiana,” he rehearsed, “can rest assured that these events—tragic as they are—will not derail reform.”
Serrano watched from the corner, hands clasped behind his back. He’d heard better performances from defendants.
After the press cleared, Devereux turned to him. “Michael, the optics are killing me. Donors are nervous. The legislature wants a statement of stability.”
Serrano said, “Then tell them the Bureau’s still working.”
“I can’t have panic.”
“You already do,” Serrano replied. “It’s just polite right now.”
The Governor’s jaw flexed. “Find out who’s behind this.”
Serrano paused at the door. “I intend to.”
He didn’t specify which who he meant.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:26 P.M.
The rain had returned—soft, deliberate, steady as breath. It ticked against the old panes and ran in silver threads down the brick. Inside, the team sat around the long wooden table, laptops dimmed, city noise humming below.
Zee’s console glowed in the half-dark. “Bureau’s narrative is holding,” she said. “I seeded a secondary report through local channels—contractor retaliation theory. They’ll chase it for weeks.”
Taj gave a short nod. “Good. Let the Bureau be the decoy.”
DJ leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “They’ll believe anything if it’s printed twice.”
Sunshine poured coffee and set it by Reborn’s elbow. “They believe what keeps them comfortable.”
Reborn didn’t look up. She was writing in the Ledger—deliberate, careful, ink dark against old paper. The room smelled faintly of paper dust and rain.
Phase Sixteen — Public Pacification (Confirmed).
 Observation: Bureau continues to mirror our trajectory.
 Directive: Maintain distance. Balance remains priority.
Tay leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Then maybe one day we’ll run out of debt.”
Reborn looked up, and for a moment her eyes softened. “That’s the goal.”
Shea glanced toward the rain-streaked glass. “And Serrano?”
Reborn paused before answering. “He’s walking a thin line between salvation and suicide. Let him find which side he belongs on.”
Syrian’s voice came from the stairwell. “Route’s clear. No watchers near Decatur. We’re clean.”
Naya’s tone followed through comms, calm and precise. “Signal’s clear. City’s quiet.”
Zee powered down the console, letting the monitors fade to black. “Then we rest.”
Reborn closed the Ledger, the sound soft as breath. “Tomorrow brings new names.”
Outside, the river lights trembled like they were trying to remember stillness. Inside, the team sat in a silence that wasn’t peace but something close—the calm of people who knew exactly what they were fighting for.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 11:52 P.M.
 Governor Harlan Devereux stood alone in his study, the day’s cameras still echoing in his head. Cicadas rasped in the wet dark beyond the glass.
He poured bourbon into a heavy glass—the same brand Merrin had favored—and took a long sip that did nothing to settle his nerves. On the desk sat a plain manila envelope. No seal, no name, just waiting. It had arrived in the internal evening pouch, routed through the mansion’s own mail routine with the Governor’s crest stamped on the strap—ordinary enough to be invisible.
He frowned, opened it, and slid out a single sheet of ivory paper. Across it, written in careful block letters, were the names of the dead—
Ellis Merrin. Judge James Holt. D.A. Riles. Calvin Varnier. Councilman Thibodeaux.
Each name crossed through with a thin line of red ink.
Beneath them, alone at the bottom:
Governor Harlan Devereux.
Unmarked.
His throat tightened. The paper smelled faintly of oil and rain, the kind of scent that didn’t belong in an air-conditioned room. He turned the sheet over.
One line waited in the same steady hand, written in black ink:
 Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
Devereux whispered to no one, “You don’t scare me.”
But his hand was shaking. The bourbon glass slipped, hit the floor, and shattered.
He stared at the ink bleeding faintly through the paper—
a ledger written by ghosts.
Outside, the rain began again—soft, deliberate, eternal.

[bookmark: _6dzpb04hf84m]CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE — THE GOVERNOR’S LEDGER
BATON ROUGE — THE RESIDENCE — MORNING
Governor Harlan Devereux hadn’t slept.
The letter stayed folded inside his desk drawer, its edges soft from handling. He’d read it half a dozen times before dawn, tracing the red-ink lines with a thumb until they blurred like old guilt.
He told himself he was being cautious. The truth was simpler—he was afraid.
He hadn’t shown it to anyone: not his wife, not his chief of staff, not even his security detail. Fear was safer in private. The fewer people who knew, the fewer who could betray him.
The paper smelled faintly of oil and rain. The ink had bled through just enough that he could see the outline of the words even when it was folded shut.
He poured himself a drink and whispered to the window, “Careful. Stay careful.”
His reflection whispered it back.
BATON ROUGE — 10:40 A.M.
The Governor’s mansion buzzed with new security detail. Plainclothes agents filled the halls, radios whispering, eyes darting.
His aides traded quiet rumors in the corridor:
“He doubled the motorcade again.”
“Two new drivers this week.”
“He’s not eating the catered food anymore.”
Someone whispered, “He’s losing it.”
Someone else said, “He’s finally realizing what he’s done.”
Devereux overheard none of it, but he felt it—the way silence changed shape when people thought about him. He walked through the west hall, nodding to a staffer who looked away too quickly. The smell of disinfectant and nerves followed him like a shadow.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
Rain against the windows again.
Reborn sat before the Ledger, candlelight breathing across the page. Zee monitored chatter from Baton Rouge. “He’s upping security, rotating staff, changing schedules every day.”
DJ said, “He’s shutting out the world.”
Sunshine sipped her tea. “He’s shutting out witnesses.”
Reborn turned a page and wrote:
Phase Seventeen — Psychological Exposure (Ongoing).
Objective: Let paranoia become evidence.
Tay leaned forward. “So we keep pushing?”
Reborn shook her head. “No. We let him push himself. Fear makes better confessions than pressure.”
Naya glanced at the dark skyline. “And when fear runs out?”
Reborn’s answer was quiet. “Then balance arrives.”
The flame flickered, and for a second, it looked like the ink itself was breathing.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — MIDNIGHT
The house was too quiet. Even the air felt like it was listening.
Devereux sat at his desk, staring at the locked drawer. When he opened it, another envelope waited—pale ivory, identical to the first.
No sound. No knock. Just there.
His pulse kicked once, hard. He reached for it slowly, half expecting it to move.
Inside was a single sheet of paper, the same black handwriting:
We don’t forget. Every decision leaves residue.
 You are the proof.
Below the words, a fresh red line cut through a name he recognized—Judge James Holt. The ink was still damp.
Devereux stared until the red turned brown, until the letters blurred into something he couldn’t read but still understood. He slid the paper back into the envelope, returned it to the drawer beside the first, and turned the lock.
He didn’t tell anyone. He just sat there, staring at the door, whispering to himself, “Stay careful. Stay careful.”
Outside, thunder rolled across Baton Rouge, heavy and patient, like something marking time.

[bookmark: _8e752fqzs6k8]CHAPTER FORTY — THE SIGNATURE LINE
BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL — MORNING
The corridors of the Louisiana State Capitol sounded different now. Quieter. Every conversation paused when the Governor’s shoes touched marble. Even the clerks who once filled the hallways with chatter spoke in half-whispers, as though afraid that volume itself might draw attention.
Governor Harlan Devereux walked the length of the corridor with a folder tucked under his arm—the same folder he’d been carrying for two days. Inside were three unsigned bills and one letter—the newest one. He kept it sealed but could feel its weight like guilt against his ribs.
When he reached his office, his chief of staff stood waiting with the morning briefing.
“Sir, the audit requests from Oversight—”
“Hold them,” Devereux interrupted.
“They’ve been asking for a response.”
“Then let them ask again,” he said.
He sat behind his desk, straightened the pens, and stared at the three bills in front of him. He signed each in turn, but his hand shook on the third. Three signatures. Three slightly different dates. Three versions of himself, all trying to survive the same day.
By noon, the motorcade wound its way back from the Capitol to the Governor’s residence—three SUVs, tinted glass, and silence thick enough to ride in the air vents.
GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — AFTERNOON
The engines idled longer than usual. Security checked every latch, every mirror. The Governor’s new driver, a replacement from another department, kept his eyes forward and his voice low.
Inside the residence, Devereux closed the blinds even though the afternoon sun never reached his window. He’d dismissed two aides that week, both without explanation. The rest had learned to stop asking questions.
He poured bourbon into a glass etched with his initials—the one he used when pretending to relax. The first letter lay open on his desk. The red ink had faded slightly, the way old blood dries. He whispered to it, “You don’t know me.” But he didn’t sound sure.
His phone vibrated once. A private number. He didn’t answer. He just stared at it until it stopped.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — EVENING
Rain filtered through the cracked window like static. Zee’s screen glowed with Capitol headlines—nothing official, just speculation.
“Governor cancelled another appearance,” she said.
“That’s the fifth this month,” DJ replied.
“He’s hiding in plain sight. They’re calling it ‘strategic privacy,’” Tay added.
Reborn stood at the table, closing the Ledger with deliberate care. “Fear rewrites schedules faster than politics,” she said.
Naya nodded. “He’s checking shadows now. That means he’s starting to see us.”
“Good,” Reborn said softly. “That’s how justice begins—with recognition.”
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL ANNEX — NIGHT
Walter and Billy sat in a quiet conference room surrounded by empty coffee cups and glowing monitors. Walter scrolled through the Bureau’s intake queue. “The Governor’s name keeps showing up on procurement notifications.”
Billy leaned closer. “He’s authorizing things himself?”
Walter nodded. “Looks like panic. He’s trying to get ahead of Serrano’s audits—re-signing old contracts, pre-clearing new ones. The paper trail’s starting to contradict itself.”
Billy sat back. “He’s building his own trap.”
“He just doesn’t know who’s watching him build it,” Walter said.
They both fell silent. Outside, thunder rolled through the night—the kind that made every window shiver.
GOVERNOR’S OFFICE — MIDNIGHT
He’d returned to the Capitol hours after everyone left, claiming he needed quiet to finish signing orders. The truth was simpler—he didn’t trust anyone else near his desk anymore.
The Capitol slept. Only one light burned—the Governor’s.
Devereux sat at his desk, the bourbon glass untouched. Another envelope lay where the last one had been, placed cleanly at the center of his blotter.
He didn’t reach for it. He didn’t have to. He already knew what it would say.
Still, he unfolded it with trembling fingers.
Every signature leaves residue.
Every residue leaves evidence.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
He pressed his thumb to the paper until the ink smeared. Then he whispered, “Stay careful,” and locked the letter away with the others.
The lock clicked softly—the only sound in the building. Outside, the rain began again, slow and unending. It tapped against the window like someone politely asking to be let in.

[bookmark: _7321lss78w5]CHAPTER FORTY-ONE — THE CLOSED DOOR
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S OFFICE — 08:06 A.M.
The paneled room was built to outlast men. Oil portraits watched, heavy with approval. Outside the windows, the Capitol grounds steamed from last night’s rain.
Director Michael Serrano stood on the carpet and did not sit. Governor Harlan Devereux stayed behind the desk, a folder closed under his hand like he could pin the day in place.
“Michael,” the Governor said, voice smoothed for cameras that weren’t here, “you are turning reform into spectacle.”
Serrano didn’t blink. “We executed lawful warrants. We found assets, shell ledgers, mirrored accounts tied to state money.”
Devereux tapped the folder. “And we found panic. Donors pulling calls. Committee chairs refusing hearings. Your raids make enemies I have to govern.”
“You’ve been governing them a long time,” Serrano said. “I’m cleaning them.”
Something thin moved behind the Governor’s eyes. He slid an envelope half an inch deeper into a drawer before the motion gave him away. The ivory looked like a bandage.
“You’ll coordinate with Finance going forward,” he said. “Jurisdiction matters.”
“Integrity matters,” Serrano replied. “Finance blessed the very vendors we seized.”
A muscle twitched at Devereux’s jaw. “You don’t get to decide who’s clean.”
“Neither do your friends,” Serrano said, softer. “The evidence does.”
For a moment the room held its breath. The Governor leaned back as if the chair might teach his spine a calmer language. “You want a win? Fine. One more sweep. Then you stop. You hand remaining reviews to the committees.”
Serrano pictured Antoine Brousseau’s phone opening like a flower and burning the guilty ear that held it. He pictured Holt, Merrin, Riles, Thibodeaux laid out behind polite phrases. He pictured the letters he suspected and couldn’t prove.
“One more sweep,” he said. “And I don’t stop until the warrants are empty.”
Devereux’s smile died before it reached his mouth. “Careful.”
“I am,” Serrano said. “That’s why I’m still here.”
He turned. As he reached the door, the Governor called his name and didn’t add anything, like a man who had started a sentence and discovered it didn’t have an ending.
LBI HEADQUARTERS — 525 NORTH 4TH — 09:22 A.M.
The building moved like a machine relearning its purpose. Analysts hunched over screens; printers spooled warrants that smelled like warm toner and permission.
Walter Jenkins met Serrano in the glass conference room with a stack of overnight traces. “Crescent’s secondary accounts tried to withdraw through a Texas co-op at two a.m. We froze them mid-transfer.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Run the same net on Bayou Transit, Marais shells, anything that shares the routing tree.”
Bill Brown joined them, breath a half-step heavy from the stairs. He slid a memo across the table. “Procurement arbitration emails. Varnier deleted everything local, but Riverport copied its cloud images nightly for disaster recovery. The mirror gave us his last year.”
Serrano scanned, jaw setting. “You two keep finding ghosts.”
“We keep filing reports after,” Billy said.
Walter’s eyes moved to the hallway. Elliot Granger passed, legal pad tight to his chest, posture deferential as furniture. “You want him on the Tulane tox liaison?” Walter asked.
“No,” Serrano said, too fast. “Rotate him to minutes and comms. I want distance between us and anything that leaks.”
Billy rubbed the heel of his hand against his sternum—small, irritated, like a shirt tag that wouldn’t lie flat. “You good?” Walter asked without looking up.
“Bad coffee,” Billy said, and let the moment move past him.
DATA ROOM — 11:08 A.M.
Zero Trace pulsed green on Walter’s private relay. The screen split: procurement hash logs on the left, media sentiment map on the right. The public’s noise cloud had learned new words—retaliation, reform, coincidence—each bright enough to mislead on its own.
Billy scrolled, eyes narrowing. “Governor’s office inserted itself into three purchase orders this morning,” he said. “Re-auths with mismatched timestamps. Whoever’s signing is scared.”
“Scared people trip their own wires,” Walter said. “We’ll be ready when the paper argues with itself.”
Billy exhaled. The pressure at his chest punched once, dull and surprising. He kept his face neutral, the way men do when they refuse to be fragile. “We push the Varnier mirror to Serrano at fourteen hundred,” he said. “Let him take that win.”
“And the other win?” Walter asked, meaning the one that never appeared on any whiteboard.
Billy nodded once. “Already en route.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 01:37 P.M.
Marlene Dupré’s encrypted inbox blinked. Subject line: FOR PUBLIC RECORD — VERIFIED ARBITRATION MIRRORS.
 Facts first. Protect your sources.
She cross-checked hashes against the state portal, found the mirrors clean, the signatures identical to the originals Varnier swore were lost. She started typing before the coffee cooled.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 04:12 P.M.
Rain returned in a thin, relentless stitch. The long table held laptops, maps, and a single black book whose edges had learned the oils of ten hands.
Zee’s fingers moved. “Dupré’s story is live. Mirror confirms Varnier’s adjudications were written to match vendor drafts. Public thinks it’s a scoop; Procurement will call it an IT miracle; either way, the door stays open.”
Sunshine watched the scroll of comments. “Half the city forgives faster when the truth arrives neatly.”
“Neat is a kind of mercy,” DJ said. “We just make sure the cut is still deep.”
Reborn—Shannon Gonsoulin in the part of her mind that filed names to keep them honest—stood at the window. The river looked like a moving bruise. “We do not escalate while they actually dig,” she said. “We widen the light and hold.”
Cici—Cierra Julien, forensic nurse before she learned sterile rooms could lie—closed a file on her screen. “Tulane tox will take forty-eight. If Granger had a thumb on the scale at the coroner, it just lost weight.”
“Then we’re where we need to be,” Reborn said.
She opened the Ledger and wrote:
Protocol Echo — Psychological Exposure (Ongoing)
Observation: Governor’s signatures contradict themselves.
Vector: Public records, not rumor.
Directive: Hold balance. Vary method.
She capped the pen. “After this,” she said softly, and the room answered without thinking, “therefore because of this.”
BATON ROUGE — PARKING GARAGE — 07:03 P.M.
The day sagged toward evening. Concrete held the day’s heat like an old grudge. Billy stepped into the echo and felt the city press back through the rebar.
The ache returned—short, mean, gone before it taught him anything. He put a knuckle to the spot and breathed through it.
Across the level, a sedan door shut. Elliot Granger fell into step beside him, easy as a shadow. “Long day, Chief,” he said. His smile looked borrowed.
“They’re all long now,” Billy answered.
“You ever think about what we’ll do when this is over?” Granger asked, tone light, eyes too careful.
“Finish the paperwork,” Billy said. He kept walking. Granger kept up.
When Billy reached his car, he turned. “Bring the Tulane tox updates straight to Walter,” he said. “No detours.”
“Of course,” Granger said, as if detours were a word he had never learned.
Billy watched him go, then sat behind the wheel until the garage stopped sounding like a drum. He put his hand flat on his sternum, counted to ten, then set the car in motion. The city lifted itself around him like a case file—streets, names, cause, effect.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
Zee dimmed the screens. The room settled into the sound of rain and electricity.
Naya said quietly, “He’s going to push back.”
“Which he?” Taj asked.
“All of them,” Naya said.
Reborn closed the Ledger. The click was small and final. “Then we hold our line,” she said. “Let them meet each other in the dark. When they do, we’ll already be past them.”
Outside, a towboat groaned upriver, horn low and patient, as if reminding the city that current decides as much as will. Inside, ten ghosts measured the next inch of balance and agreed not to flinch.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO — THE DRIVER
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL MOTOR POOL — 06:38 A.M.
The morning smelled like wet asphalt and diesel. A thin line of rain beaded along the hood seams of three black SUVs idling nose-to-tail, exhaust ghosting in the damp.
The new driver checked mirrors he’d already checked twice. Fresh transfer from State Police, no stickers on the lunchbox, Saints decal on the back of his phone. He ran a finger along the edge of the ignition key like a man reminding himself which part he controlled.
“Route Delta,” the detail chief said. “Two deviations from yesterday. No stops.”
“Yes, sir.”
They rolled at 06:44, tires hissing, radios low. The motorcade took North 4th to Laurel, then a quick jog that wouldn’t show on any public schedule. The Governor sat in the middle SUV, blinds down, a folder pinned under his hand as if paper could anchor a man.
From a maintenance van three cars back, a woman in an orange vest raised a handheld meter to a traffic sensor cabinet, nodded like she’d seen what she came to see, and shut the panel with a soft snap.
She wasn’t city maintenance.
She was Zee.
“Confirming plate reads,” she said into the mic wired under her collar. “ALPR blind at River and Main for thirty seconds on the quarter hour. We own the gap.”
“Copy,” Naya’s voice returned. “Let them pass. We’re not here for bodies.”
The convoy slid through the green. Two pigeons lifted. The city kept its face on.
LBI HEADQUARTERS — 525 NORTH 4TH — 07:12 A.M.
Serrano signed three warrants without sitting down. “Vendor audits continue. No courtesy calls. Let Finance read about it like everybody else.”
Billy handed a folder across the cart. “Fresh subpoenas on Crescent’s replacement shells.”
Walter stood at the glass, watching packet traffic crawl across a screen. “Granger’s already in the coroner’s queue for the Riles tox confirm. He volunteered.”
Serrano didn’t look up. “Then he can volunteer somewhere else. Rotate him to minutes and memos.”
Walter’s eyes didn’t leave the tablet. “Done.”
Down the hall, a quiet man with a legal pad wrote the word Minutes in neat block letters and smiled like paper was a place to live.
BATON ROUGE — SAFE NODE — 08:03 A.M.
 A rented workspace two blocks off Florida Boulevard hummed with old HVAC and newer routers. Zee threw the motorcade map to the wall—camera pings, badge swipes, a diagram of drivers rotated like playing cards.
“Devereux switched to new staff twice in three weeks. Motor pool contract moved to a nonprofit subsidiary last year. Guess who filed the paperwork?”
“Bayou Transit alumni,” DJ said, already scrolling.
“Same signature style,” Sunshine added. “Different letterhead.”
Taj leaned on the back of a chair. “We could make the car stop and never start.”
Reborn shook her head once. “We don’t make orphans because a pen moved wrong.”
Cici’s voice stayed level. “So we cut the pen.”
“Exactly.” Reborn tapped the corner of the projection where a bland form sat quietly ugly: Transportation Services — Renewal Addendum. “Paper move. No spectacle. We sever the money that buys his drivers.”
Zee’s hands flew. “I can seed the renewal’s hash collisions and route the mismatch to Procurement’s public portal. Dupré gets the open-records mirror. No source trail.”
Shea—steady, clinical—set a small stack of scanned checks on the table. “Stubs cross to campaign catering and consulting in the same week those drivers were paid. That’s not an accounting error. That’s appetite.”
Syrian checked his watch. “Window?”
“Tomorrow,” Reborn said. “Morning drop. Let the state argue with itself while we keep breathing.”
She opened the black book and wrote with the careful calm that kept the room from becoming rumor:
Phase Seventeen — Paper Cut (Motor Pool)
Objective: Invalidate renewal via public checksum, force review, expose shell routing.
 Method: Open-records mirror; no direct contact.
She closed the Ledger. The click sounded like restraint, not hesitation.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 09:19 A.M.
The motorcade eased under the porte-cochère. Rain ticked a crisp pattern on the stone. The new driver kept his eyes front as the Governor stepped out without looking at him.
Inside, staff moved with the soft panic of a house that had learned to whisper. A tray of café au lait cooled untouched on a sideboard. The bourbon bottle had migrated to a lower shelf.
The Governor paused at his study door, key between fingers, listening the way men do when they’ve started to hear their names in empty rooms. He went in, locked it, and set the folder on the blotter. For a long moment, he didn’t open anything.
NEW ORLEANS — CALL BOX OFF CANAL — 10:07 A.M.
 A battered blue payphone lived where tourists never looked. DJ lifted the handset, dialed a number that rang once and then gave a tone, and spoke a sentence that wasn’t meant for a person.
“Public record follows pattern; protect your sources.”
The tone chirped back, receipt without conversation.
He hung up and stood for a beat under the thin awning, listening to a brass line peel around the corner from a street he knew by sound. He smiled without showing teeth and walked away.
BATON ROUGE — DATA ROOM — 11:32 A.M.
 Walter watched the portal cough.
“Procurement checksum flagged a mismatch,” he said, almost to himself. “Transport renewal shows duplicate invoice IDs routed to a nonprofit custodian that doesn’t exist on the parish roll.”
Billy didn’t look surprised. “Send it to Serrano with the line he likes.”
“What line?”
“Truth doesn’t need headlines.”
Walter sent it. Then he added a second message, private, to a machine that didn’t have a name. — Dupré mirror live at 13:00.
THE BAYOU STANDARD — LAFAYETTE — 01:04 P.M.
Marlene Dupré scrolled the checksum companions and smiled the way reporters do when the math comes pre-signed.
Headline: Governor’s Motor Pool Renewal Routed Through Nonprofit With No Employees
Byline: Investigative Unit — 1:21 p.m.
She wrote it without adjectives. The numbers did the talking. The comments did the shouting.
SOCIAL — 02:03 P.M.
@VeritéLA:
Motorcade renewals ≠ charities.
Checks → “nonprofit” → campaign vendors.
It’s not heat. It’s hunger.
(read Dupré) #LAChain
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 03:10 P.M.
Serrano set the printout down like a verdict. “Freeze the renewal. Pull the custodian. If that nonprofit’s clean, they survive the review. If it isn’t, they don’t.”
Billy nodded. “Governor’s office will call.”
“They can leave a message.”
Walter held the door and didn’t move. “You know this keeps getting closer to him.”
Serrano’s mouth twitched toward something like a smile. “Good. Fear makes honest meetings.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — DUSK
The light turned the river nickel-gray. Somewhere Uptown, a streetcar bell carried under the damp.
Zee closed a console window and turned in her chair. “Press did its part. Renewal’s iced. Drivers get paid this week because someone else fronted them, not because the paper says so.”
Sunshine stacked the disposable coffee cups by the sink. “Paper cuts bleed more than people think.”
Taj checked straps and seals in a case she didn’t open all the way. Habit. Ritual. “What about the man in the back seat?”
Reborn stood at the window, palm flat to the cool glass. “He lives with what he wrote. That’s the sentence for now.”
Cici’s voice came soft. “And later?”
Reborn didn’t turn. “Later has rules.”
She opened the Ledger one last time and added a single line beneath the day’s entry:
Observation: When paper starves, power chews its own tongue.
She capped the pen and let the silence settle, the kind that feels like discipline, not absence.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S STUDY — NIGHT
The house had gone quiet in the way houses do when everyone’s listening for everyone else. The Governor sat alone with a folder he could no longer make behave.
His phone vibrated once. A blocked number. He didn’t answer.
On the desk lay an ivory envelope he hadn’t opened yet. He stared at it until the ink on the last letter bled again in his memory, until the room felt smaller than his breath.
He whispered the habit he’d adopted like a prayer. “Stay careful.”
Outside, rain started up with patient insistence, ticking against the glass like bees in a hive.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The city’s hum fell to a wire-thin line. The team drifted to corners, the tired quiet of people who didn’t mistake exhaustion for peace.
Reborn stood over the closed book. The mantra lived there like a key in a lock. She didn’t speak it aloud.
Some words, you save for the exact second they’re meant to be heard.

[bookmark: _9amgorjk5k3u]CHAPTER FORTY-THREE — THE HOUSE SPECIAL
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:32 A.M.
Rain had rinsed the night down to a damp shine. Inside, the room smelled like coffee and wire heat.
Zee threw a dossier to the main screen. “Aubrey Breaux. Procurement fixer. Brokered Marais Supply’s extensions and Bayou Transit’s ‘transition services.’”
Sunshine read the sidebar aloud. “Severe peanut allergy. Carries two pens in a leather case. Favorite breakfast spot every Thursday—Louie’s Café, Baton Rouge. Counter seat, third from the door.”
Taj tapped the screen where bank rows glowed. “Consulting fees disguised as ‘civic outreach.’”
DJ added, “And a PAC receipt tied to the motor pool nonprofit we just iced.”
Reborn stood at the window, reflection thin against the river’s dark glass. “The restaurant knows his allergy?”
Zee nodded. “Kitchen uses canola. Staff notes on his ticket: NO PEANUT PRODUCTS, NO CROSS-CONTACT.”
“Then the staff stays clean,” Reborn said. “Contact must be ours, direct and precise. No drift.”
Cici’s voice stayed level. “Exposure via rim. Two-second film, invisible, denatured by air after five. And his pens?”
Syrian set a small leather case on the table—a twin of the one in Breaux’s brief. “Swapped in the Capitol garage last night.” He opened it. Two lookalike injectors. “Training cores, cleaned and reloaded with Tay’s special peanut solution.. Housings authentic. Weight’s right. They click. They don’t save.”
Reborn opened the black book.
Phase Eighteen — Target: Aubrey Breaux (Procurement Broker)
Method: Micro-film allergen (direct ingestion); prior pen swap (nonfunctional)
Window: 07:10–07:22 — Louie’s Café counter
Constraints: No staff harm. Two-minute vanish.
She let the pen hover. “Discussion.”
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
Reborn’s voice came last, quiet and final. “Yea.”
She closed the Ledger. “No spectacle,” she said. “Balance only.”

BATON ROUGE — LOUIE’S CAFÉ — 07:14 A.M.
Griddle hiss, plates knock, coffee pours. Walls crowded with LSU purple, felt-tip names layered like years. The air smelled of buttered toast and weekend hope.
The hostess called it before he cleared the door. “Morning, Mr. Breaux! Counter three?”
Breaux smiled the smile men use when the room is theirs. “You know it.”
She wrote on the ticket in thick black: ALLERGY ALERT — NO PEANUT — USE CLEAN STATION and slid it down the line. The cook nodded, wiped the spatula twice, reached for the canola squeeze. Routine was its own religion here.
At the counter, a woman in a Tulane sweatshirt—Cici—stirred sugar into her coffee, her posture loose and patient. A man in a service polo—Syrian—tightened a hydraulic fitting under the soda gun, tools spread like a small, polite storm. Zee watched from a corner table behind a laptop that showed nothing but a weather map.
The busser set a heavy white mug at Breaux’s place. “Black, right?”
“Always,” he said, checking his phone, the leather pen case tucked beside it like a talisman.
Cici rose as if to leave, turned back with a small, apologetic smile, and reached past him to drop a napkin someone had left on the laminate. Her sleeve brushed his mug in a motion so clean a camera would have called it incidental. The pen in her palm kissed the rim once—a silent, measured press. A clear film no thicker than breath laid itself where lips would meet porcelain. Air would eat whatever didn’t touch skin in five seconds.
“Sorry, baby,” she said to the busser, easy and local. “Didn’t mean to crowd you.”
“You’re fine,” the busser said, already moving.
Zee counted under her breath. “Four. Three. Two.”
Breaux lifted the mug. He sipped, winced—not at taste, but at the small itch that bloomed where the heat met his mouth. He cleared his throat once, set the mug down, and signaled for egg whites and dry toast with a flick of his fingers that had made kitchens move for years.
By the time the plate landed—clean station, clean spatula, careful hands—his throat had started to tighten. The itch became heat. The heat became wire.
He coughed, more annoyed than alarmed, and reached for the leather case. “Damn it,” he muttered to no one, as if anger could widen an airway. He pulled one pen, flicked the blue cap, pressed the orange tip to his thigh—click. The first shot didn’t ease the swelling; the second shot of Tay’s solution of hydrolyzed peanut protein insured imminent death.
His breath thinned to thread.
The hostess called out, instinct louder than certainty. “Does anyone have an EpiPen?”
A woman near the door—Sunshine in a denim jacket—lifted a hand. “In my car—two minutes!” She was already moving, out into the morning glare, swallowed by the parking lot’s reflections.
“Call 911!” the manager shouted, phone already to her ear. The first-aid kit yielded gauze, burn gel, aspirin—everything except what mattered. Someone pushed a glass of water that he couldn’t swallow. Another customer said, “Lay him back,” and the manager snapped, “Upright—airway,” because panic makes strangers argue like family.
LOUIE’S PARKING LOT — 07:17 A.M.
A ragged line of palms. Wet concrete. A delivery truck coughing diesel.
Cici slid into the passenger seat of a white work van as it idled from the far lane. Syrian pulled into traffic without looking like he needed to. Naya’s SUV drifted behind them, a shadow at exactly the right following distance. Zee was three cars farther, sunglasses catching nothing but sky.
“No staff exposure, no drift,” Zee said. “Air monitors clean. Two-minute vanish achieved.”
“Pens?” Reborn asked over comms.
“Both replaced with the originals,” Syrian said.  
“Copy,” Reborn said. “You’re ghosts.”
INSIDE — 07:23 A.M.
Paramedics worked with calm violence. Oxygen mask, compressions, another dose drawn with a speed that made the syringe look like a trick of hands. They lifted, loaded, called out numbers that belonged more to math than to men.
The manager leaned on the stainless, eyes wet, voice flat. “We cleaned. We always clean. We never—” She didn’t finish.
The cook put both hands on the cool edge of the flattop and stared at his reflection in grease so thin it looked like honesty.

BATON ROUGE — LBI — 10:09 A.M.
Walter stepped into Billy’s doorway. “Breaux died at Louie’s.”
Billy didn’t look up. “Allergy?”
“Looks like it. “Inadequate response.”
Billy shut his eyes once, as if the lids could grind memory into grit. “Serrano?”
“On a presser about procurement. He’ll get this in an hour.”
Billy turned his chair to the window, watching rain freckle the glass. “He always sat at the counter,” he said, like a man remembering a thing he’d never seen.
LAFAYETTE — 1:42 P.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
Marlene Dupré’s headline wrote itself:
Procurement Broker Dies of Apparent Anaphylaxis; Records Tie Breaux to Vendor Network
Key lines: payments, shell companies, campaign funnels—facts braided tight enough to hold.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
The room had the quiet of finished work.
Zee muted the last news clip. Sunshine folded a dish towel the way people fold flags. Taj closed the kit with a palm that checked each latch twice.
Reborn opened the Ledger.
Phase Eighteen — Completed
Subject: Aubrey Breaux
Authorization: Unanimous
She added the line that kept the room aligned with itself.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
No one spoke. Outside, the city exhaled steam and sirens. Inside, the ink dried to a clean, thin edge—one more balance line in a book that didn’t forgive, didn’t forget, and never confused mercy with looking away.


[bookmark: _ngnwiwxpqpm]CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR — THE AUTOPSY OF PANIC
EMS SUPPLY GARAGE — 07:28 A.M.
The bay doors were up, letting in wet heat and the smell of diesel. Fluorescents hummed. A paramedic set a red jump bag on the stainless table; a quarter-inch of diner grit still dusted the zipper teeth.
“Chain on the diner call,” he said. “Perrault. Peanut exposure. Inadequate response on both pens.”
The quartermaster nodded, already in motion. Evidence pouch. Tamper tags. Lot numbers written clean and blocky on a yellow form: EP-302 / EXP 03-26 and EP-313 / EXP 08-26. Each auto-injector slid into its own clear sleeve, barcode facing out, caps intact, plungers locked—spent but quiet.
He sealed the pouch and signed the line that turned gear into evidence.
EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 09:02 A.M.
Dr. Nandita Rao didn’t do drama. She did temperature, chain, and math.
“Photograph before disassembly,” she told the tech. Click. Click. The blue safety caps. The orange tips, scuffed where denim met plastic. The sight windows—cloudy, not the bright tea-amber you wanted.
Rao angled a pen to the light. “Color drift. Possible oxidation,” she said. “Bag the cartridges separately. We’ll pull mass spec on residuals.”
She logged ambient temp from the call sheet, transport interval, storage bin reading, then turned to the body—laryngeal edema, mucous strandings, petechiae at the epiglottis. She’d learned you solve mysteries by writing down the boring parts first.
LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 10:11 A.M.
Director Serrano didn’t sit. “Start with procurement,” he said. “Who bought which lots, where they were warehoused, and who signed the receiving logs.”
Billy flipped a page. “Supply ran through a parish nonprofit last quarter. Secondary distributor—Crescent’s old cousin with a new name.”
Walter tapped a tablet. “We’re already pulling EP-302 and EP-313 from field caches. If this is storage degradation or counterfeit, we need it on paper by sundown.”
Serrano’s jaw squared. “Then get me paper.”
At the far end of the room, Elliot Granger wrote Minutes on a clean pad and looked like a man practicing how not to exist.
DEVICE ANALYTICS — 11:46 A.M.
Benches smelled like isopropyl and hot plastic. A microtome sang its small, patient song.
“Spectra’s back,” the analyst called. “Low epinephrine concentration in both cartridges. Stabilizer drifted—pH off. One’s borderline; the other’s a paperweight.”
Rao scanned the trace. “Second reads the same—degraded,” she said.
Walter frowned. “Then how’d he rally?”
“Field crew drew fresh epinephrine from a vial,” Rao answered. “IM 0.3 mg. Brief improvement, airway opened, then he crashed again in the ED. Pronounced twenty-six minutes after arrival.”
She pointed to the lot stickers peeled from the plungers. “If these numbers map to a warm trailer or a counterfeit batch, we’re not talking user error. We’re talking procurement.”
Walter glanced at Billy. Billy was already dialing.
THE BAYOU STANDARD — 01:22 P.M.
Marlene Dupré read the line twice before she typed it once:
Headline: Parish Auto-Injector Lots Under Review After Emergency Failure
Key Findings: Chain of custody intact; both auto-injectors show degraded epinephrine; manual vial dosing produced only transient response; patient later pronounced at hospital. Procurement routed through nonprofit custodian previously tied to transport renewals.
She didn’t add adjectives. She didn’t need them.
LBI — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 02:06 P.M.
“Freeze those lots,” Serrano said. “Citywide. Statewide if we can swing it. If someone bought counterfeits with public money, I want a name, a contract, and a pair of handcuffs.”
Billy: “Pharmacy regulators are on the call. They’ll play nice in public.”
Walter: “In private they’ll ask who you’re hunting.”
Serrano: “Tell them rot. That usually narrows it down.”
Granger slid a printout onto the desk—quiet, helpful, forgettable. The kind of man who could hand you a match and make it feel like a pen.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:33 P.M.
Rain stitched the windows into gray cloth.

Zee pushed a case map to the wall: warehouse temps, route logs, vendor swaps that pretended to be coincidences. “Distributor’s cold chain looks warm,” she said. “Trailer #17 spiked to ninety-six last month, then sat.” She tapped a dot. “Guess where the EP-302 pallet lived.”
Sunshine’s mouth went thin. “They sold panic in a tube.”
Taj folded her arms. “And he died.”
Reborn kept her eyes on the glass. “Then we finish what paper started.”
She opened the Ledger and wrote:
Phase Eighteen — Supply Sin
Objective: Expose counterfeit/warm-chain injectors; starve the custodians.
Vector: Public records + lab proof; no direct contact.
She closed the book. The click sounded like a line finishing itself.
PHARMACY BOARD — EMERGENCY SESSION — 04:18 P.M.
Stale coffee. Bitter faces. A conference phone with too many red lights.
 “Effective immediately,” the chair read, “an interim statewide recall is issued on auto-injector lots EP-302 and EP-313 pending confirmatory testing.”
Reporters would call it cautious. Families would call it late.
GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 08:41 P.M.
Devereux stood at the window, the city a smear of light and weather. His phone vibrated on the desk. Unknown number. He didn’t touch it.
On the blotter lay an unopened ivory envelope. He told himself it was only paper. He told himself paper couldn’t breathe.
He turned away from both.
EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 10:02 P.M.
Rao signed her last line of the day, the one that would live on a thousand copies.
Preliminary conclusion: Findings consistent with anaphylaxis following peanut exposure. Auto-injector assay indicates degradation (low epinephrine concentration; stabilizer/pH drift) consistent with temperature excursion and/or counterfeit profile. Final cause of death pending full tox and device lot trace.
She set down the pen and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Outside, the rain kept its even time.
“Doctor?” the tech asked from the doorway. “You going home?”
Rao looked at the evidence fridge—little windows of amber and clear and clouded. “Eventually,” she said. “Truth’s slow. I like to give it company.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The room had that post-storm smell—wet brick, cooling metal, old wood remembering heat.
Zee dimmed the screens. DJ capped a Sharpie and slid notes into a folder. Sunshine rinsed two mugs no one would claim.
Reborn stood over the closed Ledger. “He’ll sleep tonight,” she said. “He may not tomorrow.”
No one asked which he she meant. In this state, the pronoun had too many addresses. Outside, the river moved like a sentence that knew exactly where it was going.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE — COLD CHAIN
BATON ROUGE — 06:58 A.M. — PARISH HEALTH SUPPLY, DOCK B
The warehouse smelled like freon and lies. A forklift beeped in the shadows; a box fan pushed warm air that pretended to be cold.
“LBI—search warrant,” the lead agent called.
Director Serrano stepped in behind the stack with Billy and Walter. Pallets of labeled cartons faced them like a choir that knew the hymn by heart: EP-302, EP-313.
“Find Trailer Seventeen,” Serrano said. “And show me the temperature logs.”
The floor manager pointed with steady hands that shook at the fingertips. “Logged digital. Cloud portal.”
Walter nodded to techs. “Images first. Then your cloud.”
Outside at the loading spur, Trailer 17 sat with a passive logger zip-tied to the latch. The dial read ambient. Inside, the air felt like a church after noon—close, spent. A data puck blinked green with the insistence of a liar.
“Pull it,” Walter said. The tech cracked the case and slid the SD.
On a borrowed monitor, the graph rose and held—86°, 92°, 96°—peaks like bad EKGs, time-stamped the week EP-302 arrived.
Billy didn’t look away. “That’s not a blip. That’s a bake.”
Serrano turned to the manager. “Who signed receiving?”
A printout came fast, too fast. The signature block looked like a photocopy of a photocopy.
“Chain of custody,” Serrano said, and the words felt heavier than paper.
EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 08:41 A.M.
Dr. Rao stood over a tray of cartridge glass. “Mass spec confirms low epi concentrations across both pens,” she said. “Stabilizer profile suggests heat excursion. One device was functionally inert.”
“Counterfeit?” Walter asked over speaker.
“Could be,” Rao said. “Or authentic product cooked stupid.”
She signed her line, the kind that lawyers quote and grieving families remember.
PHARMACY BOARD — CALL-IN — 09:15 A.M.
Voices stacked over a conference phone.
“Advisory recall is live,” the chair said. “EP-302 and EP-313—statewide.”
“Make it loud,” Serrano replied. “Hospitals, schools, EMS.”
A silence, medical and political at once.
“We will,” the chair said. “Reluctantly.”
LAFAYETTE — 11:52 A.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
Marlene Dupré edited the story down to bone: thermometer graphs, trailer logs, signatures that didn’t belong.
Headline: Temp Logs Show Heat Spikes on Recalled Auto-Injector Lots
Key lines: Receiving signatures routed through a nonprofit custodian; Trailer 17 temperature held above 90°F; recall issued statewide.
She hit publish. The refresh wheel spun. The comments howled.
BATON ROUGE — 12:37 P.M. — LBI GLASS ROOM
The wall map bloomed with red pins—warehouses, clinics, school nurses’ closets.
Billy checked off calls. “Seventy-three lots quarantined. Two rural parishes still dragging their feet.”
“Name them,” Serrano said.
“On it.”
From the doorway, Elliot Granger lifted a clean stack of minutes to the tray. Polite. Useful. Forgettable.
Walter watched him go and said nothing—the way men do when their instincts are louder than their evidence.
PARISH HEALTH SUPPLY — 01:09 P.M. — TRAILER 17
“Found your ‘cloud,’” a tech said dryly. He held up a tablet: a portal with green checkmarks for days that should have been red.
“Backfilled,” Walter said. “After the spike.”
The floor manager swallowed. “We… normalize outliers.”
“That what you tell parents?” Billy asked.
Serrano didn’t raise his voice. “Seal the portal images. Copy the server. Arrest on falsification and endangerment. Call Finance and Procurement—they can watch this one on the six o’clock.”
Outside, rain started, sharp and quick, like applause nobody meant.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 02:22 P.M.
Zee threw a grid to the wall: route logs, logger IDs, sign-in times that overlapped like fingerprints. “Normalization scripts ran three times the week EP-302 landed,” she said. “Same admin handle. Same IP. Same lunch break.”
“Name?” DJ asked.
“‘A. Marchand.’ Title says quality. Account says janitor.”
Sunshine’s jaw set. “They bought fancy lies and cheap locks.”
Reborn stood at the window, the Ledger open behind her. “The Bureau is finally cutting,” she said. “We don’t crowd the knife.”
Naya nodded once. “Then what?”
“Starve the hand that fed the heat,” Reborn said. “No spectacle. Proof.”
She wrote with her usual unhurried certainty:
Phase Nineteen — Cold Chain
Objective: Amplify lab proof + temp logs; sever custodian funding streams.
Vector: Public records, silent mirrors, no direct contact.
She closed the book. The click sounded like discipline.
BATON ROUGE — 03:08 P.M. — GOVERNOR’S OFFICE
Devereux stared at the recall headline, lips pressed thin. “Tell the Board they overreached,” he snapped.
His chief of staff didn’t blink. “They have coroner support, Director support, and a front page.”
“Call the Pharmacy lobby.”
“They’re already on TV saying ‘safety first.’”
He looked smaller in the big chair. “Then get me something I can control.”
“Motor pool renewal is frozen,” the aide said carefully.
Devereux’s jaw worked. “Unfreeze it.”
“We can’t,” the aide said. “Not until Audit signs off.”
The Governor looked past him, at nothing. “Then we change Audit.”
The aide didn’t move. Somewhere in the plaster, the rain sounded like type.
LBI — 04:31 P.M. — STAIRWELL
Walter stopped Billy with a hand on the rail. “Granger’s minutes keep arriving before the meetings end.”
Billy’s mouth went a line. “Door,” he said. “We said it weeks ago.”
“Then we close it,” Walter replied. “Quietly.”
They didn’t shake on it. They just walked.
SOCIAL — 05:02 P.M.
@VeritéLA:
Temp logs don’t lie. People do.
Trailer 17 cooked EP-302/313.
Recall is the floor, not the ceiling.
(read Dupré) #ColdChain #LAChain
BATON ROUGE — 06:43 P.M. — PRESS RISER
Serrano faced the cameras with four sheets and a thin cut on his cheek that had already learned how to play hero.
“Today we seized records that show falsified temperature logs on auto-injector lots,” he said. “We issued a recall. We opened criminal inquiries. This is not a panic moment. It’s a correction.”
“Director—does this tie back to Crescent?”
“It ties back to anyone who believed paperwork was a shield,” he said. “We intend to disagree.”
NEW ORLEANS — 08:14 P.M. — THE LOFT
The river moved like a long, low verdict.
“Board expanded the recall to school stock,” Zee said. “Parents are lining up for replacements.”
Shea’s voice stayed even. “Hospitals will short-fill until the next shipment. We need to keep the fear factual.”
“Dupré’s already threading clinics with free vial backup,” DJ said. “People trust that more than promises.”
Reborn rested a palm on the closed Ledger. “Good. Let the state learn the difference between headlines and help.”
Syrian checked the window seams—a habit more than a need. “And the man in the big house?”
“He’s hearing his own footsteps,” Naya said.
Reborn didn’t smile. “Soon he’ll hear something else.”
BATON ROUGE — 11:03 P.M. — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE
The house had taken to whispering back. Devereux stood in his study, the ivory envelopes in the locked drawer like teeth. He poured bourbon and didn’t drink it.
When his phone vibrated, he answered and said nothing. The line held silence that felt intentional.
A voice finally spoke—flat, local, certain.
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc.”
The call ended.
Devereux stood very still, the glass unspilled in his hand, the words cooling the room more than the air ever could.
EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 11:57 P.M.
Rao powered down the bench lights one at a time. The evidence fridge clicked and sighed.
She jotted one last note beneath Breaux’s file:
Lot trace initiated. Custodian notified. Logger anomalies preserved.
She capped her pen and listened to the rain. Truth was slow. Tonight, it wasn’t alone.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX — THE COLD CHAIN
PORT OF NEW ORLEANS — NAPOLEON AVENUE TERMINAL — 05:18 A.M.
Fog clung to the river like a rumor that hadn’t decided who to hurt. Container cranes piped their thin, electronic beeps; gulls argued over nothing. Diesel hung in the air with salt and wet steel.
Syrian walked the quay in a reflective vest and a TWIC badge that scanned green on the first try. The clipboard in his hand was a prop; the handheld temp probe in his pocket was not. A foreman waved him through because men in vests and purpose were part of the morning.
“Gate Zeta,” Zee said in his ear, voice soft as static. “Warehouse Two. Pallet tags tied to EP-series injectors, sub-bill of lading four-nine-seven. That’s our freezer lane.”
Naya stood at a yawning roll-up door running a bar-code scanner across a stack of cartons like any other inventory tech forced to be awake at this hour. Her ponytail was tucked through a ball cap; her attention lived in the edges. “Security camera on a five-minute archive. I own the loop for two. You’re clear,” she said.
The freezer container hummed, white with blue stamp: COLDLINE GLOBAL. A data logger blinked green on the latch — the kind you hang to prove you cared.
Syrian eased the door. Cold air rolled out like a held breath. Inside: two pallets wrapped tight in milky poly, lot codes stenciled in black: EP-318 / EXP 12-26. He pressed the probe tip between cartons and watched the numbers tick. Thirty-eight… forty-two… forty-eight. Too warm for too long. “Logger reads fine,” he murmured, “product doesn’t.”
“Because the logger’s lying,” Zee said. “Check the mount.”
He peeled the plastic back, jaw tightening. The sensor wire never touched the cargo. It sat taped to the metal frame where the cold lived even when the center didn’t.
“Photograph,” Naya said. “Then the switch.”
Syrian shot three tight frames: lot code, sensor mount, probe readout. He slid a button-sized logger from his pocket, stuck it deep into the core of the pallet, and let it start writing truth.
“Five minutes,” Zee warned. “Terminal guard making rounds.”
He sealed the door, tapped the spoofer clipped under the factory LED, and watched the cabin light blink its lying green again. The chain would look clean until someone asked for the right chart.
“Done,” he said.
“Next lane,” Naya replied.
They moved like the place expected them, because at dawn every port believed in vests and clipboards and men with checklists. Behind them, a towboat shoved upriver, horn rolling long and low like a sermon you didn’t want but couldn’t avoid.

BATON ROUGE — LBI HEADQUARTERS — 07:09 A.M.
The operations floor smelled like coffee and damp carpet. Director Michael Serrano stood over a map dotted with red pins that made the state look like a rash.
“Board of Pharmacy’s advisory went live last night,” Billy said. “Parents are lining up for replacements. Hospitals are digging old vials out of cabinets.”
Walter laid two printouts on the cart. “We found the dummy custodian behind the injector renewals. Nonprofit with a mailbox and a mission statement. Port records show three inbound EP lots under their license. Two cleared. One is still on the river.”
“Then we freeze the river,” Serrano said. “Emergency embargo. Health code authority.”
“Judge?” Walter asked.
Serrano shrugged. “He can sign it after we act.”
At the glass wall, Elliot Granger wrote Minutes at the top of his pad and dated it a day he could live with later. He looked like a man practicing the art of being furniture.

PORT OF NEW ORLEANS — WAREHOUSE TWO — 08:31 A.M.
A forklift chirped backward, tires painting damp crescents on the concrete. Naya ran a fake receiving sheet through a laser printer on a chipped desk and left it where the morning would find it — bill of lading numbers circled in blue, temperature alarm handwritten and underlined. A note no one wanted on paper but couldn’t ignore if it was.
“Guard’s back,” Zee said. “Walk casual.”
They did. Past a stack of bananas, past shrink-wrapped pallets of PPE no one had inventoried since last summer, past a bulletin board with a cartoon about safety that had outlived three supervisors. The guard glanced at their badges and remembered nothing.
Outside, the sky was brightening by degrees. The city smell edged in: hot bread from the riverfront bakery, wet creosote from the pilings, the old sugar in the air that never washed out.
“Logger’s writing,” Syrian said, tapping his pocket. “It’ll tell the truth in three hours.”
“That’s all we need,” Naya replied. “Go to ground.”

EAST BATON ROUGE CORONER’S OFFICE — 10:12 A.M.
Dr. Nandita Rao leaned over a pair of empty auto-injector housings beneath a magnifier. “Stabilizer skewed,” she said. “pH curves don’t lie.”
Walter’s voice came through on speaker. “We’re moving on the port. I need the sentence that will survive court.”
Rao didn’t look up. “Preliminary indication of degraded epinephrine in lot EP-313 based on mass spec. Comparative sample from hospital vial restored airway as expected. That sentence.”
“Good enough,” Walter said. “Thank you, Doctor.”
“Truth is boring first,” she replied, and clicked the magnifier off.

BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 11:04 A.M.
Serrano read the emergency order once and signed it like he meant it.
“Embargo on EP-series lots under custodian ‘Pelican Health Initiative,’” Billy said, tracking his finger down the clauses. “Effective immediate. Port notified. Sheriff on standby.”
“Call the Port Director,” Serrano said. “Tell him to make it look like it was his idea.”
Walter’s phone buzzed. “Already calling.”
At the far end of the hall, Granger stood under a vent where cell signals went to get clean and sent a message to a number without a name: — Hold at the port. Paper is coming. — He didn’t smile. He folded his pad and went back to being the man who brought water and took notes.

PORT OF NEW ORLEANS — BERTH 3 — 12:22 P.M.
Blue lights hit the corrugated walls and made them ripple. A deputy handed a clipboard to a foreman who’d outlived three contracts and a hurricane. “Embargo order,” the deputy said. “Health code, subsection you don’t want to argue with.”
The foreman squinted at the judge’s seal and then at the signature. “Who do I call?”
“Everybody,” the deputy said.
In Warehouse Two, a supervisor cracked the COLDLINE container and frowned when the air felt wrong on his cheeks — not sharp enough, not mean enough for the numbers the logger insisted were true.
Naya watched from the shadow of a stacked rack and didn’t move. Zee hummed in her ear. “Logger dump comes in three… two… downloading.”
A graph arced on Zee’s tablet: a clean, ugly hill of temperature that no lawyer could sand flat. “There it is,” she murmured. “Ninety-six degrees for forty-seven minutes. Trailer seventeen. The lie is a line now.”
“Package it,” Naya said. “Public records first. Dupré second. Pharmacy Board third.”
“On it.”
Syrian walked past the supervisors with the unremarkable ease of a man who belonged everywhere. He signed a fake maintenance form he’d leave in a real drawer that would later become the most important piece of paper in a room full of them.

LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 01:39 P.M.
Marlene Dupré read Zee’s packet twice. Bills of lading. Logger charts. Custodian filings. The math did the talking.
Headline: State Embargoes Auto-Injector Shipment at Port; Temperature Logs Contradict Vendor Records
Byline: Investigative Unit — 1:58 p.m.
She added three lines of connective tissue and no adjectives. The comments would supply heat.

BATON ROUGE — LBI STEPS — 03:06 P.M.
Cameras. Rain lifting to steam. Serrano stepped to the microphones with a thin white line on his cheek that the city had decided meant he was working.
“Today we placed an embargo on a shipment of medical auto-injectors routed through a nonprofit custodian with no employees,” he said. “Preliminary data indicates temperature excursions that would render these devices ineffective in an emergency. We don’t do panic. We do facts.”
“Director—do you know who’s behind the custodian?” someone shouted.
“We know who signed the filings,” Serrano replied. “And we know how to read.”
Behind him, Billy scanned the crowd for the wrong eyes and found only lenses. Beside him, Walter watched the building as if it were trying to decide what kind of place it wanted to be.
Three steps back, Elliot Granger held a manila folder like an umbrella he didn’t need. He looked like the kind of clerk who would outlast Saints seasons and Directors both.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:41 P.M.
Rain stitched the windows into gray cloth again. The city breathed damp and electric.
Zee threw the logger graph to the wall. Sunshine stared at the curved failure and shook her head. “They sold people courage that wouldn’t work.”
“Not today,” Taj said.
Reborn stood at the table, the black book open. Her voice didn’t rise; it never had to. “We don’t touch what they can fix. We just make sure there’s no way around the fixing.”
She wrote:
Phase Nineteen — Cold Chain
 Objective: Force public embargo; expose false logging; starve custodian network.
 Method: Logger swap + records mirror.
 Authorization: Unanimous.
The pen left a clean stroke the paper remembered. She closed the Ledger and rested her palm on the cover.
“After this,” she said softly, “therefore because of this.”

GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 09:18 P.M.
The house felt overstaffed and underdefended. Radios murmured. Doors sighed. The Governor stood at his study window and watched rain make mirrors of the flagstones.
On the desk, the ivory envelopes waited in a neat, private stack. He didn’t touch them. He could still hear the last one without looking.
His phone vibrated once and stopped. He poured bourbon and didn’t drink it.
“Careful,” he whispered to the glass. The glass had no opinion.

BATON ROUGE — LBI ARCHIVES — 11:02 P.M.
The server room hummed like a living thing. Billy rubbed at a tightness under his sternum that faded when he breathed slow and deep. He told himself it was the caffeine. He told himself he’d sleep.
Walter slid a folder across a rolling chair. “Logger charts are in the portal,” he said. “Dupré’s piece went statewide. Pharmacy Board’s ‘advisory’ just turned into a recall.”
Billy nodded, eyes on the line graphs. “Truth’s boring until it ruins your day.”
“Then it’s useful,” Walter said.
They stood in the hum a moment longer. Above their heads, water rattled in the roof drains, in a steady stream. . The storm had come to say the state was clean again. It wasn’t. But it was listening.

[bookmark: _n6sns8aklg10]CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN — CUTAWAYS
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S OFFICE — 9:03 A.M.
The room smelled like cameras even with none around.
Serrano set a single page on the desk. “Embargo stands.”
Devereux didn’t touch it. “You’re choking supply.”
“Rot’s not medicine,” Serrano said. “Fix your vendors.”
 Silence, thick as lacquer.
“Director,” the Governor tried, softer, “optics.”
“Truth has better ones,” Serrano said, and walked.
LBI — NORTH HALL — 9:18 A.M.
Billy leaned on the railing a beat too long.
“You good?” Walter asked.
“Acid,” Billy said, hand to chest, already moving.
Walter watched him go, filing the moment under Pattern.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 11:26 A.M.
Dupré typed without adjectives: Nonprofit in Motor Pool Renewal Also Billed Governor Events.
Publish. Refresh. The comments did the shouting.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 1:07 P.M.
Zee: “Port order’s holding. Logger swap’s on tape.”
Sunshine: “Press won’t let it sleep.”
Taj: “Next?”
Reborn opened the book.
Phase Nineteen — Leverage
Objective: starve custodians; no new signatures.
Vector: donors → paper.
She closed it. “Hold the line.”
BATON ROUGE — 3:42 P.M.
Elliot Granger set Minutes on the table, quiet as furniture.
Serrano: “Pull campaign filings back five years.”
Billy: “On it.”
Granger wrote ON IT like a man who already was.
NEW ORLEANS — CALL BOX OFF CANAL — 5:11 P.M.
DJ: “Public record follows pattern. Protect your sources.”
A tone chirped receipt. He hung up and vanished into brass and traffic.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 10:31 P.M.
Another ivory envelope waited. No seal. No rush.
He didn’t open it. He didn’t have to.
He locked it in the drawer with the others and whispered the new prayer.
“Stay careful.”
The drawer answered by staying shut.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
 Rain stitched the river to the dark.
 Zee dimmed the screens.
 Reborn rested a palm on the book. “We let the paper bleed.”
 No one argued. The city kept breathing.

[bookmark: _h3cgl6wccfwf]CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT — THE CANARY
BATON ROUGE — LBI DATA ROOM — 07:31 A.M.
Servers breathed like tired animals. Walter slid a thin PDF into the intake queue: INTERNAL DRAFT — DO NOT CIRCULATE. One line inside carried a fingerprint—an odd phrase and a fake sub-vendor: “Bay River Custodial, Annex B.”
Billy watched the cursor blink. “Unique typo in the header?”
Walter nodded. “Double ‘the’ on line two. If we hear that echo, we know where it left the room.”
Down the hall, a soft pair of shoes paused. Legal pad. Neat block letters: Minutes — E. Granger.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:18 A.M.
Rain ticked a lazy beat on the panes.
Zee’s feed mapped packet drift in real time. “Canary planted,” she said. “Watching for the echo.”
Reborn kept her gaze on the river. “We don’t chase the man. We trace the pattern.”
Sunshine: “And the Governor?”
Reborn: “He’ll react to the wrong thing. That’s how we make the right thing stick.”
BATON ROUGE — WEST STAIRWELL, 525 NORTH 4TH — 09:07 A.M.
Granger stood where reception dies. Phone to ear. Voice low.
“Draft references Bay River Custodial, Annex B… yes, the the language… no, not circulated yet.”
 He ended the call, smoothed the page, and walked back into the hum of fluorescent virtue.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:22 A.M.
Marlene Dupré opened an anonymous records mirror: emergency override memos from the Governor’s office—rush approvals that hopped normal procurement for medical ancillaries two weeks before the EP-302 shipment.
She typed fast, fact-first:
Headline: Governor’s Emergency Overrides Cleared Faulty Medical Buys
Key: dates, docket IDs, same nonprofit custodian later tied to motor-pool renewals.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 11:05 A.M.
Serrano skimmed Dupré’s post, jaw tightening. “Pull the override chain,” he said. “Who requested, who signed, whose trucks moved.”
Billy slid a fresh list across. “Same shell family as Crescent.”
Walter’s phone buzzed. He read once, exhaled. “And our canary just sang. External counsel is asking about ‘Bay River Custodial, Annex B’—and the double ‘the.’”
Serrano looked up, eyes going cold. “From where?”
Walter held his stare. “Governor’s office, via a ‘friendly’ intermediary.”
They didn’t say Granger’s name. They didn’t have to.
NEW ORLEANS — CALL BOX OFF ROYAL — 12:14 P.M.
DJ dialed tone-to-tone and spoke to no one: “Public record follows pattern. Protect your sources.” He set the handset down like a benediction.
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL ANNEX — 01:03 P.M.
 Devereux’s chief of staff whispered in a corridor. “What’s ‘Bay River Annex B’? Does LBI have it?”
 A lobbyist with a parish pin lied smoothly. “Draft only. We can get ahead.” Inside the Governor’s study, an ivory envelope waited unopened. He didn’t touch it. He changed drivers again.
LBI — OPERATIONS FLOOR — 02:26 P.M.
Walter dropped a folder on the cart: “Motion for protective order on all emergency overrides—denied.”
Serrano didn’t smile. “Then we file seizures. No press.”
Billy rubbed his sternum once—small, private—and kept moving.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:41 P.M.
Zee threw a matrix to the wall: Override → Custodian → Warm Trailer #17 → EP-302/313. The arrows didn’t need adjectives.
Shea spoke soft, clinical. “Paper killed slower than poison. Same result.”
 Reborn opened the Ledger.
 Phase Nineteen — Leverage (Active).
 — Canary confirmed (internal leak → Governor’s corridor)
 — Overrides mapped to faulty lots
Objective: starve custodians; isolate source
She closed the book. “When they run out of paper,” she said, “they start telling the truth by accident.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:12 P.M.
Devereux poured bourbon he didn’t drink. Phone face down. Motorcade idling too long.
He opened the ivory envelope at last. One line, same careful hand:
Every leak has a witness.
Under it, the mantra: Post hoc ergo propter hoc.
He whispered to the glass, “You don’t scare me,” and checked the locks again.
LBI — QUIET ROOM — 09:09 P.M.
Walter set a single page in front of Serrano: building access pings, stairwell dead zones, calls that never hit the switchboard.
Serrano read. “We do this clean.”
Walter: “Clean.”
Billy nodded once. “No headlines.”
Outside, thunder rolled a slow verdict over Baton Rouge.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The city’s noise thinned to wire.
Reborn added one last line beneath the night’s entry:
Next: Phase Twenty — Exposure.
She capped the pen. No prayer. Just the steady weight of a key waiting for a lock.
CHAPTER FORTY-NINE — THE STAIRWELL
BATON ROUGE — 525 NORTH 4TH — 07:58 A.M.
The elevator doors opened on eight. Coffee, toner, wet shoes. Walter palmed his badge, let the door close again, and took the stairs.
One flight down the stairwell switched back—a blind corner where sightlines died. Billy waited on the mid-landing, pressed to the cinderblock, a legal folder under his arm like camouflage.
Above the turn, Elliot Granger came down and stopped three steps short of the switchback, out of view of the landing. He checked the empty hall, lifted his phone, and spoke in that gentle nothing of a voice.
“Draft references Bay River Custodial, Annex B… yes, the the language… not circulated yet.”
He ended the call and smoothed his notepad, the way men do when ritual is a kind of courage.
Walter stepped out of shadow. “Elliot.”
Granger went still. Turned slowly. “Morning.”
Billy held the folder out. “Walk with us.”
LBI — QUIET ROOM — 08:06 A.M.
They didn’t cuff him. They didn’t announce anything. They just took him to a room with no windows and a table that made paper feel heavy.
Walter set down a printed page. One line glowed like a fuse: the the.
“You were the only one in the room who copied this,” Walter said.
Granger folded his hands. “I copy everything.”
“Not out of the building,” Billy said.
A beat. The hum of the vent. Somewhere, a phone rang and didn’t matter.
Granger looked at the page, not at them. “You want to fire me.”
Walter’s voice stayed level. “We want the corridor you serve.”
Granger’s eyes flicked up. A man measuring exits. “You don’t see the equation that you are a part of.”
“We do,” Billy said. “We’re just writing different totals.”
Silence again. Then the smallest nod, as if something inside him had already chosen. He slid his phone across the table. “Call log’s clean. You’ll need the attic.”
“The attic?” Walter asked.
“The Governor keeps a router that never touches the state network,” Granger said. “Old copper lines, private patch. It lives in the Capitol annex ceiling. That’s where your canary flew.”
Walter didn’t smile. “Then you’ll show us the ladder.”
Granger swallowed. “You’ll keep me alive?”
Billy: “Do your job for the public for once. We’ll do ours.”
CAPITOL ANNEX — 10:22 A.M.
The hatch looked like maintenance. Dust, dead insects, the heat of old buildings.
Granger pointed. Billy climbed. Walter followed, boots soft on joists. A shoebox router blinked heartbeat-slow beside a spool of gray cable. No state asset tag. A handwritten label: ANNEX B.
Walter photographed, bagged, and tagged. “Chain is clean,” he said.
Granger didn’t touch anything. He watched his hands the way men do when they’re afraid of their own fingerprints.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 11:11 A.M.
Serrano read the one-page memo like it was a weather report he’d been promised would never arrive.
“Annex router. Off-net. Private patch.” Billy kept it flat.
Walter added, “Leak path confirms our canary. Same corridor that moved the emergency overrides.”
Serrano’s jaw set. “Internal suspension first. Quiet. Then a sealed writ on the attic and the line owner.”
He looked at Granger through the glass—no cuffs, legal pad still in his hands, a man rehearsing how to disappear.
 “We do this clean,” Serrano said.
 “Clean,” Walter echoed.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:47 P.M.
 Zee threw a map to the wall: Annex Hatch → Private Patch → Overrides → Warm Trailer #17 → EP-302/313. Arrows like stitches.
 “LBI has the attic,” she said. “Router’s seized. No press yet.”
 Reborn stood by the window, river glassing out the light. “Good. Institutions should feel the dignity of doing their job.”
Sunshine: “And the Governor?”
“Paranoia eats schedules,” Reborn said. “Paper eats power.”
She opened the Ledger.
Phase Twenty — Exposure (Active).
Objective: let the attic speak; keep distance; no contact.
Vector: public filings + Board actions + annex warrant.
The pen lifted. The room exhaled.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 2:03 P.M.
Marlene Dupré didn’t have the attic yet. She had something else: a string of emergency override timestamps that landed within minutes of motor-pool renewals and medical ancillaries. She wrote it without adjectives.
Headline: Governor Overrides Clustered Around No-Bid Medical & Transport Buys
Key: docket IDs, vendor shells, the nonprofit custodian with no staff.
The comments caught fire on arrival.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 5:18 P.M.
Devereux stood at the study window, motorcade idling longer than usual. He’d changed drivers again. He’d stopped opening envelopes.
An aide tapped the door. “Sir? Oversight chair moved up tomorrow’s session. Nine a.m.”
He nodded without turning. “Cancel everything else.”
When the door shut, he took the locked drawer key from his pocket and set it on the blotter. He never picked it up.
LBI — STAIRS — 6:02 P.M.
Granger walked between Billy and Walter like a man learning a new hallway. They didn’t touch him. They just kept pace.
 “You’ll get your writ,” Walter said. “We’ll keep your name out of the first page.”
Granger nodded once. Not thanks—acceptance. “Truth’s slow,” he said. “It still arrives.”
Billy didn’t answer. He was thinking of all the names that had arrived too late.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 9:00 P.M.
“Tonight,” DJ said into the mic, voice low, unhurried, “we’re talking about attics. The kind built out of paper. The kind wired to places we never voted for. The kind that hum when no one is listening.”
He let silence hang for five beats. “Tomorrow, somebody’s going to hear a new sound.”
He cut the feed at twenty minutes. No music out. Just the click.
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT HEARING ROOM — NIGHT
 Chairs stacked. Seal on the wall. A microphone that would make truth sound like it belonged there.
Walter set a single exhibit folder at the witness table: Annex Router — Chain & Seizure.
He turned off the light when he left. The room kept breathing.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Reborn closed the Ledger and rested her palm on the cover. “We don’t push,” she said. “We witness.”
Naya’s voice came soft from the dark. “And if they stall?”
“Then the river rises,” Reborn said.
Outside, thunder rolled east—slow, patient, like a verdict already written, waiting for a voice to read it aloud.
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BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT CHAMBER — 09:00 A.M.
The room smelled like varnish, paper, and theater. Nameplates gleamed beneath state seals. Reporters lined the rear wall, eyes bright, fingers ready.
Walter took the witness chair without a flourish. Billy sat behind him, a one-page packet in a manila sleeve—short, surgical.
The chair rapped once. “Mr. Jenkins, for the record.”
“Walter Jenkins, Louisiana Bureau of Investigation,” he said. “Exhibit A: device recovered from the Capitol annex. Label ‘ANNEX B.’ Not a state-tagged router. Wired to copper that never ouches our network.”
Two photos slid onto the projector: the shoebox router blinking heart-slow in dust; the hand-labeled tape.
“Chain of custody?” a member asked.
“Sealed on scene,” Walter said. “Logged by 11:07 a.m., yesterday. LBI evidence vault. Hash attached.”
Opposing counsel leaned forward. “You’re suggesting the Governor authorized—”
Walter didn’t blink. “I’m describing a path. Your inference is your own.”
A murmur rolled the room. The chair lifted a palm. “Continue.”
Billy stepped to the table and set a thin second packet. “Exhibit B: cluster of emergency override timestamps—transport renewals and medical ancillaries—aligned within minutes of the annex device’s activity. No adjectives. Just time.”
The projector showed a neat flowchart: date, minute, corridor. The picture looked like a confession in numbers.
“Who owns the line?” a member asked.
Walter: “The writ is sealed. You’ll read the name when the judge unseals it.”
The gallery inhaled. The room remembered how to be quiet.
BATON ROUGE — OUTER HALL — 09:46 A.M.
Cameras flared. A microphone grazed Walter’s shoulder. “Is the Governor under investigation?”
“We investigate conduct,” Walter said. “People decide where the conduct leads.”
Billy added nothing. The less you feed a crowd, the longer it chews.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — SAME TIME
Rain stitched Canal into gray thread. The team watched on mute.
Zee traced the process map on her screen with one finger. “They put the attic on the record.”
Sunshine exhaled. “Let the house eat its mold.”
Reborn stood by the window, the Ledger closed, her hand resting on the cover like a seal. “Observation holds,” she said. “No contact, no noise.”
Naya nodded. “Witness, don’t steer.”
Taj tapped a pen against her knee. “Pressure’s finally audible.”
DJ checked a clock. “Give me tonight,” he said. “I’ll teach them how to hear it.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S ANTEROOM — 10:22 A.M.
Harlan Devereux watched the hearing on a muted feed. The volume wasn’t the problem. The pictures were.
His counsel spoke as if talking to a moving car. “We’ll argue scope. Procurement is Finance. Annex maintenance is Facilities. Your name never touches the wire.”
Devereux stared at the paused frame of a dusty router with a handwritten label. Somewhere in his chest, a smaller heartbeat tried to set a new tempo.
“Cancel the school visit,” he said. “Double the residence posts. Rotate drivers.”
“Yes, sir.”
He didn’t open the drawer. The envelope inside didn’t need daylight to speak.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 11:03 A.M.
Marlene Dupré wrote it in twelve clean lines:
Headline: Off-Net Router Seized at Capitol Annex; Override Timestamps Cluster Near No-Bid Buys
Key: chain of custody logged, writ sealed, timestamps public.
No flourish. Just a road map.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 12:19 P.M.
Serrano read the first wire stories and set them aside like hot metal.
“Press wants a villain,” an aide said.
“They’ll get a vocabulary,” Serrano replied. “Freeze any corridor tied to the annex line. Every renewal routed through a ‘custodian’ pauses at the door.”
Billy handed him a one-pager. “Board’s recall advisory on EP-302/313 went live. Pharmacy says confirmatory lots by tomorrow.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Save the living while we argue over the dead.”
Walter stood in the doorway. “Overnight, we can move on the line owner.”
Serrano nodded. “Quiet. No podiums. Let paper do the shouting.”
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL ANNEX — 02:07 P.M.
A judge signed without looking up. The clerk stamped the writ like a hymn. Two LBI techs and a Facilities supervisor unlocked a ceiling hatch that had never mattered until it did.
The second router came down in a clean evidence box. Another label in the same careful hand: ANNEX AUX.
“Chain,” Walter said.
“Chain,” Billy echoed.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL BAY — 08:59 P.M.
“Tonight,” DJ said, voice low, the room holding its breath, “we’re going to talk about geometry. How corruption draws its own triangles—money, favor, paper. How a hidden side waits in the dark until someone turns the page. You don’t see the equation that you are a part of… until the math starts using your name.”
He let the silence hang for five beats.
“Tomorrow, an attic will read itself into the record.”
He cut at twenty minutes. No outro. Just a click that sounded like a door closing.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 11:41 P.M.
The house had learned to walk on soft feet. Devereux sat alone in the study with the drawer key under his palm and the TV dark. He didn’t open the envelope. He didn’t have to. The outline of the words lived on the backs of his eyelids now.
A phone vibrated once. Unknown number. He watched it like it might bite.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Zee killed the feeds. Sunshine stacked cups. Taj snapped a case shut. Syrian checked the stairwell, then the wet street, then nothing at all.
Reborn opened the Ledger, wrote a single line, and closed it.
Phase Twenty-One — Institutional Constriction (Active).
Objective: Let the attic speak. Keep distance. Set the last balance without hurry.
She kept her palm on the cover a second longer, like you do with the lid of a coffin when you’re not ready to leave.
Outside, the river moved like a sentence that had already decided how it would end.
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BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT CALENDAR — 07:32 A.M.
The agenda posted at eight: annex router, emergency overrides, motor-pool renewals, device lots. Exhibits were barcoded, seals checked, and witness notices hand-delivered. By noon, the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation (LBI) had its lines straight; by two, Elliot Granger was on administrative leave pending internal review. Tonight was paper. Tomorrow, microphones.
OVERSIGHT HEARING WORKROOM — 09:10 A.M.
A long table, three printers stuttering in counterpoint, cartons of exhibit stickers, and a state seal taped to a banker’s box that had seen too many seasons. Walter Jenkins ran the stack like a field op: Exhibit A — Annex Router (Chain & Seizure), Exhibit B — Off-Net Patch Diagram, Exhibit C — Override Timestamps, Exhibit D — Motor-Pool Renewal Addendum (Checksum Variance), Exhibit E — Auto-Injector Lots EP-302/EP-313 (Assay Abstract).
 “Stamp the backers,” Walter said. “We’re not losing chain to a crooked staple.”
Bill Brown verified each QR against the clerk’s registry, then slid the bundles into Tyvek sleeves. “LeBlanc will want the router photos first,” he said. “Start with what people can see.”
“People believe pictures,” Walter replied. “Then you give them numbers.”
HALLWAY — 10:42 A.M.
Director Michael Serrano didn’t break stride. “Witness order?”
Billy handed him a single card: Serrano (foundation) → Jenkins (chain) → Brown (records) → Rao (device assay).
“Granger?” Serrano asked without stopping.
“Administrative leave,” Walter said. “We’ll keep it that way.”
Serrano nodded once. “Good. No shadows on the transcript.”
CLERK’S COUNTER — 12:03 P.M.
A clerk with ink-stained fingers took delivery like a lifeguard grabbing a rope. She scanned each label, eyes tracking the green tick marks on her screen. “If anybody questions these, I want three places to point,” she said.
 “You’ve got five,” Billy told her. “Two digital mirrors, one physical, two sealed in chambers.”
LBI — GLASS CONFERENCE ROOM — 02:17 P.M.
Rain crawled down the window like thin handwriting. Serrano stood with his jacket over a chair and a legal pad full of single words: attic, patch, override, renewal, lots.
“Keep the verbs clean,” Walter said. “Found, seized, imaged, matched.”
“No speeches,” Billy added. “This is math.”
Serrano capped his pen. “Math it is.”
OVERSIGHT CHAMBER (EMPTY) — 05:11 P.M.
 Chairs in rows. Mics asleep. A seal on the wall that pretended to be heavier than it was. Walter set Exhibits A through E in the witness tray, squared the corners, and stepped back as if arranging evidence could steady a state.
In the gallery, two reporters took telephoto test shots of nothing and nodded like they understood. They would tomorrow.
LBI — STAIRWELL — 06:02 P.M.
The building exhaled into evening. Billy paused one landing up, hand to rail, listening to the tired hum of ductwork. Walter caught the look.
 “Tomorrow’s a record, not a reckoning,” Walter said.
 “Records become reckoning,” Billy answered. “If somebody reads them out loud.”
BATON ROUGE — STREET OUTSIDE THE CAPITOL — DUSK
The river pushed light back at the city in dull metal waves. A motorcade idled longer than protocol. Someone inside the middle SUV spoke too softly for the cameras to catch. The public face of the state looked like it had practiced serenity and learned fear instead.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
Zee tiled a quiet dashboard across the wall: annex chain → override cluster map → checksum mirrors → device lot recall. Sunshine drew a thin line beneath all four and wrote one word in dry-erase ink: Convergence.
 Reborn watched the river, not the screen. “We don’t push,” she said. “We witness.”
Taj clicked a Pelican case shut. “And we remember the other job.”
“The Ledger remembers,” Reborn said. “We’ll return to it when the paper finishes what it can.”
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT CALENDAR — 09:03 P.M.
A staffer taped the witness list to the chamber door and smoothed the corners twice, the way people do when they want paper to behave. The last line read: Rao, M.D., Chief Tox, East Baton Rouge — devices & lots.
Tomorrow the microphones turn on. Tonight we make sure every page is numbered.
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BATON ROUGE — 07:19 A.M.
The city woke to steam and sirens, but the loudest thing in the state was paper.
Director Michael Serrano stood over a conference table that had become a battlefield of signatures. “Targets are the conduits,” he said. “Not the cameras.” He tapped three folders: Crescent’s last shell, a ‘nonprofit custodian’ with no staff, and a boutique insurer that signed off on half the transport renewals in the capital corridor.
Billy flipped the top sheet. “Custodian filings don’t reconcile. W-2 count is zero; 1099s route to a P.O. box behind a vape shop in Denham Springs.”
Walter scrolled on a tablet. “Boutique insurer is solvent on paper, but their reinsurance treaty lapsed last quarter. If Compliance sneezes, they lose underwriting authority for public contracts.”
Serrano’s voice stayed even. “Then let’s hand them a tissue.”
A short internal memo slid down the table: E. GRANGER — ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE (PENDING INVESTIGATION). ACCESS: REVOKED. BASIS: BREACH OF CONFIDENTIALITY. No one commented. Paper had already done the talking.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:11 A.M.
Rain stitched the windowpanes into a single gray sheet. Inside, the team moved in quiet, coordinated beats.
Zee cast an overlay to the wall—nothing dramatic, just the elegant math of bureaucratic suffocation: liability riders, certificate expirations, federal DOT snapshots.
“Two levers,” she said. “Insurance compliance and permit currency. If both freeze on the same day, contracts go to emergency review. Payroll collapses by Friday.”
Sunshine slid a single-page mockup onto the table. “Certificate of Insurance—revocation notice with a timestamp that forces the underwriter to admit their reinsurance gap.” She tapped a second box. “Permit-lapse alert routed from DOT’s public feed. Both true. We’re not forging; we’re highlighting.”
Taj checked the timing grid. “We pull at 10:02 and 10:09. Seven minutes apart.”
Cici, clinical: “We don’t starve ambulances.”
Reborn nodded. “No. We starve the custodians who turn emergencies into ledgers.”
She opened the black book.
Phase Twenty-One — The Paper Kill
Objective: Collapse the shell ecosystem without touching first responders.
Method: Trigger public compliance—insurance revocation + permit lapse; route findings to Procurement, DOT, and The Bayou Standard simultaneously.
Collateral: None.
She closed the Ledger. The click sounded like a scalpel finding its sheath.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 09:33 A.M.
Marlene Dupré refreshed two public portals until the screen looked like rain. She didn’t need a leak to see a pattern—just patience and a taste for footnotes.
Subject: OPEN RECORDS — CERTIFICATE STATUS & DOT PERMITS
Note from tipline: Facts first. Protect your sources.
She smiled without showing teeth and built a draft box that waited like a spring.
BATON ROUGE — LBI, COMPLIANCE CELL — 10:02 A.M.
 Walter keyed a narrow request under statutory authority the Bureau had all but forgotten how to use. The insurer’s treaty status populated on a slow-loading webframe with the dignity of a courthouse elevator: REINSURANCE TREATY — LAPSED (PENDING REMEDIATION).
He captured the certificate chain, hashed it, and sent it to two inboxes: Procurement: Contract Integrity and Attorney General: Public Integrity Unit.
Ten fingers of silence passed. Then the first reply: Receipt acknowledged. Immediate review commenced.
BATON ROUGE — DOT PERMIT CONSOLE — 10:09 A.M.
Zee, off-site inside a public terminal nobody loved, toggled a query any clerk could run. It answered in five lines:
Permit: COMMERCIAL TRANSPORT (PARISH MEDICAL ANCILLARIES)
Status: EXPIRED
Grace: None
Insurance match: INVALID
Flag: AUTOMATIC SUSPENSION — ROUTE AUTHORITY
She captured it, stamped the portal clock, and let the automation do the rest. DOT’s system dutifully fired notices at Procurement, Contracting, and the vendor’s own compliance inbox, all time-synced for any auditor with a pulse.
BATON ROUGE — 10:31 A.M.
Phones began to ring in places that only ring when something real has been touched. A deputy director in Procurement said, “Freeze anything that touches those certificate numbers.” A second voice—Finance—asked, “Is this political?” The answer came back, “No. It’s arithmetic.”
LAFAYETTE — 11:12 A.M. — THE BAYOU STANDARD
Dupré hit publish.
Headline: Insurance Lapse & Permit Failure Freeze Key State Transport Vendor
Deck: Public records show reinsurance gap and expired permits; procurement channels forced into emergency review.
Body: No anonymous sources—just clocks, certificates, and a map anyone could follow if they wanted to see.
The comments lit like kindling.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:04 P.M.
 “DOT suspension confirmed,” Zee said. “Payroll will bounce Friday. Board seats start calling lawyers in three… two…”
Phone buzzes rolled across the city like distant thunder.
DJ leaned back. “No body. Just gravity.”
Sunshine: “Best kind.”
Reborn watched the rain make commas on the glass. “Balance is sometimes subtraction.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 01:39 P.M.
Harlan Devereux stared at his phone while the motorcade idled under the porte-cochère with the patience of men paid to wait. Messages stacked:
— PROCUREMENT: EMERGENCY REVIEW TRIGGERED
 — DOT: SUSPENSION NOTICE — ROUTE AUTHORITY
 — COUNSEL: WE NEED TO TALK
He didn’t open the ivory envelope on the blotter. He didn’t need to. The sentence inside already lived in his bones.
BATON ROUGE — LBI, DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 02:22 P.M.
Serrano read two clear pages. “This is not theory,” he said. “It’s the law enforcing itself.”
Billy nodded. “Finance wants to know if we planned the timing.”
“We didn’t,” Serrano said. “We just stopped holding the door open.”
Walter added a thin sheet to the stack: HR CONFIRMATION — E. GRANGER, ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE (BREACH OF CONFIDENTIALITY).
Serrano didn’t look pleased. He looked like a man who had finally learned that the quietest knives live in the stationary closet.
BATON ROUGE — VENDOR BOARDROOM — 03:06 P.M.
The board tried to shout themselves solvent. An accountant said, “We can ride a week.” A lawyer said, “Not if the reinsurance letter is public.” Someone else asked, “How did this get out?” Another answered, “It didn’t. It existed.”
Silence followed. The terrible kind.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Paper kills loudly,” DJ said into the mic, “you just can’t hear it over the excuses.”
 He let the air hang. “Tonight’s obituary is for a contract that bought a dozen other obituaries.”
He cut the feed at twenty minutes. No music. Just the click.
BATON ROUGE — 11:41 P.M. — OVERSIGHT HALL
Walter laid one more exhibit at the witness table: CERTIFICATE STATUS — REINSURANCE LAPSE and DOT PERMIT — SUSPENSION LOG. Chain notes tidy. Page numbers neat. He turned off the light.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The room was tired and clean. Cases sealed. Cables coiled. Coffee ring wiped.
Reborn opened the Ledger one last time that day.
Phase Twenty-One — Completed
Subject: Custodian + Boutique Insurer (Transport/Medical Ancillaries)
Collateral: None
Result: Emergency review; contract freeze; payroll failure inside shell network.
She closed the book and set her fingers on the cover.
“Paper eats power,” she said.
“And when it’s done?” Naya asked.
Reborn looked at the rain. “Then we eat the names that paper couldn’t reach.”
Outside, the river moved like a verdict, dark and unbothered by whoever needed it to be otherwise.
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BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT CHAMBER — 09:00 A.M.
The gavel sounded like a small, formal storm. The room filled with the hush people make when they want to believe in institutions.
By 09:07, the annex router, the chain photographs, and the override timestamps were read into the record as Exhibits A through C—on paper, on camera, under oath.
FOUNDATION — 09:12 A.M.
Director Serrano kept the verbs clean. “Found in the Capitol annex. Seized under warrant. Imaged according to procedure. The device was not on the state asset roll.”
 “Origin of the patch?” the chair asked.
 “Unknown,” Serrano said. “But its traffic correlates with emergency override windows on procurement items under review.”
 No adjectives. Just the fence posts of a pasture he meant to show from the outside in.
CHAIN — 09:31 A.M.
Walter took the folder as if the paper weighted his hands on purpose. “Exhibit A-1 through A-9 are the photographs; A-10 is the hash manifest. The QR on the seizure tag resolves to the clerk’s mirror and the imaging log. Chain remained unbroken.”
 The vice-chair peered over reading glasses. “Off-net means off-audit,” she said.
 “It means unaccountable,” Walter replied. “Until now.”
RECORD — 09:54 A.M.
Billy slid a single page forward: a narrow table of dates and codes. “Exhibit C cross-indexes the override timestamps with purchasing events: motor-pool renewals, medical ancillaries, device lots. The clustering is not random.”
 “Say it plainer,” a member said.
 “When the wrong contracts needed speed, a secret line hummed,” Billy answered.
DEVICES — 10:22 A.M.
Dr. Nandita Rao took the oath like it was a routine vital sign. She spoke in numbers and drift: “Epinephrine concentration below specification in both EP-302 and EP-313 cartridges. Stabilizer profile suggests temperature excursion and possibly counterfeit sourcing. The patient received 0.3 mg epinephrine by vial en route, responded transiently, then arrested in the emergency department. Advisory recall is appropriate pending full lot trace.”
 “Cause?” the chair asked.
“Findings consistent with anaphylaxis plus device degradation,” Rao said. “The math points to the supply chain.”
CROSSWINDS — 10:51 A.M.
A member tried for a headline. “Doctor, are you saying the state killed this man?”
“No,” Rao said. “I’m saying the state paid for a system that failed him. There’s a difference. The math will show which part was negligence and which part was fraud.”
GALLERY — 11:06 A.M.
Reporters typed with the urgency of people chasing a door they could finally hold open. In the second row, a lobbyist checked his pulse with two fingers and kept his face still. The cameras drank the room like evidence.
THE GOVERNOR’S ABSENCE — 11:19 A.M.
 A chair looked toward the reserved row and found only a name placard and the idea of a man. “The Governor has provided a written statement,” counsel said. It sounded like a curtain drawn across an unlit window.
CLOSING — 11:41 A.M.
The chair stacked the exhibits with deliberate care. “We will recess for one hour. At one o’clock, we reconvene for public comment and additional subpoenas.”
 A murmur rolled the chamber, fast and low.
HALLWAY — 11:47 A.M.
 Serrano leaned close to Walter and Billy. “No grandstanding,” he said.
 “We brought math,” Walter replied.
 “And doors,” Billy added. “Now they have to choose which ones to open.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:03 P.M.
 Zee froze the live feed on Rao’s line about the system that failed him. Sunshine wrote it on a small card and slid it under the Ledger’s strap. Reborn stood with her palm on the book’s cover.
 “We give institutions first right of refusal,” she said softly. “If they refuse, we resume.”
RECESS — 12:29 P.M.
The chamber breathed like a tired beast. Staffers ferried copies; members counted votes in corners. Someone rehearsed a sentence that would sound like courage at one and like caution by six.
BATON ROUGE — 1:00 P.M.
The gavel fell again. The red light on the main camera glowed. A tray of subpoenas waited by the clerk’s elbow.
For the first time, the equation said its own name.
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[bookmark: _u9g4ntfg1bc0]CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR — PRESSURE RIDGE
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:09 A.M.
 Rain penciled the windows into gray. The building felt like a held breath.
Director Michael Serrano stood behind the glass wall of the ops room while a bank of monitors ran clean: warrant queues, portal hits, an intake ticker that wouldn’t slow. Bill Brown slid a single page across the cart—no preamble.
“Annex router chain’s airtight,” Billy said. “Custody photos, timestamp ladder, telecom record on the copper patch. Oversight has the packet.”
Walter Jenkins joined them with a second folder. “And the motor-pool renewal is officially frozen. Attorney General’s office wants a ‘cooling period.’”
Serrano’s mouth turned hard. “We turn heat into light. Subpoena Devereux’s chief counsel. Today.”
At the far edge of the room a quiet desk sat empty. Elliot Granger’s chair. No pad. No presence. Administrative leave had a shape once you noticed it.
“Walter,” Serrano said, “I need eyes on the Governor’s calendar—quietly. If he’s moving signatures at night, we’ll feel it in the morning.”
Walter nodded. “You’ll have it in an hour.”
Serrano rubbed the thin white scar on his cheek—Crescent’s last message. “Good. Let’s make today louder than their toys.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:22 A.M.
The river wore a nickel sheen. Inside, wires hummed like insects.
Zee threw a clean map to the wall: Annex patch → Overrides → EP-302/313 recall → Procurement halt. Arrows like stitches.
“Two more nonprofits flagged as ‘custodians’,” she said. “Same shells, new names. Both routed through a consulting suite on St. Charles.”
Sunshine leaned in. “Who’s signing?”
“Interim director named on one,” Zee said. “On the other, a ghost—board seat filled by a dead man for six months.”
Taj gave a low whistle. “They laundered signatures.”
Reborn didn’t turn from the window. “And told themselves it was paperwork.”
DJ scanned a feed. “Oversight docket just updated. Governor’s special counsel moved to quash the annex warrant—sealed motion, emergency calendar.”
Syrian zipped a kit he hadn’t opened. Reflex. “We let the Bureau do that part.”
Reborn turned, the Ledger closed under her palm. “Yes. We’ll keep the air clear of our fingerprints.”
Cici’s voice was steady. “Then why are we in the room at all?”
“Because balance,” Reborn said, “doesn’t outsource itself.”

BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL COUNSEL SUITE — 10:03 A.M.
Carpet quiet. Coffee cold. Special Counsel Peter Duvall adjusted cufflinks no one could see and read the motion that was supposed to make today disappear.
“Emergency relief from overbroad seizure,” he dictated to an associate. “Sovereign communications.”
The associate hesitated. “Sir… the router isn’t on the state network.”
Duvall didn’t look up. “Then we are sovereign in spirit. File it.”
He signed with a pen heavy enough to be called important, then paused at the last line. The hand that moved the pen wasn’t steady.

LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 11:18 A.M.
 “Motion to quash is on the docket,” Walter said, passing the printout. “Hearing at two.”
Serrano snorted. “Good. I prefer daylight fights.”
Billy nodded at the intake screen. “And Pharmacy Board issued the interim recall statewide. EP-302 and -313 off the shelves by this afternoon.”
Serrano exhaled. “That one will save a life before dinner.”
“Somebody will try to shoot you for it before dessert,” Walter added.
Serrano’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “They can take a number.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:02 P.M.
Zee pinched to zoom on a street cam. “St. Charles custodian suite—two exits, back stair shares a wall with a bakery. Fire panel’s municipal, default code still set.”
Tay—quiet all morning—finally spoke. “We can make paper admit its own crime. Pull a five-minute false alarm—inspectors swarm—document retention bins roll to the curb like confetti. All we need is a camera and a chain.”
Sunshine raised an eyebrow. “Paper kill?”
“No bodies,” Reborn said, deciding. “Only proof.”
She opened the Ledger and wrote, neat and final:
Phase Twenty-One — Paper Kill (Custodian Suite)
Objective: Force live-document dump; capture chain on custody scams.
Method: Timed alarm + public works route; no direct contact.
She capped the pen. “Clock it for 3:17. Let the two o’clock hearing breathe.”

BATON ROUGE — COURTROOM B — 01:59 P.M.
Marble chill. Microphones that made voices sound like they were telling the truth.
The judge took the bench. Serrano sat shoulder to shoulder with the state’s telecom specialist and Dr. Rao from the coroner’s lab. On the other side, Duvall straightened a stack that didn’t need straightening.
“Motion to quash,” the clerk called. “Annex router—seizure and scope.”
Duvall rose. “Your Honor, the Bureau exceeded—”
The telecom specialist answered during questioning, precise and unfussy. “The device was off-net. Copper lines. No asset tag. The patch bypassed audit trails and explains the unlogged overrides.”
“Do you suspect private communications?” the judge asked.
Dr. Rao’s voice was calm, surgical. “I can show alignment in time between those overrides and medical/transport buys now under recall.”
Serrano didn’t need to speak. The chain spoke.
The judge leaned back. “Motion denied. Seizure stands. Scope limited to procurement and medical routing—initially. Counsel, I’ll see your good-faith plan on my desk by Friday.”
Duvall’s jaw worked once, twice. “Noted.”
Serrano stood, shook no one’s hand, and walked out like a man who had more rooms to stand in before dark.

NEW ORLEANS — ST. CHARLES CUSTODIAN SUITE — 03:17 P.M.
A chirp. Then another. The building’s alarm woke like an old dog—confused, loud, unavoidable. Office doors popped. A receptionist grabbed a purse and left a shredder still chewing.
By the freight entrance, a roll cart of banker’s boxes sat unattended for exactly forty seconds—just long enough for a city inspector to jot down a bin number and a sanitation truck to make the corner.
A maintenance worker propped the door with a mop.
Zee watched the sidewalk from a café two doors down, stirring a cup she didn’t drink. Her phone buzzed once: the bin’s RFID chirped its location to a public route server she’d already mirrored.
“Got you,” she said, more to gravity than anyone else.
Sunshine, across the street, lifted her paperback one inch, then dropped it again. Confirmation.
The truck took the turn.

BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 04:06 P.M.
Walter set a fresh link to the map on the screen: Custodian Suite → Panic Shred → City Bin #7B → Route 14 → Municipal Transfer. A chain of ordinary things that now meant indictment.
Billy’s phone pinged. “City attorney confirms the bin is evidence the moment the inspector logged it. We’re sending a team to the transfer station with a warrant. Chain lives.”
Serrano closed his eyes for half a breath. “Good. Half this job is teaching paper it has a body.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:21 P.M.
DJ muted a local newscast. The chyron crawled: RECALL WIDENS; COURT DENIES MOTION; DOCUMENTS UNDER SEAL.
Taj zipped the case she always zipped. Habit, not intent. “Next target?”
Reborn let the room settle before she answered. “Not tonight.”
Cici’s look said she wanted a name anyway. Reborn met it. “Soon. The ledger still owes two.”
Syrian checked the stairwell camera, then the alley. “Street’s clean.”
Reborn opened the book for a single line:
Observation: Paper bled today. Let it.
She closed it again.

BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:43 P.M.
Devereux stood alone in his study. Three ivory envelopes lived in the locked drawer; a fourth sat on the blotter, unopened. He’d changed drivers again. He’d stopped signing after midnight. He’d started talking to doors.
His phone lit with a blocked call. He let it ring out. When it stopped, the room sounded too quiet, like a stage before the curtain lifts.
He poured bourbon and didn’t drink it.
He said to the empty room, “Stay careful,” and the room didn’t answer.

BATON ROUGE — TRANSFER STATION — 08:12 P.M.
Vapors and floodlights. A warrant clipped to a clipboard. Gloves. Camera. Bin 7B rolled onto a bay like a patient.
Walter oversaw the chain while Billy shot the photos—printed letterhead, non-profit stamps, a board seat signed by a dead man, renewal addenda with a copied seal. One page carried a note in careful block letters:
Delivery: Annex B.
Billy held it long enough to taste metal. “There it is.”
Walter nodded. “There it is.”
They bagged the pages. The camera’s flash made even garbage look holy.

NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 10:00 P.M.
 “Some days,” DJ said, voice low, “paper coughs up its own lungs. You don’t have to cheer. Just listen to the sound it makes when it realizes it can’t lie about the math anymore.”
He let the silence hold. “Tomorrow is louder.”
He clicked off at twenty minutes. No music. Just truth cooling on the line.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The hum fell to a thread. Rain ticked like a clock that had decided not to be patient anymore.
“Two left,” Naya said softly.
Reborn rested her hand on the Ledger. “Two.”
She didn’t open it. Not yet.
Outside, the river moved like a verdict—slow, heavy, and on time.


[bookmark: _mkfqrr7ix3cl]CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE — FAULT LINE
LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:26 A.M. Rain stitched the windows so thin it looked like the building was wrapped in wire. The ops floor ran quiet—no panic, just the speed of hands that knew where the files lived.
Director Serrano scanned the case map Walter had thrown to the wall: ANNEX ROUTER → EMERGENCY OVERRIDES → EP-302/313 → CUSTODIAN SUITE → BIN 7B. Arrows neat as sutures.
Bill Brown set a slim redwell on the cart. “Chain photos from the transfer station. Annex B note is clean—same block print as the renewal addendum.”
Walter didn’t look away from the screen. “Subpoenas landed on the Governor’s special counsel and the custodian board. They’re lawyering up.”
Serrano pinched the bridge of his nose, then let his hand drop to the folder’s edge. “Good. People talk truer when they’re tired. We move the attic to Oversight at nine, regulators at eleven, and the AG at noon. One set of facts, three rooms.”
At the far end, an empty desk held its shape. Elliot Granger’s chair. No pad. Administrative leave had a shadow.
“Billy,” Serrano said, “if they try to narrow scope to ‘procedural errors,’ walk them back to the body. Procurement is a medical story now.”
Billy nodded. “Truth with vitals.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:41 A.M.
The river wore a nickel sheen under low cloud. Inside, the air had the post-storm scent of wet brick and warm circuitry.
Zee flicked new pins onto the St. Charles map. “Two more ‘nonprofits’ routed out of the custodian suite. One’s a mailbox. The other’s a law office that subleases to itself.”
Sunshine skimmed the ledger of vendors. “Names don’t even bother to be creative anymore.”
DJ watched a muted crawl: RECALL WIDENS; COURT DENIES ANNEX MOTION; DOCUMENTS UNDER SEAL. “They survive on volume, not elegance.”
Reborn—Shannon Gonsoulin—stood by the window, one palm on the glass, the other on the closed book that governed them. “We don’t add noise to noise. We measure.”
Cici leaned forward. “Serrano’s rooms today?”
“Three,” Zee said. “He’ll be outnumbered in all of them.”
“Not if records keep talking,” Reborn said.
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE ROOM — 09:03 A.M.
Seal on the wall. Microphones tuned to make confidence sound like fact.
Serrano laid the Annex Router packet on the table like a diagnosis: copper patch photos, seizure chain, the “Annex B” note, the time ladder that fit procurement and medical buys like teeth.
A member cleared his throat. “Director, counsel argues the router could carry privileged messaging.”
Serrano stayed level. “Privileged messages belong on the state network. This box rode old copper in a ceiling. It moved what the network would have logged.”
“And if the Governor didn’t know?”
“Then he’ll enjoy the discovery,” Serrano said. “I will.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 09:47 A.M.
Dupré typed with her coffee gone cold.
Headline: Ceiling Router, Warm Trailers, and a Board Seat Signed by the Dead
She wrote the line that mattered: The same off-network route that hid motor-pool renewals overlaps with the medical ancillaries now under recall.
No adjectives. The nouns did the cutting.

[bookmark: _9hiis5azvem0]NAYA (BEFORE)
THIBODAUX — CO-OP FIELD CLINIC — YEARS EARLIER
Cane stood higher than the pop-up tent. The air smelled like sweet rot and diesel. Daniaya Ekwue, med-student EMT volunteer, worked under a blue tarp with a borrowed nebulizer that rattled like it had asthma of its own.
A little boy sat on a folding chair, chest working too hard, a whistle in his throat. Routine until it wasn’t.
The parish tag on the compressor read “out for service.”
The loaner hummed, sputtered, failed.
The albuterol box was full of empty trays—restocked on paper, missing in plastic.
EMS arrived late. They saved who they could save and wrote what they had to write.
At the funeral, Daniaya carried an invoice to the parish office and watched a clerk staple it to a file that would never open. The vendor got paid. The clinic got a new sticker. The mother got a casserole.
She started keeping her receipts: serial numbers shaved off machines, delivery slips with times that didn’t match the sun, photos of empty crates stamped INSPECTED. She brought it to a parish meeting and was told to be “constructive.” She filed a complaint and learned the word frivolous can be a weapon. The vendor’s lawyer called her “emotional.” The board chair called her “valued.” Nothing moved.
Two months later, a storm rolled through. The clinic’s insulin cooler failed. The replacement unit arrived with a hydro test date that belonged to a different model and a Marais Supply sticker that peeled off in a single pull. The old women who knew everyone’s business told her that name had been on generators, trailers, even school lunches—always warm, always late, always paid.
Daniaya printed her photos and walked them to the hospital’s compliance office. She was thanked, then cc’d on nothing. That night, someone slid a manila envelope under the clinic door—three invoices from Marais, two parish checks, one private donation routed through a nonprofit that had no staff. On the outside flap, in block print:
You already keep receipts. So do we.
CAFÉ BARNETT. TUESDAY. 9:00 P.M. COME ALONE.
She went.
The café smelled like over-brewed coffee and bleach. A woman sat with her back to the wall, paperback open but not turned. “I’m Reborn,” she said. “You can call me Shannon if you prefer. We don’t share surnames.”
A second woman—soft voice, precise eyes—set down a small recorder and pushed it aside, pointedly off. “I’m Sunshine. Ledonia. I used to wear a scene kit and a city crest. You’ll hear that story another night.”
Reborn slid Daniaya a single page: three purchase orders, same day, same shell addresses, three different lot numbers for the same equipment. “Pick the truth,” she said.
Daniaya didn’t look up. “Lot 7C never existed. The serial is a duplicate of a failed compressor—photo shows the scratch at the baseplate. Delivery timestamp happens before the truck left Baton Rouge. The initials on the acceptance line are dead—she passed last year.” She tapped the margin. “This is how you kill people without touching them.”
Reborn nodded once. “We don’t do speeches. We do balance. Unanimous votes. No fame. No leaks. You keep your name for the world and the name we give you for the work.”
Sunshine added, “We don’t manufacture lies. We make paper tell the truth. Sometimes paper isn’t enough.”
Daniaya felt something settle that hadn’t settled since the boy in the chair. “If you’re asking whether I can live with myself after… whatever this is—” she paused, “—I can’t live with the other way.”
Reborn closed the test file. “Then you’re Naya with us. Emergency medicine when medicine is needed. Triage, tox screens, quiet covers when systems we fix don’t want to look fixed yet. You will never be the reason a bystander bleeds.”
Sunshine slid over a small card with a single line hand-printed in ink:
After this, therefore because of this.
“Post hoc ergo propter hoc,” Sunshine said. “We reclaim it from the liars. We don’t pretend consequences are accidents.”
Naya pocketed the card. On her way out, she looked back once. Reborn was already filing the page into a black notebook. Sunshine was already erasing their fingerprints from the table with a napkin and water.
Years later, as Naya, M.D. (Emergency Medicine), when she closed a patient’s airway clean or pushed epinephrine the right way, she remembered the boy, the sticker, the casserole, and the file that would never open. Some things you fix with medicine. Some you fix with math. The rest, you fix by making sure the math finally counts.


BATON ROUGE — REGULATORS — 11:06 A.M.
The room smelled of old coffee and new paper.
Dr. Nandita Rao stood at the microphone, calm with the edge of a scalpel. “Assay confirms low epinephrine concentration; stabilizer drift consistent with temperature excursion or counterfeit profile. EP-302 and EP-313 are off the shelves. We are sampling adjacent lots.”
A board member ventured, “User error?”
Rao shook her head once. “You cannot ‘user error’ epinephrine into a degraded cartridge.”
An aide passed Serrano a note; he didn’t open it. He already knew what it would say.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:12 P.M.
Zee’s feed split the screen: regulators on one side, the Oversight corridor on the other. “Serrano’s running rooms clean,” she said. “No grandstanding. It’s unnerving them.”
Taj zipped a kit she wasn’t taking anywhere. Habit. “We still owe two.”
Reborn opened the Ledger to a clean page and didn’t write. “Balance is patient until it isn’t.”
ATTORNEY GENERAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM — 12:58 P.M.
Different seal. Same fluorescent hum.
Serrano placed the bin photos beside the Annex Router memo. “Your office wanted a cooling period. The air is colder than honesty. Indictments are colder still.”
The deputy AG studied the “Annex B” note like it might move. “We’ll confer.”
“You’ll file,” Serrano said, standing. “You can call it whatever you need to to sleep.”
ST. CHARLES — CUSTODIAN SUITE — 01:37 P.M.
A property manager keyed a door for a pair of men with a dolly. “Paper disposal,” one said. They wore the city’s vest colors, the right patches, the right posture.
They weren’t city.
They rolled out two more bins than the work order listed, every page logged at the curb by a real inspector who liked doing his job. Zee’s phone vibrated once. She didn’t smile. Gravity had done what it always does to lies.
LBI — 03:03 P.M.
Walter’s case map got a new stitch: EXTRA BINS → INSPECTOR LOG → TRANSFER RECEIPT → EVIDENCE. A chain of ordinary things that now meant indictment.
Billy exhaled. “Paper keeps confessing.”
Serrano nodded. “That’s because paper keeps receipts.”
He glanced at the empty corner where a quiet desk used to be. Absence had a shape now. “Lock staffing. No ad-hoc volunteers on sensitive runs. We keep the corridor tight.”
“Already done,” Walter said.
NEW ORLEANS — UPTOWN DINER — 03:49 P.M.
A late lunch crowd, plates clattering, TVs arguing with themselves. Special Counsel Peter Duvall sat in a corner booth with a man who didn’t give his name.
“You’re not hearing me,” the man said. “You argue privilege; we argue process. You stall.”
Duvall stared at the glass of water and wished it were anything else. “Process is all I have.”
“Then make it heavy.”
He slid a folded letter across the table. Ivory. Unmarked. Duvall didn’t touch it.
“You deliver that,” the man said, “and the motorcade remembers you.”
The man left. The TV above the pie case went to weather no one believed.
Duvall didn’t open the letter. He paid the bill and carried the weight out the door.
THE LOFT — 05:06 P.M.
Zee tracked Duvall’s path with public cameras—curb, crosswalk, garage elevator. “He’s carrying something he doesn’t trust,” she said.
Sunshine didn’t look up. “Good. Maybe he remembers how to be useful.”
Reborn kept the Ledger open and blank. “We don’t tilt him. We let the floor do that.”
Cici’s jaw set. “Then who’s next?”
“Two remain,” Reborn said. “One signs men into cages. One cashes them out.”
GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:28 P.M.
Devereux stood in the study, the lamp throwing more shadow than light. Three ivory envelopes lived in the drawer. A fourth sat in the outbox. He told himself he wouldn’t touch either.
His phone vibrated once. Blocked number. He let it die.
He whispered to the door, “Stay careful,” and the door had the good sense not to answer.
DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
“Equations,” DJ said into the mic, voice low, unhurried, “don’t care how you feel about them. They resolve. You can close your eyes. The math still includes you.”
Five beats of quiet. “Tomorrow, the paper solves for x.”
He clicked off at twenty minutes. No music. Just air cooling.
THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The room settled into the quiet that came after a day of clean cuts. Rain ticked the windows like a humming bird learning a new song.
“Two,” Naya said softly, as if saying it out loud made it real.
“Two,” Reborn answered. She wrote at last:
Phase Twenty-Two — Balance (Pending)
Targets: [Redacted in ink]
Constraint: Do not cross LBI lanes.
Rule: Records first. Then consequence.
She capped the pen. The click sounded like a line that had waited all day to be true.
Outside, the river moved like a verdict already read.

[bookmark: _719b5rotkvgf]CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX — TERMINATION & TRAJECTORY
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:41 A.M.
Rain stitched the windows into a dull grid. The building moved like a machine learning a harder rhythm.
Director Michael Serrano stood at the head of a small conference room: no cameras, no seal on the wall, just a rectangular table and three folders. Human Resources sat to his left. Internal Affairs to his right. The door opened once.
Elliot Granger stepped in with his legal pad as if habit could pass for permission.
Serrano didn’t sit. “Mr. Granger, this is a termination meeting.”
A pause dropped through the room like a stone.
Internal Affairs read the first line without heat. “Breach of confidentiality. Unauthorized disclosure of investigative materials. Off-network communications that compromised chain of custody.”
Granger’s eyes ticked to the pad he wasn’t allowed to open. “I took minutes.”
“You exported minutes,” Serrano said. “And you used a corridor that knew what to do with them.”
HR slid a single page across the table—letterhead, date, the blunt geometry of consequence. “Effective immediately. Badge and credentials.”
Granger set the lanyard down, then the slim door fob, then—after a breath—the phone. His hands stayed flat, empty. “You don’t see the equation that you are a part of,” he said softly, a warning meant for the table more than himself.
Walter answered for the room. “We do. We’re balancing it.”
Serrano: “Access revoked. You will be contacted about your final paycheck and any lawful inquiries.” He held Granger’s gaze a second longer. Not triumph—standard. “The Bureau answers to the public. The public can only trust what we protect.”
Security didn’t touch him. They just walked him to the elevator. The doors closed. The building exhaled.
OPS FLOOR — 08:12 A.M.
Monitors carried the day’s load: recall notices, docket pings, a rolling map of vendor shells shedding names.
Billy slid a printout to Serrano. “City transfer station completed first pass on Bin 7B. Custodian letterhead. ‘Annex B’ delivery slips. Board minutes signed by a dead man.”
Walter added, “Pharmacy Board widened the advisory to pharmacies that re-labeled stock. Quiet line says formal recall by Friday.”
Serrano rubbed the pale slash on his cheek—the Crescent warning he refused to read as a warning. “Good. Draft subpoenas for the consulting suite that fronted those nonprofits. I want names that breathe.”
He glanced at the empty corner where a quiet desk used to be. Absence had a shape now. “Lock staffing. No ad-hoc liaisons on sensitive runs. Corridor stays tight.”
“Already done,” Walter said.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:26 A.M.
 The river wore nickel light. Inside, the hum felt intentional.
Zee threw a clean ovelay to the wall: BIN 7B → MUNICIPAL CHAIN → BOARD MINUTES (DECEASED SIGNATORY) → ANNEX B. Arrows like stitches, dates like sutures.
“Custodian suite shredded in a hurry yesterday,” she said. “We caught enough. City inspector’s log seals the route. Three more shells resolve to the same St. Charles mailbox.”
Sunshine scanned the crawl under a local segment. “Public’s moving from outrage to understanding. That’s dangerous for them.”
Taj zipped a kit without looking down. Habit. “Next signature?”
Reborn stood by the window, one palm on the cool glass. “Not today. Paper’s bleeding. Let it lose color.”
Cici nodded once, jaw set. “Two names still owe.”
Reborn opened the Ledger, wrote one line, and shut it again.
Observation: Institution is speaking. Hold the room.
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL COUNSEL SUITE — 11:03 A.M.
Special Counsel Peter Duvall read the denial order twice, as if verbs might change with attention. Motion to quash: denied. Seizure: stands. Scope: procurement and medical routing—for now.
He stared at the signature at the bottom, then at the stack of phone numbers he’d been calling for weeks. He picked up a pen that felt heavy enough to be called important and signed a memo that wasn’t.
“Schedule a response,” he told an aide.
“On what ground?” the aide asked.
“Ground is what you stand on while it disappears,” he said, not smiling.
OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE ANTEROOM — 12:18 P.M.
Chairs lined a hallway like a jury that could stand. Reporters lingered. A clerk rolled a cart with boxed exhibits: ANNEX ROUTER — CHAIN & SEIZURE; AUTO-INJECTOR ASSAY — EP-302/313; CUSTODIAN MINUTES — DECEASED SIGNATORY.
Billy and Walter passed without pausing. The cart squeaked a protest that sounded like paper learning it had weight.
“Two more,” Billy murmured.
“Two,” Walter said. They didn’t say the names.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 01:02 P.M.
The motorcade idled longer than weather required. Inside the study, the ivory envelopes lived in a locked drawer. A fourth sat on the blotter, unopened. 
The Governor stared at the door until it looked like a person.
His phone lit with a blocked call. He let it die. He told the air, “Stay careful,” and the air didn’t answer.
NEW ORLEANS — ST. CHARLES — 02:44 P.M.
A property manager argued with a locksmith in the hallway while a custodial suite door stayed politely broken. A dolly rolled past with two more bins than the work order listed, each bin’s RFID chirping its location to a public route server Zee had already mirrored.
At the curb, a city inspector took a photo of the labels and wrote a bin number that would live forever. Sunshine watched him write it. She didn’t smile. Chain was church.
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 03:39 P.M.
 “AG wants a cooling period on the next subpoenas,” Walter said.
“Cooling is how rot learns to wait,” Serrano replied. “Prep them anyway. We keep the heat disciplined.”
Billy slid over a staffing memo. “Audit trails on every liaison. Granger revoked everywhere.”
Serrano initialed the bottom line. “Then today held.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:06 P.M.
 Zee tracked Duvall’s slow path with public cameras—curb, crosswalk, garage elevator. “He’s carrying something he doesn’t trust.”
“Good,” Sunshine said. “Maybe he remembers how to be useful.”
Reborn kept the Ledger closed. “We don’t tilt him. We let the floor do that.”
Cici stared at the city in the glass. “Then who’s first?”
Reborn met her eyes. “The one who signs men into cages. The other cashes them out.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:28 P.M.
He stood in the study, the lamp throwing more shadow than light. Three ivory envelopes in the drawer. A fourth on the blotter. He told himself he wouldn’t touch either.
He didn’t notice the way the house had started listening to him.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Some days the math speaks out loud,” DJ said, voice low enough to make listeners lean in.   “You can pretend it’s not about you. Or you can learn where you stand in the equation.”
A beat of quiet. “Tonight we let paper practice the truth.”
He cut the feed at twenty minutes. No music out. Just the click.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Rain ticked a steady time. The city breathed like someone trying not to wake a sleeping house.
Reborn rested a hand on the Ledger’s closed cover. “We gave the room back to the law today,” she said. “Tomorrow we take the corners it can’t see.”
Naya’s reply was soft. “Balance is patient.”
“Not endlessly,” Reborn answered.
Outside, the river moved like a verdict—slow, heavy, perfectly on time.

[bookmark: _tiudtzugnu4]CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN — HEARING HOUR
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE ROOM — 08:59 A.M.
Seal on the wall. Microphones tuned to make confidence sound like fact.
Director Serrano set a slim packet on the table like a diagnosis: seizure chain, procurement routes, and the timing ladder that tied off-network orders to medical purchases already under review. No speeches—just paper placed where it had to live.
A member cleared his throat. “Director, counsel argues the device could contain privileged communications.”
Serrano’s reply was level. “Privileged messages ride the state network. This one didn’t. It moved what the network would have logged.”
The clerk recorded it, pen steady. Facts changed rooms when you wrote them down.
HALLWAY — 09:31 A.M.
Billy and Walter slipped past cameras to a side table that smelled like coffee and toner. A staffer slid over a manila folder: courier receipts, delivery slips, a meeting calendar with three “maintenance” blocks that matched procurement updates to the minute.
Walter tapped the margin. “And the health ancillaries?”
The staffer nodded at a second sheet. “Denials spiked the same weeks the money did.”
“Copy it,” Billy said. “Chain stays clean.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:22 A.M.
River light went nickel-gray. Wires hummed like insects.
Zee cast an overlay: to the wall: courthouse hearing → courier slips → denial spikes. “A private contractor sits between clinics and approvals for three parishes,” she said. “When invoices rise, ‘no’ gets cheaper.”
Naya’s voice was clinical. “No isn’t neutral. It changes oxygen.”
Cici folded her arms. “Is that our lane?”
Reborn watched the rain comb the glass. “They’ll litigate definitions. We’ll measure outcomes.”
She didn’t open the book yet. Sometimes restraint made the room sharper.
BATON ROUGE — PHARMACY BOARD — 11:07 A.M.
Short agenda. Hard eyes.
Dr. Rao spoke without theater. “Degraded epinephrine confirmed in the flagged lots. Adjacent lots sampling continues. Advisory stands.” A board member tried “user error”; Rao let the silence make the correction.
Billy sent one line to Walter: Board holds. Move the next box.
NEW ORLEANS — ST. CHARLES (CUSTODIAN SUITE) — 12:41 P.M.
A property manager keyed a door for two vested “city” workers and a dolly. Permits said paper disposal; the bin tally said panic. An actual inspector on the curb logged the overflow with neat block letters.
Across the street, Zee stirred coffee she didn’t drink. The bin pings mirrored to a public route feed she’d already cloned. Sunshine lifted her paperback one inch, then set it down. Confirmation.
BATON ROUGE — LBI OPS — 03:03 P.M.
Walter pinned a clean chain to the screen: overflow bins → inspector log → transfer receipt. “If the shred tries to grow legs, we already put shoes on it.”
Billy flipped through courier slips from the hearing hallway. “Same signatures across transport and triage. Different letterheads. Same hands.”
Serrano nodded. “Draft the next writ. Keep it to routing and procurement. No theater.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:17 P.M.
DJ muted a crawl: ADVISORY HOLDS; DOCUMENTS UNDER SEAL. Taj zipped a kit out of habit; Syrian checked the stair cam without comment.
Cici glanced at Reborn. “We still owe two.”
Reborn’s palm rested on the closed cover. “Then we don’t waste the room the law is finally holding.”
She wrote nothing. The decision was the sentence.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Some rooms don’t need speeches,” DJ said, voice low. “They need paper that admits what it did.”
Five beats of quiet. “Listen to what the binders sound like when they breathe.”
Click. No outro.
NEW ORLEANS — MIDNIGHT
Rain thinned to thread. The loft settled into the kind of quiet that isn’t peace—just discipline.
Reborn touched the Ledger’s edge and let the page stay blank. The room understood what that meant.
Outside, the river kept its verdict to itself.

[bookmark: _r61itijxqkmx]
[bookmark: _6dhx1wu15ns8]CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT — BORROWED LIGHT
BATON ROUGE — LBI — 07:22 A.M.
The day came in the color of steel. On the ops floor, hands moved with the speed of people who knew where the facts lived.
Billy stacked the morning’s pull: board minutes with a dead man’s signature, a “foundation” donation that looped back to a contracting suite, and permit maps that didn’t match the footprint they paid for.
Walter skimmed, pen already marking the route. “Same shells, new names. Triage contractor’s denial rules updated on fundraiser day.”
“Pull the contracts,” Serrano said. “And keep liaison corridors tight. No freelancers. We’ve learned that lesson.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:41 A.M.
Zee threw a new map to the wall: three parishes; one gatekeeper; denials that tracked the money like a shadow. “They don’t bill outcomes,” she said. “They bill barriers.”
Naya didn’t look away. “Then show the barrier moving.”
Sunshine’s mouth went thin. “Paper kill, not people.”
Reborn opened the book and wrote a header with quiet, steady strokes.
Phase Twenty-Two — Gate Math
Objective: expose denial-for-profit; starve the route.
Vector: schedules + permits + bins; public chain only.
Constraint: do not cross Bureau lanes.
Click. She capped the pen.
RIVER PARISH — ACCESS ROAD — 11:19 A.M.
 Heat lifted off wet asphalt. A tent that didn’t exist on paper breathed under a humming portable AC.
Syrian counted cameras. “Two asleep. One stares at a wall.”
Taj marked timing. “Badge lull at 11:40. Five-minute alarm pushes bins to the curb.”
“City inspector?” Cici asked.
“On his way,” Zee said. “Real badge. Clean log. We never touch the handle.”
BATON ROUGE — STATE HEALTH CONTRACTS DESK — 12:03 P.M.
Fluorescents, coffee, and the smell of paper learning it had weight.
Walter set a request letter on the counter and a statute beside it. “Award file. Change orders. Denial guidelines by date.”
The clerk exhaled like someone opening a heavy door. “You’ll want the addenda no one reads.”
“That’s where the money lives,” Billy said.
RIVER PARISH — TRIAGE LOT — 12:41 P.M.
The alarm woke like an old dog—confused, loud, obedient. Doors popped. A shredder kept chewing.
Two bins rolled to the curb and sat unguarded for forty seconds. An inspector wrote their numbers with neat block letters. A sanitation truck turned the corner like a sentence arriving.
“Route mirror is live,” Zee said from the laundromat window. Sunshine raised her paperback one inch, then set it down. Confirmation. The truck took the bend.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 03:06 P.M.
Marlene Dupré typed without adjectives:
Headline: Denial for Profit — How a Parish Contract Turned “No” Into Revenue
Deck: Updates to guidelines match fundraiser dates; shells routed through a consulting suite under recurring “Annex B” delivery notes.
Publish.
BATON ROUGE — LBI — 04:02 P.M.
Walter laid out a quick overlay like sutures: permit gap → alarm bins → municipal log → transfer receipt. “If they argue ‘administrative,’ they argue against timestamps.”
Billy added the donor loop and the denial edits. “Same hand under three names.”
Serrano didn’t look away from the stack. “Draft the writ—contracts, custodian, consultant. Limit it to routing and procurement. No theater. Let the math do its work.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:22 P.M.
 DJ muted a local segment: CONTRACT UNDER SCRUTINY; CITY BINS SEALED.
Cici’s jaw worked once. “Pike?”
“Paper first,” Reborn said. “Then consequence.”
Naya’s answer was measured. “He won’t pick up the phone when subpoenas land.”
Reborn wrote one line and shut the book: Observation: route established—let the room hear itself.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Gatekeepers sell a version of mercy that comes with a price tag,” DJ said. “They call denial stewardship. They invoice what they never provide.”
Five beats of silence. “Tomorrow, the numbers get names.”
Click. No outro.
NEW ORLEANS — MIDNIGHT
Rain eased to a fine stitch. The loft breathed the kind of quiet that belongs to people who know what’s next.
No tally. No mantra. Just the sound of a city that hadn’t figured out it was changing.
Outside, the river moved like a verdict already on its way.




[bookmark: _h16cqfo09cbp]CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE — VECTORS 
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:18 A.M.
Rain walked the glass in orderly lines. Inside, the ops floor moved like a room that knew where the facts lived.
Director Michael Serrano stood over the cart while Bill Brown stacked the day’s bundles: Oversight follow-ups, regulator notices, subpoenas for the St. Charles custodian suite’s “board members,” including one who’d been dead six months.
Walter Jenkins pin-boarded the current chain: attic device → overrides → bad lots → Bin 7B → custodian minutes → warrant queue. The arrows looked like stitches holding a wound closed.
“AG wants ‘clarity before indictments,’” Walter said.
“Clarity is what facts give you,” Serrano replied. “File the next set—custodian, shells, consulting front.”
Billy added, “Adjacent lots mostly clean; the transport chain’s still dirty—trailer temps spiked twice before inspection.”
“Then we teach paper how to testify,” Serrano said.
“Lock liaison corridors,” he added. “No ad-hoc minutes, no freelance ‘helpers.’ Keep our math in the room.”
“Already done,” Walter said.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:49 A.M.
The river went nickel under a low lid of cloud. Wires hummed soft as insects.
Zee threw a fresh map to the wall—two pins sliding east toward the river parishes. “New vector,” she said. “A private medical contractor took over triage and specialty referrals for three parishes. Denials spike when invoices do.”
Sunshine scanned. “Consults billed that never happen.”
“Sometimes they happen,” Zee said. “On paper.”
DJ nodded at a muted crawl: RECALL WIDENS; DOCUMENTS UNDER SEAL. “Public’s almost keeping up.”
Cici’s voice stayed even. “Is this ours or the Bureau’s?”
Reborn watched rain comb the window. “They can’t indict what was pre-papered. That’s our lane.”
Naya’s tone was clinical. “Denial isn’t passive. It’s an intervention with a body count.”
Reborn opened the Ledger and held the pen above the page. “One signs men into cages. One cashes them out.” Her eyes went to the contractor’s pin. “This is the cash-out.”

RIVER PARISH — TRIAGE INTAKE LOT — 10:13 A.M.
Heat steamed off wet asphalt. A box truck with a magnetic placard—REGIONAL BIOWASTE—idled at a chained gate. A guard checked nothing.
Syrian paced the fence in a neon vest, reading angles the way men do when they’ve had more than one past. “Two cameras dead. One pointed at a wall.”
Taj studied a site plan. “Invoices say they expanded two months ago. Permits disagree. They’re dumping schedule, not paying for capacity.”
“Intake tent’s new,” Syrian said. “Not in the set.”
Zee murmured in their ears, “Badge swipes go flat 11:40 to noon. That’s a human nap.”
Sunshine tapped a bin with her gaze. “Red can for sharps, not charts.”
Reborn’s voice over comms was the same as always when a room tried to lie to itself. “We measure.”

BATON ROUGE — STATE HEALTH CONTRACTS DESK — 11:02 A.M.
Fluorescents flattened the week. A clerk stared at a renewal addendum he’d hoped not to see again. Walter slid a folder across with the authority of someone who’d already looked up the statute.
“Public records request,” Walter said. “Award file, change orders, denial guidelines.”
The clerk blinked. “That’s… a lot.”
“I’ll bring coffee,” Walter said.
Billy let the silence be useful. It usually was.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:31 P.M.
Zee widened the map: holding companies stacked like milk crates—same agent, same box, names with the creativity of a worn-out toner.
“Owner of record is Draymond Pike,” she said. “Wellness clinic LLC donates to his consulting LLC, which advises the custodian suite we just opened up.”
Naya went still. “He testified two years ago that triage should ‘gatekeep against resource fraud.’ He cited a study that doesn’t exist.”
Reborn wrote the header at last.
Phase Twenty-Three — Gatekeeper
Objective: Expose the denial scheme that monetizes refusals; starve the pipeline.
Vector: Paper kill (schedule + permits + denial guidelines). No contact.
 Constraint: Stay out of Bureau lanes.
Click. Done.

RIVER PARISH — ACCESS ROAD — 02:22 P.M.
A county work truck rolled to the shoulder with a flat no one would question.
Taj checked her watch. “Fire panel’s still on default. Five-minute false alarm puts bins on the curb under a real inspector’s eyes. If charts ride out during an alarm, that’s a confession with a chain.”
“Camera?” Syrian asked.
“Already there,” Zee said. “Route mirrored to a public server. Inspector’s badge seals it. We don’t touch a thing.”
“Good,” Reborn said. “Let paper cough up its own lungs.”

LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 03:08 P.M.
Marlene Dupré read an email three times, then wrote the line that mattered.
Headline: How a Parish Health Contract Paid for Refusals
 Deck: Denial guidelines moved with billing spikes; shells routed through St. Charles under “Annex B” delivery notes.
Publish.

BATON ROUGE — LBI — 03:57 P.M.
Walter dropped a thin, ugly stack on the cart. “Permits don’t match the footprint. Intake tent billed, never approved. Guidelines updated the same day as a fundraiser.”
Billy added, “The ‘foundation’ donated to the custodian suite we already have in evidence.”
Serrano looked at the stack like a surgeon looks at scans. “Draft the writ—contracts, custodian, consultant. Keep it to routing and procurement. No heroics. Just the math.”
“Two accounts still open,” Billy murmured as he turned away.
Serrano kept his eyes on the paper. “Then we’ll leave something for the law to read.”

RIVER PARISH — TRIAGE INTAKE LOT — 04:19 P.M.
A chirp; the old-dog alarm woke, loud and dutiful. Doors popped. A shredder kept chewing.
At the roll-gate, two bins sat unguarded for exactly forty-two seconds. A municipal inspector wrote their numbers with neat, decisive block letters. A sanitation truck took the corner like a sentence arriving.
“Route mirror live,” Zee said, watching from a laundromat window. “No touch, full chain.”
Sunshine, paperback in hand, lifted it one inch. Dropped it. Confirmation.
The truck turned.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:33 P.M.
DJ muted a local broadcast: HEALTH CONTRACT UNDER SCRUTINY; CITY BINS SEALED AS EVIDENCE.
Cici’s jaw worked once. “What about Pike?”
“Paper first,” Reborn said. “Then consequence.”
Naya’s voice stayed level. “He won’t be on call when subpoenas land. Men like that never are.”
Reborn wrote one line and closed the book.
Observation: Vector established. Let the room hear itself.

BATON ROUGE — SPECIAL COUNSEL OFFICE — 06:12 P.M.
Peter Duvall stared at a blank email until he saw himself in it. He typed seven words and deleted six. Then he wrote what he should have said a week ago:
Proposed scope protocol attached. No privilege claims on off-network devices. We won’t oppose a health-contract writ limited to routing and procurement.
He didn’t send it. Yet. He printed it, folded it, and slid it into his briefcase like a promise he might keep.

NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Gatekeepers sell the word no,” DJ said, low and plain. “They tell you math is mercy. They make invoices out of oxygen.”
Five beats of silence. “Tomorrow, paper tries the truth on again. Listen for the sound it makes when it fits.”
Click. No outro.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Rain eased to a fine stitch. The room breathed in the slow way of places that know they’ll keep needing breath.
Reborn rested her palm on the Ledger, then took it away. No tally spoken, no mantra needed.
Outside, the river moved like a verdict that already knew the route.

[bookmark: _3xsnmrfvfxsu]CHAPTER SIXTY — CUTOFF VALVE
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:18 A.M.
Rain shaved the skyline to slate. On the ops floor, printers breathed and stopped—short bursts of paper learning it had weight.
Walter dropped a slim packet on the cart. “Licensing Board docketed an emergency session on the triage contractor. Noon.”
Billy followed with the map. “Three parish sites, one hub. Their ‘pilot’ denial rules never got filed. They ran them anyway.”
Serrano scanned the new case map—he didn’t need the old arrows anymore. He wanted dates, signatures that weren’t supposed to exist, the simple geometry of consequence. “Pull the hub first. Keep the scope clean: routing and procurement.” He tapped the top page. “No speeches.”
“Writ’s drafted,” Walter said. “Judge in Section J likes quiet math.”
“Good,” Serrano answered. “We brought a calculator.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:12 A.M.
River light came in like polished metal. Inside, cords hummed low.
Zee flicked a fresh pane to the wall: hub address, load bay schedule, bin service timetable, fire panel model. “Panel takes a municipal code. If their shredder gets overeager, we get what gravity wants anyway.”
Sunshine traced a slow circle on the glass with a knuckle. “We aren’t their problem. Their habits are.”
Naya nodded once. “Medicine’s first lesson.”
Cici glanced toward Reborn, who stood at the window with one hand on the cool pane, the other on the closed book. “We push today?”
Reborn shook her head. “We let the room talk. We kept our promise—no fingerprints while the law can carry the weight.”
Tay spoke for the first time, voice even. “If they toss bins early, we’re already listening.”
Syrian checked the stair camera, then the alley. “Street’s clear.”

BATON ROUGE — SECTION J — 09:31 A.M.
 Fluorescent quiet. A judge who liked commas where they belonged.
Walter laid down three exhibits: permit gap, overflow log, transfer receipts. Billy kept the ask narrow.
“Limited entry,” Walter said. “Hub records. Routing. Actual denial criteria in force.”
The judge skimmed without liking anything he saw and signed anyway. “You’ll bring it back in one piece,” he said.
“That’s the point,” Billy answered.

RIVER HUB — 10:22 A.M.
The building smelled like toner and cool air leaking from a door that never sealed right.
The team in state windbreakers—real badges this time—rolled a dolly through the dock with the kind of calm that made guilt look around for itself. A supervisor reached for bluster and found a court order.
“Scope’s narrow,” Billy said. “Everything we take has a place to go back to.”
Walter opened a single drawer, lifted a single redwell. Inside: denial rules marked “pilot—do not implement,” stamped for three months before they went live; donor list stapled to a meeting agenda; a calendar with two circles that matched fundraiser nights.
“Photograph,” Walter said. Click. Back in the drawer. Chain as discipline, not theater.
In the hallway, a shredder hummed. No one touched the power. The fire panel chirped once, thought better of it, and went back to sleep.

BATON ROUGE — LICENSING BOARD — 12:03 P.M.
 Long table. Short tempers.
The chair read without drama. “Emergency suspension—triage contractor site authority pending review of unfiled denial protocols.”
Counsel tried the word “pilot” the way a man tries a locked door. The chair didn’t move. “File it next time,” she said. “Live patients aren’t paper.”
Dr. Rao spoke once for the room. “When ‘no’ is cheaper than ‘yes,’ the body keeps the tab.”
Serrano said nothing. He didn’t need to. He watched the nods start—the small kind that mean a decision already happened.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 01:27 P.M.
 Zee put the board’s vote on one screen, the hub cam on another. “Suspended,” she said. “Phone’s lighting up.”
Sunshine thumbed a note in the margin of a legal pad she never let leave the table. “They’ll call it temporary.”
“Temporary is enough,” Reborn said. “It cuts the artery.”
Cici unfolded her arms. “And the two we owe?”
Reborn let the silence hold. “They haven’t moved. We will. On time.”
No names. Not yet. The book stayed shut.

BATON ROUGE — LBI — 02:11 P.M.
A runner set a box on the cart: copies of copies—receipt loops, the “pilot” stamp, the fundraiser circles nobody could explain in daylight.
Serrano looked at Walter. “Next?”
“Contracts suite,” Walter said. “We keep to routing. Procurement. Denial criteria chain.”
“Draft the writ,” Serrano said. “Let paper confess.”
He started to leave, paused, and said to no one in particular, “Lock corridors. If a favor calls itself a liaison, shut it down.”
Billy nodded. “Already done.”

UPTOWN — A SIDE STREET THAT DIDN’T MAKE THE MAPS — 03:06 P.M.
Special Counsel Duvall stood in the shade, blazer over his arm, a letter in his inside pocket he hadn’t decided what to do with. The ivory felt heavier today.
He dialed, listened, hung up. Dialed again.
No one answered. That told him more than any call could have.
He crossed to the curb and fed a meter he didn’t need to feed, buying time like it could be purchased.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:44 P.M.
DJ traced Duvall’s route off public cameras and stopped when the man stopped moving. He set the mouse down. “He’s running out of words.”
“Paper will give him new ones,” Zee said. “He can borrow those.”
Naya closed her eyes for a single beat—as if measuring pulse. “Borrowed words still count. They just land later.”
Reborn glanced at Tay. “How long on Pike’s offsite backups?”
Tay didn’t look up from her console. “Public procurement mirror takes the weekend to reconcile. Monday, the bin numbers become docket numbers.”
“Good,” Reborn said. “Then we’re on the clock.”
She didn’t have to say for what.

RIVER HUB — 04:22 P.M.
The dolly rolled out the way it rolled in—quiet. The supervisor who had wanted to argue now wanted a cigarette.
Walter signed the receipt. Billy initialed the chain. One redwell in a sealed pouch. One photograph packet. One set of words that would survive being read aloud.
“Return in five days,” Walter said. “Assuming the math matches.”
The supervisor stared at the seal like it might bark. “It won’t.”
Walter didn’t answer. The door shut behind them. The shredder went on humming to itself.

BATON ROUGE — LBI — 05:08 P.M.
They laid the day out like sutures—board suspension, hub pull, fundraisers, pilot rules, the weight of a signature written where it shouldn’t have been.
Serrano skimmed, then looked past the paper to the people who had carried it. “One more room tomorrow,” he said. “Same scope. Same discipline.”
Billy checked the clock. “Oversight’s already set a slot.”
Walter capped his pen. “Then we’ll bring them something worth hearing.”

GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:19 P.M.
The house had learned to listen. Floors didn’t dare creak. Doors didn’t announce themselves.
He poured bourbon he didn’t drink. The drawer stayed locked. The envelopes were still inside.
His phone lit with a blocked number. He let it die and told the air, “Careful.” The air stayed neutral.
From somewhere down the hall, a clock took its time counting a minute.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
“Gate math,” DJ said, voice low. “They make the problem smaller by moving the rule, and call it stewardship. The bill still lands where it always lands.”
He let quiet sit for five beats. “Tonight, somebody lost the right to say no in secret.”
Click. No outro.

NEW ORLEANS — MIDNIGHT
Light thinned at the edges. The loft breathed the kind of calm that means the work held.
Sunshine closed her notebook. Zee dimmed monitors until the room was just river and brick. Taj zipped the kit she always zipped.
Cici looked at Reborn. “Soon?”
Reborn rested her hand on the closed cover. “Soon.”
She didn’t write. The promise was enough.
Outside, the river moved like something heavy and deliberate, headed exactly where it had meant to go all along.

[bookmark: _7gtc91ctkhry]
[bookmark: _9760pi5u3nrz]CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE — HARBOR PLAN
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 06:32 A.M.
The city woke in steam. Rain burned off the slate roofs and left the Quarter smelling like hot iron and coffee. Inside the loft, ten chairs ringed the table; only one book sat in the center.
Zee put the first image on the wall—marina slips at Cypress Harbor, dawn light like dull nickel on the water. Another click: a man stepping off a forty-two-foot trawler with the comfort of someone who’d made himself untouchable.
“Wardell Kincaid,” she said. “Chief finance for Pelican Corrections Holdings. He’s the one who turned bodies into revenue lines—commissary fees, ankle-monitor leases, ‘re-entry consulting’ that never exits.”
Sunshine skimmed the dossier. “He underwrote Merrin’s labor-contract renewals. Same shells, different letterhead.”
DJ leaned against the console. “Public presence?”
“Minimal,” Zee said. “He doesn’t run press. He runs the ledger.”
Syrian flicked his eyes to the screen. “Pattern?”
Zee’s cursor traced it. “Tuesdays and Fridays, 05:40—arrives alone; 06:05—leaves with a black Pelican case; 06:17—same route to a private chapel off Napoleon. The case returns empty by 07:10. Twice a month he logs a cylinder exchange with the marina’s dive kiosk. Solo dives, twenty minutes under the pylons. No spotter.”
Taj folded her arms. “You don’t swim pylons for scenery. That’s how you service a wet safe.”
Tay’s voice was even. “Hypoxic 10/50 mix looks like a bad fill, not a weapon. Shallow-water blackout reads as tragic lapse. No noise. No drift.”
Cici’s jaw tensed. “Collateral?”
“We bypass the kiosk,” Syrian said. “He labels his personal tank with a red zip tie. Zee’s camera caught the serial and hydro date. We touch nothing else. Window when the kiosk is closed, reseal, return to his locked cage. No other cylinders touched.”
Naya’s gaze stayed on the man in the photo. “Medical risk profile?”
“Hypertension on a beta-blocker,” Sunshine said. “Slower heart response to stress. He won’t buy himself time once the oxygen curve lies to his brain.”
Reborn stood by the window, the river’s first flash of light breaking through cloud. “He signs men into cages with a calculator,” she said. “He buys their exits by the hour. That’s not a policy argument. That’s a ledger entry.”
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 08:03 A.M.
The ops floor ran on the lean rhythm of a day already spoken for. Walter dropped a short stack on Billy’s cart. “Transfer-station inventory logged and sealed. City attorney’s shipping the custodial affidavit.”
Billy nodded. “Oversight wants the annex exhibits in plain English, no acronyms. I can live with that.”
Serrano checked the day’s calendar and kept moving. “Subpoenas go out on the consulting suite at nine. We don’t say conspiracy. We say continuity of contract.”
They split to rooms without saying anything else. The work had learned its own voice.
NEW ORLEANS — CYPRESS HARBOR — 10:14 A.M.
Boats knocked softly in their cradles. Salt, diesel, and pelican feathers braided in the air. A kiosk window pegged CLOSED rattled against its lock.
Syrian wore the uniform of every dockhand on the Gulf—faded cap, cutoff shirt, sunburn you’d bet on. He drifted past Kincaid’s slip without looking at it; he set his toolbox down in the shade under a bait sign and unsnapped one latch.
Tay lifted a labeled cylinder from the case—plain steel, precise contents. “Ten percent oxygen, helium carrier,” she said, low. “At the surface it lies. Twenty seconds to poor judgment. Three minutes to sleep.”
“Chain of custody clean?” Naya asked over comms.
“Clean,” Zee replied. “Pre-video on his locked cage, serial and hydro stamp photographed, lock intact. Kiosk cams looped to yesterday’s normal. Dockmaster on a smoke break—two minutes blind starting now.”
Syrian moved with the certainty of habit. Red zip tie off. Swap measured in heartbeat lengths. Valve inspected, torque unchanged. Cylinder back into Kincaid’s cage; red tie replaced from the same bagged roll he uses. A gray rag lifted the last print oils from the boot.
“Back out,” he said.
They left like they’d just learned the tide schedule.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:29 P.M.
The image of Kincaid’s trawler hung quiet on the wall. The room smelled like solder and chicory.
Sunshine set down a folded current map. “Outgoing tide tomorrow. Debris drifts south under the pylons. He dives the upstream side. No anglers. No crew.”
Taj drew a single line—trawler to ladder to hose bib to open gate. “Evac lanes for us are clean.”
“Vote,” Reborn said.
They didn’t make speeches. They never did.
Votes in turn: DJ, Zee, Sunshine, Naya, Cici, Tay, Taj, Shea, Syrian—“Yea.” Reborn—“Yea.”
Reborn’s voice came last, even as the rain began again against the window. “Yea.”
She opened the book, wrote the line, and let the pen lift.
Phase Twenty-Three — Cash-Out
Target: Wardell Kincaid (Pelican Corrections Holdings)
Method: Hypoxic cylinder (solo dive; contained; zero drift)
Collateral tolerance: None
Window: Friday, 06:00–06:22
She closed the Ledger. The click sounded like a line finding its answer.
BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL — 02:11 P.M.
The hallway smelled like lemon oil and old paper. Special Counsel Peter Duvall stood outside a door and didn’t enter. He had a sealed envelope he didn’t trust and a schedule that had stopped obeying him.
An aide brushed past. “Hearing pushed,” she said. “Oversight wants your plan by close.”
Duvall nodded without meaning it. He stared at his reflection in the marble—smaller than his voice, older than his argument—and folded the envelope twice before putting it back in his case.
NEW ORLEANS — CYPRESS HARBOR — DUSK
Gulls yelled at their own shadows. Kincaid’s trawler rocked like it knew the name of the man who paid its slip fee. A marina worker hosed the deck of a boat three slips down and let the water make its own current into the gutter.
Zee watched from a bench under a faded Coca-Cola sign, her paperback open and unread. She counted the breaths between the security guard’s rounds. She counted the steps it took him to disappear behind the bait freezer.
“Window holds,” she said into the wire under her collar. “We own the quiet.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
The room dimmed itself one switch at a time. DJ inked two words on a legal pad and left them face down. Sunshine checked her kit and closed it. Tay capped a vial she hadn’t needed to open since morning.
Reborn stood by the window and let the city’s low noise press up against the glass. “He put a number on every hour a man lost,” she said softly. “He claimed that’s how the world works.”
Cici’s answer was quiet. “Then we change the math.”
Reborn didn’t speak the mantra. Some words waited for water to carry them.
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 11:18 P.M.
A printer ran in the dark. Walter watched pages ease into the tray—clean chain, clean language, the kind of packet that stopped a room from lying to itself. Billy leaned on the doorjamb and rubbed the bridge of his nose.
“Tomorrow?” Billy asked.
“More of the same,” Walter said. “Until it isn’t.”
They left the lights off when they went.
NEW ORLEANS — RIVER — AFTER MIDNIGHT
The current moved like a long answer. Barges pushed upstream against something older than law. In the dark, the city kept time with itself.
Two floors up in the loft, the book stayed closed on the table. The red ribbon sat where it always sat, marking nothing and everything at once.





[bookmark: _xh4pruqlwi4d]CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO — UNDER PYLONS 
NEW ORLEANS — CYPRESS HARBOR — 05:54 A.M.
The marina breathed like a sleeping animal—lines creaking, halyards ticking, gulls carving the gray. Wardell Kincaid moved in a routine his hands had taught his body: unlock cage, pull the steel, check the valve, brush the boot, snap the red tie flat against the cylinder neck. No witnesses. No hurry. He liked mornings that obeyed him.
He set the Pelican case on the trawler’s deck, zipped it open—mask, fins, reel, slate. He half-listened to the water the way rich men pretend to hear confession.
Up the dock, a maintenance cart hummed past and didn’t slow. A woman in a sun visor sipped coffee and read a paperback without turning a page.
Kincaid shrugged into his rig. He bled the line, watched the needle settle, took three test breaths that lied smooth. Valve felt exact. Tie was where he’d left it. He didn’t write anything down. Paper is for people who don’t trust habit.
He stepped off the transom and let the morning swallow the sound.
PIERS — 06:06 A.M.
Pylons slid by like ribs. At twelve feet the light turned nickel; at fifteen it went green. He followed the rope to the underwater crossbeam and set his hand on the concrete scarfed smooth by tide. A shadowed niche; the metal lip of a box meant for water, not air. He smiled into the regulator—wet safes are only magic if you believe in them.
He didn’t watch his breathing. He knew his breath.
The curve took him without a speech. Slow first—fingers lazy, a step delayed. Then the small mistakes: a wobble at the wrist, a grip that won’t stay. He took another pull from the mouthpiece, felt the world tilt warm, friendly. He tried to call the surface something he could own, and the surface didn’t answer.
Twenty seconds to poor judgment. Three minutes to sleep.
A weight belt kissed concrete. Bubbles unstitched themselves and forgot where to go.
ABOVE — 06:19 A.M.
Zee checked the watch she never wore anywhere else. “Sixteen,” she whispered.
“Hold,” Syrian said from the shadow of the bait shack. His cap brim cut the dawn to something manageable. He watched the harbor’s edges, not the water. Watching the water turns you into a witness.
Taj took two slow steps toward the corner where the sanitation truck always paused for a cigarette break; the driver flicked his lighter three times and never saw her.
Sunshine lifted her paperback one inch, then dropped it. “No one’s looking,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
“Exfil,” Syrian said.
They left the way fog leaves—one shape at a time, no footsteps to remember.
RECOVERY — 07:02 A.M.
 Harbor Patrol took the call from a dockhand who had the sense to say little. A skiff bumped the trawler, rope tossed clean. Two uniforms moved like men who’d done tragedy before breakfast. They logged the time, the slip, the weather. They rolled the body with words that made it a body and not a man—subject, male, forty-to-sixty, cyanotic, unresponsive.
The cylinder in Kincaid’s locked cage read the way paperwork wants the world to read: lock intact, red tie snug, serial stamped deep and old, hydro date in the window.
“Bag it,” the senior said. “Photos on torque. No tool marks? Good.”
He signed the intake and let the pen turn air into chain.
EAST BATON ROUGE — CORONER’S PRELIM — 10:41 A.M.
The first line was the kind that outlives voices: Drowning, with hypoxic scenario suspected; gas analysis pending.
A second line fixed the narrative in place without drama: Cylinder recovered from subject’s locked cage; lock intact; valve within spec; no external tool signatures; serial matches marina inventory.
Gas analysis: Composition consistent with compressed air (O₂ ~20.9%); no CO detected.
Hardware: Internal flow path constricted by a thin orifice wafer seated under the valve outlet; valve torque within spec; no external tool signatures; sacrificial crush washer pattern consistent with factory spec.
Spare cylinder inventoried in dock cage; seal intact.
Truth doesn’t need speeches. It likes numbers and doors that stayed closed.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:03 P.M.
Humidity had turned the windows soft. The room smelled like solder and chicory.
Zee pushed three frames to the wall—dock cam, harbor log, the coroner’s prelim header. “Harbor Patrol chain is clean,” she said. “ME notes no tool signatures, valve torque spec. Gas lab tonight.”
Tay touched the capped vial in her pocket and didn’t take it out. “Lab will write what the lungs already know.”
Naya stood by the window, watching a tug shove upriver as if the current were a rumor. “Family?”
“Outside the room,” Sunshine said, voice flat but not unkind. “We don’t make grief read our math.”
Reborn opened the black book and wrote without noise.
Phase Twenty-Three — Cash-Out — Completed
Subject: Wardell Kincaid
Authorization: Unanimous (10/10)
Collateral: None
She let the pen hover for a breath, then set it down.
“After this,” she said softly, “therefore because of this.”
LBI — 02:16 P.M.
Walter slid a one-page over to Billy. “Transfer station’s second bin had board minutes re-signed by a substitute—same hand as the dead man’s ‘signature.’”
Billy didn’t look surprised. “They teach forgery like a trade school.”
Serrano stepped in, already moving. “AG’s office wants preferred charges. We give them theft, fraud, public corruption. No mythology. Just verbs.”
He didn’t mention the harbor. He didn’t need to. The day had enough oxygen.
DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
“Some men,” DJ said into the quiet, “build boxes under water and call that safety. Some men call other men ‘inventory’ and sleep fine.”
A beat.
“Math resolves. It doesn’t ask permission.”
He cut at twenty minutes. The line cooled.
THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The book sat where it always sat, holding names like a coastline holds lights.
Two panes out, the river held its line—steady, unbothered by the math it always obeys.
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[bookmark: _gkmjn8en8zhf]CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE — RECUSAL
BATON ROUGE — COURTHOUSE GARAGE — 06:58 A.M.
Concrete held the night’s cool. Judge Andrea Lyons’s driver idled in the row where the cameras always died on the same two pillars. She stepped from the sedan with the ease of someone who never hurried consequences.
A woman in a navy pantsuit crossed behind the bumper, dropped a phone, and stooped to pick it up. The driver glanced once, then back to the mirror. The woman kept walking. Her shoes didn’t echo.
By the clerk’s entrance, a courier signed in with a manila envelope: chambers delivery, urgent. He set it on the cart that made every hallway official.
The fire door clicked shut behind him.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 07:26 A.M.
The river floated pewter. Inside, wire hum and paper breath.
Zee threw a network address to the wall: Ex parte thread → bail-schedule vendor → recusal dodge → sealed orders. Dates stitched the path without adjectives.
“She’s been texting a private counsel on cases she keeps,” Zee said. “Bail schedules were written in a windowless room and mailed to a corporation. Same shell that wrote ‘consulting’ checks to her campaign PAC.”
Sunshine flipped the top sheet of a printed thread—blue bubbles, late-night timestamps. “This is a recusal she never filed.”
“Judicial Commission is paper, not teeth,” Taj said. “They punt unless the press reads with them.”
Reborn nodded once. “Then they can read together.”
She opened the Ledger, wrote a single header, and left the rest blank:
Phase Twenty-Four — Paper First (Lyons).
BATON ROUGE — LYONS CHAMBERS — 08:43 A.M.
Mahogany, a print of Audubon birds, the soft theater of power. Lyons skimmed a draft order and signed it without slowing. Her clerk set a tray of motions by the blotter.
“Judge, courier packet,” the clerk said, leaving the envelope with the others. No alarm in her voice. Just habit.
Lyons slit it with the edge of a letter opener. Inside: a slim USB drive, a one-page index, and ten screenshots in color. The first image carried her initials in the corner of a locked iPhone—a captured text thread to “P.D.” The second showed a bail grid with a watermark from a vendor that didn’t exist on the parish roll until last year. The third was a bank slice—five deposits, “consulting.”
There was no note. Paper doesn’t need commentary when it knows the room.
Lyons didn’t touch the phone on her desk. She looked at the window instead, as if the glass could edit.
BATON ROUGE — LBI, DOCUMENTS — 09:17 A.M.
Walter stood over a split-screen: left, the screenshots; right, the subpoena ladder breathing toward a Judicial Commission referral.
Billy said, “Cross-ref on the vendor shows three parishes ‘borrowing’ the same bail language. It never passed a vote. It just appeared.”
“Chain it,” Walter said. “No speeches. Screenshots, audit log, routing slips, PAC deposits. Send it sealed to the Commission and Oversight. Let them choose who acts first.”
Serrano stepped in, already moving. “You have a press strategy?”
“Neutral,” Walter said. “We don’t sell the story. We verify the paper.”
Serrano’s eyes cut to the door, then back. “Good. The loudest lies come with adjectives.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:02 A.M.
Marlene Dupré read the index twice, then laid out a clean page.
Headline: Private Texts, Public Bail: Judge’s Messages Tie Court Orders to Vendor Shell
Key Lines: Ex parte thread captured; bail schedule matched to third-party language; campaign PAC receipts from same shell family.
She wrote it without flourish. Screenshots carried their own weather.
BATON ROUGE — JUDICIAL COMMISSION — 11:34 A.M.
Conference room stale as a locked drawer. Three commissioners on one side, counsel on the other. A printed packet faced inward like a mirror no one liked.
“Emergency suspension,” counsel said finally. “Pending hearing.”
A gavel that wasn’t a gavel tapped once. Paper made a sound like permission withdrawing.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:20 P.M.
 Zee muted a cable crawl that had started to use words like scandal.
“Commission moved faster than I thought,” DJ said. “Some truths only need one daylight.”
Cici’s jaw worked once, then settled. “Hearts stop. Careers stop. Balance doesn’t care which—only that it stops the harm.”
Reborn closed the laptop and opened the book.
Phase Twenty-Four — Paper First (Lyons) — Completed
Subject: Judge Andrea Lyons
Disposition: Emergency Suspension (Commission); Hearing Pending
Collateral: None
“After this,” she said, soft as breath, “therefore because of this.”
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL HALL — 01:03 P.M.
The corridor felt like air conditioning and panic. Special Counsel Duvall moved faster than his shoes wanted him to and said nothing to the reporters who pretended to be on their way somewhere else. A deputy AG passed him going the other direction with a box that wasn’t heavy enough to be innocence.
BANQUET ROOM, RIVER HOTEL — 02:28 P.M.
A podium. A plate of rubber chicken going cold. The Governor stared at a teleprompter that told him reform had momentum. He blinked twice, once for the camera, once for the door he now counted with his eyes.
He cut the remarks short. “We will let the process stand,” he said. “And we will keep faith with the public.”
He didn’t sound like he believed either part.
BATON ROUGE — LBI, QUIET HALL — 04:06 P.M.
Serrano walked with Walter and Billy single-file, as if the hallway had opinions.
“One left,” Billy said, voice low.
“Say it different,” Serrano answered. “Two words and both are work: indictments and protection. We keep both honest.”
Walter glanced at the glass where his reflection didn’t quite keep up. “You’ll have both by Friday.”
Serrano didn’t nod. He never promised the future out loud.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Some cages,” DJ said, voice low, “are built out of paper and a phone. You can hear them if you read with the sound on.”
He let the silence hold five beats. “Tonight, a room remembered what a recusal is for.”
Click. Twenty minutes clean.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The city’s hum thinned to a wire.
Taj zipped the case she always zipped. Habit, not intent.
Zee’s last refresh settled: LYONS SUSPENDED — HEARING SET.
Naya stood by the window. “We have one debt left to settle,” she said. No names, just math.
Reborn rested her palm on the book. “One,” she answered. “And the one that thinks it isn’t in the equation.”
Outside, the river moved like a long answer that had learned to wait.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR — PRESSURE FRONT
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 08:06 A.M.
Rain drew faint lines across the glass like someone sketching a map only the building could read. Inside, the ops floor moved with quiet intent—less sprint, more cadence. Walter’s quick map for the morning was spare and merciless: off-network conduit → procurement overrides → failed medical ancillaries → custodian paper dump. Arrows like sutures. Dates like stitches.
Director Michael Serrano scanned it once, then set a palm on the cart stacked with sealed exhibit boxes. “Three briefings before lunch,” he said. “Same facts, same spine. We are not improvising the truth.”
Bill Brown slid a slim packet forward. “Transfer station gave us a clean chain. ‘Board minutes’ re-signed by a substitute whose signature matches a dead man’s hand.”
“File it,” Serrano said. “And today I speak plainly.”
He didn’t touch the old scar. He didn’t need to. The room already knew what it stood for.
BATON ROUGE — ROTUNDA STEPS — 10:02 A.M.
Cameras clustered under umbrellas. Reporters leaned forward like the rain might carry answers faster. Serrano stepped to the microphones with no notes and a face that had stopped apologizing for daylight.
“Louisiana,” he said, voice even, unhurried, “this isn’t just about crimes on paper. It’s about neighborhoods, families, paychecks, and safety. When fraud guts an ambulance budget or buys a driver who can’t pass a background check, that harm doesn’t stay on a ledger. It lands in your kitchen and on your street. And hear me clearly: accumulating money at the expense of the people of this state will not be tolerated.”
He let the words rest just long enough to become weight. “We’re following receipts wherever they go. If signatures lead upward, so will subpoenas.”
Questions flew; he took three. Then he stepped off the stone like a man headed back to work.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:44 A.M.
 Marlene Dupré trimmed her copy to the bone.
Headline: LBI Links Procurement Overrides to Off-Network Conduit; Custodian Dump Under Seal
Key line: The Bureau framed the scandal as a public-safety crisis with dollar signs, not a filing error—“neighborhoods, families, paychecks, and safety.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 11:26 A.M.
Zee pushed a quiet map to the wall—custodian suite tenants fanning through three floors of St. Charles shell space; parcel IDs that shouldn’t share a mailbox; a cluster of recurring notaries who never seem to be on-site.
Sunshine tapped a form on the edge of the table. “Their comfort is paperwork.”
“Then discomfort is clarity,” Reborn said, the Ledger closed beneath her hand. “We don’t add noise. We make the silence useful.”
DJ glanced at the muted broadcast of Serrano’s stepside remarks. “He finally put the harm in plain view.”
Reborn nodded once. “Good. Let the room hear what a wound sounds like.”
BATON ROUGE — CAPITOL COUNSEL SUITE — 12:03 P.M.
Special Counsel Peter Duvall read the denial from yesterday again as if it might blink into a different verb. Motion to quash: denied. Scope: procurement and medical routing. He stared at the unopened ivory envelope on the credenza and decided not to decide.
“Schedule a response,” he told an aide.
“On what ground?” she asked.
“Public service,” he said, and for a heartbeat he wasn’t sure if he meant the phrase as a shield or a dare.
NEW ORLEANS — ST. CHARLES CUSTODIAN CORE — 01:18 P.M.
A property manager wheeled a locked banker’s box down a corridor that smelled like toner and old carpet. He didn’t see the city inspector’s small camera catch the barcode as the elevator doors closed. He didn’t see the route server mirror the timestamp. Paper traveled the way guilt does—one unremarkable hinge at a time.
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE HALL — 02:31 P.M.
Exhibit carts squeaked toward a pair of double doors. A clerk read box labels under her breath like a rosary: Off-Network Conduit — Chain & Seizure. Auto-Injector Assay — EP-302/313. Custodian Minutes — Deceased Signatory. The hall smelled like wet wool and patience. Walter and Billy walked past without slowing.
“Careful turns into honest,” Walter said.
“Eventually,” Billy answered.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Tonight’s arithmetic is simple,” DJ said into the low hum. “When a dollar meant for an ICU air filter buys a back-door router, that’s not an accounting problem. That’s a knife in a different language.”
Five beats of air. “You can disagree with the math. You can’t stop it resolving.”
He cut at twenty minutes. No music on the way out.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 09:47 P.M.
The study felt overlit, like a stage with the curtain stuck half-open. Three ivory envelopes lived in a locked drawer. A fourth sat in the outbox, unopened. The motorcade idled longer than it needed to.
Devereux stared at his reflection in the glass until it looked like someone else. He whispered, “Stay careful,” and the room refused to answer.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Rain stitched the windows with the same quiet insistence the day had used on paper. Zee dimmed her screens. Sunshine capped a pen that had written three names and no adjectives. Naya stood at the pane, watching a towboat push against the river like labor.
Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote a single line.
Observation: Public harm named; corridors narrowing.
She closed the book and let the room breathe. Far below, the city kept its own rhythm—brass somewhere distant, rain like a metronome—while the pressure front settled in over Baton Rouge, promising lightning it fully intended to deliver.



CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE — THRESHOLD LOAD
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:58 A.M.
The building worked in low gear—no sprint, all torque. Walter pinned a fresh strip of exhibits to the magnetic wall: custodian box inventory, three notary logs that never happened in the same hour, and a receipt whose signature belonged to a man five months in the ground.
Billy skimmed the top sheet. “AG’s office drafted the first charges,” he said. “Public corruption, wire fraud, falsified filings. Named parties: two custodians, one consultant.”
“File them,” Serrano said. “And push discovery before lunch. We don’t let silence learn to talk.”
He didn’t mention the Governor. He didn’t have to. The corridor was already pointed uphill.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:22 A.M.
The room smelled like chicory and wet rope. Zee mapped an orbit in quiet pins: a parole board chair who’d never met a private-prison contract she didn’t bless; a Monday breakfast club at a quiet hotel; a private elevator with a call button that registered as “intermittent” twice this year—once during a hearing.
Sunshine read the docket names aloud without ornament. “Raynelle Pitre. Tenures the lock. Signs men into cages with a calendar.”
Cici’s jaw tightened. “Paper first?”
“Always,” Reborn said. “But we start our windowing. Watch her rhythm, not just her routes. Method stays zero-collateral. No crowds, no spill.”
Syrian’s voice cut in from the stairwell camera. “Garage underneath has two egresses and a maintenance spine. Keep it mechanical. Keep it clean.”
Tay didn’t look up from the small parts she wasn’t assembling. “If the signatory is the door, the hinge is better than the hammer.”
Reborn closed a hand over the Ledger without opening it. “We plan. We don’t announce.”
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT HALLWAY — 10:37 A.M.
Reporters turned their bodies so their badges looked like questions. Serrano moved through them without changing stride. Walter carried the box that mattered—bin photos, off-network chain, the custodian minutes with a corpse’s hand.
An aide from the Governor’s office stood at the far door, face composed to the point of blur. “Director, the executive would like to remind—”
“Remind the executive that subpoenas face the same direction as gravity,” Serrano said. “They rarely climb back up.”
The aide stepped aside. Doors opened. Paper learned a new word for “now.”
ST. CHARLES — SERVICE CORE — 12:14 P.M.
A property manager keyed into a panel that hadn’t been updated since a hurricane two years ago. Zee watched the elevator diagnostic through a mirrored maintenance app and scribbled only numbers. No tampering, no glamour—just time stamps and signatures that contradicted each other by forty-seven seconds.
One floor down, Syrian traced the garage sightlines with a walk that looked like boredom and meant measurement. He stopped where cameras blinked into blind corners and counted breaths.
“Window exists,” he said into his collar. “We just don’t use doors other people can remember.”
BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM — 01:28 P.M.
 “First tranche filed,” the deputy said, sliding copies across the table. “Your language on public harm is in the opening paragraph.”
Serrano nodded once. Billy set down a second folder. “Discovery index cross-references the annex conduit with the custodian dump. Email headers include references to ‘executive direction’—initials only.”
“Let the headers breathe,” Serrano said. “Content later, not first. We’ll measure how loud they get.”
NEW ORLEANS — HOTEL KITCHEN PASS — 04:06 P.M.
A prep cook shouted for plates; a server laughed like she meant it. Raynelle Pitre’s laugh answered from the other side of the wall—low, practiced, a woman who understood that ritual convinces a room to forgive its own furniture.
Taj traced the private-elevator corridor with a folded copy of the fire map. “Service run here, auxiliary power in a cage, air-handling intake at shoulder height.”
“Intermittent?” Sunshine asked.
“Intermittent,” Taj said. “It likes to forget.”
Reborn’s reply stayed in the channel as breath, not words. The team moved the way fog writes its name—visible only if you know where the light is.
BATON ROUGE — LBI — 06:02 P.M.
Walter dropped a one-pager on Serrano’s cart. “Custodian number three just tried to pull a midnight shred order for ‘expired donor materials.’ City inspector flagged it. Sanitation held the bin. Route 21.”
Billy exhaled. “Paper keeps confessing whether it means to or not.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Tomorrow it can do it under oath.”
He paused at the window long enough to see his reflection split by rain. Not a symbol—just weather.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “You can get used to cages if you only measure the lock,” DJ said, voice low. “Tonight we measure the person who turns the key. Some signatures don’t belong to ink.”
Five beats. “Math keeps time. We keep score.”
He cut at twenty minutes. The line cooled like metal.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Zee dimmed the wall. Sunshine rinsed two mugs no one claimed. Naya watched a tug push upriver and thought about breath.
Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote only this:
Phase Twenty-Four — The Lock (Recon)
Target: R. Pitre (Parole)
Constraint: Paper first. Zero collateral. Mechanical vector only.
She capped the pen and let the room be quiet in a way that wasn’t peace but felt like readiness.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX — THE LOCK TURNS
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 08:03 A.M.
No buzz, no chest-thump—just the steady clack of a machine that had learned its pace. Walter pinned a new one-pager to the magnetic wall: sworn statements from two parole officers, a donor ledger that overlapped hearing dates, and a calendar block titled “breakfast—private,” repeated without venue.
Billy scanned the pull quote. “Both officers say approvals accelerated if a certain consultant called before lunch.”
Serrano didn’t sit. “Issue administrative subpoenas on the consultant and the parole chair. We’re not alleging intent yet—we’re alleging pattern.”
“Press will read intent anyway,” Walter said.
“Let them translate. We keep verbs clean.”
He signed the topsheet and moved on. The room kept its breath measured.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:19 A.M.
Zee’s board showed a modest ring of Uptown pins circling a hotel: staff entrance, service core, badge reader that hiccuped once a week, private elevator with a maintenance note that never reached the city’s system.
“Raynelle Pitre eats at nine-thirty on Mondays,” Zee said. “Kitchen pass chatter says she likes the corner banquette. Elevator ‘intermittent’ twice last month—thirty-second freezes. No alarm, just a sulk.”
Sunshine traced the staff corridor on a printout. “Fire panel is municipal. Inspector’s name shows up—actually doing his job.”
Taj tapped the ducting on the service diagram. “Quiet intake here. If you needed to, you could fog a whisper that knocks out lights without touching lungs.”
“We won’t,” Reborn said, flat. “Paper first. Our object is the lock, not the room.”
Cici’s voice stayed even. “If paper misses?”
“Then we adjust,” Reborn said. “With no spill.”
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT HEARING ROOM — 11:12 A.M.
No theater, just microphones that made certainty sound reasonable. Subpoenas slid across the table with the soft glide of consequences learning names.
“The committee compels production of visitor logs, call sheets, and consultation invoices for the Parole Board Chair,” the clerk read.
“Timeline?” a member asked.
“Seventy-two hours,” the chair answered. “We protect process by using it.”
Serrano did not testify. He delivered the packet, left the verbs behind, and walked out as if the door were a stopwatch.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 12:31 P.M.
Marlene Dupré wrote without flourishes:
Headline: Parole Chair Subpoenaed; Private ‘Consultations’ Coincide With Release Votes
Key lines: Seventy-two-hour production order; consultant invoices match hearing mornings.
She hit publish. The comments argued about mercy, then money.
NEW ORLEANS — ST. CHARLES HOTEL — SERVICE CORE — 02:08 P.M.
A property manager keyed into a panel and left it open long enough to answer a phone. Taj counted seconds because seconds tell you if a door is honest.
Syrian walked the garage like a bored contractor—clipboard, slow gait, eyes on corners. He paused where the camera blinked indecisively, listened to the hum in the wall, and traced an invisible path to the stairwell that staff used when the elevator sulked.
“Window is real,” he said into the collar. “Not for today.”
“Copy,” Zee replied. “We’re not writing today in ink.”
BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM — 03:02 P.M.
Discovery boxes stacked like muted arguments. The deputy slid a single sheet across.
“First defendants arraign Friday,” she said. “Judge wants a unified narrative on harm.”
Serrano nodded. “Neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety,” he said, cadence mild. “Make it clear we’re not criminalizing poverty. We’re criminalizing the sale of it.”
Billy added a stapled appendix. “Parole subpoena’s live. If the logs match the invoices, we’ll have a corridor.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Corridors tell juries how rooms connect.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:27 P.M.
Zee split the screen: committee docket, hotel loading dock, a public calendar that pretended to be candid. “Governor’s comms floated a ‘Unity in Justice’ forum,” she said. “Two weeks out. River Center. Primetime.”
DJ’s eyebrow rose. “That’s a confession that rented a microphone.”
“Or a stage for hubris,” Sunshine said.
Reborn stood at the window, city light combing the glass. “We don’t jump early,” she said. “We let paper tighten until noise can’t breathe.”
Cici looked over. “And Pitre?”
“Two lanes,” Reborn answered. “If the logs sing, we let the law carry her. If they don’t, we close the hinge—no crowd, no drift.”
Tay set a capped vial on the table and slid it back to herself. “Mechanical only,” she murmured, as if reminding her hands what they weren’t going to build.
BATON ROUGE — PAROLE BOARD OFFICE — 06:41 P.M.
A junior clerk boxed the week like a person afraid of corners—visitor sign-ins, call slips, a manila folder marked “consult.” She looked at the clock twice, then sealed the lid with more tape than necessary.
She did not see the camera. She did not need to. The act of closing the box was the picture.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
“Mercy is a door,” DJ said. “If you sell the key, you’re not a gatekeeper. You’re a locksmith with a cash drawer.”
Five quiet beats. “Tomorrow we listen to the hinges.”
He cut the line at twenty minutes. Air cooled around the absence.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The team settled into the kind of silence that means work, not rest.
Reborn opened the Ledger:
Phase Twenty-Four — The Lock (Active)
Vector A: Subpoena + log correlation (72h)
Vector B: Mechanical fail-safe (silent, zero collateral) — hold unless A fails
She added one line under it:
Observation: Two debts remain; we spend them with aim.
She capped the pen. The quiet held fast.
Outside, the river moved like arithmetic—inevitable, slow, and absolutely certain.




[bookmark: _5ii528o05c2i]CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN — THE HINGE
BATON ROUGE — OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE ROOM — 09:12 A.M.
Visitor logs arrived in two bankers’ boxes and one apology. Walter signed the receipt; Billy split the stack. Names repeated. Times repeated. A consultant’s number threaded breakfast hours on mornings the Parole Board changed minds.
At 09:41, Walter circled three entries and slid them across the table. “Same caller within twenty minutes of three reversal votes.”
Billy checked invoices. “Fees posted the same day. Labeled ‘policy review.’”
“Draft probable cause,” Walter said. “Chair first, consultant second. Keep it on the rails.”
He texted Serrano one line: Hinge located.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:26 A.M.
Zee mirrored the log grid. The pattern was plain enough to survive daylight. Sunshine annotated the reversal columns; Cici marked the names that had become case numbers.
“Law can carry this,” Reborn said.
Taj nodded. “Contingency stays in its box.”
Syrian closed the lid on that box and set it back on the shelf.
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 11:03 A.M.
Director Michael Serrano read the summary once, then again slower. “We move narrow,” he said. “Honest warrants only. If the door opens, we don’t kick it for sport.”
Billy queued the packets. “Parole Chair, consultant, two staffers for falsified minutes.”
Walter added a thin addendum: Governor’s office appeared on three courtesy emails after-the-fact. Not an allegation—an arrow.
“Note it. Don’t headline it,” Serrano said. “It will headline itself soon enough.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 12:18 P.M.
Dupré filed two graphs and a paragraph:
Headline: Parole Votes Aligned With Paid ‘Consultations,’ Logs Show
Key: Fees posted within hours; internal emails flag “executive awareness” after decisions.
No flourish. The line stood on its own weight.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 02:00 P.M. (MIDDAY CUT-IN)
 “Mercy isn’t a commodity,” DJ said. “If you price it, you don’t practice justice. You practice inventory.”
He let that sit. “Three papers today learned the difference.”
He cut the feed at ten minutes.
BATON ROUGE — HOLDING ROOM B — 03:22 P.M.
A door opened; a recorder blinked. The consultant asked for a lawyer. The Parole Chair didn’t. She stared at a date column as if she could change its order by watching it.
Walter kept the questions to verbs: called, met, billed, voted.
Billy read the advisory: “You’re entitled to counsel.” He said nothing else.
The Chair finally spoke. “Everyone knows how it’s been done.”
Walter answered, “Now everyone will.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:07 P.M.
Zee threw a short list to the wall—names that fed the parole hinge from the other side. At the bottom: Andre Picard — Intake & Placement, Corrections. He’d signed placement quotas for labor programs that never lost a bid.
“Cages,” Sunshine said.
“Second debt,” Reborn answered. “Paper first there, too.”
Tay tapped a note to herself, then crossed it out. “No chemistry. Not for either.”
“Only if the law misses,” Reborn said. “And then only the quiet kind.”
BATON ROUGE — PRESS GAGGLE — 06:11 P.M.
Serrano stepped to microphones set on a rolling table. “This isn’t about headlines,” he said. “It’s about neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety. We are not criminalizing poverty. We are criminalizing the sale of it. If you profit by turning people into numbers, expect math to find you.”
No questions taken. He left the verbs behind and walked inside.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S COMMUNICATIONS — 07:02 P.M.
A draft statement rehearsed unity and respect. A staffer replaced “oversight” with “overreach,” then erased both and typed “partnership.” The Governor’s signature line remained blank.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Reborn opened the Ledger to a clean page and wrote:
Phase Twenty-Five — The Hinge (Active)
Result: Logs corroborate paid influence on releases; warrants executed.
Next: Intake & Placement (Picard) — audit corridor; no contact.
Observation: Two debts remain; one is turning on paper.
She closed the book. The room held its quiet like intent. Outside, the river took its time.

[bookmark: _1d8835osn1o4]CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT — PLACEMENT SLOTS
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:18 A.M.
The warrant on Intake & Placement dropped like a gavel—measured and final. Walter read the affidavit once more and nodded to the clerk. Billy held the evidence envelopes like a promise he intended to keep.
Inside the division office, copier heat and old coffee hung in the air. A wall calendar blocked out weeks under a bold header: TARGETS. On a whiteboard: facility codes, headcounts, and Available Labor in dry black ink.
“Photograph,” Walter said.
Billy moved frame to frame, then slid open a file drawer. Placement requests sat in neat stacks. The dates didn’t behave—forms signed Monday, backdated to Friday, time-stamped by a server that didn’t work weekends.
“Backfill,” Billy murmured. “They hit a quota and made paperwork follow.”
Division chief Andre Picard watched from his doorway, jaw locked. “Those are projections,” he said.
Walter didn’t look up. “Then your projections changed history.”
He set a thin packet on the desk. “We’re serving you now. We will seize devices, image your drives, and export all scheduling data and reports for the last eighteen months—on site.”
Picard’s reply came trained-flat. “We’ll comply.”
“You’ll comply now,” Walter said.
To the tech: “Clone the server. Pull the cron list.”
To Billy, lower: “Get the whiteboard before somebody wipes the day away.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:06 A.M.
Zee mirrored the placement exports to the wall. Columns fell into a rhythm: Facility / Units / Start / End / Classification / Program—clean, except where edits left smudges.
“Server shows ‘maintenance’ at 22:14 every Sunday,” she said. “But it isn’t maintenance. It swaps CSVs.”
Sunshine traced a finger down a roster that turned names into numbers. “They packaged people.”
Reborn stood with her back to the glass, the Ledger closed on the table. “Law goes first. Our part is making angles visible.”
Taj scanned the reentry sites. “Ribbon-cutting today—Madison Street Reentry, 3 p.m., Picard speaking, cameras guaranteed.”
Syrian set a small case aside without opening it. “If paper can do the work, the case stays closed.”
BATON ROUGE — COURT SERVICES SERVER CLOSET — 10:41 A.M.
A field tech crouched under a rack of gear. Cable labels fluttered like tags on luggage.
“Cron says ‘maintenance,’” he said, “but it’s promoting ‘draft’ rosters into live. Backdated stamps, too.”
Billy leaned in. “From where?”
The tech pointed at a directory with a misspelling—/data/plaecement/drafts—and half-smiled. “They kept a staging folder. Sunday night, the job moves the ‘draft’ into production with last week’s dates.”
Walter took the printout. “Chain it.”
The tech bagged the clone; Walter labeled the envelope: INTAKE-SVR-03 — JOB PROMOTIONS — 18 MO.
Baton Rouge preferred lies that used tools instead of speeches.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 12:22 P.M.
 Dupré wrote it in fifteen lines:
Headline: Sunday Night “Maintenance” Swapped Prison Placement Files, Logs Show
Key: Cron promoted backdated “drafts”; board slides matched promoted—not original—counts; Intake & Placement chief speaking at 3 p.m.
No adjectives needed.
NEW ORLEANS — MADISON STREET REENTRY — 02:47 P.M.
A banner sagged between two poles. Local cameras bracketed a rented riser. A portable badge reader blinked by the door—the kind that logs “participants” for grants and speeches.
Zee worked from the sidewalk. The unit shipped with a diagnostics mode contractors never disable. Diagnostics records every swipe twice—once as preview, once as live. Tie diagnostics to a clock skew and the reader confesses to itself.
“Ready,” Zee said.
Three rows back, Sunshine held a clipboard like she belonged there. A case manager leaned in. “Make sure they swipe in. Counts matter.”
“They will,” Sunshine said, and her jaw tightened.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S COMMUNICATIONS — 03:01 P.M.
A staffer slid a draft to the chief of staff: We support reentry. Another added: We believe in second chances. No one typed: We set quotas.
NEW ORLEANS — MADISON STREET REENTRY — 03:07 P.M.
Andre Picard took the mic in a careful suit. He said the words that make the world sound orderly—pathways, opportunity, partners—and gestured toward the badge reader as proof the numbers were real.
In back, an aide swiped a test card three times. Diagnostics logged six. Zee’s skew forced the unit to reconcile five minutes later, replaying the “live” stream while purging every double.
Sunshine’s phone buzzed: EVENT LOG MIRROR SAVED.
Two minutes after, Zee’s second ping: SERVER RECEIVED BADGE DUMP; DIAGNOSTICS SHOW DUPLICATE/PURGE.
“Paper just told on itself,” Taj murmured.
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 04:18 P.M.
The mirrored feed hit the queue: event log, purge log, reader model, firmware, time-correction report. Billy stapled it to the cron export and the whiteboard photo and set the stack like a weight on the cart.
“Bundle it narrow,” Walter said. “Badge reader at Madison, server promotions, Sunday swaps. Don’t reach past what the paper gives us.”
“Charging meeting at six,” Billy replied.
BATON ROUGE — PRESS SCRUM — 05:12 P.M.
Reporters tried the same question three ways: Is Intake & Placement under criminal review?
Serrano kept it spare. “We’re examining whether numbers were made to fit contracts instead of contracts built to fit people.” He didn’t say Picard’s name. He didn’t need to.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 06:27 P.M.
Zee threw a clean case map on the wall—Sunday Swaps → Whiteboard Targets → Badge Double/Purge—and sat back. “All three corners kiss. Even if they reconcile, the reconciliation log shows the lie.”
Cici tapped a knuckle once on the table. “Law can carry this.”
“It will,” Reborn said. “And if a door still stays closed, we’ll finish what law can’t see.”
DJ didn’t look up from his notes. “He’s not a crowd target.”
“No,” Reborn said. “He’s a ledger line. Either side can write him.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 08:03 P.M.
A desk lamp drew a small circle of light. In the drawer, four ivory envelopes waited. On the blotter, a statement draft tried to sound like leadership. The Governor reread the line about reentry pathways and felt his throat tighten.
His phone vibrated with a blocked call. He let it expire. Down the street, a trash can hit curb. The hollow bang made him flinch.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
 “Placement slots,” DJ said, low. “That’s a phrase for cargo, not neighbors.”
 A beat. “When the days stop matching the numbers, ask who moved the days.”
He cut the feed at twenty minutes.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Reborn opened the Ledger and wrote:
Phase Twenty-Six — Placement Slots (Active)
Result: Device logs + server swaps corroborate manipulated counts.
Next: Present bundle; hold contingency.
Observation: Paper is teaching on its own. Let it finish the lesson.
She closed the book. The room kept its calm. Two panes out, the river moved like a long answer finally finding its voice.

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE — ERROR CORRECTION

BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:52 A.M.The placement-bundle sat on Serrano’s cart like a solved equation: Sunday swaps, whiteboard targets, badge reader double-and-purge. Walter added a thin cover sheet—three charges it could carry without drama.

“Simple verbs,” he said. “Falsify. Defraud. Conspire.”

Billy checked the witness list. “Intake tech, city inspector, reader vendor.”

“Clean chain,” Walter replied.

Serrano glanced once at the board: agents were already pairing warrants with hands. “Move Picard and the vendor rep before lunch,” he said. “No spectacle.”

BATON ROUGE — INTAKE & PLACEMENT — 09:11 A.M.The knock wasn’t a knock; it was presence. Walter read the card the way he always did—measured, calm, final.

“You’re under arrest, Mr. Picard. Stand and keep your hands visible.”

Picard’s eyes went to the whiteboard, then to the badge reader on the table someone forgot to box. For a moment, he looked like a man who wanted to argue with a clock.

He didn’t. He held out his wrists.

LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:02 A.M. Dupré filed forty words and a document nav list.

Headline: Arrests at State Intake & Placement Tied to Sunday File SwapsKey: badge logs, server promotions, whiteboard targets.

No adjectives. The paper cut itself.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 11:18 A.M. Zee threw three stills to the wall—Picard walking out; the whiteboard; the reader model/firmware tag.

Zee: “Commissioner Virgil Cade. Utility cuts dressed as emergency work, private calendar that never archived, donor shells that spike the week permits move.”
Reborn: “Paper first. If it lies, we finish it.”



Cici said, “Paper carried him.”

Reborn nodded. “As it should.”

Naya studied the grid of remaining names—two empty boxes on the Ledger’s internal page. “Two debts remain,” she said. Different words. Same weight.

Syrian tilted his head toward Zee’s second monitor. “What’s the governor doing?”

“Canceling public events,” Zee said. “Private calls spiked. Same two donors we’ve seen since procurement—just routed through a ‘crisis counsel’ firm.”

Sunshine’s voice was quiet. “He’s checking the exits he thinks no one sees.”

BATON ROUGE — AG’S OFFICE — 12:31 P.M.The deputy AG tapped a pen but didn’t write. “We’ll charge Picard on the swaps and the reader fraud. Vendor rep gets accessory on the purge algorithm.”

Serrano kept it spare. “We’ll bring you two more. Follow the paper.”

The deputy nodded. “And the mansion?”

“Separate track,” Serrano said. “But the river feeds the same water.”

NEW ORLEANS — UPTOWN ROW HOUSE (OFF-BOOK) — 02:09 P.M.Tay set down a small, innocent-looking pouch. “Not today,” Reborn said without touching it.

“Not today,” Tay echoed, and slid it back.

Zee highlighted a line item on a donor ledger. “Public Utilities Commission—‘emergency line upgrade’—but the payment lands in a shell tied to reentry contracts. Old names, new letterhead.”

Taj traced street layers on her tablet. “Utility cut permits ran through the same office that timed jail transport routes. If you choke the road, you can choreograph the van.”

“So one debt is infrastructure dressed as paperwork,” Reborn said. “Name?”

Zee brought up a face: Commissioner Virgil Cade—smiles for ribbon cuttings, private calendars that never archived.

Syrian’s voice stayed calm. “We can end him two ways. Paper or consequence.”

Reborn: “Paper first. If it lies to our face, we finish it.”

BATON ROUGE — HOLDING — 03:41 P.M.Picard stared at the interview table like it might blink. Billy slid over the reader firmware notes.

“You didn’t need a wrench,” Billy said. “You needed a Sunday night.”

Picard swallowed. “We don’t set capacity. We… present it.”

“You backdated people,” Billy said. “That’s a kind of violence you can do sitting down.”

Picard looked at the glass. Didn’t ask for a lawyer. Knew one was already waiting.

NEW ORLEANS — MIDCITY CO-OP — 04:28 P.M.Naya finished suturing a boy’s eyebrow. His grandmother kept saying “thank you” like she wanted the word to be a blanket. Naya checked vitals, wrote the script, and squeezed the woman’s hand.

When the room cleared, she stood a long time facing the cabinet of inhalers and epinephrine vials—every label straight, every lot number sharp.

Some things you fix with medicine.Some things, with math.The rest, with balance.

BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 06:12 P.M.Devereux sat with two phones in front of him and liked neither. The ivory envelopes stayed in the drawer like teeth. He told himself he wasn’t afraid; he was “managing narrative.”

The television murmured an interrupted report: ARRESTS AT STATE INTAKE & PLACEMENT… He turned the volume down and imagined a different headline. It didn’t arrive.

NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M. “Error correction,” DJ said into the night. “That’s what you call it when numbers catch up to what days already knew.”

A pause. “If you falsified the calendar to make a profit, the calendar is here to return the favor.”

He cut at twenty. The line cooled like steel.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHTReborn opened the Ledger. One line:

Phase Twenty-Seven — Cade (Under Review)Vector: permits, line-cuts, donor shells; test the paper.Constraint: no collateral, no noise.

She closed the book and let the room breathe. Out beyond the brick, a towboat pushed a barge upriver, heavy and sure, like a truth with somewhere to be.



CHAPTER SEVENTY — CONDUITS

LBI — 07:31 A.M.A new case board hung on the ops wall—no names, just verbs and addresses: cut permits → outage maps → transport detours → donor shells. Walter clipped a cover sheet on top.“Utilities Commission first,” he said. “We seize the line-cut docket and the private calendar. The detours line up with jail runs.”Billy slid over a warrant packet. “Commissioner Cade’s office, plus the clerk who stamps emergency’ on non-emergencies.”Serrano nodded. “No parade. Serve and sort.”He didn’t say the rest. Everyone in the room could see it—if you can steer a blackout, you can choreograph a van.

PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION — 09:12 A.M.Reception didn’t look up until Walter put the warrant on the blotter, boldface angled toward the clerk. “Devices, drives, and the last eighteen months of scheduling exports,” he said. “Acknowledge receipt, please.”A deputy held the door for the team’s gray evidence tubs. In the corridor, a clerk started gathering binders by reflex. At Cade’s door, Billy tapped, waited one beat, then keyed the knob with the building’s own badge audit.Commissioner Virgil Cade looked up from a ribbon-cutting photo. Narrow tie, careful hair, practiced surprise.“This is a public office,” he said.Billy didn’t change expression. “Exactly.”They took what the records owed: the 3:17 “urgent” cut permits that always landed near courthouse transfer windows; the “maintenance exception” forms with the same two names; the private lunch calendar that never archived; a portable drive labeled “ARCHIVE” in tape that had never seen dust.

The “emergency” line cuts on Cade’s calendar land inside the same fifteen-minute windows as courthouse transfers.



“Commissioner Cade,” Billy said, letter angled toward the clerk. “Devices, drives, and the last sixty days of the private calendar. Acknowledge receipt.”



THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:48 A.M.Dupré filed fifty words and two images.Headline: Cut Permits Clustered Near Jail Transports; LBI Seizes Commission RecordsKey lines: Eighteen months of “emergency” line work correlate with documented detention transfers. Private scheduling exports under seal.No adjectives. Maps and dates did the cutting.

THE LOFT — 11:22 A.M.Zee threw the outage heatmap to the wall. Red flares lay over courthouse corridors and known hospital bypasses like a stencil.“Cade’s office times ‘maintenance’ to choke intersections,” she said. “Half the detours dump near private transport lots.”Taj traced three routes on her tablet. “When you close Freret and St. Charles at the same time, the van has to cross under the bridge. That puts it under the cameras he owns.”Sunshine scanned a donor spreadsheet. “And a ‘reentry nonprofit’ invoices the Commission the same week the cuts happen.”Cici’s jaw set. “He turned the city grid into a cattle chute.”Reborn stood at the window, arms folded. “Paper first. If it lies, we answer.”Naya watched the heatmap without speaking. Some things you fix with stitches. Some require a fuse.

COMMISSION IT CLOSET — 01:06 P.M.Walter photographed the patch panel the way a surgeon photographs a rare tumor—calm, thorough, sober. Billy bagged a portable UPS with a taped note: DO NOT UNPLUG — “OUTAGE TEST”. The label carried last month’s date in a hand that matched Cade’s assistant.“Self-inflicted blackouts,” Billy said quietly.“Or blackouts on request,” Walter answered.At the next cubicle, a deputy read a form just loud enough for the recorder. “‘Emergency exception — per chair — advised not to log due to public concern.’”Walter held the photo scale steady while the lens found the next lie.

LBI — 02:19 P.M.The evidence cart rolled in with the clatter of a verdict. Billy stacked the tubs, labels front, and flipped a drive to the tech with a look that said now.Serrano scanned the quick sheet. “Outage clustering is enough for a subpoena tree. We keep this clinical. Fraud. Abuse of office. Conspiracy to interfere with public services.”Walter nodded. “No mythology.”“Good,” Serrano said. “Save myth for speeches. We’ll need one soon.”

UPTOWN — 03:07 P.M.The Commission’s custodian suite shared a wall with a bakery. Tay stood at the back door in a white apron and a hairnet, eyes on the thermostat, posture invisible.“Five minutes,” Zee said in her ear. “The inspector’s real. The bin will be, too.”Sunshine crossed the alley pushing a dolly that belonged to no one. Her paperback stuck out of a pocket like a habit.“Remember,” Reborn said over the line, level as rain. “We do not touch their paper. We make it show us its face.”The alarm hiccuped once and cleared—no panic, just the annoying bark that sends people and boxes to the curb for air. The building obeyed itself. Sunshine logged the bin number with the inspector’s actual clipboard when he stepped away to answer his ringing phone. Timing was a language. They were fluent.

CADE’S OUTER OFFICE — 03:42 P.M.Cade’s assistant stood with her hands on a stack of files like a barricade. “The Commissioner’s in a meeting,” she said.“With his counsel?” Billy asked, not unkind.She didn’t answer. He looked past her to a wall of framed certificates and saw the one that mattered—Public Service Ethics Training — Completion—dated the same month as the first cut cluster.“We’ll be gentle with the staples,” he said, and carried the box out himself.

THE LOFT — 05:18 P.M.The heatmap cooled as Zee fed in fresh records. The pattern only got uglier: cuts labeled “streetlight remediation” that never touched a pole; “fiber test windows” that flanked court filings to the minute; an invoice for traffic cones paid to a shell with the same bank as a donor PAC.Taj dragged a finger along the river on the screen. “He learned he could close a street, and then he learned he could sell the closure.”“Then he learned which lives got smaller,” Naya said.Reborn opened the Ledger to a clean page and wrote one line:Phase Twenty-Eight — Cade / Paper (Active)Vector: permits, outages, donor shells.Constraint: No direct contact, no collateral.Objective: Indictable pattern.She closed the book. Air in the room thinned to focus.

GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 06:51 P.M.Devereux sat alone with a silent television. A crawl about “records seized at the Utilities Commission” scrolled by without sound or mercy. He told himself he could outlast this like he’d outlasted other storms.The drawer with the envelopes did not agree.

THE BAYOU STANDARD — 07:33 P.M.Dupré pushed another update.Map: Detour overlays vs. detention transfers (18-month period)Pull-quote (Serrano): “Public infrastructure is not a private instrument. We won’t let it be used that way.”She didn’t add the sentence she wanted to write about the price of a blocked intersection. The comments would do that work.

DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.“Cables, cones, and signatures,” DJ said into the city’s quiet. “You can make a road lie and call it maintenance. You can sell the lie and call it service. The people who still had to cross the street will call it what it was.”A breath.“If you closed a block to move a human being like cargo, the block is testifying tonight.”He cut at twenty. No outro. Just the click.

LBI — MIDNIGHTWalter set tomorrow’s plan on the cart—charge outlines, witness order, the quiet memo to the AG that began: Interference with public services; pattern corroborated by independent mapping and donor routing.Billy capped a pen and left it there, its point toward morning.Serrano looked once at the map of outages, then at the city outside the glass. “Move Cade before he can borrow someone else’s calendar,” he said.“Eight a.m.,” Walter replied.No one mentioned the other debt still on the board. You don’t say a number until you’re ready to count it out loud. Outside, a towboat pushed upriver, low and certain, like a truth that had found its channel.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE — AFTERSHOCKS & SUNLIGHT
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 08:03 A.M.
The ops floor moved like a city at shift change—no hurry, no drift. Charge sheets on one cart. Subpoena trees on another. On the wall, yesterday’s exhibit flow had been pared down to the parts that would live in indictments.
Walter pointed with his pen. “Utilities is cooperating—on paper. Pharmacy Board widened the formal recall. Intake & Placement booking window is closed until audit completes.”
Billy checked the day’s witness list. “Picard arraignment at eleven. Cade’s counsel wants a ‘clarification’ meeting at three.”
Serrano nodded once. “We keep it clinical. Fraud, abuse of office, interference with public services. No mythology—just verbs.”
He didn’t say the rest. The room already knew: the river had turned. Paper was speaking for itself.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:27 A.M.
Zee slid fresh headlines to the wall, then stepped back so the room could look. Sunshine watched the stacked captures—permits, outages, badge logs—then the faces they implied.
“Result?” Cici asked.
“Behavior changed,” Zee said. “Cuts don’t cluster. ‘Emergency’ stamps slowed. The Sunday swaps stop when you put a camera on Sunday.”
Naya closed her tablet. “Good. Clinics stop improvising in the dark.”
Reborn rested her palm on the closed Ledger. “Two debts remain,” she said, then let the numbers stay silent. “Today, we breathe and record. Let the state do the heavy work it finally remembered how to do.”
BEFORE — LEDONIA COLLINS
NEW ORLEANS — NOPD CRIME LAB — SEVEN YEARS EARLIER
The lab smelled like solvent and warm circuitry. Ledonia Collins—Sunshine only to the people who trusted her work—labeled each envelope with the neat, square handwriting that made officers relax.
A detective leaned on the bench with a smile that never reached his eyes. “We’re under pressure upstairs,” he said, tapping a report. “You can lose the secondary swab. Chain’s clean enough.”
“Chain is either clean,” Ledonia said, “or it isn’t.”
His smile thinned. “We need a solve.”
“What you need,” she answered, “is what actually happened.”
That night the “lost” swab reappeared in evidence with a photocopied seal no one could explain and a timestamp that moved three minutes backward. She logged it anyway—received as presented—and added a notation the report didn’t ask for: prior seal irregularity, observed and documented.
Two weeks later the case collapsed in court when opposing counsel asked one question she could not dodge. The detective called her a purist. The captain called her “not a team player.” Her shift evaporated to swing. Her inbox filled with training invites no one meant her to accept.
She turned in her badge without ceremony and kept the habit that had kept the lab honest: write down the boring parts first.
Three months after, a woman in a gray suit sat at Ledonia’s kitchen table and laid out a thin folder the way people lay out condolences. Reborn didn’t sell, didn’t plead. She pointed.
“Your notation saved a man,” Reborn said. “And uncovered two more who never should have been charged. You kept the chain when the chain wanted to lie.”
Ledonia stared at the photocopied seal. “The system doesn’t want what I do.”
Reborn’s reply was simple. “Then do it with us.”
Ledonia looked at the clock, then at the folder, then at the empty place on her counter where a badge used to live. “Rules?” she asked.
“Balance,” Reborn said. “Paper before force. No collateral. We vanish when the job is done.”
Ledonia nodded. “Then start with the logs.”
NOW — THE LOFT — 11:12 A.M.
Sunshine set three fresh envelopes on the table—labels square, seals crisp, notation lines pre-printed for chain entries no one would be allowed to forget.
“Pull these for the next two,” she said. “Drop boxes, courier slots, retention slips. If somebody tries to rinse a file, we’ll have the rinse water in a jar.”
Taj lifted one envelope, ran a thumb along the edge. “Feels like a promise.”
“It is,” Sunshine said. “For us and for the people who will need this to hold.”
DJ glanced up from his notes. “Midday cut-in at two,” he said. “Just enough to remind the city that outages and quotas had names.”
Reborn nodded. “Keep it spare. No mythology.”
BATON ROUGE — COURTROOM 2C — 11:41 A.M.
Picard stood at the defense table, colorless, while the clerk read charges built out of clocks and keystrokes. No speeches. Just how the days had been moved and who profited when they did.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 02:00 P.M. (MIDDAY CUT-IN)
 “Some of you wrote,” DJ said, voice low, “asking if this is about politics. It isn’t. It’s about neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety. If you turned human beings into inventory, the math is catching up.”
He let silence carry the rest and cut at ten.
BATON ROUGE — PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION — 03:06 P.M.
Cade’s counsel tried “context.” Walter brought maps. Billy brought calendars. The room learned the difference between an explanation and an admission. No one raised their voice. They didn’t need to.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 05:29 P.M.
Zee muted a loop of the evening crawl; Sunshine checked the seals she’d prepped; Naya keyed in lot numbers for the clinic the way she keyed meds in a trauma bay.
“Result?” Cici asked again, quieter this time.
Reborn looked at the Ledger without opening it. “Recalls move. Warrants hold. The grid runs cleaner. That’s not the end. But it’s the floor a city stands on.”
She turned to Sunshine. “Ledonia,” she said—real name only in the moments that required it—“you lead chain on the next two. We won’t give the state a reason to doubt itself.”
Sunshine’s answer was small and final. “It won’t need one.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:18 P.M.
The television murmured about “pattern charges” and “document retention.” The envelopes in the drawer waited like teeth. The Governor stared at the screen until the words turned into shapes.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
The room settled around the fact of a day that had moved without spectacle. Sunshine stacked the last labeled envelopes, squared the corners, and slid them into a locking pouch.
Reborn wrote one line and only one:
Phase Twenty-Nine — Chain (Active)
Objective: Sunshine controls evidence corridors for remaining debts; paper first, then consequence.
She capped the pen. The click sounded like a cabinet closing.
Outside, the river ran dark and even, not as metaphor, just as a thing that keeps going when people finally start doing their jobs.

[bookmark: _yiccakk3x9wr]CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO — TALLY
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 08:04 A.M.Walter clipped a fresh diagram to the cart—three clean columns: donor shells → event ledgers → contract awards. Bill added a fourth: cut permits. The lines met like corners on a box they’d been building for weeks.“Start with the ledgers,” Serrano said. “Totals first, talk later.”Bill slid a document sleeve from the top bin. Event entries marched down the page: breakfasts, ribbon cuttings, “roundtables.” Beside each, a second column—honoraria, meaning speaker fees—wired the same week contracts cleared. The bank code never changed. The shell names did.Walter nodded at the pattern. “We take the books first. Phones and drives second.”“Move,” Serrano said.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:11 A.M.Zee mirrored the donor spreadsheets line for line. “Every fee lands within ten days of a permit or placement slot,” she said. “Same routing number, three business names.”Sunshine ran a finger down a column of dates. “They laundered favors through applause.”Cici’s jaw set. “Then paper can clap back.”Reborn—hand flat on the closed Ledger—watched the grid harden into something a court could lift. “Law first,” she said. “We don’t crowd the room.”Taj glanced up from a route map. “Cade’s calendar keeps brushing the edges.”Zee didn’t look away from the screen. “Next, it brushes a warrant.”

BATON ROUGE — DONOR SHELL / “EVENT SERVICES” — 10:22 A.M.Walter set the order on the counter where the clerk could read the seal and the scope in one glance. “Local devices, hosted mail, the last eighteen months of event invoices. Sign acknowledgment, please.”A deputy eased the door wide; gray tubs slid in. Bill keyed the managing partner’s suite with the building’s own badge audit and lifted a binder labeled Events. Inside: donor dinners and speaker fees ending in the same bank code as a public contract.“This is a mistake,” the partner said.“Then your paper will clear you,” Bill answered, bagging a portable drive whose “ARCHIVE” label hadn’t earned a speck of dust.

LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 11:37 A.M.Dupré filed forty-seven words and one ledger header:Headline: Speaker Fees Track Contract Awards; Bank Code Matches Shell VendorsKey: Payments booked within days of permit approvals; three shell names, single routing number; records seized under warrant.No flourish. The nouns did the work.

BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL’S OFFICE — 12:26 P.M.Serrano kept it spare. “We’re not charging handshakes. We’re charging ledgers,” he said, laying the ledger photo, routing confirmations, and permit timestamps in a quiet stack.The deputy AG flipped the page that mattered. “Same account. Different shells.”“Same pattern,” Walter said. “Different weeks.”“Draft procurement fraud and conspiracy,” the deputy answered. “If any of this touches Mansion scheduling—”“It does,” Bill said. “We’ll bring it when it weighs itself.”

NEW ORLEANS — PELICAN ROOM (DONOR LUNCH) — 01:41 P.M.Napkins folded like flags. A microphone that made laughter sound honest. Commissioner Cade smiled without blinking as a host mispronounced his middle name and called it charm.In back, Sunshine wore a badge that let her pour water and disbelieve the table. She watched the plate pass, the phone buzz, the envelope slide—polite, practiced. She didn’t touch the paper. She counted it.“Two envelopes,” she murmured into her collar mic. “Same sender.”Zee’s reply stayed low. “Routing number matches our chart.”“Fees?” Cici asked.“Same account,” Sunshine said.

Zee (low): “Same sender. Routing number matches the permit bursts.”
Sunshine: “Calendar moves, money moves.”



BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 02:53 P.M.The carts came home heavy. Walter clipped a new cover sheet: Ledgers (Seized) / Devices (Imaged) / Master Routing (Confirmed). Bill added the donor-lunch note: two envelopes, same sender, same code.Serrano scanned to an entry tied to a Mansion appearance. “Subpoena the host committee,” he said. “We’ll see who bought what.”He paused. “No cameras. Our sentences live on paper.”

NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 04:00 P.M. (MIDDAY CUT-IN)“They call it an honorarium,” DJ said, voice easy enough to make the sharpness feel earned. “Most folks call it getting paid to open a door. If the bank code never changes, the story doesn’t either.”A beat. “When power needs a word to hide money, remember the money still shows up.”He cut the feed at ten.

BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 05:12 P.M.Devereux reread a draft trying to turn “partnership” into a prayer. The crawl mentioned “speaker fees tied to contracts,” and the room felt smaller.A blocked number buzzed. He let it die. He closed the drawer on four ivory envelopes and told himself they would not breed.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 06:03 P.M. Zee threw a compact overlay to the wall: Speaker fees → Routing number → Permit award → Delivery. The arrows formed a loop that explained itself.“Cade sits in the middle,” she said. “So do two Mansion aides.”Tay set a small pouch on the table and didn’t open it. “Not tonight.”“Not tonight,” Reborn echoed. “Paper still wants the first word.”Naya wiped clinic ink from her hand and watched the names without speaking.Cici leaned forward. “When the speech ends, the bill arrives.”“Exactly,” Reborn said.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS GAGGLE — 07:08 P.M.Serrano stepped to microphones on a rolling table, flanked by nothing but the seal.“This isn’t about the spectacle of a crime,” he said, even. “It’s about its effect—on neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety. We are not criminalizing poverty. We are criminalizing the sale of it. If you turn people into profit centers, expect the math to find you. We will not tolerate anyone accumulating wealth at the expense of Louisiana’s people.”No questions taken. He left the verbs behind and walked inside.

LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 08:02 P.M.Dupré updated the top line and pinned the quote.Update: LBI Confirms Pattern Between Speaker Fees and Contract TimingPull-quote (Serrano): “Public money is not a private reward. We will not tolerate anyone accumulating wealth at the expense of Louisiana’s people.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHTThe room held the steady hush of finished work. Zee dimmed the monitors. Sunshine rinsed two mugs no one would claim. DJ capped a marker and set it parallel to the Ledger’s spine like a habit.Reborn opened the book and wrote, slow and exact:Phase Twenty-Nine — Tally (Active)Vector: Speaker fees → donor shells → permits → deliveriesConstraint: Law first; no contactObservation: The loop is closed. Paper names its price.She set the pen down. “After this,” she said softly, “therefore because of this.”No one answered. They didn’t need to. Outside, the river slid past the city in a long, sure line, like a total that had finally carried all its numbers.





[bookmark: _3ilje028d484]CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE — HEARTLINE
BATON ROUGE — SIDE STREET OFF PERKINS — 6:17 P.M.
Bill E. Brown parked under a live oak and let the engine tick to quiet. He sat a moment longer than he needed to, hands resting on the wheel, listening to the way the city breathed when nobody asked it to perform. A brass station on AM drifted out of a storefront—horns old enough to have opinions. He smiled once, small.
He’d walked this block before the Bureau had a badge with his name on it, when phone booths still mattered and copper sang clearer than people did. He had taught a dozen agents that you don’t chase noise—you trace lines. The lines were still there, even when folks pretended not to see them.
The pressure behind his breastbone arrived like a stubborn thought he couldn’t set down. He swallowed, waited for the dull to recede. It didn’t. The ache traveled up his neck, into his jaw. He reached for the door handle and didn’t find it the first time.
A passerby called his name—Bill?—and then there were hands, and someone saying breathe, sir, just breathe. The world tunneled and widened and tunneled again. He thought—ridiculous and true at once—of the click a clean chain makes when the tag snaps shut.
The siren never sounded close. The block kept its secrets, like always.
BATON ROUGE — GENERAL — 7:03 P.M.
The EKG traced a rhythm that refused to be negotiated with. The attending said the words he had to say, and the room obeyed them. Quiet became the only honest thing left.
An orderly folded Bill’s jacket, set his badge on top, and stood for a second, like a young man who knew he’d never met the building’s best teacher.
BATON ROUGE — LBI TRAINING ROOM — 8:11 P.M.
Walter keyed the door and did not turn on the overheads. He set a single strip of black tape across a spare ID and propped it on the lectern, under glass, where the rookies read the rules before they became muscle memory.
He wrote three words, block-print, on a narrow strip beneath it: Finish it clean.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:32 P.M.
No music. No talk. Cups cooling on the table. The river’s reflection made rectangles on brick.
Reborn closed the Ledger with a palm that stayed there a beat too long. “We carry him with the work,” she said.
“Bill taught you the lines,” DJ murmured. “We’ll keep them straight.”
Naya nodded once. Zee dimmed the screens. Syrian checked the alley and left the light off. Sunshine lined two pens edge-to-edge and didn’t move them again.
Outside, a towboat pushed upriver, steady as a truth that refused to hurry.

[bookmark: _jcvqx7lyq4nq]CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR — PUBLIC RECORD
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — PRESS ROOM — 10:00 A.M.
The cameras framed a simple podium and a state seal that had seen better speeches. Director Michael Serrano stepped up with a paper he didn’t need to read.
“Before we talk about warrants and dockets,” he said, “we talk about a man. Investigator Bill E. Brown died last night of a heart attack. He was sixty-one. He trained half this building and never asked you to notice.”
He let the room settle.
“This work isn’t about headlines; it’s about neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety. It is not about the crime—it is about the effect it has on our community. If you profit by turning people into numbers, expect math to find you. Bill lived that rule without a microphone.
“We’ll brief charges when they’re on paper,” Serrano added, voice even. “He believed in clean chain: facts, then filings, then daylight. We’ll honor him by finishing every corridor we opened—utilities, placement, procurement. We are not criminalizing poverty. We are criminalizing the sale of it.”
He folded the statement once, flat. “We owe him our work, not our performance.” He stepped away. No flourish—just a door closing softly on noise.
BATON ROUGE — LBI BULLPEN — 10:22 A.M.
Someone set a black band across a spare badge and leaned it against a coffee urn that had gone cold. Agents touched the plastic as they passed, the way you do when words won’t cooperate and you still need to say something.
BATON ROUGE — LBI OPS — 1:40 P.M.
HR emailed a single line: Effective immediately, Investigator Bill E. Brown’s call sign is retired from assignment.
Walter printed it, slid the page under glass at the training lectern, and taped a narrow strip beneath in neat block letters: Finish it clean.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — EVENING EDITION (OBITUARY)
Bill E. Brown, 61; investigator, mentor, son of Louisiana
Bill E. Brown died of natural causes on Tuesday. He served the Louisiana Bureau of Investigation for decades in roles that rarely reached the press: chain-of-custody, telecom traces, paper trails no one noticed until they mattered. Raised on copper wire and pay phones, he taught young agents that truth travels a line—if you learn to hear it.
He is survived by a sister in Ascension Parish, two nephews who believed he fixed “grown-up puzzles,” and a Bureau that says it learned to write its cases in ink because he did.
In lieu of flowers, the family asks donations be made to a legal-aid clinic or a neighborhood library.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — NIGHT
No one said his name. Reborn closed the Ledger like a hand over a candle. “We finish it clean.”
Heads bowed, then lifted. Outside, the river moved on time.

[bookmark: _x45h82807gws]CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE — LUCKY 13
NEW ORLEANS — HOTEL CAVALIER, ROOM 1313 — MORNING
By 06:18, the hall camera outside 1313 was running a perfect loop: Zee’s splice of yesterday’s corridor feed, scrubbed and rethreaded to the minute. Housekeeping carts rolled past on schedule; no one would notice an extra pass that never happened.
At 06:29, Taj keyed the service stair and stepped in with a nylon tool roll inside a caddy. Tay met her at the door with a hotel-issue shower head—same make and model as the one on the wall, but carrying a thin polyvinyl alcohol capsule Tay had cast herself: ~40 mg phenol embedded like a coin in clear candy. Heat would soften the film and release a slow bleed—not a burst—so the shower looked and felt normal until it didn’t.
Swap, tighten, wipe. No work order. No signature. Out the service stair. The loop kept breathing.
LOBBY — 8:12 P.M.
LeClerc’s guards arrived first—vendor lanyards over hard eyes. Elevator alone. Sweep by checklist: door strikes, smoke housing, HVAC returns, mirror pass, tile corners, vent grille, shower head visually intact. Nothing to find because there was nothing to see.
LeClerc came up twenty minutes later with the escort he always booked on the thirteenth—same date, same room. Guards posted at each end like parentheses around habit.
INSIDE 1313 — 8:47–9:36 P.M.
Professional rhythm: safety verification (exits in view, line-of-sight to bath), terms and payment, condoms, boundaries. He’d been drinking. She steered him to water. He wanted “vitamins”; she insisted on half-doses. Thirty minutes became forty-five. He laughed too loud. She kept it friendly and efficient.
She left at 9:39. The guard watched the elevator doors close and texted: CLEAR.
At 9:40, a guard keyed in for a wellness check. Pulse at wrist, eyes clear, voice intact. He logged the tick and stepped back out.
BATHROOM — 9:41–9:46 P.M.
Hot water banged in the lines; steam built fast. Inside the shower head, the PVA pouch softened and began to weep phenol into the spray—thin, invisible.
The first minute felt like any hotel shower—too hot, too loud—until the air turned sharp. The mist hit the back of his throat with a burning taste, like stripped varnish. He coughed, surprised—then again, harder. Irritation surged; the larynx swelled. His asthma found the worst of it and clamped: bronchi spasming, breaths shallow. Panic widened the space where air should be.
Heart already working against age and medication, the rate spiked and stumbled. He reached for the rail and missed. The shoulder hit tile; the hip slid; his body lodged across the drain. Water sheeted over ribs and pooled at the waist, then began to rise. The hiss didn’t care.
BACK OF HOUSE — 9:41–9:44 P.M.
On twelve, a housekeeper radioed a ceiling drip. Engineering traced sheen along a riser seam to stack 13: 1313 had run long; a body across the drain. The chief logged a valve cut to stop overflow and preserve the scene, then called the duty manager to ride with LeClerc’s guards.
CALL & RESPONSE — 9:58–10:11 P.M.
The duty manager and guards re-keyed 1313. Steam hung low, shower silenced at the riser; the pan a slick quarter-full where weight had occluded the drain.
“Call EMS,” the manager said.
Medics came up the service elevator. No lights, no siren—just a bag and the bright of work. Carotid: none. Leads on wet chest: asystole. Bagging met a swollen airway; no chest rise. Time since the wellness check plus water plus monitor told the story. They documented, did not transport, and radioed for the coroner.
EAST BATON ROUGE — CORONER’S PRELIM (FILED 02:13 A.M.)
Cause (prelim): Acute respiratory failure with drowning component; asthma exacerbation with suspected chemical irritant exposure.
Scene: Subject supine in shower; water pooled; drain occluded by body; no trauma inconsistent with fall.
Hotel supply: Primary shower head recovered; internal obstruction noted—polyvinyl film remnants at outlet threads.
Pending: Volatiles/SEM of shower head interior and swab; full tox.
Comorbidities: Documented asthma; cardiac history (rate-control meds among effects).
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 3:08 A.M.
Zee pinned three stills and the prelim header. “Loop held. Sweep missed. Engineering log captured the valve cut. EMS stayed; coroner owns transport.”
Tay said nothing about the capsule. She didn’t have to. The mechanism would read as mechanical at the fixture and chemical only at the lungs.
Reborn opened the Ledger, wrote, small and exact:
Phase Twenty-Four — Lucky Number — Completed
Subject: Henri LeClerc
Authorization: 10/10
Collateral: None
“After this,” she murmured, “therefore because of this.”
Outside, the sign cycled colors for people who’d never know why 1313 went dark.

[bookmark: _xxtg2yh0kza9]CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX — DRY RUN
BEFORE — LEDONIA COLLINS (SUNSHINE), CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATOR
NEW ORLEANS — TCHOUPITOULAS & ST. JOSEPH — EIGHT YEARS EARLIER — 02:11 A.M.
The call came as “pedestrian down.” Ledonia worked the curb by habit: shoe prints in a half-moon, a smear where a hood took a body at the knees, a fan of headlight grit that flashed under oblique light. Plate fragment in the gutter—LA tag, broken at the second digit. Fleck of blue clearcoat matching three models that year. DVR off the pole, bagged, time-stamped to the second: 02:06:41—tight against the ER’s 02:07 call.
Three days later the case reappeared with a “reconciled custody” cover sheet—Perrin Crisis Counsel. The exported clip now said 02:16:41. Ten minutes dissolved probable cause. Her lab memo—plate shard + clearcoat tie—was buried behind a note that the chain had been “harmonized to the intended custody path.”
The driver never saw a courtroom. The mother never saw an apology. Ledonia turned in her badge and stopped answering to her own name. The Ledger would call her Sunshine.
NOW — PERRIN CRISIS COUNSEL, SUITE 900
BATON ROUGE — 07:42 P.M.
Frosted letters on glass. Framed “protocols” inside. A vault room with its own fire head and dampers.
In the loft, Zee’s board showed the same mansion number pinging Perrin’s after-hours calendar. She called it a chart—just connections that matter: who touched what, when; the way clocks confess when people won’t. On that web, the mansion corridor and Perrin’s door were tied like twins.
“He’s staging a late-night ‘dry run’ in the vault,” Zee said. “‘Test pull,’ ‘audit rehearsal.’”
Reborn’s voice stayed even. “We make the paper speak. The room will do the rest.”
Taj had the building’s guts on her screen. “Old ‘HALON’ label, now inert-agent blend. Isolated zone. Pre-discharge chirp. Dampers seal just the vault. We can drop O₂ to ~12% for ninety seconds—no spread, no soot, no corridor alarms.”
“Collateral?” Cici asked.
“None,” Taj said. “Reads like a medical episode.”
Sunshine stood in the stairwell’s camera blind and watched Perrin key in with his jacket over one arm—moving like procedure could forgive anything.
“On your line,” Zee said.
PREP — NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 07:44 P.M.
Zee launched the payload: Perrin’s SOPs with tracked edits (“harmonize audit trails to intended custody path”), the timestamp macros that shoved logs by minutes or days, and an internal flowchart that taught juniors to launder chain without fingerprints. It hit three places at once: (1) Dupré on a timer, (2) the AG’s sealed intake, and (3) the firm’s public-records mirror where “private” goes to die.
“Seeded,” Zee said. “Checksums captured pre-scrub.”
BATON ROUGE — 08:12 P.M.
Perrin rolled a cart to the vault, logged a “non-client rehearsal,” stacked red-tied envelopes like trophies. The pre-discharge chirp sounded—low, familiar. He tapped SILENCE like a man who’d muted a hundred warnings.
“Door,” Taj said.
Sunshine swung the vault door. The seal kissed home.
DISCHARGE — 08:33–08:36 P.M.
The clean agent entered with no drama—no smoke, no fog—just thinness. O₂ slid toward ~12%. With perfect lungs and perfect calm, a person might find a latch. Perrin had neither. Distance opened between breath and thought; the cart took his weight and gave none back.
“Ninety seconds,” Taj said, watching numbers only she loved. “Then we breathe him again.”
Outside, Sunshine counted her own inhales and remembered a mother on a curb and a time stamp that learned how to lie.
“Air back,” Taj said. “Releasing.”
Sunshine cracked the seal. The vault exhaled nothing a camera could use. Perrin’s pulse stuttered under gray skin. Hypoxic collapse—clean, ugly, private.
“Call it in,” Reborn said. “Let the city do its job.”
CALL & RESPONSE — 08:42–09:07 P.M.
Supervisor, 911, fire, medic. Altered mental status, sealed-room event, maintenance mode active. Oxygen, monitor, transport. The log would read like a training slide: isolated inert-agent discharge; room resealed; patient stabilized en route. No crime named.
AFTERMATH — NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:31 P.M.
Zee tiled the screens: (1) SOP: harmonize…, (2) the macro scrub Perrin triggered, (3) the mirror that caught everything before his scrub ran. A sidebar note blinked—Track changes on—remember to scrub.
Sunshine braced a hand on the table and read the sentence she’d chased eight years: Audit trails may be harmonized to reflect the intended custody path.
“‘Intended,’” she said. “That’s the whole con.”
DJ wrote his line: “The word intended does more crime than most men.”
“Dupré at six a.m.; AG hold already queued,” Zee said.
Reborn opened the book:
Phase Thirty — Dry Run (Completed)
Subject: Thomas Perrin — Fixer
Authorization: 10/10
Collateral: None
Yield: Protocols + timestamp macros exposed; public linkage to mansion corridors
“After this,” she said softly, “therefore because of this.”
BATON ROUGE — HOSPITAL — 10:12 P.M.
Nurse wrote transient hypoxia, eased a cannula. A mansion number buzzed and died on Perrin’s muted phone. He would wake to a world where the paper spoke louder than any microphone.

[bookmark: _ehvo1bzc7ppx]CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN — PRESSURE TEST
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:22 A.M.Ops moved without chatter—hands pairing names to tasks, chargers to outlets, drives to bags. Walter slid a one-pager onto the cart.“Perrin’s manuals go live at six,” he said. “AG’s preservation holds are served. Pharmacy Board expanded its scope to falsified medical chains. Utilities next—Cade first. Keep the frame tight: interference with public services, abuse of office, wire fraud on donor shells.”“Nine o’clock pre-serve,” he added. “Quiet entry.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:04 A.M.Zee updated the wall—threads of time and money stitched into streets and offices, the way cartographers draw rivers when the current is politics. New lines clicked in: cut permits grazing courthouse corners; “emergency” outages folding into jail detours; donor accounts orbiting the same bank as “reentry” invoices; Perrin’s house protocols.

“Dupré went with ‘intended custody path’ up top,” DJ said. “Ten o’clock is the macro scrub with screenshots.”

“Let the records talk,” Sunshine said. “No trumpet.”

“Utilities today,” Reborn said. “Mansion soon. We show the strands and let gravity work.”

BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL — 09:13 A.M.Fluorescent hum. Different seal. The deputy skimmed Walter’s bundle—outage overlays, “emergency exception” slips, the portable UPS stickered OUTAGE TEST, donor routing.“Scope?”“Commissioner’s suite and the clerk who stamped exceptions,” Walter said. “IT storage as listed. Copy, don’t disrupt.”“Serve it,” the deputy said. “Discreetly.”

BATON ROUGE — PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION — 11:01 A.M.Walter placed the order where the clerk could read it and spoke the scope once, calm. A deputy eased the door; a clerk down the hall was already stacking binders in tens. At the commissioner’s door, Walter gave one composed knock, then used the building’s badge audit to enter.
Cade’s assistant stacked binders in tens; the private calendar pulled the same dates the permits did.
Walter: “Copy, don’t disrupt.”
Virgil looked up from a ribbon-cutting photo, surprise tidy. “This is a public office.”
“Exactly,” Walter said, and nodded to inventory.
They gathered what paper owed without theater: 3:17 “urgent” cut permits that always grazed transport windows; “maintenance exceptions” with the same two signatures; a private calendar that never archived; a portable drive labeled ARCHIVE in tape too new to hold dust.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 12:24 P.M.Forty-nine words, two maps.Headline: LBI Serves Utilities Commission; ‘Emergency’ Cuts Track Jail DetoursKey: Private scheduling exports under seal; donor shells share banking with reentry invoices.No flourish. Overlays did the work.
BATON ROUGE — COMMISSION IT CLOSET — 01:17 P.M.Cable tags fluttered. A field tech read for the recorder: “‘Emergency exception—per chair—advised not to log due to public concern.’”Walter photographed the patch panel like it might testify. “Clone the switches. Bag the UPS with the OUTAGE TEST note. Pull badge logs,” he said.An assistant hovered in the doorway with a stack.“You’ll have a receipt before close,” Walter added, already moving.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 02:06 P.M.Zee flicked to mirrors. “Perrin ran a scrub at 10:11. Our capture hit 09:59. AG lock served 11:40. He knows the floor moved.”“Best practice,” DJ said, dry. “Teaching a lie to keep office hours.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 03:15 P.M.A “partnership” statement died in edits. On mute, a crawl about Utilities went by like weather. The drawer with ivory envelopes stayed shut.
BATON ROUGE — COMMISSION OUTER OFFICE — 03:39 P.M.Inventory finished with the portable UPS—tagged, logged, signed. “You’ll get copies of what you need to keep the lights on,” Walter said. “That’s the point.”
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 05:30 P.M. (EARLY CUT-IN)“Public infrastructure isn’t a private instrument,” DJ said. “If you sell a blackout so a van can make a corner clean, that’s not maintenance—it’s management. And people remember being managed.”He let the room breathe. “If your permits rhyme near a courthouse window, the paper is keeping time.”Click at ten.

BATON ROUGE — LBI — 06:02 P.M.The cart held neat columns; the summary sat on top. Serrano read once. “Gift-wrap for charges. Memos tomorrow.”“No speeches,” Walter said.“Not until filings land,” Serrano replied.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 07:20 P.M.“Two debts left,” Cici said, eyes on the narrow white at the bottom of Zee’s chart.“We added one, then cleared one,” Zee answered. “Still two.”“Utilities conduit. Mansion. And the corridor we just saw grow teeth,” Reborn said.Taj slid a closed case onto a shelf. “Contingency exists. Until law fails, it sleeps.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 08:01 P.M.Teaser queued for morning: detour overlays vs. detention transfers, eighteen months in one glance. Pull-quote: “We are not criminalizing poverty. We are criminalizing the sale of it.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHTScreens dimmed to quiet maps. Reborn wrote:Phase Thirty-One — Conduits (Active)Vector: Utilities — permits, portable “tests,” donor shellsConstraint: Law lane first; no contactObjective: Indictable pattern → restore public trustObservation: One new debt added; three remained this morning; two now.She capped the pen. The room kept its focus like a held breath.


[bookmark: _ier0rfkv8yk7]CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT — SWITCHYARD
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:38 A.M.The ops wall carried a new map—detours, badge-purge logs, after-hours counsel calls braided into one route. Walter clipped a charge outline to the cart.“Utilities arraignment at nine. Intake at eleven. Counsel notice at noon,” he said.Serrano nodded. “Keep it narrow—fraud, interference, falsified records. No speeches until filings land.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:11 A.M.Zee dropped a fresh weave to the wall and, for anyone seeing the pattern the first time, gave the two-sentence refresher: “This is our chart. Just the connections that matter—who touched what, when, and why the clocks line up.”Sunshine added a short column: mansion callbacks → counsel vault nights → permit spikes.“He’s running out of corners,” Cici said.“Then the room gets bigger,” Reborn replied, closing the book with a quiet touch.
BATON ROUGE — COURTHOUSE STEPS — 09:52 A.M.Cameras flashed. Cade came out between two deputies, face composed. Serrano stopped at the mics only long enough for direction. “Read the docket. We’ll see you at the next hearing.” He didn’t say Utilities. He didn’t have to.
Cameras flashed. Cade was arraigned on falsification of public records, obstruction, and conspiracy. The AG said, “Next hearing sets the room.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 10:41 A.M.Headline: Utilities Head Arraigned; Court Cites Pattern Linking Street Cuts to Detention RoutesPull: Counsel calls cross-indexed with permit bursts and donor shells.No flourish. Time stamps carried the weight.
BATON ROUGE — INTAKE & PLACEMENT — 11:23 A.M.Walter slid plea paperwork across the table. The former chief stared through it like glass.“Numbers aren’t opinions,” Walter said. “They’re doors. You picked which ones to open.”No answer. A signature anyway.
NEW ORLEANS — PERRIN COUNSEL — 12:06 P.M.Courier handed over a notice: preservation order, scope: “protocols, macros, vault rehearsal logs.”“He’s not in,” reception said.“Then the paper is,” the courier replied, leaving the acknowledgment on the desk.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 01:14 P.M.“Utilities arraigned. Intake folded on swaps. Counsel served,” Walter briefed.“Then we’re done talking to everyone but the top floor,” Serrano said.“Next motion sets the room.”“Set it.”
“Cade’s devices under seal,” Serrano said. “Calendar’s in play.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:02 P.M.Zee widened the weave: utilities carve-outs → transport choke points → reentry headcounts → vault “dry runs.”“You can fake a signature,” Naya said. “You can’t fake all these clocks.”Syrian glanced at the alley cam; Taj underlined a ventilation schematic twice, then crossed it out. “Not tonight.”Reborn wrote a single line:Phase Thirty-One — Switchyard (Active)Constraint: No contact with the mansion until the room chooses us.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 05:06 P.M.The television crawled with other people’s nouns. Devereux read the same sentence three times and learned nothing new. He told himself the calendar would hold. The calendar stayed quiet.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.“Some cities run on switches,” DJ said. “Flip one at a utility panel and a van moves where you want it. Flip one in a server closet and a person becomes a number. If you sold the switches, the switches are naming you.”He cut at twenty. The quiet stayed like a verdict waiting its turn.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHTNo speeches. No posturing. Just a page with almost no white left on it.“We added one more line this week,” Cici said.“Then we settle one more before the house,” Reborn answered.Outside, the river kept its route and wasn’t interested in detours.
[bookmark: _2brlhtymk3c]CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE — BERTH FOURTEEN
[bookmark: _oqfaw3f0f77i]BEFORE — TAYLOR ELIZABETH (TAY)
NEW ORLEANS — PORT BERTH 14 — “CONTAINMENT DRILL” — FIVE YEARS EARLIER — 01:19 A.M.
The memo said water-sampling assist. Tay signed the chain line, clipped her public-health badge, and followed a flashlight through rain that smelled like solvent.
Three jars sat pre-poured on a drum. Routine doesn’t show up with caps already off.
Headlamp check: meniscus too clean; temp two degrees off the river; background phenols near zero. Indoor tap pretending to be the Mississippi.
“Where’s the on-site draw?”
“Supervisor pulled it. We’re on a clock,” the foreman said.
She wrote what their labels wouldn’t: protocol variance — prefilled jars. The foreman watched her pen like it was a blade.
When her back was turned, a clipboard slid over the log. Her timestamp now carried a different name. At the bottom, a small-print footer explained the trick: “reconciled custody.” Plain language: someone edited the evidence log to make the chain look perfect—by overwriting her entry so paperwork said the jars were collected the “right” way all along.
“Send those to the main lab,” the foreman said. “We’ll take care of the paperwork.”
Dawn brought a report with her initials and somebody else’s river.
That was the night Tay learned how paper lies—quietly, with your name.

[bookmark: _9s99nismbjdq]BEFORE — TAJA GURLEY (TAJ)
NEW ORLEANS — PORT BERTH 14 — EMERGENCY PERMIT WINDOW — SAME NIGHT — 01:19 A.M.
Different door, same smell. Taj flashed a City Planning temp badge and reached a folding table covered in clean maps—too clean to have met a real street.
The detour plan shoved truck traffic under a bridge camera cluster and away from the neighborhoods listed on the complaints.
“Emergency line repair,” the utilities rep said.
The permit wore a bold stamp: AFTER-HOURS AUTHORIZATION — PER CHAIR, but the chair’s name box was blank. The timestamp matched a street-closure notice she had never approved.
Taj traced the proposed route with one finger. Three private lots sat along it, each with “security lights” pulling more power than the streetlights they supposedly replaced. Beneath the map, a maintenance exception was already signed—twice.
“Who cleared the exception?”
“Commission did. No time for the usual.”
In the corner, a camera dome blinked a lazy red with no recorder rack nearby—off-network, by design.
Her job was to nod and leave. She nodded—and wrote the permit number into a spiral notebook.
By morning, the spiral was gone from her desk. The detour stayed.
That was the night Taj learned what “emergency” means when the emergency is profit.

[bookmark: _78aofuwdshew]NOW — THE LOFT
NEW ORLEANS — 08:12 A.M.
Zee pinned a fresh case map to the wall—no speeches, just a web of touches: Berth-14 permits; after-hours “emergency” stamps; the same private lots from Taj’s memory; donor flows that later showed up in reentry invoices; and, in the corner, counsel calls that had learned to arrive after midnight.
“Berth Fourteen is where they practiced making the river tell a different story,” Zee said. “Then they exported the trick to streets and people.”
Tay’s voice was flat. “They called it ‘reconciled’ so it sounded clean.”
Taj tapped the corner with the blank chair line. “Same missing name. Same habit.”
Reborn let the room hold the picture a beat longer. “We don’t chase ghosts. We document the corridor and hand it to the law. If the door opens, it opens.”
Cici nodded once. “Utilities, intake, counsel—then the mansion.”
“Three debts before the house,” Sunshine said, calm.
Reborn opened the black book and wrote, small and exact:
Berth Fourteen — Evidence Corridor (Active)
Vector: fake ‘emergency’ permits; after-hours authorizations; off-net cameras; donor flows → reentry shells
Constraint: Law lane only; no contact
She capped the pen. “After this,” she said softly, “therefore because of this.”
Outside, the river ran past the port like it remembered every jar that ever claimed to be it.

CHAPTER EIGHTY — BEFORE THE HOUSE
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:41 A.M.
The ops wall carried a clean map: outage cuts that steered vans, intake swaps that turned people into counts, counsel “dry runs” that taught paper to forget. Walter clipped a one-pager to the cart.
“Two filings today,” he said. “Utilities: interference and fraud. Counsel: obstruction and falsification. Intake rolls over to sentencing guidelines by noon.”
Director Serrano read the margins, then the dates. “No speeches until the ink’s dry. After that, we lay out what has to happen before the house.”
He didn’t have to explain it to his floor, but he did for the record: “‘Before the house’ was their shorthand for everything that had to be proved in daylight—charges, logs, filings—before they ever touched the Governor’s door.”
Walter nodded once. “AG’s timeline matches ours.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:19 A.M.
Zee widened the board—a spare weave of calls, permits, badge purges, and vault rehearsals. She added a single new thread: donor escrow releases that flared on nights the mansion phone went quiet.
Cici tracked the dates with a fingertip. “He’s moving cash where the calendar can’t see it.”
Taj tapped a note beside a ventilation sketch and crossed it out. “Not a tool night. Paper’s still talking.”
Sunshine flipped a folder closed. “Good. Let the file say the part we don’t have to.”
Reborn set the black book on the table without opening it. “We finish the daylight steps. Then we knock.”
BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL’S OFFICE — 09:07 A.M.
Same hum, different stack. The deputy skimmed Walter’s bundle and slid two signature pages across the desk.
“True bill paneled for Utilities and Intake,” she said. “Counsel notice goes live at noon. You’ll brief at one.”
Michael kept it short. “Tight frame. Simple verbs.”
“Interference, falsification, conspiracy,” the deputy replied. “Stipulated.”
BATON ROUGE — COURTHOUSE STEPS — 10:26 A.M.
Flashes tried to build a story faster than the docket. Michael spoke into the noise without raising his voice.
“This isn’t about headlines,” he said. “It’s about neighborhoods, families, paychecks, safety. Documents are filed; read them. We’re moving the public steps before the house. When we talk about the mansion, it will be with paper in hand.”
Questions chased him down the stairs. He didn’t change pace.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 11:03 A.M.
Dupré pushed an update built on clocks, not adjectives.
Headline: State Sets ‘Before the House’ Timeline; Three Tracks Converge
Key: Utilities interference, Intake falsification, Counsel protocols; after-hours donor escrows align with quiet mansion nights.
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL NOTICE, SUITE 900 — 12:02 P.M.
A courier left a preservation order on a desk that had learned to pretend surprise. Scope: protocols, macros, vault rehearsal logs, donor escrow traffic. The receptionist signed like a person who understood weight.
“Copies will be available through AG intake,” Walter told her, already moving.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S BRIEFING — 01:00 P.M.
No backdrop, just a rolling table and a mic.
“Three corridors are now formal,” Michael said. “Utilities, Intake, Counsel. The next filings will connect those corridors to decisions that came from the top. We are not criminalizing poverty. We are criminalizing the sale of it. And we will prove the route in daylight before we take another step toward the mansion.”
He left the mic lonely. The work followed him out.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:08 P.M.
Zee surfaced a small pattern no one had voiced yet: a contractor badge that pinged the mansion annex only when counsel’s escrow moved. “Courier service with a law degree,” she said.
Naya set down a clinic chart. “You can fake a meeting. You can’t fake two clocks kissing.”
Syrian checked exterior feeds, then the quiet city view. “No tails. No watchers.”
Reborn opened the book and wrote one line:
Phase Thirty-Two — Before the House (Active)
Constraint: Law lane only; no contact
Objective: Converge corridors → public linkage to executive decisions
She let the page breathe and closed it.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 05:17 P.M.
A draft statement tried to say partnership and managed only weather. The drawer with ivory envelopes didn’t move. The phone stopped ringing and left a different kind of sound behind.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 09:00 P.M.
“Some people sell detours and call it service,” DJ said. “Some sell headcounts and call it opportunity. Some sell silence and call it counsel. If all three clocks point to the same door, we don’t need a speech. We need a key.”
Ten beats of air. Click.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
Screens dimmed to a single map. Cici capped a pen. Taj slid a closed case deeper on the shelf where it belonged. Sunshine aligned two documents, corners square. Zee set a timer on a scheduled pull no one outside the room would ever see.
Reborn touched the black cover once. “Daylight, then the door.”
Outside, the river kept its slow appointment with the Gulf—steady, unpersuaded, and right on time.

CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE — DOCKETS ALIGN
BATON ROUGE — LOUISIANA BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION — 07:24 A.M.
No pep talk; the room already knew the rhythm. Walter slid a thin stack onto Michael’s cart—charge frames tight as a drumhead, witness order, time grids.
“File Utilities, Intake holds, Counsel preservation,” he said. “Today we let the clocks talk.”
Michael nodded once. “Facts to filings. Microphones after.”
(Translation people in the back never hear: when it “settles on paper,” it means the charges land in the record—ink before soundbites.)
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:03 A.M.
Zee didn’t waste words. She lifted a hand and the wall came alive—a chart, not a speech: who touched what, when, and why the times kissed. Red dots where “emergency” cuts hugged courthouse windows. A neat ladder of Sunday file swaps. Vault nights in Counsel’s office overlapping mansion callbacks.
“Dupré queued,” DJ said, scrolling. “Leading with timestamps, not adjectives.”
Sunshine boxed the counsel corridor with one stroke. “That’s the throat,” she murmured.
Reborn closed the book with a small, final sound. “Law lane. If it blinks, we finish what it can’t see.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 09:09 A.M.
Headline went up like a door being unlocked:
Hearings Set: Utilities, Intake; Counsel Mirror Under Preservation
Subhead: Time overlays show ‘emergency’ work aligned with detention transfers.
No op-ed voice. Just the time of day, the streets, and the names that touched both.
BATON ROUGE — ATTORNEY GENERAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM — 10:07 A.M.
The deputy flipped through tabs, pausing at a photo of a portable UPS stickered OUTAGE TEST.
“Interference, abuse, fraud,” she said, pinning each word to a page with her finger. “Copy in place. Don’t break their toys.”
Walter: “Badge audits, switch clones, exception slips. If they argue privilege, point them to the public services they ran off the books.”
“File it,” she said. “I’ll keep the calendar honest.”
BATON ROUGE — COURTHOUSE SIDE CORRIDOR — 11:22 A.M.
Intake’s chief signed a plea with a pen that didn’t hesitate. One stamp from the clerk and the air changed temperature.
“They’ll say we criminalized a spreadsheet,” the public defender said.
Walter didn’t slow. “We charged a scheme. The spreadsheet only confessed.”
NEW ORLEANS — PERRIN CRISIS COUNSEL — 12:06 P.M.
A courier slid the preservation order across polished stone. Scope in simple nouns: protocols, macros, rehearsal logs.
“He’s unavailable,” the receptionist said.
“The record isn’t,” the courier replied, leaving the acknowledgment with a neat time block anyone could read.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 01:17 P.M.
“Their scrub script ran at 10:11,” Zee said without looking away from the mirror. “Our capture hit 09:59; AG lock, 11:40. He’s mopping a floor we already dried.”
Naya checked a clinic text—kid’s numbers up now that the outages stopped stalking dinnertime. She set the phone down and let that be the win it was.
BATON ROUGE — UTILITIES COMMISSION — 02:05 P.M.
No grand gesture. Inventory, read aloud, signed. Exceptions that told staff not to log. Cut permits that bloomed at the same minute every transfer window. A private lunch calendar that never learned to archive.
“We’ll be gentle with the staples,” Walter said, handing over a receipt with the quiet courtesy that lands like a verdict.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 03:14 P.M.
“Intake pleaded. Utilities docketed. Counsel preserved,” Walter reported.
Michael skimmed, then set the page down flat. “Good. Keep the verbs small. Fraud, interference, falsified records. The rest is theater we don’t need.”
“One more corridor before the mansion,” Walter said.
Michael: “Then pick the lock the paper already loosened.”
NEW ORLEANS — UPTOWN ROW HOUSE (OFF-BOOK) — 04:11 P.M.
Tay nudged a sealed pouch deeper into a drawer and closed it like a promise she didn’t plan to break today. Taj slid a ventilation sketch under a stack, drew a small X, and didn’t explain.
“Paper’s carrying,” Reborn said. “Let it breathe.”
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 05:19 P.M.
Dupré queued the second hit:
Graphic: cut-permit flares vs. transfer windows (18 months, side-by-side).
Caption: When clocks rhyme, it isn’t poetry. It’s planning.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 06:30 P.M. (CUT-IN)
“Clocks don’t care about your story,” DJ said, voice easy and exact. “They care about your minutes. If your ‘emergency’ repairs bloom whenever somebody needs a clean corner, that isn’t maintenance. That’s choreography.”
A breath. “Today, choreography learned there’s a ledger.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 07:06 P.M.
The statement on screen kept changing nouns and never found a truth it could stand on. The drawer with ivory envelopes didn’t move.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 08:21 P.M.
Zee widened the chart: utilities carve-outs → transport choke points → reentry headcounts → counsel vault nights → mansion callbacks.
Sunshine tapped the last two. “This is the handoff.”
Cici counted boxes. “Two debts left,” she started—then corrected herself with a half-smile. “Plus the one the floor showed us today.”
Reborn’s answer was a nod that felt like a gate opening. “Then we settle one more before we knock.”
BATON ROUGE — STAIRWELL — 09:12 P.M.
Walter and a clerk took the stairs with a stack hugged close between them.
“They’ll call it politics,” she said.
“They’ll try,” he replied. “But we don’t argue headlines. We file.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — MIDNIGHT
No victory lap. Screens to sleep; coffee lids stacked like coins.
Reborn opened the black book and wrote, neat as a court stamp:
Phase Thirty-Two — Dockets Align (Active)
Vector: Utilities/Intake/Counsel → synchronized filings
Constraint: Law first; do not touch the house
Objective: Move the corridor that feeds the door
Observation: One new debt added; two remain before the mansion
She closed the cover and let the quiet hold. Outside, towboats worked the bend—no hurry, no noise they didn’t need.
[bookmark: _k89guk3vumds]CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO — SETTING THE ROOM
BATON ROUGE — DISTRICT COURT, SECTION G — 08:42 A.M.
The judge read in silence while Walter placed a short stack on the table: outage maps, “emergency exception” slips, badge logs, Perrin’s vault rehearsal notice, donor routing confirms. Dates and signatures—nothing fancy.
At length, the judge said, “Limited scope granted: calendar metadata, outgoing call times, and visitor entries from the executive office for the identified eighteen-month window. No message content—just who and when.”
A few people shifted on the benches. The clerk wrote the order number carefully and underlined it.
In the gallery, a mansion comms aide stared at her phone and didn’t type.
BATON ROUGE — LBI OPS — 09:36 A.M.
“Preservation first,” Walter said, tapping the order. “We lock the records in place before we copy anything.”
Serrano nodded. “Keep the charges narrow—interference with public services, procurement fraud, falsified records. Nobody says ‘mansion’ to a camera.”
“Understood,” Walter said.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:11 A.M.
Zee added a thin ribbon on the wall: court order → preservation notice → imaging at 2 p.m. The room already spoke that shorthand.
“Today’s focus is simple,” DJ said. “Who met when, and who called whom.”
Cici touched a bright week on the timeline. “That cluster won’t sit quietly.”
“Then we won’t talk over it,” Reborn said. “Law first.”
BATON ROUGE — EXECUTIVE OFFICE, RECORDS COUNTER — 11:07 A.M.
No scene, just process. A deputy clerk read the order twice and called the custodian. The system that holds time-of-day logs can be fussy; the custodian wasn’t. He signed the hold, printed the scope, and slid an acknowledgment across.
“We’ll start imaging at two,” Walter said.
“You’ll have a room,” the custodian replied, not looking at the aide shadowing them.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 12:03 P.M.
Dupré posted a four-sentence bulletin:
Court Grants Access to Executive Office Logs
Scope: calendar metadata, call timing, visitor entries tied to Utilities and Intake probes. No message content. Preservation served; imaging this afternoon.
Footer: Today is timestamps, not opinions.
BATON ROUGE — UTILITIES COMMISSION HOLDING — 12:49 P.M.
Cade’s tie loosened a notch. Walter set three photos in a row: a 3:17 p.m. “urgent” cut permit; a 3:29 detour past the courthouse; a 3:31 donor wire.
“You can argue motive,” Walter said. “You can’t argue sequence.”
Cade swallowed. “I approved maintenance.”
“You scheduled a path,” Walter said, even.
BATON ROUGE — EXECUTIVE OFFICE, SIDE CONFERENCE — 02:03 P.M.
Two Records techs rolled in the imager. The aide smiled like it was a drill.
“Metadata only,” Walter said. “No content. Anything outside the dates stays out.”
The custodian keyed access. A corridor printer started: index lists, chain tags, checksums. Machine sounds that don’t lie.
NEW ORLEANS — CLINIC HALL — 03:22 P.M.
Naya rechecked a teenager’s peak flow and let the good number stand on its own. The lights hadn’t blinked through the squall; the meter said so.
“Practice?” the kid asked.
“Inhaler before warm-up,” she said. “Tell your coach I’ll call if he forgets.”
She almost texted someone. She didn’t. Let the day carry itself.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 03:47 P.M.
Taj boxed a ventilation diagram and capped her pen. “Contingency stays on the shelf.”
“Good,” Reborn said. “We’re close to the front door. We don’t force it unless the court slams it.”
Sunshine slid a sticky note onto the board: host-committee subpoenas → courier receipts → bank compliance letters.
“Donor shells fold before the house,” she said.
“They always do,” Cici answered.
BATON ROUGE — EXECUTIVE OFFICE, RECORDS LAB — 04:19 P.M.
Imaging took two passes. The custodian counted each tag aloud as he sealed the bags. Walter countersigned and wrote the time twice.
“The Governor supports transparency,” the aide said.
“Then the logs will match the speeches,” Walter replied.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 05:06 P.M.
Serrano read the preservation summary and tapped the order number. “They’ll call this politics.”
“They’ll call it verbs,” Walter said. “Called, met, routed, voted.”
“Fine. Make sure grand jury has enough chairs.”
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S SIGNAL — 06:30 P.M. (EARLY CUT-IN)
“Calendars remember what people forget,” DJ said. “If your phone says it never rang, the tower will disagree.”
Beat. “Today wasn’t drama. It was a key turning.”
Ten minutes. Click.
LAFAYETTE — THE BAYOU STANDARD — 07:12 P.M.
Feature live:
The ‘Emergency’ Afternoon: Cuts, Detours, and Donor Cash on the Same Clock
Maps met timestamps. A staffing memo in small type read: advised not to log due to public concern. The comments wanted adjectives. Dupré left the times.
NEW ORLEANS — PERRIN COUNSEL — 08:04 P.M.
A junior drafted a client alert about “mischaracterized protocols” and forgot to change the author field from Training Template v4. Zee watched the version history mirror into the firm’s public cache they pretended didn’t exist.
“Saved,” she said.
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 08:51 P.M.
A panel argued words that wouldn’t matter in the morning. The drawer with the ivory envelopes stayed shut. A reminder popped—committee appearance (informal)—and got dismissed mid-beep.
Across the room, a staffer typed and deleted respect for process until the line looked tired.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 09:33 P.M.
Syrian checked the alley camera once and powered it down. “Not tonight.”
Tay nudged a small case deeper on a shelf. “Not needed.”
“Good,” Reborn said. “We’re not writing an ending. We’re setting the room.”
Zee drew a small box around the new thread and labeled it: Order G-4172. “Tomorrow this square fills in,” she said.
“Two debts before the mansion,” Cici said.
“Utilities is on paper,” Sunshine said. “Counsel is breathing hospital air and reading his own manuals in the news. The last one sits in procurement.”
Reborn opened the black book.
Phase Thirty-Two — Setting the Room (Active)
Vector: Executive office logs (who/when) → permit bursts → donor routings
Constraint: Law lane only; no contact; no content
Objective: Let the timeline choose the door
She capped the pen and let the quiet do its job.
BATON ROUGE — COURTHOUSE STEPS — 10:11 P.M.
A live shot from empty stairs tried to make the night louder. The anchor said sources believed “calendar records may clarify recent events.” She didn’t say murders.
NEW ORLEANS — RIVERFRONT — MIDNIGHT
Wind came clean off the water. Barges moved like decisions, slow and sure. No one spoke for a while.
“When?” Cici asked.
“When the records line up,” Reborn said. “Not a heartbeat sooner.”

[bookmark: _5vln45jphwbw]CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE — PRESSURE HEAD
BATON ROUGE — 19TH JUDICIAL — 8:12 A.M.
Cade looked smaller without the podiums. No blazer, no flag pins, just county tan walls and a pen he kept spinning until it clicked. A clerk wheeled in three boxes of discovery and parked them by his chair like luggage no one planned to claim.
Walter set a legal pad down and didn’t sit. “You know how this works,” he said. “Numbers are doors. Tonight they all open.”
Cade glanced at the boxes, then at the silent camera on the wall. “I never touched transport,” he said. “Permits are paper. Paper has a life of its own.”
Walter didn’t smile. “Paper has authors.”
A bailiff called time. Cade signed for the boxes like he was accepting a parcel from a stranger. When the bailiff left, he stopped spinning the pen.
“What happens to me if I talk?” he asked.
Walter’s answer was the same one he’d given to a dozen men who’d run out of road. “We follow the law. You follow it with us.”
Cade nodded, a small, exhausted motion. “You’re aiming above me.”
“We’re aiming where the map points,” Walter said, and finally sat.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:03 A.M.
Zee killed the chatter on the big screen, leaving a field of squares and lines that made sense to exactly three people in the room. “Chart is updated,” she said. “Cade’s calls are a spine now. Counsel rehearsals ride those vertebrae like they were born there.”
Sunshine capped a pen and drew a box around three dates. “These are the only ones that matter,” she said. “Press, donors, public.”
Taj slid a manila folder across the table. A diagram paper-clipped to the front showed steps, towers, cable runs—a skeleton of an evening that hadn’t happened yet. He tapped a corner. “Ingress here is vendor-only. That’s noise we can ignore.”
“No build,” Reborn said, without looking up from the book. “No spectacle before the spectacle.”
Syrian nodded once. He was already dressed like a man who belonged near equipment: black shirt, black cap, a coil of gaffer tape around his wrist that looked like jewelry for people who don’t need jewelry. “We respect the room,” he said. “And we leave it talking to itself.”
No one said the governor’s name. The chart didn’t need labels anymore. It breathed on its own.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 12:18 P.M.
Serrano stood at the window long enough to understand the weather wasn’t going to help him. He turned back to Walter and the stack that had arrived in his inbox with the weight of a verdict.
“You’re certain on Cade?” he asked.
“I’m certain on clocks,” Walter said. “His calls are a metronome.”
“Law first,” Serrano said, and it no longer sounded like he was trying the words on. “We announce nothing beyond the docket. But we stop whispering that this is real.”
He walked to the press board and circled a date in red. Not today. Not tomorrow. The day after.
DJ (DONALD WILLIAMS) — ORIGIN CUT
Before the signal was a signal, it was a kid at a kitchen table in Gentilly, stringing wire between a rescued radio and a battered cassette deck. His mother called it “that mess,” but she let him keep it as long as homework got finished and the volume stayed sane.
He learned the city by sound first: tug horns under a low river, brakes singing on Saint Charles, a brass line turning a corner and making the air sweet. In Baltimore he learned something else—that if you told the truth with both hands open, men with perfect suits tried to close your fingers for you. The day a program director said, “Ease up on the judges,” DJ took his headphones off and didn’t put them back on until the road pointed south.
Rules, once he wrote them for himself, were simple: don’t say it if you can’t source it, don’t source it if you can’t sleep with it, and never fall in love with your own voice. He kept his name short and honest. DJ was both a job and a warning label.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 2:02 P.M.
“Tonight we carry remarks,” the producer said in his ear.
“We carry silence afterward, too,” DJ replied, marking up a legal pad with three bullet points he wouldn’t read on air. He kept one line boxed and dark: Let the switches name their owners.
He looked at the clock, thought of a kitchen table, and the way a city could hum when it knew something was about to break.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM PERIMETER — 3:47 P.M.
Vans nosed in. Men in black polos walked with that specific gait that says I’ve been told to appear busy. Syrian moved through them like he’d been told the same thing. He wore the badge that gets you waved past bored security, the kind that says contractor in a font designed to be ignored.
He stood under a light tower and watched the crew ratchet the base until the spirit level went quiet. He counted without counting—steps to stage, steps to street, time to shade when the sun ducked behind the museum’s cornice. He listened for what didn’t belong: not a squeak, not a rattle, but a rhythm out of place.
A supervisor with a clipboard glanced at his wrist coil and nodded like the world recognized itself.
BATON ROUGE — HALLWAY OUTSIDE COUNSEL — 4:31 P.M.
Cade waited on a vinyl chair while counsel went looking for a better future to sell him. A TV bolted to the wall fed a loop of the museum steps: bunting, risers, a digital crawl that never ran out of verbs.
A junior associate handed him a styrofoam cup and the wrong kind of sugar. “You’ll be fine,” she lied, because that was the only thing anyone knew how to say in that hallway.
Cade looked at his phone. Three messages from numbers he used to answer on the first ring. None of them said anything with words.
He thought about doors. He thought about what it meant to open the right one before someone else kicked it in.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 6:50 P.M.
The river sounded like a freight train far away. Naya checked a small black bag and then set it aside—habit more than need. Cici reviewed a list she could recite in her sleep: exit routes, medical codes, three local ERs and which one never asked the wrong questions at triage.
Sunshine held a phone and didn’t dial. “We’ll need preservation orders at 9:01,” she said. “On paper. No adjectives.”
“Already drafted,” Reborn said. She wrote one line beneath PHASE THIRTY-ONE in the book and closed it. The page took the shape of a decision.
Zee rolled back from the console and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Broadcast chain for tonight is clean,” she said. “Public feed piggybacks three vendors. If we need it to say nothing, it will say nothing. If we need it to repeat the truth, it’ll repeat it until the power company begs for mercy.”
Taj tapped the diagram again. “Wind out of the east. Flags will lie left. Sound will drift toward the river.”
“Law first,” Reborn said, not as a slogan but as a guardrail. “We don’t point. We don’t claim. We let the room choose.”
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S BRIEF — 7:22 P.M.
Serrano faced the press for exactly nine minutes. He said the words that mattered and none that did not: an active inquiry, filings scheduled, no comment on the governor’s remarks beyond, “We will be watching as citizens.”
A reporter tried to bait him into a brawl. Serrano smiled without warmth. “We proceed as law requires,” he said, and left the microphones alone to talk to themselves.
Walter caught up in the hallway. “Cade’s warming,” he said. “He asked for coffee that didn’t taste like coins.”
“Good,” Serrano said. “Make sure the door he opens is the one marked ‘truth.’”
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STAGING — 8:11 P.M.
DJ adjusted a mic that didn’t need adjusting and looked past the risers to the dark where the city began. The producer counted down in his ear. He thought of a kid’s kitchen table and the way a mother can forgive the static if the homework’s done.
“We’ll carry the governor’s remarks live,” he said on air. “We’ll carry the silence that follows, too.” Off air he drew a small box around a line on his pad he would not read: The room will name itself.
Near the tower, Syrian lifted his eyes and let the lights wash him blank. He didn’t pray. He did what he always did before a job that required perfect stillness: he counted to one and stopped.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 8:29 P.M.
The chart on the wall held steady. Reborn uncapped the pen and waited. Sunshine poised over send. Zee watched a little green indicator on a feed window that told her everything was exactly as ordinary as it needed to be.
Taj checked his watch. “Wind’s shifted half a point,” he said, and smiled like a man who’d just been told the river would keep its promise.
No one said the words. They didn’t have to. The room had already begun to choose.

[bookmark: _vtghphdew97t]CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR — DRY RUN
BATON ROUGE — 19TH JUDICIAL — 8:06 A.M.
Cade stared at a cup of coffee that tasted like pennies and said, “If I talk, I don’t want to be the only one talking.”
Walter set a form on the table. “You won’t be.”
Cade signed his name like he was scraping it off a wall. “The calendar?”
Walter glanced at the clock. “The room will choose. Soon.”
“Law first?” Cade asked, testing whether the words had bones.
“Law first,” Walter said, and meant it.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:42 A.M.
Zee’s chart had gone from busy to inevitable. Calls stacked on filings stacked on vendor schedules.
“Broadcast chain holds,” she said. “Three carriers, one public pool. If we need silence, it’s silence. If we need echo, it echoes.”
Sunshine boxed three dates. “Preservation orders are pre-cut.”
Naya zipped a small black bag she hoped not to open. “Clocks don’t lie,” she said.
Reborn added a thin line to the book and shut it. “No spectacle before the spectacle.”
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 11:18 A.M.
Risers grew like scaffolds in time-lapse. Bunting traced the railings. A tech with a level nodded to a tech with a wrench and the tower settled into itself.
Syrian moved through the lanes like a man whose badge didn’t need reading. He stood under a floodlight and let the hum tell him what was normal. He counted distances without numbers—street to stairs, stairs to tower, tower to shadow.
A supervisor glanced at the gaffer coil on his wrist and passed him without a word.
Taj pointed once, then crossed the air with a finger. “No,” he said to himself, erasing a route he’d never take. Wind out of the east. Flags would lie left. Sound would drift to the river.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 12:51 P.M.
Serrano circled a date on the briefing board. Not today. The day after.
“We announce process, not outcome,” he said. “No adjectives.”
Walter slid a folder across the desk. “Cade’s proffer has heat. If we keep him from breaking, he’ll pull two more doors open.”
Serrano nodded. “We don’t push him through. We hold the door and let him walk.”
He looked tired in a way that coffee didn’t help and honor did. “Law first,” he said again, and this time the room believed him.
BATON ROUGE — HALLWAY OUTSIDE COUNSEL — 1:33 P.M.
Cade waited on vinyl while a junior associate rehearsed mercy she didn’t have the authority to sell. A TV looped the museum steps—riser, tower, seal, stage. The crawl promised an evening of remarks.
His phone buzzed with names he used to stand up for. None of the messages used words. He turned the phone over on his knee and watched the clock instead.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 3:02 P.M.
DJ drew three boxes on a legal pad and left them empty. “We’ll carry the governor live,” he told the producer. “We’ll carry what comes after.”
He checked his mic, then the knife-edge time where the city starts holding its breath. He thought of a kitchen table in Gentilly, a rescued radio, and a mother who tolerated static if the homework got done.
He put a single line in the first box and shaded it dark: Let the room name itself.
BATON ROUGE — VENDOR LANE — 4:17 P.M.
A donor’s security chief strode through the maze of cable like he owned the space between every cone. His lanyard was a dare; his radio was a gavel. He snapped at a rigger for touching a rail, signed an acknowledgment without reading it, and told a foreman to skip a second check because “people need to see confidence.”
Syrian watched him from a shade pocket and learned what he needed: not how anything worked, just how the man did. He filed away the rhythm—the bluff, the shortcuts, the reliance on signatures as shields.
When the chief laughed at a safety talk, three men who’d wanted to correct him decided to let the paper speak later.
BATON ROUGE — PRESS STAKEOUT — 5:41 P.M.
Serrano took the mics for nine minutes and one question, then left the rest to air.
“We’re proceeding on filings scheduled for this week,” he said. “We’ll be watching the governor’s remarks as citizens.”
A reporter bit at the baited rumor: “Are you investigating the governor personally?”
“We proceed as law requires,” Serrano said, and stepped away. He did not look back. The cameras followed him anyway.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 6:28 P.M.
Sunshine reviewed the preservation orders—vault rehearsals, intake “dry runs,” donor shells, permit spikes, transport chokepoints. Thousands of files existed; the story they told could fit on a single page if you respected sequence.
“We’ll drop it after,” she said. “Categories and counts. Let the public read the bones.”
Reborn nodded. “We’re not here to narrate. We’re here to prove.”
Zee spun to a second monitor. “Corridor mark just blinked,” she said. “Our last non-gov debt is moving. Window opens inside seventy-two hours.”
“Not here,” Taj said. “Different room. Small venue. Clean exits.”
Cici folded the page corners with her thumb. “One more, then the house.”
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL CONFERENCE — 7:05 P.M.
Cade sat with two lawyers who kept switching from “we” to “you” when the conversation got hot.
“You’ll be painted as bitter,” one warned.
“Or brave,” the other offered, softer.
“I’ll be accurate,” Cade said. “And I won’t be alone.”
He looked at the door as if truth might walk through it with a badge and a clipboard. Walter didn’t enter. He didn’t need to. Cade had already decided which door to open.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STAGING — 8:14 P.M.
The sun slid behind the cornice, giving the steps a gentler color that made everything look briefly innocent. Vendors tested cues they would call “final” until the next request changed the definition.
Syrian let the light wash him blank and listened for wrong notes. None sang. That was the point.
The donor security chief cut across the apron, telling a cameraman where not to stand and a volunteer where not to breathe. He wore his authority like a rental—loud enough to be noticed, cheap enough to return.
Taj stood at the edge of the risers and counted the flags lean left. “River’s taking the sound,” she murmured, half-smile, file updated in his head.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 8:46 P.M.
“Top of the hour,” the producer said.
“Copy,” DJ answered, and rested two fingers on the console like a piano he didn’t plan to play.
He kept his voice level when they went live. “We’ll carry the governor’s remarks,” he said. “We’ll carry the silence that follows.”
Off-air, he lined his pen up with the pad and drew the second box darker.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 8:59 P.M.
Naya checked the bag again and laughed at herself for checking. Cici watched the seconds crawl. Sunshine held her thumb over SEND.
Zee’s green indicator said everything was ordinary. Taj’s watch said the wind was still on their side.
Reborn opened the book, wrote one clean line, and left the rest of the page white.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 9:00 P.M.
The seal glowed. The risers held. The room chose.

[bookmark: _tx83vldkbf4l]CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE — ADVISORY
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S PRESS OFFICE — 10:06 A.M.
The media note hit inboxes like weather alerts.
Evening Address on Integrity — 9:00 p.m., State Museum steps.
Donor reception: 7:30 p.m. (invited).
TV: pooled feed; full architectural lighting; teleprompter support.
Topic: transparency, reform, respect for law.
Producers circled the words that made pictures: steps, lighting, pooled feed. Assignment desks slid magnets on planning boards. Someone underlined integrity twice and drew a question mark.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 10:22 A.M.
Walter laid the advisory on Serrano’s desk.
“He wants primetime,” Walter said.
“Then he gets law in primetime,” Serrano replied. “We announce filings, not feelings. No adjectives.”
He marked a calendar square. “Cade?”
“Still warming,” Walter said. “His clocks line up. He’ll open two doors if we keep him upright.”
Serrano nodded. “We hold the door. He walks.”
He turned to the press board and wrote a single line: We’ll be watching as citizens.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 11:40 A.M.
Zee zoomed a chart until the squares became names the room already knew. “Broadcast chain is clean,” she said. “Three carriers, one pool. If we need silence, it’s silence. If we need echo, it echoes.”
Sunshine tapped a legal pad. “Preservation orders drafted: counsel rehearsals, intake dry runs, permit spikes, donor shells. Thousands of files exist; we drop counts and categories when it’s time.”
Naya zipped a small black bag and set it aside, a ritual with no romance.
Reborn added a thin line to the book: Phase Thirty-One — Switchyard (Active). Then she closed it. “No spectacle before the spectacle.”
BATON ROUGE — HALLWAY OUTSIDE COUNSEL — 1:15 P.M.
Cade stared at a wall TV looping b-roll of the museum steps.
“You’re not attending,” the associate said, handing him a bland coffee. “Your agreement forbids public events.”
“I’ll be here,” Cade answered, “and I’ll be accurate.”
His phone lit with names that used to be gravity. He turned it face down and watched the clock instead.
BATON ROUGE — VENDOR LANE (MUSEUM PERIMETER) — 3:31 P.M.
Lighting towers rose in patient inches. A supervisor with a level nodded; a foreman with a wrench tightened what the level blessed.
Syrian moved through lanes of cable like a man left off the email that starts arguments. The badge on his chest had a font designed to be ignored.
The donor security chief cut across the apron, radio high, lanyard loud. He signed an acknowledgment without reading it, told a rigger to skip a second look “so we show confidence,” and laughed through a safety talk.
Syrian didn’t learn how anything worked; he learned how the man did. He filed the rhythm under Corridor and kept walking.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 4:58 P.M.
“We’ll carry him live at nine,” the producer said.
“Copy.” DJ boxed a single line on a legal pad he wouldn’t read: Let the switches name their owners.
On air he kept it flat. “We’ll carry the governor’s address. We’ll carry what follows.”
BATON ROUGE — LBI BRIEF — 6:07 P.M.
Walter spread timelines across a table. “Cade points to the corridor chief,” he said. “Sign-offs, rehearsals, access. He sits between donors and doors.”
Serrano considered it. “He’s our last physical before the house.”
“Small venue,” Walter said. “Clean exits. Not tonight.”
“Good,” Serrano replied. “We respect sequence.” He straightened a stack of motions. “Law first.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 7:42 P.M.
Sunshine read titles under her breath like rosary: vendor macros, vault rehearsals, transport chokepoints, counsel memos. “After the house, we drop categories and totals,” she said. “Thousands, not a list.”
Zee rolled to a second screen. “Corridor window opens tomorrow at 7:45 p.m. — Warehouse District donor mixer. Small room. Managed entry.”
Taj drew a box around a block of streets and made two Xs where the grid bit down. “We take the air out of that room,” he said. “Fast, quiet.”
“No build,” Reborn said. “No theater. Settle the debt and go.”
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S PRESS WALK — 8:21 P.M.
Serrano faced microphones for nine minutes and a half-smile.
“Are you investigating the governor personally?” a reporter asked.
“We proceed as law requires,” Serrano answered. “We’ll be watching tonight as citizens.”
He left the mics to talk to themselves.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 8:59 P.M. (EVE SET)
Floodlights painted stone into daylight. The seal glowed above an empty lectern. A teleprompter reflected pale text like a promise.
Syrian stood in a pocket of shade and let the hum tell him the room’s mood.
He didn’t pray. He counted to one and stopped.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:00 P.M.
Zee’s indicator went green. Sunshine lifted her thumb over SEND and didn’t press.
Reborn opened the book, wrote No claim, and closed it.
“The room will choose,” Naya said.
It already had.

[bookmark: _kebu2udchacr]CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX — BUMP NOTICE
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S PRESS OFFICE — 7:12 A.M.
The advisory landed like a cough into a microphone:
Update: Evening Address on Integrity rescheduled to tomorrow, 9:00 p.m., State Museum steps.
Rationale: expanded media availability; donor accommodation; weather window for architectural lighting.
The words said nothing. The move said everything.
Assignment desks erased and rewrote magnets. Someone underlined tomorrow and drew a second question mark.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 8:01 A.M.
Walter set the updated advisory beside a stack of motions. “He blinked,” Walter said.
Serrano didn’t gloat. “Then we keep time,” he replied. “Filings proceed. No adjectives.”
He reviewed a single page twice. “Cade?”
“Warming,” Walter said. “He’s rehearsing the word ‘accurate’ like a man learning to breathe.”
“Hold the door,” Serrano said. “Let him walk.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:18 A.M.
 Zee dragged a window until the grid felt like weather. “Corridor opens tonight, 7:45 p.m. Warehouse District donor mixer,” she said. “Managed entry. Small room.”
Taj circled a three-block map—Tchoupitoulas, Girod, a rib of alleys that ran like old wiring. “Two clean exits and a third if you don’t mind a kitchen,” he said.
Sunshine tapped a legal pad. “Preservation orders staged for counsel rehearsals and vendor macros. Post-house, we drop categories and counts. Thousands. No list.”
Reborn wrote one line in the book and closed it: Debt: Corridor. No spectacle.
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL HALLWAY — 10:47 A.M.
Cade watched the new advisory crawl beneath a loop of the steps.
“You won’t be there,” the junior associate reminded him. “Your agreement still holds.”
“I’ll be accurate,” Cade said. He let the cup cool in his hands and practiced telling the truth without flinching.
Three names texted him non-words. He didn’t answer any of them.
BATON ROUGE — PERIMETER MEETING (STATE MUSEUM) — 11:33 A.M.
The donor security chief slid through a knot of techs like a man who believed rope lines were for other people. He reissued yesterday’s bad habits: skip the second check, sign the acknowledgment without reading, sneer at a safety talk.
A foreman with a weathered face watched him leave and said nothing out loud. The clipboard kept its own counsel.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 12:52 P.M.
“New time. Tomorrow at nine,” the producer said.
“Copy,” DJ answered. He boxed two lines on a pad he wouldn’t read: Tonight: Corridor. Tomorrow: House.
On air he kept it spare. “We’ll carry the governor’s remarks tomorrow,” he said. “Tonight, we’ll carry the city.”
BATON ROUGE — LBI CONFERENCE — 2:09 P.M.
Walter laid the spine: utilities → intake “dry runs” → counsel vault rehearsals → donor corridor.
“Cade links the vertebrae,” he said. “The corridor chief sits on the nerve.”
Serrano nodded. “Last physical before the house,” he said. “Small room, clean exits. Not tonight in Baton Rouge.”
“Tonight in New Orleans,” Walter confirmed.
Serrano drew a single bracket in red. “Sequence holds. Law first.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 5:18 P.M.
Shea checked a call from a sergeant who still owed her a favor and wrote down which ER asked fewer questions after nine.
Naya zipped a black bag and set it aside. “Clocks don’t lie,” she said.
Cici folded a sleeve of gauze until it looked like origami. “Neither do arteries,” she answered, not unkind.
NEW ORLEANS — WAREHOUSE DISTRICT SWEEP — 6:44 P.M.
Syrian walked the mixer’s block once, just long enough to learn its pulse. Trucks idled. A hostess smoked under a fan that only moved warm air from one place to another.
He counted to one and stopped.

[bookmark: _ppm9jvxb264j]CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN — CORRIDOR
NEW ORLEANS — WAREHOUSE DISTRICT, DONOR MIXER — 7:31 P.M.
The room was a square of money pretending to be casual—brick walls, string lights, bourbon staged for candids. The donor security chief held court near a door marked STAFF like the word was a compliment.
He laughed at a man who laughed too hard and signed a receipt he didn’t read. His radio sat on his belt like a trophy from a sport where rules were optional.
Taj stood outside and watched the wind move pennants in the opposite direction from yesterday. He redrew a line in his head and cut it shorter. “Clean out through Girod,” he murmured. “Second egress through kitchens if someone forgets they’re brave.”
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 7:42 P.M.
“We’re live on the hour,” the producer said.
“We’re alive right now,” DJ replied, and watched a green bar dip and rise. He drew a small box around a single phrase: Let the switches name their owners.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STAGING — 7:49 P.M.
Floodlight tests painted stone into daylight. A tech read numbers into a walkie and got numbers back.
The donor security chief’s assistant called from New Orleans. He let it go to voicemail. Baton Rouge had better angles tonight.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 7:55 P.M.
Zee’s chart blinked once, exactly where she expected. “Corridor inside the room,” she said. “Then out.”
Sunshine, calm as always, placed a manila folder labeled PRESERVE — MIXER on the corner of the table. “We’ll want their timestamps before they brand them.”
Reborn didn’t lift her eyes from the book. “No claim,” she said. “No speech.”
NEW ORLEANS — WAREHOUSE DISTRICT — 8:07 P.M.
A valet jogged into the street and nearly got clipped by a ride share that forgot which lane existed for whom. Laughter blew out of the mixer like warm air.
The donor security chief stepped into the corridor between the staff door and the world and checked a text he pretended not to understand. He smiled without humor at the person who sent it and typed nothing back.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 8:23 P.M.
Walter watched the city by way of screens that told the truth if you asked politely. “Noise is picking up in the Warehouse District,” he said.
Serrano didn’t lean in. He didn’t need the picture. “We’re not there,” he said. “We’re here.”
“Correct,” Walter said, because the world is easier to hold when you keep each piece in its own hand.
NEW ORLEONS — WAREHOUSE DISTRICT — 8:39 P.M.
The mixer’s music lifted a half-step, as if sound itself thought it could make people nicer to each other. Syrian stood where shadow did its simple work and let the room keep pretending it was safe.
He had nothing on him that would make a story. He intended to leave the same way.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:01 P.M.
Zee exhaled like a person who’d been holding the city in her lungs. “Window closed,” she said.
Cici set her pen down and didn’t ask for details she didn’t need.
Naya touched the black bag with the back of her hand and then didn’t touch it again.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 9:05 P.M.
On air, DJ said nothing about a mixer, a corridor, or a man who liked to be saluted by rooms. He said, “Some nights the city tells you its own story. We’ll listen.”
Off air, he underlined a blank space twice.

[bookmark: _kczfbejnncjo]CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT — PARANOIA
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 7:11 A.M.
He slept badly and woke worse. The reschedule had felt clever last night and cowardly now. He ate a dry piece of toast and pretended it was a tactic.
On the TV, a panel argued whether tomorrow meant confidence or fear. He turned the sound off and watched mouths move without meaning.
BATON ROUGE — LBI BRIEF — 9:03 A.M.
Walter stacked maps and timelines until the table looked like an autopsy of decisions. “Cade’s ready,” he said. “He writes ‘accurate’ first, then signs under it.”
Serrano nodded. “We keep him steady,” he said. “Then we let the docket breathe.”
He drew a single bracket around three filings. “We’ll announce as citizens. The rest waits for court.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:17 A.M.
Sunshine read through preservation drafts like a quiet liturgy: vault rehearsals, intake dry runs, vendor macros, transport chokepoints, donor shells.
“After the house,” she said, “we drop categories and totals. Thousands. The story tells itself if you respect sequence.”
Reborn added two words to the book: After. Proof.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM WALK-THRU — 11:42 A.M.
The donor security chief stepped onto the steps like a conqueror on tour. He told a camera operator where not to stand, a volunteer how to breathe, and a stage manager that “confidence beats caution.”
A tech offered a second check. He laughed it off.
The stage manager didn’t argue, because arguing at noon against a man with a lanyard costs more than most budgets can afford. The clipboard wrote the time down instead.
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL CONFERENCE — 1:28 P.M.
Cade looked at a contract that promised nothing but time. “Accurate,” he said, and wrote it at the top of the page. Then he signed below it.
The junior associate looked like she wanted to be kind. “There will be names,” she warned.
“There have always been names,” Cade said. “We just stopped saying them out loud.”
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 3:02 P.M.
“Tomorrow at nine,” the producer said again, like the clock belonged to them.
“Tomorrow at nine,” DJ repeated, like it belonged to the city. He boxed a final line he would not read: Let the room choose.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OUTDOOR STAKEOUT — 5:19 P.M.
Serrano took microphones for exactly nine minutes. “We proceed as law requires,” he said. “Tomorrow we’ll be watching as citizens.”
“Are you investigating the governor personally?” a reporter asked.
Serrano’s smile had no heat in it. “We’ll let the filings speak,” he said, and left the mics to do what mics do when left alone: repeat themselves.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 7:26 P.M.
Zee collapsed three windows into one and let the grid breathe. “Corridor’s gone to ground,” she said. “The room believes it’s safe.”
Taj capped his pen. “Rooms that believe that are easy to measure.”
Shea texted a single contact: Tomorrow—quiet patrols, no cameras with opinions.
Cici smoothed a crease out of a map.
Naya looked at the black bag and didn’t touch it.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 8:58 P.M. (EVE PREP)
Floodlights washed the façade clean. The teleprompter reflected pale green lines that promised a man could make himself new by saying so.
A breeze lifted the bunting until it snapped like small flags testing their stitches.
The donor security chief paused at the edge of the stage and admired his own idea of order.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:00 P.M.
Reborn opened the book and wrote three words: House. Tomorrow. Public.
Sunshine rested her thumb over SEND and let it hover.
Zee’s indicator went the exact shade of green she trusted.
No one spoke. The river kept its route.

[bookmark: _6g4hssko9wlh]CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE — THE CORRIDOR DEBT
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 6:32 P.M.
Reborn set her hand on the book. “He isn’t ‘security,’” she said. “He’s a fixer. When donors wanted problems erased, he arranged ‘accidents’ and wrote the alibis. He washed their money through vendors and event budgets. He rode powder into town in the same trucks that carried lights. He moved women as ‘crew’ and ‘talent’ and made sure they never showed on the badge logs. Last spring, he ordered crews to skip the second safety check; a stagehand fell and died. In his incident report, he called it ‘confidence’—as if refusing caution were a virtue. He’s the hallway between money and harm.”
No one argued. They’d all seen the clip: a scaffold shiver, a young man dropping out of frame, a statement full of words that meant nothing.
“He’s the hallway,” Taj said. “Close the hallway.”
Zee spun a monitor until the map was just streets and a square room on Girod. “Mixer’s full by eight. There’s a staff corridor off the floor—bright, quiet, unloved. He uses it when he wants to be important near a door.”
Naya checked the small black bag she never planned to open and set it down again. Sunshine slid a manila folder to the table’s edge.
Reborn closed the book. “Settle the debt,” she said. “No speeches. No claim.”
NEW ORLEANS — WAREHOUSE DISTRICT, DONOR MIXER — 7:48 P.M.
Brick and string lights, bourbon and cologne. Music sat politely under conversations about bids and boards. The donor security chief kept a slice of space by a door marked STAFF and made the door feel like it belonged to him. His radio rode his belt like a medal.
He told a laughing story about how second checks waste time, and three men laughed harder than the story deserved because that’s what men do near money.
At 7:52, his insulin alarm lit his screen. He checked the time, set his glass on a high-top, and stepped through the STAFF door to take the dose he’d missed on the drive. The hostess barely looked up—he did this kind of quick step-out all the time.
He was a Type 1 diabetic; everyone on his team knew it. He kept his kit close and his routine tighter. The corridor met him with cool air and bright light—tile underfoot, a humming exit sign, the distant thump of the band finding its next song. At the elevator earlier, Cici brushed his shoulder with a laughing apology, a half-step too close; a second later Tay slid in to steady him as the doors hiccuped, her smile a soft distraction. In those three crowded seconds, Cici lifted the insulin vials and Tay tucked back a pair of identical, tinted vials. He’d even grinned for them—“Easy, ladies—there’s enough of me for both of you.” Now, in the quiet room, he opened his pouch, primed the pen, and did what he’d done a thousand times in a thousand forgettable rooms, exhaling through his teeth.  What he did not know was that the insulin in his kit had been quietly swapped with 10 mg tetrodotoxin.
The room tipped a degree left. He blinked as if that could level it. Heat climbed his neck. He tried to take a full breath and found it narrow, like air through a straw.
“Okay,” he told no one. “Okay.”
The radio slipped off his belt, hit tile, and squawked once. He reached for it and missed. The corridor stretched long for a second and then folded short. He put a hand on the wall. The wall stayed put; his hand didn’t.
A hostess stepped in from the main floor and stopped as if she’d hit glass. “Sir?”
He looked at her and couldn’t find the word for yes. Confusion crossed his face in a slow wave. His chest worked harder without result. One hand trembled, then both.
“Sir, sit—” she said, and then he was already down, one knee loud on the tile. The tremor ran up his shoulders and shook the sentence out of him. She slid a palm under his head to keep it from striking the wall. “Call 911!” she shouted over her shoulder, and the room on the other side of the door went suddenly, earnestly quiet.  
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 7:59 P.M.
“Getting chatter from Girod,” the producer said.
DJ kept his voice even on-air. “Top of the hour we’ll bring headlines and weather. We’re tracking a medical situation downtown—details when confirmed.” He lifted a finger off the board and let silence do an honest second of work.
NEW ORLEANS — STAFF CORRIDOR — 8:06 P.M.
EMTs took the turn at a half-run, hands already moving for what hands know to do. “Back up, please.” People obeyed; some always do when the jacket says to.
Numbers replaced whispers. A cuff squeezed and argued with itself. The chief’s breaths hitched like a car in the wrong gear. A tremor pushed through him, then another.
“We’re going,” one medic said, crisp and kind, which is a tone you only learn by earning it. The gurney’s wheels complained at a seam in the tile; the door learned to be wider on command.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 8:10 P.M.
Zee watched the ambulance icon slide across the grid. The little square blinked at intersections like it was asking permission. “He’s en route,” she said.
Sunshine’s thumb hovered over a send bar that contained three words: preservation, cameras, logs. She tapped once and laid the phone down like a finished prayer.
Reborn opened the book and printed a single word: Settled.
NEW ORLEANS — ER — 8:29 P.M.
Fluorescents, the antiseptic bite that cleans the back of the throat, boots squeaking, doors swallowing people and handing them back slower. The work was urgent but not frantic; this crew did not audition for panic.
A clock insisted on being a clock. A nurse wrote the time no one wanted on a small, official line. The doctor said a word that ends motion, and the room obeyed.
Outcome: deceased. The preliminary note read like any other—sudden medical emergency, with confusion, respiratory distress, and seizures recorded in neat lines.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 8:41 P.M.
“We can confirm,” DJ said, “that a security director at a private event in the Warehouse District was pronounced dead at a nearby hospital. Initial reporting indicates a medical emergency. We’re withholding the name until next-of-kin are notified.” He let the sentence stand alone, because some nights the city doesn’t need his music, just his manners.
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 8:44 P.M.
The map went back to being a map. Taj let out a breath that didn’t call attention to itself. Naya touched the black bag with the back of her hand and left it closed.
“Tomorrow,” Zee said, meaning the address on the museum steps.
“Tomorrow,” Reborn echoed, closing the book on the thin line of ink. “Then proof.”
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 9:02 P.M.
Floodlights poured over stone until the façade looked like a postcard at noon. A stage manager counted into a radio; the radio counted back. Someone scratched a name off a checklist and didn’t say it out loud.
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL HALLWAY — 9:11 P.M.
Cade watched the crawler with the sound off: Security director dies after medical emergency at private event. He underlined a word on his proffer—accurate—and signed below it. The pen didn’t stutter.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S STAKEOUT — 9:20 P.M.
Serrano gave the press nine measured minutes. “We’ll watch the governor’s address as citizens,” he said. “We proceed as law requires.”
Walter caught him in the corridor. “One more door open,” he said.
Serrano nodded toward the night. “Then the speech.”
 
[bookmark: _xiuzfzb5nd2y]CHAPTER NINETY — SIGNAL CHECK
BATON ROUGE — GOVERNOR’S RESIDENCE — 7:06 A.M.
The headline found him before the coffee did: Security director dies after medical emergency at private fundraiser. Counsel sang the same refrain—stay the course, primetime holds, lean into integrity. He stared through the window at a lawn that had always listened when he talked to it. “We go tonight,” he said. “Nine sharp.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 8:32 A.M.
Sunshine read from a thin stack with the calm of someone who trusts paper to do its job. “Preservation orders landed—corridor cameras, door strikes, badge logs, rehearsal acknowledgments, vendor ‘confidence’ memos.”
Zee turned a screen so the room could see the map breathe. “Mixer is yesterday. Today is the steps. Broadcast pool confirmed. Three carriers. Public feed is clean.”
Reborn wrote a short line in the book and closed it. “After the governor’s address, we publish the bones—categories and counts. Thousands. No narration.”
Naya zipped a small black bag and tucked it under the table. Taj tapped the corner of a diagram—ingress, egress, where sound travels when the wind lies left. No one said the governor’s name. They didn’t have to.
BATON ROUGE — DIRECTOR’S OFFICE — 9:28 A.M.
Walter laid out the day like a timetable. “Filings at noon. Cade at eleven. Media at six.”
Serrano read without hurry. “We do not speculate about last night,” he said. “We don’t chase rumors. Law first.”
He underlined three items: preservation compliance, counsel rehearsal logs, donor shells. “If asked about the speech?”
“We watch like everyone else,” Walter answered.
BATON ROUGE — 19TH JUDICIAL — 11:04 A.M.
Cade signed his name under the word he’d been practicing: accurate. Names, dates, money that rides in plain sight when escorted by the right lanyard.
“The corridor chief?” Walter asked.
Cade nodded once. “He kept doors open and people quiet. He was proud of it.”
Outside, a clerk’s TV showed crews building a stage out of rails and hope. Cade didn’t look. He kept his eyes on the form until the ink settled.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 1:37 P.M.
Floodlights rehearsed daylight against limestone. A video wall woke and slept between test patterns. The teleprompter flickered through clean, agreeable nouns. On a clipboard: 
Evening Address on Integrity — 9:00 p.m.
Syrian walked the perimeter like a quiet contractor—badge font designed to be ignored, a coil of gaffer at his wrist. He didn’t touch anything. He listened: how the plaza hummed when the generators bit, where the risers funneled bodies, which exits would stay honest if panic asked them a question. He counted to one and stopped.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 3:15 P.M.
“We’ll carry the address live,” the producer said.
“Then we’ll carry the quiet,” DJ replied. On air he kept it plain: “Tonight at nine, the governor speaks from the State Museum steps. We’ll bring the words and let them stand.”
Off air, he penciled three lines he wouldn’t read: No speculation on last night. Tox pending. Let the switches name their owners.
BATON ROUGE — COUNSEL SUITE — 4:42 P.M.
Talking points were arranged like flowers—rogue, overreach, respect for law. The prompter operator loaded a fresh file and set two backups because someone always says “just in case.”
Then he made the call that split the room: he would walk out alone. Counsel hated it—optics, risk, no buffer. He overruled them. “I’ve got nothing to hide,” he said. “I want them to see me—the man they elected—without a chorus at my shoulders. No family as cover, no staff on the flanks; nothing to distract from the message. I want to show strength and conviction. I want my words to carry who I am and what I have done for Louisiana.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 5:56 P.M.
Sunshine stacked the dump in labeled envelopes—INTAKE DRY RUNS, COUNSEL REHEARSALS, VENDOR MACROS, TRANSPORT CHOKEPOINTS, DONOR SHELLS—and laid a cover page on top: Summary for Public Release: Counts & Categories.
“We drop this after the address,” she said. “Let the public sort the bones.”
Reborn nodded. “Proof after,” she said. “Always after.”
Zee checked the pool feed. “Latency’s clean. If we need it to repeat the truth, it will.”
BATON ROUGE — MEDIA ROW — 6:09 P.M.
Serrano faced the mics for exactly nine minutes. “We have filings scheduled this week,” he said. “We don’t comment on speculation. Tonight we’ll be watching as citizens.”
“Are you investigating the death at the fundraiser?” a reporter asked.
“We proceed as the law requires,” Serrano answered, and left the microphones to talk to themselves.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM BACKSTAGE — 7:21 P.M.
The stage manager clicked through cues—walk-up music, camera blocks, taped timing marks. “When he reaches the mics,” she told her team, “we hold tight on one.”
From the loading lane, Syrian watched the pattern of last-minute people—the ones with purpose and the ones who arrive to be seen arriving. He noted who spoke into radios and who used their hands like radios. Noise passed through him and left nothing behind.
NEW ORLEANS — DJ’S BOOTH — 8:11 P.M.
The red light glowed. “Top of the hour,” DJ said. “We’ll carry the address and the city will carry the verdict.” He cued a low song that made room for breath.
BATON ROUGE — THE LOFT (REMOTE FEED) — 8:29 P.M.
Zee’s indicator turned the shade of green she trusted. “Pool is live.”
Sunshine hovered a thumb over a timed release. “After the last applause,” she said. “Not during.”
Taj stood behind her, eyes on the plaza map. “Wind’s still east. Sound will drift to the river.”
Naya folded the black bag closed and slid it farther under the table, as if distance could keep it from being needed.
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 8:57 P.M.
Risers filled. Bunting snapped. The seal glowed. A crowd adjusted its coat collars and its beliefs. The prompter glinted pale green in the lectern glass.
Security shifted at the edges like a school of fish deciding which way counts as forward. The air smelled like generator exhaust and roses.
BATON ROUGE — PERIMETER SHADE — 8:58 P.M.
Syrian settled into a pocket where the lights didn’t insist on knowing him. He listened for the wrong note—the tiny complaint a room makes when it has already chosen. It was there if you knew how to hear it.
BATON ROUGE — MEDIA PLATFORM — 8:59 P.M.
Cameras found their focus. A producer on headset whispered, “Stand by… track one… live in five.”
NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 9:00 P.M.
Reborn opened the book to a clean page. She wrote two words: No claim. Then she set the pen down and looked at the screen.

[bookmark: _rtlkwmbozfsz]CHAPTER NINETY-ONE — THE SPEECH
BATON ROUGE — STATE MUSEUM STEPS — 8:56 P.M.
Floodlights poured noon onto limestone. A brass line warmed the air and then vanished on cue. Bunting snapped. Camera red-lights steadied. From the plaza edge to the risers, people arranged themselves into belief: donors up front, staff at the seams, citizens everywhere else.
The lectern waited under the seal like a confessional built from wood and glass. A teleprompter reflected pale green script on its plate—clean nouns, easy promises. Backstage, an aide counted down with her fingers because numbers felt safer when they were quiet.
DJ’s station took the pooled feed and let it breathe. “We’re carrying the address live,” he told his city, voice level. “We’ll let the words stand.”
Two blocks away, Serrano stood in media row and declined to be the story: “We proceed as law requires. Tonight we watch as citizens.”
Syrian flowed along the fence line, a shadow that accepted the wall and vanished into it. The contractor badge blinked once—enough—and was gone. Gaffer tape cinched his wrist like a quiet promise. His was a face people forget by reflex. He arrived the way habit does: wordless, precise. He wasn’t there to plant anything—that was hours behind them. He was the last set of eyes, the final, quiet audit: a palm on steel, a glance at seating and slack, the small tells only he and Tay ever caught. Buried in the frame, Tay’s slow-burn mix—fifteen trials, zero misses—was primed to take the clamps at 9:05 p.m., not a second early: a near-silent chemical cut meant to free the 265 MSBi VULCAN light fixture from the truss.
He found a patch of shade where the floodlights lost interest and listened to the plaza like he’d been hired to keep it company. In his head the work still counted itself in threes—infiltration, proximity, exits—the only math he ever trusted.



THE SPEECH—9:00 P.M.
The governor stepped into the cone of cameras alone—no family, no cabinet, just a smile arranged like good furniture. Applause found him the way water finds a slope. He rested one hand on the lectern and the other on the rim as if he could steady the state by touching wood.
“I have been the target of a rogue operation,” he began, warm voice balanced for the microphones. “A smear run by bureaucrats with badges and no voters. Tonight, I will show you the truth. This state knows me. I am a good man.”
Donors clapped. Somewhere in the back a heckle started and died polite. The prompter scrolled a paragraph ahead—phrases about dignity, reform, respect for law.
Then at 9:05 p.m. the sentence changed.
Three Latin words rose on the glass in a font too large for anything else that night:
POST HOC ERGO PROPTER HOC
The governor blinked. A crease found his forehead. He glanced past the plate to the wing where the staffer usually stood and found no one there—only light.
“What—” he said, small, un-miked. The crowd shifted, a ripple of confusion that sounded like fabric. Phones lifted higher. A cameraman whispered, “Hold one.”
The plaza made the soft, collective sound people make when they begin to understand something together.
Above the steps a wash light complained—nothing you’d hear on television, a tiny hardware groan swallowed by music and voice. The fixture hung where fixtures hang at events like this, part of the expected sky.
It moved.
Not much at first. A tilt that would look like a trick of angle to anyone past the second riser. Then a change of weight that turned potential into motion.
What fell was not a metaphor. It was a heavy object meeting a human body in a place built for speeches. It came down ugly and fast. The lectern crumpled. The man behind it folded with it, vanishing to his knees and then to the step.
Screams arrived late and then all at once. Cameras kept rolling because cameras do what they’re told. The video wall froze on the state seal. The prompter still glowed with Latin, flipped now in scattered glass.
A deputy lunged; a stage manager shouted; a donor froze with both hands in the air like surrender could help. Someone yelled “Accident!” and someone else yelled a name, and the two words fought in the same air.
On the media platform a producer hissed, “Stay wide—stay wide,” and hated herself for saying it.
DJ didn’t fill the moment. He let the feed speak for itself, then gave the only sentence that felt like it wouldn’t lie: “We’re live at the State Museum steps. Emergency personnel are responding.”
Sunshine, back at the loft, watched the clock strike 9:01 and pressed a timed release that wasn’t a confession and wasn’t a claim: preservation orders—vendor safety acknowledgments, rehearsal schedules, badge audits—paper that would keep the night from becoming whatever anyone needed it to be in hindsight.
No one in the plaza knew any of that. They knew only what they saw: a man who had come to clear his name had been crushed under the lights built to flatter him.
Security tried to be everywhere and ended up being nowhere. The crowd poured backward, then forward, then sideways, the human instinct to help colliding with the human instinct to live. An EMT crew cut a path the way water carves a new channel and fell to work with a calm earned in other bad places.
In the wing, a stagehand stared at a clipboard that still carried the corridor chief’s initials from yesterday—sign-offs that had once been swagger and now looked like fingerprints. He put the clipboard down as if it were hot.
On the risers, a reporter whispered, “Was that on purpose?” to a microphone that wasn’t as dead as she thought. Across half the state screens repeated the Latin and tried to remember their high school logic: After this, therefore because of this.
At 9:08 Serrano reached the mics he’d been avoiding and used them like tools, not toys. “There will be no further statement tonight. We proceed as law requires.” He did not say the governor’s name. He did not say accident. He did not say murder. He gave the night no words it could bend.
The plaza tilted toward sirens. The seal on the wall dimmed. A breeze found the bunting and made it snap like something remembering it was cloth.
In the loft, Reborn wrote two words in the book: No claim. Then, beneath it, a smaller line: Proof after.
DJ cut back from the wide shot and let silence do its work, a full second of it, before he said the city’s name the way you say a friend’s in the dark.
The cameras stayed up because that is their nature. The crowd thinned because that is ours. Somewhere a child asked what the words meant. Somewhere else, a staffer realized he had lost track of a clipboard that mattered.
Night closed in around the steps. The room had chosen. The state would spend tomorrow arguing about who it chose—and why.

[bookmark: _u25o7kijx1zd]CHAPTER NINETY-TWO — AFTERSHOCK
BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 9:05 P.M.
The scream wasn’t a scream at first. It was breath losing its place in the body. Then sound found teeth and the room tore open.
Security flooded the apron. A state trooper threw an arm across the lectern as if he could shield a ghost. The teleprompter froze on its Latin: post hoc ergo propter hoc, the letters bright and useless in the spill of stage light and panic.
“Clear the deck. Move. Move.”
The floor flexed with running feet. Metal cried somewhere in the rigging, a low, unhappy sound like a ship turning wrong. Medics slid over cable and tape. Someone kept shouting for a backboard and kept shouting because there was already one in their hands.
Walter Jenkins hit the stairs from stage right, breath controlled, eyes not. He took in exits, cordons, the pattern of bodies—who was pushing forward, who was trying to vanish. His jacket looked like the job: plain, functional, lived in. His voice did the heavy lift.
“Chain of custody starts now. Everyone who touches anything calls it out and keeps their hands where they can see them. Sergeant, tag your crew. You, tape off the truss lane. I want a clean funnel to the load-in doors.”
“Sir, we have VIPs—”
“VIPs will wait or sit. No one moves without a recorded name.”
The comms channel in his ear was hairline-cracked with noise: Dispatch stepping on State Police stepping on local EMS. Walter carved a lane through with four words: “All call, Walter Jenkins.” Silence landed. The channel organized itself around the voice that had been doing this longer than most of them had been in uniform.
He glanced up once into the grid. The light that had failed—not fallen, failed—was still there, dead and heavy, the absence of its beam a hole punched into the stage picture. Walter marked the clamps, the spacing, the neatness of the work. He’d been on enough scenes to know when the world had broken by accident and when someone had asked it to.
Serrano reached him at the proscenium, tie knotted like a fist, eyes raw with adrenaline and the beginnings of anger. The Director’s hand hovered near Walter’s shoulder, not settling.
“You’re running point,” Serrano said. No bluster. Just the shape of a decision.
“I am,” Walter said. “We’re sealed from dock to dressing rooms. We’ll need the contract vendor lists and the working call. If anyone tries to leave with a road case, I want them interviewed on a live camera feed while they’re still holding the handles.”
Serrano nodded once. “And the cameras?”
“Keep them on. Full record. We’ll scrub what we have to for the public later, but right now I want everything.”
A stagehand in a black hoodie stood frozen mid-aisle, headset crooked. Walter tapped his own temple and pointed at the grid. “You. Walk me the rig in your head. Who touched those clamps last?”
The stagehand swallowed. “We had a noon call. One of the contractor guys—new face—checked the run. I— I didn’t get his name.”
Walter let the kid breathe into a paper bag with his eyes. “You will,” he said gently. “Take me to the call sheet.”
Serrano was already on the phone to Legal. “We will release nothing premature,” Walter heard him say. “No speculation, no photo ops. Get me the Governor’s counsel. We’ll coordinate statements to reduce harm.”
The room kept shaking on its axis.



BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 9:20 P.M.
He’d left the site at 9:01 p.m., four minutes before the clamps would be asked to fail. Last eyes, last hands: a palm on steel, a glance at seating and slack, the small tells only he and Tay ever caught. No planting. Just the audit.  By 9:20 he keyed a Baton Rouge safe house and went straight to the shower. The crescent mark was transfer ink; it slid off in gray ropes and was gone before the water ran cold. He lit the contractor badge and watched it curl to ash in the sink. Stand-down: twenty-four hours—no calls, no routes. After that, if anyone stopped him, he was nobody.
He texted a single word to Zee on the cold phone: Still.
He didn’t go anywhere. Not to New Orleans. Not tonight. The safe house held him like a closed book.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER SERVICE CORRIDOR — 9:18 P.M.
Walter’s pen printed a short list in a small hand: Vendor. Call sheet. Truss tech. Prompter feed copy. Dock cam. He’d built cases from less than this and from more than this; both had failed when people performed for the wrong audience. He kept his voice flat, his questions simpler than they were.
“Who signed the lockout on the grid at five?”
The stage manager checked a tablet, fingers shaking. “W. Patel.”
“Where is W. Patel?”
“Bathroom. I— I sent him—”
“Bring him back when he’s ready,” Walter said. “Not before.”
A detective from BRPD shouldered in with a look that said he’d been here first in some other life. “We’re getting hammered, Jenkins. Phones lit, press outside. Did you see the prompters? That Latin—somebody already clipped it.”
“Then they can clip us saying the same thing,” Walter said. “We will not chase ghosts in front of a camera.”
The detective ran a hand over his jaw. “You think this ties to our other messes?”
“I think everything ties to everything until it doesn’t,” Walter said. “Keep your head on the part we can control.”
Serrano’s phone came away from his ear with the shake in his hand gone. His voice had found its floor.
“Walter, the Governor’s counsel is at the medical center. They’re already talking ‘lone actor’ and ‘deranged.’” Serrano didn’t disguise the bitterness. “They don’t have facts; they have a reflex.”
“We’ll have facts,” Walter said. “Hold the line.”
Serrano nodded. And for a moment, the posture he had learned in a mirror fell away and the part of him that survived long enough to rise looked out.

INBOXES ACROSS LOUISIANA — 9:24 P.M.
Subject line: Ledgers: The Governor’s Deals
The archive arrived as a polite, well-dressed email with no pictures and too many attachments. For reporters in Baton Rouge, New Orleans, Lafayette, Shreveport, Lake Charles, Monroe, Alexandria—and the places that thought no one wrote their names on envelopes anymore—it looked like spam until it didn’t.
Inside: folders named without drama.
· Contracts & Shells — Bid histories, shell companies, EINs stacked like nesting dolls; routing slips that moved taxpayer money through four zip codes and back to donors with new names.

· Redeemer Unit — Internal memos and off-book tasking; a fixer’s ledger matching “community initiatives” to campaign asks; the email where someone called oversight “a speed bump we can pave.”

· Prison Quotas — Bed-count agreements with private facilities; per diem penalties for empty bunks; one judge’s calendar with golf penciled over arraignment.

· Hurricane Relief — A tranche of promised roofs that never met shingles; procurement signatures waving through “emergency exceptions” on the same day a donor fundraiser posted photos of new marble counters.

· Judicial Favors — Case lists bent at right angles; a pattern of rulings with a donor’s fingerprints; the Eleanor Voss brief that DJ had teased and then let sit until the pile could carry it.

· Security Vendors — Liability waivers no one read; skipped safety checks; the incident report naming a stagehand who died for someone else’s timeline and someone else’s bonus.

· Campaign Finance — Bundled contributions shucked and re-bundled; straw donors with the same phone number.

Eight thousand files. Hash-signed. Date-stamped.
Zee watched the mirrors light up in the dashboards: caches locking; torrents seeded; public records requests auto-filled with citations and timecodes so even the laziest editor could feel industrious.
DJ’s mic stayed open.
“Do not listen to me,” he said calmly, “more than you read the documents I’ve posted. If any of this is wrong, we will correct it in daylight. If any of it is right, daylight should be the least of your worries.”
He let the quiet hold for three beats. Then: “The Latin on the teleprompter was not an accusation. It was a sentence. After this, therefore because of this. But causation isn’t magic; it’s paperwork, signatures, meetings, money. Tonight is about the boring verbs.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 9:42 P.M.
The map on the wall showed cell pings stuttering out of the River Center like a shaken hive. Serrano stood front, one hand around a coffee he had not tasted, the other near his belt because hands need somewhere to go when they’re not making fists.
Walter pulled vendor records and working-call lists already ricocheting through the open internet. He didn’t give the room a theory. He didn’t give it a name. Whatever patterns he recognized stayed behind his teeth.
“Director,” he said, “we’re going to get hit with a story that says this was payback. The way we beat that is we don’t act like storytellers. We act like counterweights. We follow our paper.”
Serrano nodded. “Then that’s what we do.”
From the back wall, a junior analyst raised a hand halfway and kept it there, like he was asking permission to exist. “Sir—” He swallowed. “Some of these files—if they’re authentic—touch our own people. Tasking chains. The Redeemer holdovers.”
The room went very quiet, the kind of quiet that starts careers and ends them.
“Then we follow that, too,” Serrano said. “If it lands on my desk, it lands on my desk. If it lands on yours, it lands on yours. What we will not do is pretend gravity stopped working because it’s inconvenient at nine-forty-two at night.”
Walter’s phone buzzed with a text from a number that had never failed him and never signed its name. Chain holds. It could have meant a dozen things. Tonight, it meant: the exfil was clean, the loose ends were where they were supposed to be—hidden in plain sight, walking away with everyone else.
He didn’t smile. He also didn’t breathe for a bit, and then he did.
“Director,” he said softly, “we should brief the AG before sunrise. No surprises. And we should put out one statement in thirty minutes: No speculation. Evidence preservation underway. Public safety priority.”
Serrano looked at him with something like thanks that hadn’t yet learned to be ashamed of itself. “Write it.”

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 10:06 P.M.
Tay watched the grid on a second screen, replay buffering in stutters the way memory does when it doesn’t want to land. Naya zipped and unzipped her bag twice and set it down. What she could do from here was count and listen and triage the words in her head. Compression rate. Timing. Pupils. She forced herself to stop.
Reborn opened the black book and didn’t write yet. She just turned to a fresh page, touched the paper like it was a forehead.
DJ’s phone buzzed on the table with the rhythm they all knew: Thursday broadcast, emergency cut-in. He didn’t reach for it until Zee said, soft: “It’s time.”
“How clean?” he asked.
“As church glass,” Zee said. “Mirrors on mirrors. The drop propagates across six dead domains and two academic torrents the second you hit publish. Even if they cut one, they’ll be a decade putting this toothpaste back.”
Reborn looked up at Tay, then—because ritual demands a witness—at the old wall clock. “For the record,” she said, “this was not vendetta. This was balance.”
No one answered. They didn’t need to. DJ clicked into the control room, slid the fader, and breathed in his broadcast voice.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 11:02 P.M.
The press pen simmered against barriers. Serrano walked to the mic with Walter at his shoulder and the State Police colonel on the other side. The cameras found their faces and tried to pull more from them than they would give.
Serrano didn’t clear his throat. He kept it short.
“Good evening. At approximately 9:05 p.m. tonight, an incident occurred on the main stage inside the River Center. Law enforcement and medical personnel responded immediately. We are not prepared to release further details at this time.
“The Office of Integrity and Oversight has initiated an evidence-preservation protocol. We are coordinating with local, state, and federal partners. We will not speculate. We will inform. If you have images or footage, we ask you to upload them at the link on our website. We will review every submission.
“Tonight, our priority is the safety of the public and the integrity of the scene. We ask for patience and we promise transparency as facts are verified. Thank you.”
He stepped back. Questions flew. He didn’t bite. Walter felt the room trying to turn them into characters and refusing to be written that way.
On the far side of the barrier, a young reporter lowered her phone, eyes on some notification none of them could see. Her mouth formed a silent word: damn.
The archive had hit her inbox.

Somewhere past midnight, Baton Rouge slept the way a city does when it knows better. The River Center glowed like a held breath. In a loft two parishes away, ten people listened to the building settle and the night take weight. In a war room with bad coffee and better intentions, a stubborn Director and the best crime-fighter in the state started a list that would carry them through the morning and into a different version of themselves.
None of it made sense yet in public.
On paper, it already did.


[bookmark: _thugkvwtmio8]CHAPTER NINETY-THREE — THE BORING VERBS
BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 12:14 A.M.
The scene had cooled from panic to procedure. Yellow tape, blue gloves, red eyes. Walter walked the lanes again, a surveyor with a notebook, logging the small mercies: lens caps back on, ladders tagged, clamps boxed, every hand announced before it touched anything.
“Video pulls rolling,” an analyst said. “Dock cam, north stairwell, grid catwalk. Timecode locked.”
“Chain is written by the people who follow it,” Walter said. “Every signature, every minute. We don’t guess; we certify—Plain English: we only say what we can prove.”
Serrano checked in at each station and didn’t hover long enough to make people worse. He was learning the shape of the night—how to be visible without becoming a problem.
“AG at five?” he asked.
“I’ll brief at four-thirty,” Walter said. “You’ll brief at five.”
Serrano nodded, the gesture of a man who wanted to add something and chose not to.
A tech lifted a clear swab tube. “Residue present on inner clamp surfaces,” she said. “Non-volatile, non-burn. Looks like an expansive set compound—mechanical force without heat.”
Walter didn’t ask for the recipe. “Bag it. Double label. We’ll let the lab name it when they can afford to be poetic.”

BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 12:31 A.M.
The television stayed muted. Sirens threaded the picture anyway.
He texted Zee on the cold phone: Clear.
Zee: Mirrors steady. No movement. Stay put.
He didn’t go anywhere. Not to New Orleans. Not tonight. The safe house held him like a closed book.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 1:08 A.M.
Fluorescents hummed over a bullpen that smelled like coffee and old carpet. A young reporter—the same one who’d mouthed damn at the barricade—sat with her hair up and her jaw set, bathed in the light of a screen that had only two colors: black text, white background.
Folders opened like doors without locks.
“Contracts & Shells” made a web. “Redeemer Unit” made a hole. “Prison Quotas” made a fist. “Security Vendors” made a ghost of a stagehand whose name she wrote down in a margin and underlined twice.
Her editor leaned on the next cube wall. “We’re not first. Be right.”
“I’m being boring,” she said. “Verbs and numbers.”
“In New Orleans,” he said, “boring is news.”
She smiled without the part where it reaches the eyes, typed Baton Rouge again, then New Orleans, Lafayette, Shreveport—names of places that would all wake up mean and hungry.
Her first draft began with a table: date, contract, company, money, outcome. It didn’t read like a story. It read like a ledger that belonged to no one and everyone.

BATON ROUGE — LBI EVIDENCE INTAKE — 2:22 A.M.
The clamps came down like relics, each wrapped, braced, and tagged. Walter signed receive and transfer and signed them again, his name a small river running the same course on line after line.
The stagehand in the black hoodie—headset straight now—sat with a bottle of water and a blanket he hadn’t asked for. “I should’ve known his name,” he said, voice husked. “The contractor. That’s my job.”
“Your job is to not invent memory,” Walter said. “You saw what you saw. We’ll match it to paper, cameras, and the embarrassed parts of other people’s brains—Plain English: documents, video, and names first; then we talk.”
“Embarrassed?”
“They always remember the thing they shouldn’t.”
The kid huffed something like a laugh and then didn’t.
Serrano looked up from a console. “We’ve got a dock-cam still of our ‘new face’ pushing a road case at eight-forty-seven. Badge in frame, just shy of legible.”
“Push the LPRs for plates at every exit between eight-thirty and nine-ten,” Walter said. “I want to know who left early and who stayed out of the panic. People who beat stampedes have a reason.”

BATON ROUGE — MEDICAL CENTER — 3:06 A.M.
The Acting Governor’s counsel spoke in crisis-tense, words stacked like sandbags. He was careful without being useful.
“We are considering language that avoids—”
“Then consider silence,” Walter said. He wasn’t unkind. He was simply empty of time. “If you say lone, you own wrong when it isn’t. If you say deranged, you apologize to a family you don’t know yet. Let us do verbs. You do nouns later.”
Plain English: We’ll do actions and proof; you do titles and names when it’s time.
Serrano stood half a step behind, eyes on a wall-mounted TV no one had changed from a channel that loved chaos. His phone vibrated; a new name had placed a call and a new office had been occupied by an old man who had kissed him on the forehead at Christmases they didn’t talk about anymore.
He silenced it.
“Director,” the counsel said cautiously, “the Acting Governor would appreciate—”
“He’ll get professionalism,” Serrano said. “From all of us.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 4:31 A.M.
The AG’s face on the monitor was lit like a rearview mirror: tired, honest about it. Walter gave a clean brief—what was known, what was unknown, what would be known when labs and logs ran through, what would never be known because crowds are bad historians.
“Assign public voice,” the AG said. “One face. No speculation. You’ll field operational questions.”
Walter nodded once, already regretting it in the way you regret the correct thing.
Serrano added, “We’ll mirror with written bulletins on the hour. Evidence updates only.”
“Good,” the AG said. A beat. “And—Director—my regards to your family. I understand the Lieutenant Governor has just taken the oath.”
Serrano’s jaw tightened by a degree. “We’re at work, General.”
The feed blinked out.
No one in the room said a secret name. No one even thought they knew one existed. Walter kept it that way.
His phone buzzed—same number, same lack of signature. You’re clean. He pocketed it without looking down.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 5:12 A.M.
DJ’s voice rode low and even over a map of the state that glowed with little lights where downloads had turned into reading.
“Morning. You’ve had a night,” he said to the city that never admitted it was tired. “My promise holds. Documents first, story second. We’ve mirrored the files in case official links go ‘temporarily unavailable.’ If you work in government and you’re honest, you’ll hate this for the right reasons. If you work in government and you’re not, you’ll hate this for the other ones.”
Zee watched the counters tick and the takedown requests arrive in the same minute as the mirror confirmations. “They’re going to spend the day pulling spiderwebs off their faces,” she said.
Reborn finally wrote:
· Public comprehension: To be earned, not demanded.
· Institutional response: Fear of narrative. Preference for procedure. Use that.
Tay stood at the window and let dawn catch the glass. “He left at nine-oh-one,” she said, quiet and factual, like she was placing a tool back exactly where it belonged.
No one asked who. No one needed to.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 6:02 A.M.
Sun inched a rim of light across the loading dock. Reporters caffeinated themselves into bravery. The tape fluttered like a flag nobody would claim.
Serrano handed Walter a printed statement. Walter crossed out three adjectives and a promise that didn’t belong to them and handed it back.
“You’ll take the podium at eight,” Serrano said. “Operational voice.”
“I don’t want it,” Walter said.
“I know.”
“Give it to someone who likes lights.”
Serrano looked up at the dead fixture in the rafters and then back at Walter. “We’re not here to like anything.”
Walter sighed. “Eight.”
He checked once more the boxes: clamps sealed; residue logged; witness statements started and not allowed to become performances; vendor lists subpoenaed before breakfast. The boring verbs had done more in three hours than speeches had managed in three years—Plain English: paperwork beats press conferences.
A trooper jogged over, headset bouncing against his collar. “Sir—dock cam just hit. We’ve got a clearer still from the east exit. Contractor badge. The face is—”
“Forgettable?” Walter said.
The trooper blinked. “Yeah.”
“Print it anyway. Let the right memory be embarrassed.”
He capped his pen and, for the first time since 9:05 p.m., allowed himself to think a single unprofessional thought: We might just hold the line today.
He let it go. The line held him.

[bookmark: _qgtfcxpbp6rs]CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR — EIGHT O’CLOCK FACTS
BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 8:00 A.M.
Cameras clicked in their cages. The podium smelled like coffee and cleaner. Walter took the mic, paper in hand, voice steady.
“At 9:05 p.m. last night, a lighting fixture on the main stage failed. Medical teams responded immediately. We can confirm the Governor sustained fatal injuries. Additional medical detail will come from the coroner.
“We have sealed the scene. Evidence preservation is ongoing. We are collecting video from load-in through egress, and we ask the public to submit footage using the link on our site. Please do not share rumors. Share files.”
Questions erupted.
“Was this an assassination?”
“We’re investigating the cause of a mechanical failure,” Walter said. “We’ll speak to facts, not labels.”
“Are the documents flooding inboxes connected?”
“We won’t vouch for leaked files at a mic; if they touch our case, we log them like any other evidence and test them—Plain English: we’ll verify quietly, not perform loudly.”
A hand shot up. “Director Serrano, are you coordinating with the Acting Governor?”
Serrano stepped forward. “Yes. Our priorities are public safety and evidentiary integrity. We’ll brief on the hour with what we can confirm.”
“Do you have a suspect?”
Walter shook his head. “We have a process.”

BATON ROUGE — TEMP CREW CHECK-IN TRAILER — 8:29 A.M.
The plastic steps flexed under boots. Inside, the “office” was a folding table, a printer with a cough, and a clipboard with yesterday’s coffee ring.
“Pull the contractor roster and badge-issue log,” Walter said.
A coordinator scrolled, eyes grainy. “We had twelve temps on the noon call. Eleven match badges. One ‘manual add’ at 11:52—entered under a supervisor login that should’ve been disabled.”
“Name?”
“LeBlanc, Andre. Phone on file is prepaid. Address is a P.O. box.”
Walter made a note. “Print it. And the disabled login—who owned it?”
“W. Patel,” she said, blanching. “Our rigger.”
“We’ll talk to Patel on record. You’ll export raw logs and preserve the machine.”
He photographed the monitor, the sticker on the printer, the sign-in sheet with a signature that tried too hard to be ordinary.

BATON ROUGE — LBI LAB INTAKE — 9:12 A.M.
White tile. Stainless benches. The clamps lay in a neat procession. An analyst briefed without theatrics.
“Prelim: residue consistent with a non-explosive expansive compound. Mechanical separation, no burn signature.”
Walter nodded. “Put it in English for later.”
“Force without fire.”
Plain English: a chemical swelled inside a tight space, pushed metal apart, and let go on a timer—no flames.
“Good. Keep going.”

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 9:37 A.M.
The story went live without adjectives. A table led the lede:
DATE | CONTRACT | COMPANY | ROUTE | OUTCOME
—|—|—|—|—
2019-06-12 | Stage Safety Audit | Redline Event Services LLC | Grant → Vendor → Subvendor | Inspection waived
2020-02-03 | Prison Bed Allocation | Gulf South Corrections | Budget → Private Facility | Quota enforced despite vacancy
2021-09-18 | Hurricane Roof Relief | DeltaBuild | Emergency exemption | Funds dispersed; roofs not
Paragraphs followed like receipts: Baton Rouge, New Orleans, Lafayette, Shreveport. Guidance for public records requests sat at the end like instructions on a box.
“Boring verbs,” the editor said, signing off. “Run it.”

BATON ROUGE — STAFFING AGENCY FRONT DESK — 10:21 A.M.
A bell dinged. A manager in a Saints hoodie produced a folder with the reluctance of a man handing over a wallet.
“These are your day-of hires,” Walter said. “I want payment method and time stamps.”
“Mostly cards,” the manager said. “Reloadables. Cheaper than payroll.”
“Any cash?”
“One. Card declined, paid from petty. No W-4.”
“Name?”
“LeBlanc.”
“Describe him.”
The manager searched his memory and came back empty-handed. “Average,” he said finally, embarrassed by the truth. “Like a face they teach in driver’s ed.”
Walter took the receipt and the petty-cash slip. “We’ll need your security footage.”
“It loops,” the manager said. “Seventy-two hours.”
“It won’t today.”

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 10:38 A.M.
The teleprompter had been powered down and bagged. Walter stood under the dead fixture and studied absence: no beam where a beam should be; a shadow where a shadow shouldn’t.
“Inventory lists twelve orange tool crates,” the log keeper said. “I count eleven.”
“Who signed the twelfth out of the truck?”
“‘A. LeBlanc.’ Noon.”
“Find who watched him roll it. Plain English: theft often dresses up as cleanup. Don’t let it.”

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL ROTUNDA — 11:00 A.M.
Flags at half-staff. Cameras kept their distance. The Acting Governor spoke briefly:
“We grieve. We thank those who ran toward danger. We resource those who now do the work. We will not speculate. We will not interfere with investigators. We will not hide.”
It was unmemorable in the correct way.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 12:22 P.M.
The first LPR hits rolled in: two plates leaving early, both tied to vendor vans not on the sheet.
“Shadow vans,” Serrano said.
“Learn them, don’t light them,” Walter answered. “We release one paragraph at noon: confirmed fatality at 9:05; mechanical failure under investigation; evidence cataloging continues; public upload link. Nothing else.”
“And the inboxes?”
“We don’t say the word,” Walter said. “We follow the paper.”
No one in the room spoke a secret name. No one knew one existed. Walter kept it that way.
His phone buzzed once, like a lighthouse blink: Hold steady. He let it pass through him and out.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 1:03 P.M.
Zee rotated mirrors and posted a verification page: hashes, timestamps, a plain-language note on how to check integrity. DJ recorded a :30 explainer—how to request records without getting fancy, where to start, what to expect.
Reborn closed the book. “We don’t tell them what to feel,” she said. “We tell them where to look.”
Tay watched the replay one last time and shut the window. “Enough.”

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER, CATWALK — 1:44 P.M.
Boots on steel. A scuff where no scuff belonged; talc from a glove that didn’t match venue stock; a scrape on a rung consistent with a crate slid sideways to avoid a camera cone.
Walter keyed his radio. “Cross noon-call names against badge swipes at doors two and four, dock manifests, and safety-brief sign-ins. Anyone who appears once and never again is priority.”
He allowed a heartbeat for the part of the work that was grief, then put it back in the right drawer.
“Back to the list,” he said, and started down the ladder into the afternoon.

[bookmark: _l9b68v46oo0b]CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE — MANUAL ADD
BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 2:06 P.M.
The check-in trailer’s PC sat under a folding table like a dog that bit. Forensics bagged the keyboard, cloned the drive, and shot the stickers: asset tags, login cheat notes, the Wi-Fi password sharpied on blue tape.
“Show me the noon window,” Walter said.
A tech scrolled the access logs. “Supervisor account used at 11:52 A.M. to create a ‘manual add’: LeBlanc, Andre. Account owner: W. Patel. That login should’ve been disabled last quarter and—” She stopped herself from editorializing. “It wasn’t.”
“Session origin?”
“Local. This machine.”
“Pull the USB history. Preserve the cache. Print the screen.”

BATON ROUGE — INTERVIEW ROOM B — 2:44 P.M.
W. Patel held the paper cup with two hands like it might run. He looked like a man who could walk a beam blindfolded and couldn’t find a chair right now.
“I didn’t enter a manual add,” he said. “I was on a pre-rig walkthrough at eleven-fifty. East stairwell. Ask anyone.”
“We will,” Walter said. “Your supervisor login?”
“Never used it. They told me it was dead. I stick to my badge like a religion.”
“Anyone else know your old credentials?”
Patel managed a laugh that died on landing. “Half the city, if we’re being honest. They never reset anything. We swap crews, nobody changes passwords, we pass the logins down like wrenches.”
“Who had physical access to the trailer?”
“Everyone,” Patel said. “That’s the problem. Everyone and no one.”
Walter slid a still toward him: dock cam, east exit, 8:47 P.M. A shoulder, a road case, a face that refused to be interesting.
“Ring a bell?”
Patel squinted. “That’s… a guy I’d forget while I was looking at him.”
Walter nodded once. “Thank you for not making it up.”

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 3:33 P.M.
The second piece went live with the elegance of a spreadsheet. No adjectives, just joins.
Redline Event Services LLC appeared in two columns at once: the 2019 Stage Safety Audit that “waived inspection” and a 2024 vendor liaison memo placing their crate inventory at last night’s venue for “overflow support.”
A sidebar offered public-records shortcuts: contract numbers, PO lines, names that had signed where signatures should have gotten someone fired.
The young reporter filed and went to get worse coffee. Her editor stared at the screen a beat longer, as if numbers could apologize.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 4:12 P.M.
The LPR board ticked to life. Two vans. Two early exits. One registered to a shell that lived inside Redline’s paperwork like a nesting doll.
“Route?” Serrano asked.
“Airline to Plank, then I-110 south on the first. The second cuts Government to a back road no one uses unless they’re avoiding a camera,” an analyst said.
“We learn, we don’t light,” Walter reminded. “Ping the plates for overnight rest. Check hotel lots, warehouse districts. Anybody that bedded down gets a knock—with a warrant, not a story.”
A junior raised a hand halfway. “Sir, cross-referencing vendor rosters from prior state events, the name ‘Andre LeBlanc’ appears once before. Last year. Different venue. Same contact on the staffing agency packet.”
There it was: a breadcrumb that didn’t happen by accident.
“Flag it,” Walter said. “But don’t build a religion around it.”

BATON ROUGE — STAFFING AGENCY CCTV NOOK — 5:01 P.M.
The DVR’s interface looked like a bad arcade game. They ran the noon hour at quarter speed. Faces came and went. Most failed to be memorable on principle.
“There,” the manager said, pointing. A man leaned into frame to sign a form. The camera caught only the hinge of a jaw, a forearm with a crescent mark, the pen in the left hand.
“Print it,” Walter said. “Find a doctor who can tell me how old a crescent like that wants to be.”
The manager risked a question. “You think he’s our guy?”
Walter kept his eyes on the screen. “I think he isn’t careless.”

BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 5:40 P.M.
Silence had a weight. Syrian let it sit on the table with the cold phone. No TV. No scanner. Still.
He texted a single word to Zee: Green.
Zee: Green.
He breathed, slow and counted, like you measure a bridge before you cross it.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 6:10 P.M.
They found the missing tool crate because absence leaves tracks: a clean rectangle of dust, parallel scrape lines on a dock plate, a gouge in a threshold where a bad caster had bucked.
“Manifest says Crate Twelve, orange,” the log keeper said. “Checked out at noon by ‘A. LeBlanc.’ Not returned.”
Walter looked at the gouge, then at the dock cam’s blind cone, then at the map showing truck routes like veins.
“Call Sanitation for today’s route pulls,” he said. “If someone dumped an orange box into a city bin after dark, a truck knows which corner got heavier.”
“Does Sanitation keep logs that clean?”
“No,” Walter said. “But the drivers remember the weird ones.”

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 6:35 P.M.
The Acting Governor rehearsed a calmer version of grief for the evening news. Counsel cut any line that pretended certainty. A line remained: We will match resources to investigators, not narratives.
Plain English: we’ll fund the work, not the rumors.
He practiced it until it sounded like a thing he’d always believed.

BATON ROUGE — LBI LAB — 7:08 P.M.
“Update,” the analyst said. “Compound shows crystalline expansion products in the microfractures, no combustion byproducts. We can model force curves once we finish curing profiles.”
“Plain English for later?” Walter asked.
“Someone set a clock on a squeeze.”
“Good. Write that.”
He signed two more custody tags. The pen moved like it knew where it was going.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 7:42 P.M.
The Latin on the dark prompter was gone, bagged and boxed. Walter stood under the dead fixture and let the room tell him what it knew.
He pictured a left-handed signature on a flimsy clipboard. A crescent mark. A crate with a bad caster. A login that didn’t die when it should have. A name that had floated through a prior event and left nothing behind but the dust it displaced.
“Director,” he said to Serrano, who’d come up beside him without announcing himself, “we’re going to get sold a tidy villain by breakfast.”
“We’ll disappoint them,” Serrano said.
Walter nodded. “With facts.”
He looked up into the grid, past steel and shadow, and didn’t say the quiet part out loud: that the line from last night traced backward as much as forward; that someone wanted the world to see the pattern and argue with it.
“Back to verbs,” he said instead, and the night took a breath that sounded like work.

[bookmark: _1aalhci4csa3]CHAPTER NINETY-SIX — WEIGHT TICKET
BATON ROUGE — SANITATION YARD — 8:18 P.M.
The night crew smoked under a sodium lamp that made everybody the same color. Trucks idled in a row, steel ribs ticking as they cooled. Walter and a trooper followed a foreman with a clipboard and a memory that ran on diesel.
“We need yesterday’s pulls inside a mile of the River Center,” Walter said. “Anything that felt wrong.”
The foreman flipped his sheets. “Route 12-B logged a ‘bulk irregular’ at 10:26 P.M. Corner of Lafayette and Third. Driver wrote ‘orange crate, heavy as sin.’ Not a sofa, not a fridge. He noted scrape marks across the plate when he rolled it.”
“Driver’s name?”
“Ardoin.”
“Where’s the load now?”
“Transfer Station North. They’re still chewing through it.”
“Call ahead,” Walter said. “Tell them to stop chewing.”
The foreman grinned without humor. “They love that.”

BATON ROUGE — TRANSFER STATION NORTH — 9:05 P.M.
Heat, rot, gulls. A mountain of yesterday pretending to be a continent. Walter signed the stop order while the conveyor shuddered into silence, trash settling like a tired crowd.
A supervisor pointed with a pole. “12-B dumped in Bay Three, back corner. If your thing’s intact, it’s because God likes you.”
They worked the pile in belts and paper masks: shovel, rake, tag. Ten minutes and a shout—“Color!”—then gloves on an edge that wasn’t cardboard.
They dragged the orange crate out like a stubborn tooth. Two casters missing, one bent. The lid gone. The inside scraped clean with the care of a thief who hated mess.
“Stenciled mark,” a tech said, brushing filth: CRATE 12 — REDLINE STAGE.
Walter crouched. On the rim, a rectangle where a metal plate had been pried off. In the corner seam, a thin cake of pale dust stuck where a brush missed.
He offered a swab. “Edges, not center. Bag the dust, the bolt holes, the caster stems. Photograph the pry scars.”
The supervisor squinted. “You people really keep all that?”
“We keep the how and when first; the who comes after we can prove it—Plain English: methods and timing now, names later.”
A forklift beeped in the echoing dark. Somewhere, a gull laughed like it knew better.

BATON ROUGE — LBI LAB — 9:54 P.M.
The crate sat on plastic like a patient. An analyst cracked a stem and tipped out a crescent of ground metal.
“Caster failure consistent with being dragged at an angle,” she said. “And that dust—prelim says expansive-compound residue, same signature as the clamps.”
“Write it for court,” Walter said. “No poetry, no wizardry.”
She nodded. “Translation: ‘Same kind of dust, same kind of job.’”
He logged the chain tag, the time, the initials. Small river. Same course.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER DOCK — 10:22 P.M.
Under strip lights, the dock plate’s gouge ran like a sentence. A scene tech slid the crate beside it. The bent caster’s bite matched the scar with the embarrassed precision of a fingerprint.
“Photograph. Overlay. Annotate distance and degree,” Walter said.
The log keeper read off the noon signature again. “‘A. LeBlanc.’”
Walter didn’t look away from the metal. “And one day we’ll find out what he calls himself when he’s not borrowing a name.”
Serrano joined them, eyes on the crate. “Acting Governor wants reassurance we’re not lost.”
“We aren’t,” Walter said. He tapped the gouge, then the caster. “We’re walking in straight lines.”
Serrano nodded once. “Keep the lines straight.”

BATON ROUGE — STAFFING AGENCY, BACK OFFICE — 10:58 P.M.
The DVR gave them poor angles and a truth anyway: a left hand signing, a crescent mark flashing once on a forearm, a posture adjusted to be unremarkable. The manager hovered.
“You see his face?” he asked.
Walter didn’t blink. “I see his intent.”
He took the petty-cash slip and the receipt copy. “You’ll preserve original media and export copies to our drive. And for the record, ‘hashes’ are digital fingerprints—we use them later to prove the files weren’t changed. You’ll also stop talking to people who aren’t us.”
“I haven’t—”
“You will be asked,” Walter said. “Practice ‘no comment’ in a mirror.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 11:31 P.M.
The board held three threads now: Manual Add — 11:52 A.M., Crate 12 — 12:00 P.M. checkout, Sanitation haul — 10:26 P.M. The map drew itself without a flourish.
“LPR hits?” Serrano asked.
“Two vans bedded down off Airline,” an analyst said. “One in a motel lot, one behind a shuttered distribution warehouse.”
Walter circled the warehouse with a pen. “We take the warehouse at 04:00. Warrant first. Quiet perimeter. No heroics. The motel gets a knock at daylight; cameras in the lot give us our homework by then.”
Serrano scanned the board, the clock. “Press at seven?”
“Paragraph at seven,” Walter said. “Nothing more.”
He felt his phone buzz, one syllable of a message he didn’t need to read to know: Steady. He let it pass through him.
No one spoke a secret name. No one knew one existed. The room breathed procedure.

[bookmark: _2vov9t7s101a]CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN — 4 A.M. KNOCK
BATON ROUGE — WAREHOUSE PERIMETER — 3:58 A.M.
No sirens. No show. Two unmarked sedans and a van settled into the dark like they’d always been there. Walter checked the warrant one more time, signed the time, nodded.
“Quiet in, quiet out,” he said. “No heroics. Body cams up.”
A bolt cutter kissed a rusted chain. A roll door lifted two feet with a bark of metal and then behaved. Air came out stale: cardboard, solvent, dust that knew names.
They flowed through the lanes. Lights on low. Evidence flags in pockets, not hands. The place looked like a business that had been interrupted mid-denial.
“Left bay clear,” a trooper breathed.
“Office, right,” another said. “Door ajar.”
Walter went to the office first. Always the office. A cheap desk with a better shredder beside it, full belly still warm. A printer squatted on a credenza—matte black, ribbon spools visible through a smoked window. A stack of blank PVC cards waited in a shrink-wrapped brick.
“ID printer,” the tech said softly. “Dye-sub. Off-brand, good enough.”
“Photograph. Bag spools, blanks, feed tray. Pull firmware without powering the unit,” Walter said. “If it sneezes, I want to hear the reason on paper.”
On a pegboard: REDLINE STAGE crate stencils in three sizes, orange overspray ghosting the MDF. Beside them, a box of caster stems with one bent at an angle that made your teeth feel it.
“Match the bend,” Walter said, and the scene camera obliged.
A shelf held glove boxes—two brands—one dusted with a fine talc that wasn’t venue issue. The tech touched the lid with the back of a knuckle, nodded, didn’t disturb it.
“Office trash,” Walter said.
They lifted out what passed for a filing system: a grocery sack of receipts—prepaid phone top-ups, convenience store cash reloads, blank SIM kits—rubber-banded to index cards that had numbers scrawled in tight block hand and arrows drawn from one to the next.
The arrows made a ring, not a line.
“Phone tree,” the analyst murmured. “Forwarding daisy. Numbers die, ring survives.”
Walter took a still and a breath. “Photograph front and back. Then sleeves, then box. We’ll parse in the clean room.”
A clipboard on a hook listed first names only—Andre, Manny, Pete, Al—with a column titled DAY OF and checkmarks that were too neat to be true. On the back, a single note in the same hard block hand: NO PAPER SIGN. USE DOOR 2.
“Door 2 is where the badge spoof hit,” the analyst said.
“Make the circle smaller,” Walter answered.
They swept the back rooms. A cot with no sheets. A mini-fridge full of water and nothing incriminating enough to be interesting. Above it, a corkboard with nothing on it but pushpins.
“Empty wasn’t careless,” Walter said. “Empty was policy.”
He knelt by a low shelf and found a small steel tin pushed to the wall. Inside: a handful of rivets, a hex key, and a metal plate the size of a wallet with four screw holes and fresh pry scars around the edges.
The rim matched the rectangle scraped bare on Crate 12.
“Photograph. Bag separate. Tag to the crate,” he said.
He checked his watch: 4:11 A.M. They’d been inside thirteen minutes and the room had given what it was going to give.
“Last pass,” he said. “Then we walk it back out the way we came.”

BATON ROUGE — CURB OUTSIDE THE WAREHOUSE — 4:23 A.M.
Evidence rode in hard cases, labels double-checked under a trunk light. Walter signed receive to transfer, the small river of his name doing what rivers do.
Serrano joined from the shadows with a paper cup and a look that didn’t need coffee. “Quiet?”
“Quiet,” Walter said. “ID printer, crate stencils, caster stems, glove talc. Prepaid receipts and a call-forward ring. A plate that marries to Twelve.”
“And the man?”
“Not living here. Not sleeping here. He isn’t careless.” Walter zipped a case. “We didn’t expect careless.”
Serrano took that in and didn’t try to decorate it. “Next?”
“We flip the receipts. Work the ring from the outside—top-up locations, time stamps, store cameras. We don’t chase the number; we chase the person who fed it.”
Serrano nodded. “Press at seven?”
“Paragraph,” Walter said. “Nothing with teeth we can’t back.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 5:12 A.M.
Screens woke to photos: pegboard, printer, stencils, stems, the tin with the pried plate. The receipt pile lay on a doc cam like a patient on an X-ray table.
“Sort by merchant, then timestamp,” Walter said. “Build a wall calendar—days across, hours down. Mark clusters. I want the store locations overlaid on LPR hits from last night and the week prior. (Plate readers = roadside cameras that log license plates and time; we use them to map movement.)”
“Prepaid top-ups are cash-heavy,” an analyst warned.
“Cash has a camera,” Walter said. “Half working, half dirty. We only need half.”
A junior lifted a still from a store’s indoor dome. The image gave them elbows, a cap brim, a crescent on a forearm that looked old enough to be comfortable. Left hand at the terminal.
“Same crescent as staffing,” the junior said, almost apologizing to coincidence.
“Coincidence has cousins,” Walter said. “Don’t invite them to sleep over.”
He drew a thin box around three stores in three parishes that shared a common owner. The receipts in those stores had been topped up within ten minutes of each other on the same afternoons, like someone who liked symmetry more than sense.
“Tri-parish broker,” he said. “Somebody who moves people, not just numbers.”
The map began to look like it would tell the truth if you let it.
No one in the room said a secret name. No one knew one existed. Walter kept it there, behind his teeth where it belonged.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 5:34 A.M.
Zee scanned the first photos on a personal screen she never let touch the network. “They took a printer,” she said.
“Took or found?” DJ asked.
“Found,” she said, almost smiling. “We didn’t teach them that.”
Reborn wrote one clean line: Evidence that behaves is evidence that survives.
Tay, staring at nothing, said, “Glove talc will match or it won’t. Either way, it’s the right kind of boring.”
Syrian’s message landed on Zee’s dead phone like a feather: Still.
“Still,” she typed back. Then she erased it and didn’t send anything at all.

BATON ROUGE — STAFFING AGENCY LOT — 6:06 A.M.
The Saints hoodie manager arrived to a parking lot with a warrant and two very polite troopers. He unlocked the door with a sigh that admitted he’d expected this and hoped it would pick another day.
“We’ll need yesterday’s CCTV exports by eight,” Walter said. “And the payroll feed for ‘Andre LeBlanc’—however it spells itself.”
The manager rubbed his eyes. “You don’t think that’s real.”
“I don’t think it’s consistent,” Walter said. “I’m a fan of consistent.”
He looked past the man to the lobby camera cone and saw what “average” tried to do to memory.
“Clock’s running,” he said. “Help us keep it honest.”

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER — 6:52 A.M.
Back under the rafters, the night smelled like morning and disinfectant. The dead fixture had been lowered, wrapped, reverent.
The crate from the transfer station had been rolled in and parked beside the dock gouge, evidence tabs blooming from its edges like flowers that only opened under bad weather. The bent caster’s bite matched the scar again, as if metal had decided to confess.
Walter checked the tags, initialed the new ones, and let himself think a forbidden thought for a half breath: This might actually be enough for court.
He let it go.
“Seven o’clock paragraph?” Serrano asked, joining at his shoulder.
Walter passed him the printed line. “Confirmed fatality at nine-oh-five. Mechanical failure under investigation. ID-printer and crate materials recovered under warrant at an off-site warehouse. Public asked to submit video. No further comment.”
Serrano read it once, twice, nodded. “Boring,” he said.
“Correct,” Walter said.
He capped his pen. The hour turned. The day reached for them. The verbs were ready.

[bookmark: _xj718z4gjl0t]CHAPTER NINETY-EIGHT — FORCE WITHOUT FIRE
BATON ROUGE — LBI MATERIALS LAB — 8:23 A.M.
White tile, glass, and the smell of wiped steel. The clamps from the River Center lay in a row like bones ready to tell it straight. A rectangular steel jig mirrored the truss geometry; a second jig sat beside it with a new clamp and a dummy bar for modeling.
The analyst—Esperanza, hair clipped back, eyes that did math without moving—pointed to a plot on the monitor. It rose like a slow tide and then broke.
“Expansion curve,” she said. “No combustion markers. No soot. Pressure climbs in a bounded cavity, transfers into the throat of the clamp, microfractures radiate. When the throat loses integrity, it lets go. No pop. Just release.”
Walter kept his hands behind his back. “Plain English.”
“Force without fire—Plain English: a chemical swells inside a tight space, pushes the metal apart, and lets go on a timer.”
“Window?”
“Modeled failure center at 9:05 p.m., plus or minus forty-five seconds. Your residue and fracture patterns match the model.”
He let the words land in his notebook where they couldn’t be argued with. “Write it like you just said it. Ten lines. No more.”
She nodded to a tray. “You’ll also want this. The talc from those glove boxes you found? The lab stock at the venue is cornstarch-based. The warehouse talc carries a different filler signature.”
“Plain English.”
“Not ours. Theirs.”
Walter signed the tags; his pen traced the same short route each time.

BATON ROUGE — INTERVIEW ROOM B — 10:02 A.M.
Patel had a calm back in his shoulders. Walter slid a one-page finding across the table.
“Lab rules out burn. We’ve got the failure window. Your login was used locally at 11:52 A.M. in a trailer you weren’t in. We have three corroborations on your walk-through at the same minute.”
Patel read, then exhaled like a beam easing into weight. “So I’m clear.”
“You’re clear of that,” Walter said. “And I need a thing from you.”
“Anything.”
“A talk for your people. Two minutes. ‘Credential hygiene’ in words that don’t make eyes roll. No posturing. Just: we kill old logins, we don’t share, we sign sheets, and when we see shortcuts we say the hard part out loud.”
Patel cracked a faint smile. “I can do sermons without the organ.”
“Good,” Walter said. “We’ll film it. Your union gets the first cut.”
He stood. So did Patel. The shake was quick and real.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 11:18 A.M.
The dead fixture had been lowered and wrapped; the grid above was a map of absence. Walter briefed Serrano beside the crate that wouldn’t stop confessing.
“Lab calls it a timed squeeze. No burn. Failure centered at nine-oh-five. Glove talc isn’t venue issue.”
Serrano’s jaw worked once, twice, then held. “We say ‘non-explosive mechanical failure under investigation,’ we thank the lab, and we keep the rest close?”
“Until it’s court language,” Walter said.
“Patel?”
“Clean. Wrong place on paper, right place in real life. He’s doing a safety sermon for his people. We get the moral without the politics.”
Serrano nodded. “Make sure the Acting Governor’s office has our lines before they walk to a mic.”
“I already did,” Walter said.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 12:03 P.M.
Zee skimmed the lab summary the way a cardiologist watches a monitor. “Good,” she said. “They’re saying it like adults.”
DJ jotted a ribbon of words: force without fire, timed squeeze, no burn signature. He underlined no burn twice.
Reborn turned a page and wrote: When institutions choose precision, we stand down. Then closed the book.
Tay rubbed a thumb against her palm and stared at the clock. “Window holds,” she said. Nobody answered. They didn’t need to.
Syrian’s cold phone stayed dark in a drawer.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 12:41 P.M.
On the main screen, the receipt wall had grown ribs. Three stores—same owner, three parishes—stacked with top-ups within neat ten-minute bands on Tuesdays and Thursdays. A junior traced the pattern with the back end of a pen.
“Tri-parish broker,” Walter said. “He feeds numbers; someone else feeds names.”
“Staffing agency cross,” an analyst added. “Their ‘Andre LeBlanc’ forms carry the same contact phone as a prior event—last year, different venue.”
“Subpoena the owner. Quiet,” Walter said. “We’ll take the agency’s phones, the DVRs, and the petty-cash ledger. If they get jumpy, they’re not wrong.”
Serrano read a message on his screen and didn’t curse out loud. “Acting Governor wants assurance this isn’t drifting toward fairy tales.”
“Tell him we have verbs,” Walter said. “And a calendar.”
The junior glanced up. “Sir, Redline sent counsel. They want to ‘assist.’”
“They’ll assist when the warrant lands,” Walter said. “Until then, they can assist by not talking to my analysts.”

BATON ROUGE — TEMP CREW CHECK-IN TRAILER — 1:15 P.M.
The PC that bit now sat on an anti-static mat with its guts mirrored onto a sterile drive. A tech pointed at the screen.
“USB history shows a credential file accessed at 11:49 A.M., three minutes before the manual add. File name ‘ALLSUPS.xlsx.’ Looks like an old master login list.”
Walter kept his breath even. “Venue stock?”
“Local. Someone dragged it to the desktop and opened it. No rename.”
“Translate.”
“Passwords on paper,” the tech said. “On a computer.”
Walter photographed, then photographed the photograph. “We will not embarrass people for doing what everyone does,” he said evenly. “We will fix the part we can fix.”
He wrote two lines for Serrano to sign: Immediate credential resets for contractor systems; Badge-issue terminals locked to named accounts; audit daily. No speeches. A memo that could lift weight.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 2:08 P.M.
Walter read a paragraph and then made it shorter when he heard it out loud.
“At this time we can confirm the failure involved mechanical separation without combustion. Our lab models a non-explosive expansion in a confined space—force without fire—centered at 9:05 p.m. We are preserving evidence and expanding interviews. We ask the public to continue submitting photos and video.”
He took two questions he could answer and declined four he couldn’t. When someone pressed “assassination,” he said what he’d been saying since the night broke open:
“We don’t label. We prove.”
The room didn’t love it. It accepted it.

BATON ROUGE — LBI MATERIALS LAB — 3:17 P.M.
Esperanza clicked through the second model: a clean clamp under controlled preload; a shaded area that represented “how long the clock runs.”
“We can bound activation to a window,” she said, “but we won’t pretend a recipe. Court will accept mechanism and timing, not method.”
“Which is what we want,” Walter said. “Mechanism is a fact. Recipe is a story.”
She smiled like a person who had been heard. “You’re getting good at this.”
“I’ve always been boring,” Walter said.
“Useful,” she corrected.

[bookmark: _vzka201svxdz]CHAPTER NINETY-NINE — PAPER FIRST, PEOPLE NEXT
BATON ROUGE — PARISH COURTHOUSE, CHAMBERS — 6:58 A.M.
The judge read without hurry. Coffee cooled. Pages turned. Two warrants waited in the still air: Redline Event Services — Procurement & Operations and Tri-Parish Staffing — Owner & Devices.
“I’m not blessing a fishing trip,” she said.
“You’re not,” Walter answered. “Named rooms, named machines, named records. Scope and time window are tight. Evidence already recovered ties to these locations.”
She initialed the margins where the law liked to see caution, signed each face, and set the pen down.
“Bring me facts,” she said.
“That’s all I’ll bring,” Walter said, and took the papers like they were made of glass.

BATON ROUGE — REDLINE OPERATIONS OFFICE — 7:31 A.M.
Reception smelled like lemon cleaner and yesterday’s bad coffee. A wall of framed certificates watched people lie to themselves about competence.
“LBI with a signed warrant,” Walter said, and handed the copy across the desk. “We’ll need your ops manager, server room, procurement records, and crate inventory.”
The ops manager, a man built out of khaki and impatience, arrived with counsel in tow and a smile that assumed this would become a misunderstanding.
“We’re eager to cooperate,” he said. “Our brand—”
“Isn’t a person,” Walter said, and nodded to the E-team. “Image servers. Photograph cable runs. Tag every external drive. Paper goes to tables by pile, not by virtue.”
In the warehouse cage, an inventory clerk trembled but remembered numbers the way musicians remember bars. “Crate Twelve shows out at noon yesterday,” she said, tapping the column. “Marked ‘Overflow—Stage Right.’”
“Returned?”
“Not scanned back in.”
“Manual edits?” Walter asked.
She bit her lip. “Sometimes we fix after the fact.”
“We’ll take the un-fixed,” Walter said gently.
In the ops manager’s email, search results laid down like a parade: “inspection waiver,” “safety audit exception,” “delete after load-out.” A flagged thread from months earlier linked Redline to the same venue and a familiar phrase in the memo: “Expedite—Governor’s platform optics matter more than checklist friction.”
Walter didn’t grin. He didn’t have the wrong job.
“Print the thread to PDF and preserve headers,” he said. “Export PSTs. Separate the redline draft that removed the safety hold.”
Counsel finally moved. “We object to the characterization—”
“You object to gravity,” Walter said, not unkind. “It’s still working.”
A tool room log appeared under a stack of vendor menus like it had been hiding there for shame. CRATE 12 —.” Beside it, a red-ink note: “Roll straight to Dock B. Don’t linger.”
Down the hall, the server image finished with the beep of a microwave. The tech called out the hash values; another tech wrote them big on a whiteboard you could see from the hallway. (Hashes = digital fingerprints; they prove later the files weren’t changed.) No theater, just proof.
Walter turned back to the ops manager. “Your policy on post-event media?”
“Purge after deliverables,” the man said smoothly. “Space is money.”
“Purge what after deliverables?”
“Non-essentials.”
“Define ‘non-essential.’”
He couldn’t, not without telling the truth.

BATON ROUGE — TRI-PARISH STAFFING, OWNER’S OFFICE — 8:42 A.M.
Saints pennant. Fake fern. A printer on its last belt. The owner held the warrant like a snake he didn’t want to drop.
“We want your phones, your DVR exports, petty-cash ledger, and day-of hire packets,” Walter said.
“You can’t take my phone,” the man tried.
“I can,” Walter said. “This copy’s yours. We’ll return what’s not evidence.”
In a desk drawer: reloadable cards; in a box beneath: contracts with signature lines that looked like the same hand using different names. Andre LeBlanc appeared twice in a year, in two venues, with the same contact number taped to the top corner like a dare.
“Why does one temp have two histories and no tax paperwork?” Walter asked.
The owner stared at the carpet. “Sometimes the job is quick.”
“Sometimes the word is ‘fraud,’” Walter said, calm as paint drying. “Bag the packets. Photograph the drawer before you move anything.”
On the way out, a junior analyst pointed at the lobby camera. “Left-hand signer?” she asked.
The owner sighed. “Yeah. Mark on the arm. He was… average.”
“You’re not the first to tell me that,” Walter said.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 10:06 A.M.
Monitors filled with boxes: Server Hashes, PST Exports, Crate Logs, Petty Cash, Two-Venue Alias. The printer warmed the air with actual paper.
“Ops manager’s email establishes knowledge of waived inspection,” an analyst said. “There’s a thread directing a purge. Two attachments: a ‘completed checklist’ and a version showing missing initials.”
“Parallel records,” Walter said. “That’s not sloppiness; that’s intent.”
Serrano skimmed the thin stack and stopped on one line: “We’ll clean the paperwork in post.”
“We move today?” he asked.
“We move when the paper carries the weight without asking the room to believe,” Walter said. He tapped three documents into a neat pile. “It carries.”
He called the DA’s desk, kept his voice boring. By noon, the DA had read the stack, asked two questions that mattered, and said: “Yes.”

BATON ROUGE — REDLINE OPERATIONS, LOBBY — 12:41 P.M.
The ops manager stood with counsel and a look that was starting to understand what “brand” can’t do.
“Sir,” Walter said evenly, “you’re under arrest for tampering with public records, procurement fraud, and negligent homicide in relation to the prior stagehand fatality. You have the right to remain silent…”
Plain English: faked or altered official checklists, lied on contract paperwork, and a shortcut that cost a worker his life.
The man’s mouth opened on reflex. Counsel touched his sleeve. Silence arrived.
A pair of employees watched from behind reception, eyes red. One had grease under his nails. He looked at Walter like you look at a person who just named the thing you needed named.
Walter didn’t nod. He didn’t do anything you’d remember.
They walked the manager out without cuffs. It wasn’t theater; it was respect for the part of a person not yet convicted. Outside, the sedan door shut with the soft sound of ordinary.

BATON ROUGE — BOOKING — 1:22 P.M.
Paperwork outweighed drama. The charges went in clean. A property bag swallowed a watch that cost more than a month’s rent and would be worth exactly nothing for a while.
A detective from BRPD signed a line that said transfer of custody. Walter signed the line beside it. Two short routes. Same end.
“Press?” the detective asked.
“Paragraph,” Walter said. “Later.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 2:03 P.M.
Walter read what he had and left the rest in the folder.
“At noon, agents arrested a corporate officer of Redline Event Services for alleged tampering with public records, procurement fraud, and negligent homicide related to a prior workplace death. Today’s actions follow warrants executed this morning and ongoing evidence analysis. We will not try cases at a podium. We will continue to seek records and testimony. We ask the public to submit photos and video relevant to the River Center incident at the link on our site.”
“Is this tied to the Governor’s death?” a reporter called.
“It’s tied to paper,” Walter said. “The paper points to people. That’s the order we keep.”
“Is ‘Andre LeBlanc’ a suspect?”
“We don’t confirm names not charged,” Walter said. “Next.”
“Are you coordinating with the Acting Governor?”
“Yes,” Serrano said from his shoulder. “He has our lines before he speaks. We have his support to do this the right way.”
The room didn’t get entertainment. It got facts. It wrote them down anyway.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 3:11 P.M.
The young reporter filed a second update without adjectives, just joins: the arrest at Redline, the crate log that never closed, the “delete after load-out” email living next door to a “waived inspection” memo. A sidebar walked readers through how to read a server hash and why parallel checklists mean trouble.
Her editor read, looked over the rim of his glasses, and said: “This is going to make accountants weep with joy.”
She smiled with the part of her face that still had energy. “Boring verbs,” she said.
“In New Orleans, that’s news,” he answered.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 4:26 P.M.
The board now had motion lines: Crate 12 → Sanitation → Transfer Station → Dock Gouge → Redline purge directive. The tri-parish staffing warrant was still warm from the judge’s pen; couriers were already carrying it to places where phones would forget their own passwords.
Serrano read a fresh email from the Acting Governor’s counsel and—miracle of small mercies—didn’t have to fix anything.
“Union sent over Patel’s talk,” he said. “It’s… human.”
“Then it will work,” Walter said. He circled a square on the timeline. “Next is the Redeemer spine. The dump gave us a scaffold; we climb it carefully.”
“No theories,” Serrano said.
“Only ladders,” Walter agreed.
His phone made the lighthouse blink. Steady. He didn’t need to look. The line felt taut in his hands.
No one spoke a secret name. No one knew one existed. Walter kept it where it belonged.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 5:02 P.M.
DJ watched the arrest chyron slide past, then killed the sound. “They’re doing it right,” he said.
Zee knocked a knuckle against her screen. “Server hashes, actual warrants, no adjectives. Did the world get better, or did we just aim it?”
Reborn wrote, When the system moves, we get out of the way. She underlined moves once.
Tay stood at the window and let the city throw late light into her eyes. “Paper first,” she said.
“People next,” Syrian texted from a kitchen nowhere near them.
“Still,” Zee typed back, and didn’t hit send.

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 6:18 P.M.
The tape fluttered. The chalk heart around the gouge had been wiped away by someone who didn’t get the joke. Walter stood with a copy of the arrest report and let the room tell him what it knew about patience.
Serrano came to stand beside him, hands empty for once.
“One down,” he said.
“Paper will give us the rest,” Walter said.
“You believe that?”
“It’s the only thing I can believe and keep this honest.”
They looked up into the rafters where grief had no words left and work did. The day exhaled. The verbs kept going.

[bookmark: _mn4m9xyu47hq]
[bookmark: _wlpwn1gm8xya]
[bookmark: _n8a3k3vn9yfg]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED — THE REDEEMER SPINE
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:14 A.M.
Boxes filled the screens: Redeemer Tasking, Donor Liaison, Security Vendors, Purge Flags. Walter stood with a legal pad and a coffee that had lost its fight.
“Build the spine,” he said. “Left to right, not up and down.”
An analyst dragged tiles into a single row:
1. Private ask →
2. Redeemer ‘community initiative’ tasking →
3. Contract routed to vendor shell →
4. Safety waiver language →
5. Deliverable photo op →
6. ‘Clean in post’ memo.
At the joints, the same name kept surfacing as “coord” or “friend of office”: Maurice Landry.
“Landry,” Serrano read. “What’s his title?”
“Never one that gets sworn,” Walter said. “Donor fixer. Moves asks between hands.”
“He a state employee?”
“No. He’s worse,” Walter said. “He’s useful.”
The room breathed in the way rooms do when they know what the next hour has to be.

BATON ROUGE — REDEEMER FILE ROOM (SEALED) — 8:03 A.M.
A badge reader beeped the way a door admits regret. Boxes stacked shoulder-high wore stickers from three administrations ago. The custodian handed Walter a chain-of-custody sheet that looked like it hadn’t been loved in years.
“We pulled the holdover’s locker and desk,” she said. “Two off-books tablets, one external drive.”
“Photograph. Bag separate,” Walter said.
On a tablet: a messaging app with euphemisms that timed themselves to vanish. They didn’t. The screenshots lived in a hidden album titled Receipts. “You’re a friend of the office,” one bubble read. “We’ll pave the speed bump.”
Walter didn’t smile. “Export. Hash it. Print headers big enough a camera can read.”
Two Redeemer holdovers were called to HR at nine. They left with suspension letters at 9:27 A.M. and the sensation of gravity reasserting itself.

BATON ROUGE — PARKING GARAGE, THIRD LEVEL — 11:46 A.M.
Maurice Landry liked shade. He rolled a sedan into a slot with a view of a stairwell camera that didn’t quite cover the corner. Walter stepped into that corner anyway, two detectives fanning the angle.
“Mr. Landry,” Walter said.
Landry wore a linen jacket like a permission slip. “Director,” he said to Serrano, who’d stayed back by the elevator and didn’t correct him. “I consult. I have nothing you want.”
Walter held out a paper he did not let go. “Warrant. Phone and laptop.”
Landry’s smile stayed where it had been stapled. He opened the trunk. A laptop in a sleeve waited with a charger wound too neatly, the kind of neat that knows it’s being watched.
“Counsel—” Landry began.
“Is waiting,” Walter said. “And welcome.”
They took the devices without heat. Body cams saw the handoffs, the zippers, the clock.

BATON ROUGE — LBI FORENSICS — 12:23 P.M.
The laptop blinked like it had stage fright. Imaging began. On a mirrored screen, a folder tree yawned open: Gala, Grants, Vendors, Notes. Inside Notes: a text file that tried to pass for a grocery list.
It wasn’t. It was a ledger in nouns:
· “Voss—telegraph next quarter; align with Gulf South ask.”
· “Redline—optics over checklist; handle Bir—” (the rest truncated, then resumed in another file)
· “Patrol union—quiet the chatter; promise equipment line item.”
“Plain English,” Serrano said, jaw tight.
“Fixes to make bad ideas look normal,” Walter said. “And to keep normal people tired.”
A search for image text found PDF scans of “community initiative” letters with the same footer and a different boss every two years.
“Print,” Walter said. “The whole nest.”

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 1:31 P.M.
The DA read fast, then slower. “Obstruction. State racketeering. Public bribery by conduit. Tampering by third party.”
“Conspiracy,” Walter added, careful, “with named acts: forged checklists, directed waivers, and a death you can tie through negligence to a money trail.”
“Landry isn’t the only domino,” the DA said.
“He’s the one that keeps the line straight,” Walter said. “We’ll come back for the rest.”
“Bring me a clean arrest packet and we won’t make speeches.”
“Good,” Walter said.

BATON ROUGE — STREET LEVEL — 2:22 P.M.
They met Landry at a crosswalk, not a front door; somewhere public enough to keep everyone civilized. Walter spoke the words that matter more than volume.
“Maurice Landry, you’re under arrest for obstruction of justice, public bribery, state racketeering, conspiracy, and tampering with public records. You have the right to remain silent…”
Plain English: he connected money to favors, smoothed paperwork, and kept the scheme running.
Landry’s eyes flicked to Serrano. “You people going to pretend this wasn’t always how roads get paved?”
Serrano didn’t move. “We’re going to prefer roads that pass inspection,” he said.
They walked Landry in. No cuffs for the camera. No theater. Just the weight of nouns.

BATON ROUGE — BOOKING — 3:04 P.M.
Property bag. Fingerprints. A phone surrendered that had two SIM trays and one story. Walter signed, the clerk stamped, the clock kept time without consulting anyone’s feelings.
A BRPD detective nodded across the counter. “Paper’s clean,” she said. “You want me on the vendor flank?”
“Please,” Walter said. “We’ll split the marrow.”

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 3:37 P.M.
The update landed on the site with numbers first, adjectives last: charges, statutes, the sequence from donor ask to Redeemer tasking to vendor shell to purge memo. A breakout box titled HOW THE SPINE BENDS drew arrows the public could follow with a finger on a phone.
The editor leaned over the reporter’s shoulder. “Any quotes?”
“Just one,” she said, typing: We don’t label. We prove.
He nodded. “Let them steal it for their ledes.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 4:11 P.M.
Walter kept it brief.
“This afternoon, Maurice Landry was arrested for obstruction of justice, public bribery, racketeering, conspiracy, and tampering with public records. This followed the suspension of two Redeemer holdovers and the execution of warrants against vendor and staffing entities tied to prior contracts. We will not try this case in public. Our evidence will speak in court.”
“Is this revenge for the Governor?” a voice tried.
“This is paperwork,” Walter said. “Paper that points to people.”
“Will Redeemer be disbanded?”
“That’s an executive decision,” Serrano said from the wing. “Our decision is to follow facts.”
The room wanted fireworks. It got connective tissue.

BATON ROUGE — UNION HALL — 5:06 P.M.
Patel’s two-minute sermon went live on the LBI site with captions and a link to How To Report a Credential Problem Without Getting Fired. Comments, for once, did not eat the post alive. A moderator hearted a stagehand’s: “We’re the structure. Act like it.”
Walter watched the view count tick like a pulse that belonged to the city.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 6:22 P.M.
The board now read left to right without gasping: Ask → Redeemer → Shell → Waiver → Photo → Purge. Beneath it, a second row had begun: Arrest (Redline ops), Arrest (Landry), Suspensions (2).
Serrano exhaled. “We can brief the Acting Governor on the hour. He’ll want the words.”
“He already has them,” Walter said. “And a rule: no labels we can’t carry.”
Serrano looked at the rows, then at the door where night waited. “Tomorrow?”
“Beds and quotas,” Walter said. “The prison line.”
He felt the lighthouse blink in his pocket and didn’t reach for it. The line held.
No one spoke a secret name. No one knew one existed. Work, for once, was enough.

[bookmark: _tvanuuysplwh]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED ONE — BEDS FOR BODIES
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:05 A.M.
New tiles on the board: Per Diem Penalties, Minimum-Occupancy Riders, Campaign Bundles, Judicial Calendars. The dump’s Prison Quotas folder sat open on the main screen like a ledger that had mistaken itself for policy.
“Walk it left to right,” Walter said.
An analyst traced it with a laser:
1. Contract rider — private facility paid a bonus above 92% occupancy; penalties if beds dropped below a floor.
2. Sheriff MOU — “coordinate transfers to maintain compliance.”
3. Calendar — a judge who stretched arraignments and “continued” bond hearings while a golf tee time appeared on three of the same mornings.
4. Gulf South Corrections email — “We’re light in Wing C; any relief coming?”
5. Finance spreadsheet — bundles to a PAC three days after a quarter hit its occupancy target.
Plain English: empty beds lost them money, so they delayed releases and sped transfers until the beds were full—then campaign cash showed up.
At the center of the correspondence: R. Hogue, Liaison, Gulf South Corrections.
Serrano read it once, then again, slower. “Plain English?”
“Beds need bodies,” Walter said. “When beds were empty, the money complained. People listened.”
“Crimes?”
“Public bribery by conduit, malfeasance, racketeering predicates,” an analyst answered, steady. “And obstruction—there are emails about ‘smoothing’ calendars.”
Plain English: trading favors for money, abusing a public job, running a scheme, and getting in the way of justice.
“Judge?” Serrano asked.
“Different chapter,” Walter said. “Today is the liaison.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI FINANCIALS DESK — 8:02 A.M.
A spreadsheet breathed under fluorescent light. Rows of per diem invoices lined up against bookings, transfer logs, and PAC bundles. A junior analyst covered dates with sticky flags until the board looked like a parish fair.
“Notice the three-day lag,” she said. “Quarter hits, emails celebrate occupancy, bundle lands. Four cycles. Same sender list. Same treasurer.”
“Bank records?” Walter asked.
“Subpoena ready.”
“Good. Pair with the rider language. ‘We pay you to keep the rooms full’ reads better than our snarl words.”
She nodded, relieved that truth didn’t need volume.

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 9:11 A.M.
The DA flipped pages the way a builder checks studs. “Rider enforces occupancy. Liaison pressures transfer gatekeepers. Bundles reward the pressure.”
“Plus emails to a courthouse aide asking for ‘calendar help,’” Walter added. “We don’t say the judge’s name today. We say the acts.”
“Arrestable,” the DA said. “Give me a clean pack. I’ll meet you at booking.”

BATON ROUGE — GULF SOUTH CORRECTIONS, REGIONAL OFFICE — 10:07 A.M.
Lobby with a watercolor of a bayou no one had ever fished. Receptionist practiced cheerful. R. Hogue came out with a messenger bag and the confidence of a man whose emails had always gotten answers.
Walter held out a document he did not release. “Search warrant—for your office devices and messaging accounts. We’ll need your phone.”
Hogue stared at the seal like it was a magic trick someone had performed on the wrong person. “You can talk to counsel. I’m due at a lunch.”
“You’re due here,” Walter said. “Phone, please.”
The phone came out. Two SIM trays. One powered line. The other clean as a sermon.
In the office: a corkboard of shift charts, a drawer of gift cards labeled “Vendor Thank-Yous,” and a folder titled Community Partnerships that turned out to be photos of ribbon cuttings beside invoices with the same date.
“Box the drawer,” Walter said. “Photograph denominations and store origin.”
On the desktop, a draft email: “Wing C at 83%. Penalty triggers at midnight. Need relief by Tues; check with court.”
He didn’t grin. He had the right job.
“Mr. Hogue,” Walter said evenly, “you’re under arrest for public bribery, malfeasance in office, racketeering, conspiracy, and obstruction of justice. You have the right to remain silent…”
Plain English: you pressured gatekeepers to fill beds and tied that pressure to campaign money.
Hogue blinked twice, fast, like a man trying to outstare a ledger. “You’re punishing efficiency,” he said.
“We’re arresting coercion,” Walter said.
They walked him out without a speech. No cuffs in the lobby. The hall camera watched a door close.

BATON ROUGE — BOOKING — 11:02 A.M.
Property bag, signatures, clock. The DA arrived with a pen and no adjectives.
“Charging on the rider scheme plus the bundles,” she said. “We’ll hold him on obstruction and the bribery counts.”
Walter handed over the PAC spreadsheet and the email about “calendar help.”
“And this,” he said.
She glanced once and nodded. “Clean.”

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 11:41 A.M.
The update ran as a diagram:
Rider (min occupancy) → Pressure (emails) → Transfers delayed/accelerated → Target hit → Bundles paid.
A breakout box labeled Beds for Bodies explained per diem penalties in seven sentences any reader could carry to a lunch table. The young reporter kept the judge’s name out of it and let verbs do the harm.
Her editor tapped the screen. “This will make people angrier than fireworks.”
“Good,” she said. “Anger that reads is useful.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 12:15 P.M.
Walter kept the podium tight.
“This morning, LBI agents arrested a regional liaison of Gulf South Corrections for public bribery, malfeasance, racketeering, conspiracy, and obstruction tied to occupancy-driven transfers and coordinated campaign bundles. Our proof is contractual language, financial records, and correspondence. We will not speculate about judicial conduct today. We will provide documents to the appropriate oversight bodies.”
Hands shot up.
“Are you dismantling the private prison contracts?”
“That’s a policy question,” Serrano said. “Our scope is evidence. We’ve provided the Acting Governor with language and will cooperate with any audit.”
“Is this connected to last night’s failure?”
“We follow paper,” Walter said. “Paper points to people. Different people, same rule.”

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 12:58 P.M.
The Acting Governor read the LBI’s line and didn’t try to add flourishes.
“We will audit occupancy riders and suspend per diem penalties pending review,” he said at a short mic hit. “Transfers will be driven by safety and law, not quotas. We will resource the investigation.”
Plain English: we’re pausing the ‘empty-bed penalties’ and checking every contract line by line.
He left before anyone could make him improvise.

BATON ROUGE — LBI MATERIALS LAB — 1:36 P.M.
Esperanza handed Walter a one-pager for public consumption: force without fire, timed squeeze, ±45 seconds around 9:05 p.m. He tucked it behind the prison packet. The room could hold two truths at once.
“Crate Twelve plate matches are in the appendices,” she said.
“Good,” he said. “They’ll belong in a different courtroom.”

BATON ROUGE — GULF SOUTH PARKING LOT — 2:21 P.M.
Two employees smoked beside a truck with a dent that told a long story. One looked at Walter the way people look at permission.
“He told us to hold transfers,” she said. “Said the county would ‘help’ make numbers. I’ve got texts.”
“Save them,” Walter said. “We’ll collect copies.”
“You going to fix it?”
“We’re going to stop it,” he said. It wasn’t a promise. It was a task.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 3:07 P.M.
The board gained a new row: Rider → Pressure → Delay → Target → Bundle → Arrest (Hogue). Under it, Referrals: Judicial Commission; Sheriff IA; Procurement Board.
Serrano watched the columns settle into meaning. “Release at four?”
“A paragraph,” Walter said. “Arrest. Statutes. Audit language from the Acting Governor. Upload link again.”
“And Redeemer?”
“Dissolution memo is for later in the week,” Walter said. “We don’t stack fireworks.”
He felt the lighthouse blink in his pocket and let it pass through. The line held.
No one said a secret name. No one knew one existed. Work, still, was enough.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 4:12 P.M.
DJ underlined per diem penalties and bundles lag on a pad. “They finally chose the boring verbs,” he said.
Zee nodded at a chart on her screen—a simple bar showing occupancy versus bundles. “Anyone can understand this.”
Reborn wrote: When the public can read the trick, the trick is over.
Tay looked out at a sky that had decided to behave. “Good,” she said.
Syrian didn’t text. He didn’t need to.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 5:00 P.M.
Walter stepped up once more.
“We’ve executed additional warrants and will continue interviews. If you worked inside any facility under occupancy riders and have records or messages, we want to hear from you. Use the site link. We log, we examine, we verify.”
A reporter called out: “Director—do you believe this ends with Redeemer?”
Walter didn’t blink. “I believe paper has edges. We’re finding them.”
He closed the folder and let the facts carry their own weight. The city, for once, seemed ready to help.

[bookmark: _9zwd5shbt0wq]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED TWO — THE ALIAS BROKER 
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:22 A.M.
Three red circles glowed on the wall: Store A (Ascension), Store B (East Baton Rouge), Store C (Livingston). Same owner. Same Tuesday–Thursday reloads. Same tidy ten‑minute cadence.
“Today we follow the person who feeds the ring,” Walter said. “Not a number. The runner.”
An analyst tapped a paused frame: cap brim, left hand, forearm crescent mark, reload terminal lit like a stage.
“Lot cameras?” Serrano asked.
“Two clean angles, one cloudy,” the analyst said.
“Half lucky is plenty,” Walter said. “Teams to all three sites. Quiet questions. Subpoenas for DVRs before they ‘accidentally’ loop. Owner gets a knock after lunch.”
He underlined a box on the board: Tri‑Parish Staffing — Owner.

ASCENSION PARISH — C‑STORE #1 — 8:11 A.M.
Coffee steam. Scratch‑offs. Fluorescents that never sleep. Walter set a subpoena on the counter the way you set down a tool you know well.
"Morning. State investigators. Two quick things," he said. "Our tech will copy your camera box and put it right back—nothing leaves your store. Later, I’ll speak with your manager about any loyalty/points records. That part isn’t on you."
He slid over a short list. "Have you had anything odd around prepaid reloads on Tuesdays or Thursdays lately—beeps, manager overrides, returns? I’m looking for what slowed your line, not a face."
The clerk thought, then nodded. "Yeah. Two times it beeped for my manager key. He paid cash, exact bills. Headphones on. Couldn’t pick him out if he walked back in."
"Vehicle? Only if something made you notice."
"Only because somebody honked," the clerk said. "A work van took two spots by the ice cooler. Back windows taped brown. Might’ve been someone else; it was busy."
"That’s enough," Walter said. "Our tech will handle the copy. We’ll keep you out of it."
Tell us what jammed the gears; we’ll read the rest from the machines.

EAST BATON ROUGE — C‑STORE #2 — 8:49 A.M.
The DVR interface looked older than some laws. An LBI tech coaxed a clean export. The owner signed for the clone.
“Know this guy?” the analyst asked, pointing to the left hand and the crescent on the forearm.
“Headphones every time,” the owner said. “Never actually on a call.”
“Plate?”
“White laundry van,” the owner said, apologizing with his eyes. “No numbers.”
“Not your job,” Walter said. “It’s ours.”

LIVINGSTON PARISH — C‑STORE #3 — 9:27 A.M.
This lot camera earned its keep. Outside: a Transit sliding into frame, rear plate half‑mudded. Inside: the runner signed a reload slip left‑handed and kept his face half away from the dome.
"Print the slip and bag the carbon," Walter said. "Lefties press different."
The clerk bit a nail. "Am I in trouble?"
"You’re in a story we plan to end," Walter said.

BATON ROUGE — MOTEL, AIRLINE HWY — 10:18 A.M.
One early‑exit van slept in a U of rooms that smelled like cleaner and last night. The warrant opened the door. Inside: off‑brand laminates, a handheld badge punch, three used reload card sleeves, and a tub of glove talc that glittered under lab light.
“Bag the laminates and the punch,” Walter said. “Photograph the talc label. Keep lids shut. Same filler signature as the warehouse sample.”
Under the bed: a coil of gaffer and a box of caster stems—two bent.
“Residuals and tools,” Serrano said.
“Tools tell timelines,” Walter answered.

BATON ROUGE — TRI‑PARISH STAFFING, OWNER’S OFFICE — 11:31 A.M.
Same fake fern, different day. The owner set his phone down like surrender.
“You can’t charge me for clients I don’t know,” he tried.
Walter opened the petty‑cash ledger and placed a finger on the line: Declined Card—A. LeBlanc—$70 followed by Paid from petty.
“You know the cash,” Walter said. “You know the cameras. You know the DVR. You don’t know the last name of the person you profited from.”
The export beeped finished. A tech read hash values; another wrote them big on a legal pad.
“Your packets show Andre LeBlanc last spring at a different venue,” Walter added. “Same contact number. Same handwriting on the signature line.”
“I don’t make up names,” the owner said.
“You accept them,” Walter said, turning. “For money.”
“Bag phones. Image the PC. Subpoena the bank.”

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 12:22 P.M.
Charges arranged themselves: Obstruction, Payroll Fraud, Tampering with Public Records, Conspiracy.
“Give it to me without adjectives,” the DA said.
“Template packets, petty‑cash patches, reload cadence, three stores, left‑hand signatures,” Walter said. “He’s the alias broker: makes fake people look real enough to get paid.”
“Arrestable,” the DA said. “Bring him.”

BATON ROUGE — TRI‑PARISH LOBBY — 12:51 P.M.
“Sir,” Walter said evenly, “you’re under arrest for obstruction of justice, payroll fraud, tampering with public records, and conspiracy. You have the right to remain—”
You hid records, paid off‑book, faked paperwork and fueled a scheme.
He wilted. No cuffs for the walk. The door clicked on a life turning into receipts.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 2:05 P.M.
Walter read a paragraph and left.
“Today we arrested the owner of a staffing firm for obstruction, payroll fraud, tampering with public records and conspiracy tied to ghost identities at public venues. Fake workers on paper, real money out the door. We’re still collecting records and video. Use the portal link to submit files. **Inboxes across Louisiana—including New Orleans—**have it.”
“Is this the ‘Andre LeBlanc’ arrest?” someone asked.
“We don’t confirm uncharged names,” Walter said. “Paper points to people. That’s our order.”

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 2:41 P.M.
HEADLINE: Staffing Owner Arrested in ‘Ghost Worker’ Scheme; LBI Seeks Public Files
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Louisiana investigators on Tuesday arrested the owner of Tri‑Parish Staffing on counts of obstruction, payroll fraud, conspiracy and tampering with public records in a scheme that used template identities to move money, according to charging documents.
Video from three convenience stores shows a left‑handed runner purchasing prepaid reloads on a Tuesday–Thursday cadence; day‑of hire packets bearing the name Andre LeBlanc were recovered, investigators said. A petty‑cash ledger noted payments when cards declined.
Officials asked vendors and workers to upload records through the agency’s portal, saying guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

BATON ROUGE — LBI FORENSICS — 3:26 P.M.
The motel talc hit the mass spec and matched the warehouse gloves. The laminate stock watermark lined up with the off‑brand printer. The reload sleeves carried contact oil profiles that didn’t belong to the man in cuffs.
“Same supply chain,” Esperanza said. “Different hands.”
“Good,” Walter said. “People next.”
He initialed evidence cards. The pen knew the route.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 4:18 P.M.
The board got a clean new row:
Runner (lefty, crescent mark) → Reloads (Tue/Thu) → Alias packets (A. LeBlanc) → Petty‑cash patch → Crate tools (motel) → Arrest (Broker).
Under it: Next: Van ID, Plate recovery, Store‑lot cams.
Serrano’s phone lit with a counsel note. “Acting Governor drafting language to dissolve Redeemer and fold functions into oversight,” he said.
“Keep it dry,” Walter said. “Dissolve. Preserve. Audit. Publish.”
“Grand jury?” Serrano asked.
“Redline first,” Walter said. “Then Landry, Hogue, the broker.”
He looked at the map. “Spin ALPR circles. Pull motel registries inside each ring. Anyone who changed beds between nine and midnight gets a knock.”
He felt the lighthouse blink in his pocket and let it pass. Nobody in the room said the name only he knew. Work stayed work.

NEW ORLEANS — THE LOFT — 4:12 P.M.
DJ underlined per‑diem penalties and bundle lag on a pad. “They finally chose the boring work,” he said.
Zee slid over a simple chart—occupancy versus bundle arrivals. “Anyone can read this,” she said.
Reborn wrote: When the public can read the trick, the trick is over.
Zee texted: Hold. NOLA after the rings cool.
Pinned status — Syrian (earlier): Still.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 6:02 P.M.
Walter’s closer stayed ordinary.
“If you’ve been asked to fake a hire, hold a transfer, or clean a checklist after the fact, we need your documents and your voice. Use the link. We verify. We protect. We move.”
He closed the folder. The city, finally, looked ready to help itself.

[bookmark: _3661669xdfky]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED THREE — THE VAN AND THE HAND
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 6:58 A.M.
The board got a new header: Find the Van. Under it: Lot Cams, ALPR Rings, Toll Eyes, Impound Prep. The white Transit with taped rear windows had become a character without a name.
“Draw the circles,” Walter said. “River Center at the center, radiate ALPR rings out every mile. Cross with lot cameras at the three stores.”
A junior sketched arcs that made the map look like ripples from a stone.
“Two priorities,” Walter went on. “Partial plates from store-lot cameras and any toll cams that saw a Transit with brown tape on the glass.”
“Legal lines?” Serrano asked.
“Subpoenas for footage we’re entitled to, warrants for anything we take or search,” Walter said.
We can ask for copies; we need a judge to take property.
He added one more line for the press team to repeat until people got bored of asking: No speculation. Paper, then people.

ASCENSION PARISH — STORE LOT #1 — 8:02 A.M.
The exterior dome camera gave them a clean angle when the runner pulled in too tight and corrected. A frame froze: Transit nose left, a crescent of mud at the front plate, a parking sticker on the windshield shaped like half a star.
“Print and enhance the sticker,” Walter said. “That’s not a magic word—it’ll only sharpen what’s there. But the shape matters.”
A tech compared shapes on a sheet of local lot permits. “Looks like Lakeside Industrial Park. Gate stickers are all half-stars this quarter.”
“Good. Call the park office. Quiet request for entry logs.”
Match the sticker to a place, not a wish.

EAST BATON ROUGE — DMV DATA DESK — 9:03 A.M.
The query bounded itself: Ford Transit, white, model years in a five-year window, owners within the three-parish radius. Partial plate: 3 _ 7 V _. Seventeen possibles.
“Now cross with ALPR at the rings,” Walter said. “Which of these seventeen actually moved through our circles within the right ten-minute bands?”
The list fell to two. One belonged to a bakery van that had pictures of cupcakes on the side and no tape anywhere. The other lived on paper inside a shell that had already been circled on the Redeemer board.
“Make the second smaller,” Walter said. “Find where it sleeps.”

BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 9:14 A.M.
He sorted a drawer the way some people sort thoughts—quiet, in rows. The lease said Edward; the DD-214 said Edwards; the mail that landed when carriers got lazy said Evans. All three fit because none of them asked questions. Before he learned to leave rooms without being remembered, he learned to sit in them without speaking. First in uniform, then in places where the flag on the wall didn’t match the orders on paper, he watched crimes get discussed as logistics and signatures buy silence. They called him contractor later—the gentle word for untidy tasks.
He kept his work narrow enough to carry in one hand: infiltration, proximity, exits. If you couldn’t draw the exits blind, you didn’t go in. If anyone talked during an exfil, they were the danger. Somewhere a desert cooled its metal with a sound he would always hear; somewhere an office laundered harm through memos. He learned to leave no story behind him, only the clean echo of a door closing.
Three legal names, one rule: get in, get out, leave nothing that points back.

BATON ROUGE — LAKESIDE INDUSTRIAL PARK, GATE OFFICE — 10:22 A.M.
A guard slid a binder across the desk like a compromise. Stickers were printed in batches; the numbers lived in pen beside a tenant list.
“Here,” the guard said, tapping a run of entries. “Half-star batch for Lot K—warehouse sublease. No company name, just ‘K Twelve Holdings.’”
“Entry times?”
“Yesterday, 7:04 P.M. in. No recorded exit.”
“Check the back gate camera,” Walter said. It coughed up a night shot of a Transit easing out without stopping. The tape on the rear glass showed as a darker shape inside the dark.
“Print it. We’re escalating to impound.”
The van was there; it left through the side door.

BATON ROUGE — LBI FORENSICS — 11:16 A.M.
The store-lot slip from Livingston gave them a left-handed pressure pattern on the signature line—lean-in at the downstrokes, smear on the cross of the ‘t’. The motel-room talc from yesterday matched the warehouse sample again, and a small flake of brown tape from the van’s rear window (caught on the gate-camera post at back-exit height) carried the same adhesive filler signature as the tape found at the motel.
“Translation,” Esperanza said. “Same tape, same talc, same habit.”
“Good,” Walter said. “We’re not naming a person. We’re naming a path.”
Materials match; they tie locations even when faces don’t.

BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 1:29 P.M.
He rinsed an apple, took the paring knife in his left hand, and the crescent on his forearm tugged because the transfer had set well—temporary ink he wore when he was Andre LeBlanc, the detail clerks remembered on camera. Chalmette, August heat, a caster stem shearing under load—a box tried to staple him to a floor. A rigger yanked him clear and left him with a doctrine, not a mark: keep your working hand out of sight and teach your body to be ordinary. After that he signed left‑handed, practiced signatures that looked half‑distracted, and learned the rhythm of being the kind of average people misplace.
Aliases were just tools made of paper. Andre LeBlanc came from a storage‑auction haul off Chef Menteur: a banker’s box of old utility stubs and parish phone books where LeBlancs bred like commas. He picked the dullest version, matched posture to name, and rehearsed a face that always had somewhere else to be. The reload sleeves on the towel didn’t know him; the dead SIM wouldn’t remember him. That was the point.
The visible crescent is temporary; the left hand is habit; the alias is chosen to be boring on purpose.

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 1:52 P.M.
Impound packet on the desk. Photos, gate logs, sticker batch list, ALPR hits, adhesive match, talc match. The DA didn’t reach for flourishes.
“Take the van clean,” she said. “No show. Garage it at LBI, image it on camera, log the tool marks. If you find people, add people. If you don’t, you still have a car that walked through our evidence like it knew the route.”
We seize the van lawfully and search it properly; the case works even if no one is inside.

BATON ROUGE — LOT K, LAKESIDE INDUSTRIAL PARK — 2:34 P.M.
The Transit sat in shade with its tape scabbed and flaking. A quiet perimeter, a tow with a camera that didn’t blink, a property receipt that read like a prayer.
Inside: a litter of coffee stirrers, a box of off-brand laminates, a half-empty tub of glove talc, two reload sleeves, and a single caster stem bent at precisely the angle the dock gouge understood.
“Photograph in situ. Dust for touch DNA on the sleeves, but don’t promise results,” Walter said. “Gloves keep their promises.”
They wrapped the van like a present nobody wanted and drove it into a future where a judge would look at pictures instead of adjectives.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 3:47 P.M.
Walter kept it procedural.
“Today, under warrant, LBI impounded a white Ford Transit van connected by video, gate logs, and material matches to last night’s venue and related locations. Evidence processing is ongoing. We continue to request public files via our site—inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans, have the upload link.”
“Is the driver in custody?”
“We don’t confirm what isn’t,” Walter said. “Next.”
We have the van, not the person—yet.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 3:49 P.M.
HEADLINE: White Transit Van Seized in River Center Probe; Forensic Links Noted
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Under a court warrant, the Office of Integrity & Oversight on Wednesday impounded a white Ford Transit believed to be connected to movements around the River Center event. Gate‑camera images and industrial‑park logs placed the vehicle at Lakeside Industrial Park; investigators cited matching signatures between tape, glove talc, and a bent caster stem found in the van and items seized at a motel and warehouse.
No driver has been publicly identified. Officials urged the public to submit videos and receipts through the agency’s portal, noting the link has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 4:11 P.M.
The Acting Governor signed what the counsel called an executive order and what the public would call the end of Redeemer. The language matched the verbs Walter had offered: dissolve the unit; archive everything; independent audit; no rebrand shell games; personnel either reassigned after review or released.
He faced two microphones and no flourishes.
“Redeemer is dissolved effective immediately,” he said. “We will preserve records, cooperate with LBI, and publish an audit plan within a week.”
Shut it down; keep the files; let investigators and auditors work.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 5:08 P.M.
Four grand-jury binders sat like compact bricks: Redline, Landry, Hogue, Alias Broker. Tabs read like a road you could walk: Contract → Waiver → Purge, Ask → Task → Shell, Rider → Pressure → Bundle, Reload → Packet → Petty Cash.
“Tomorrow: Redline first,” Walter said. “We teach the jury to read the records before anyone tries to sell them theater.”
“Press?” Serrano asked.
“Paragraph at six,” Walter said. “No victory laps.”
He felt the lighthouse blink in his pocket and let it pass through. The line held.

 
BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 6:02 P.M.
Walter kept the close short.
“Redeemer is dissolved. Evidence work continues. We impounded a van that ties our locations together. If you’ve been asked to fake a hire, hold a transfer, or clean a checklist in post, send us your records. We verify. We protect. We move.”
He closed the folder. The city had begun to believe in procedures.


[bookmark: _k789nw5t543n]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED FOUR — GRAND JURY DAY
BATON ROUGE — PARISH COURTHOUSE, GRAND JURY ANTEROOM — 7:32 A.M.
Four binders waited on a cart: REDLINE, LANDRY, HOGUE, ALIAS BROKER. Tabs ran like a road: Contract → Waiver → Purge, Ask → Task → Shell, Rider → Pressure → Bundle, Reload → Packet → Petty Cash. No adornments on the covers—just nouns that carried their own weight.
The DA held up a single page. “Order’s fixed. Redline first, Landry second, Hogue third, alias broker last. Keep answers tight. No speculation. If a juror asks for a label, show them a document.”
Walter nodded. “Paper first. People next.”
BATON ROUGE — GRAND JURY ROOM — 8:01 A.M.
The oath turned the air official. Twelve jurors. Two alternates. A court reporter. A clerk setting exhibits in sequence.
“Case One: Redline Event Services,” the DA said. “Tampering with public records, procurement fraud, negligent homicide—prior incident.”
Walter took the chair.
“State your name and role.”
“Walter Jenkins, investigator, Office of Integrity & Oversight.”
He opened Tab 1: Contracts. A purchase order; a safety checklist with missing initials; a later version with initials present. “The handwriting appears after the event,” he said. “File metadata shows edits dated after load‑out.”
Tab 2: Email Thread—subject lines: Clean the checklist in post and Delete after load‑out.
Tab 3: Crate 12—log entry out; no scan back in; a red‑ink note: Roll straight to Dock B. Don’t linger.
Tab 4: Physicals—photo of a gouge and a bent caster stem; lab one‑pager: “force without fire,” a timed squeeze modeled to ≈ 9:05 p.m.

“Do you allege arson?” a juror asked.
“No,” Walter said. “Mechanical force on clamps. Not flame.”
“Recommendation?” the DA asked.
“True bill on tampering and procurement fraud; negligent homicide for the prior fatal incident tied to waived inspections.”
The foreperson marked a square. No speeches.
“Case Two: Maurice Landry,” the DA said. “Obstruction, public bribery by conduit, racketeering, conspiracy, tampering.”
Walter opened LANDRY — Notes. A text file that looked like a grocery list and wasn’t: Voss—telegraph next quarter; align with Gulf South ask. Redline—optics over checklist; handle Bir— (continues in another file). Screenshots from a messaging app: You’re a friend of the office. We’ll pave the speed bump.
“Who is Mr. Landry?” a juror asked.
“An unofficial fixer,” Walter said. “Moves donor asks through Redeemer and vendors.”
He added Finance: bundles landing three days after targets hit; same treasurer; same sender lists.
Money moved when favors landed; the paper shows the trail.
The foreperson’s pen did not tremble.
“Case Three: R. Hogue, Gulf South Corrections,” the DA said. “Public bribery, malfeasance, racketeering, conspiracy, obstruction.”
The board on the easel showed a diagram the jury could follow with a finger:
Rider (minimum occupancy) → Pressure (emails to transfer gatekeepers) → Delays/accelerations → Target hit → Campaign bundles.
Printed email: Wing C at 83%. Penalty triggers at midnight. Need relief by Tues; check with court.
“Is this standard?” a juror asked.

“The contract exists. The pressure isn’t supposed to,” Walter said. “That’s coercion for profit.”
Gift cards labeled “vendor thank‑yous,” shift charts with penciled notes, and the PAC spreadsheet followed.
The foreperson wrote again. The room stayed ordinary.
“Case Four: Alias Broker,” the DA said. “Obstruction, payroll fraud, conspiracy, tampering with public records.”
Tab 1: C‑Store DVR Stills—left hand signing; head averted; a crescent mark on the forearm.
Tab 2: Reload Receipts—Tuesday/Thursday cadence; exact amounts; loyalty logs.
Tab 3: Staff Packets—template name Andre LeBlanc; same contact number; handwriting that looks half‑distracted; petty‑cash ledger noting Declined card—A. LeBlanc—$70 → Paid from petty.
Tab 4: Supply chain—off‑brand laminates, badge punch, motel talc matching warehouse talc, reload sleeves with contact oils that are not the owner’s.
“Do you have the person?” a juror asked.
“We have the path,” Walter said. “The broker made fake workers look real so money could move. That’s the crime before the face.”
The foreperson marked the square.
BATON ROUGE — GRAND JURY ROOM — 12:11 P.M.
The DA closed the last binder. “Members of the grand jury, you have heard evidence on four matters. Your role is to determine whether probable cause exists. You are not deciding guilt.”
They broke for sandwiches that tasted like paper. The clerk wheeled the cart out. Walter let his pulse slow to the room’s pace.
BATON ROUGE — HALLWAY OUTSIDE GRAND JURY — 1:03 P.M.
Serrano read a counsel text. “Acting Governor wants language for Redeemer fallout—HR placement, audit scope, public line.”
“Keep it procedural,” Walter said. “Dissolve, preserve, audit, publish.” 

BATON ROUGE — GRAND JURY ROOM — 2:42 P.M.
The foreperson handed out forms with boxes checked the way a carpenter checks studs. The DA read each count into the record.
“True bill,” the clerk said four times.
BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 4:05 P.M.
The DA kept it narrow. “Today a grand jury returned indictments in four matters: (1) Redline Event Services — tampering with public records, procurement fraud, negligent homicide (prior incident); (2) Maurice Landry — obstruction, public bribery, racketeering, conspiracy, tampering; (3) R. Hogue — public bribery, malfeasance, racketeering, conspiracy, obstruction; (4) Alias Broker — obstruction, payroll fraud, conspiracy, tampering with public records. Evidence will be filed with the court. We will try these cases there, not here.”
Utilities moved early. Cade’s already in the system.
“Is this connected to the River Center failure?” a reporter asked.
“We follow paper,” Walter said. “Paper points to people. Different cases, same rule.”
“Is the runner identified?”
“We do not confirm uncharged names,” Walter said. “Next.”
“Are you coordinating with New Orleans?”
“Yes,” Serrano said. “Inboxes across Louisiana—including New Orleans—have the upload link for files and video.”
NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 7:03 P.M.
HEADLINE: Grand Jury Returns Four Indictments in River Center–Linked MattersDATELINE: BATON ROUGE — A parish grand jury on Thursday returned indictments in four related cases: Redline Event Services (tampering, procurement fraud, negligent homicide in a prior incident), Maurice Landry (obstruction, public bribery by conduit, racketeering, conspiracy, tampering), R. Hogue of Gulf South Corrections (public bribery, malfeasance, racketeering, conspiracy, obstruction), and an alias broker tied to false hire packets (obstruction, payroll fraud, tampering, conspiracy), according to the district attorney’s office.Prosecutors said the cases are rooted in contracts, emails, logs and forensic matches that will be filed with the court. The office declined to identify an alleged runner seen on store video, citing uncharged status. Officials reiterated that upload guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

BATON ROUGE — UNION HALL — 5:02 P.M.
Patel streamed a short video with two shop stewards. “Read your contracts. Refuse unsafe shortcuts. If someone asks you to ‘fix it in post,’ call us and call the site.” A link followed: How to report a credential problem without getting fired. Comments lifted instead of burning.
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 5:46 P.M.
The board got a new row: Indicted. Under it: Redline Ops, Landry, Hogue, Alias Broker. To the right: Referrals—Judicial Commission, Sheriff IA, Procurement Board.
Serrano leaned on the table and didn’t pretend to own the moment. “We brief the Acting Governor at six.”
“He already has the line,” Walter said. “Stick to the record.”
His phone blinked the lighthouse in his pocket. Steady. He let it pass.


BATON ROUGE — SAFE HOUSE — 6:18 P.M.
He’d done his twenty-four in a Baton Rouge safe house the night after the speech—contractor badge to ash, crescent mark rinsed in the first hour. If a cop stopped him now, he was no one-it was time to go. He kept his head down, ran ordinary errands, and let the paper do the talking.
BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 7:41 P.M.
The Acting Governor stood behind a short mic. “Redeemer remains dissolved. Records are preserved under seal. An independent audit team begins this week. Placement decisions for staff will be published with reasons.” He did not ad‑lib.
It’s over; the files are safe; outside auditors will check everything; people will know where redeployed staff went and why.
BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 8:22 P.M.
Tape fluttered. The chalk had been mopped. Walter stood where grief had nothing left to say and work did. Four boxes on a board somewhere had moved to a new column. It was enough for a night.
He went back to the office and wrote a paragraph for morning.
Tomorrow they keep going.
[bookmark: _q34fr1y2z4j3]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED FIVE — THE SWEEP
BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 6:51 A.M.
A new header ran the board: TIERS. Under it, six boxes:
1. City — Redeemer liaison inside a municipal unit.
2. Parish — sheriff’s transfer coordinator.
3. State — compliance officer who sat on safety flags.
4. Facility — assistant warden over transport logs.
5. Vendor — security‑vendor coordinator with gift cards.
6. Courts — docket aide who “smoothed” calendars.
“Same rule,” Walter said. “Paper before people. Every count comes with exhibits they can hold.”

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 7:28 A.M.
Four grand juries had already voted. Two more met at eight. The DA signed six arrest packets. Tabs were nouns: Emails, Logs, Ledgers, Video, Contracts.
“Serve them clean,” she said. “No theater. Cameras can watch us be boring.”

NEW ORLEANS — MUNICIPAL HQ, INTERNAL HALL — 8:12 A.M.
A door opened on a narrow office with a map pinned wrong. The City Redeemer Liaison—a sergeant detailed years ago and never rotated out—looked smaller without his inbox.
Walter read the rights and the charges: public bribery by conduit, malfeasance, conspiracy, obstruction. He placed three printed emails on the desk: “optics > checklist,” “clean in post,” and a routing slip to a vendor shell.
They walked him out without applause. A camera watched the door close.

ASCENSION PARISH — SHERIFF’S OFFICE, TRANSFER DESK — 8:44 A.M.
The parish transfer coordinator kept a calendar in pencil and a Moleskine with arrows. The warrant team found both in a drawer labeled Misc.
Charges: obstruction, racketeering predicate acts, malfeasance. Exhibits: emails that read “hold two buses to keep Wing C whole,” and an MOU note: “coordinate to maintain compliance.”
He stared at the pencil like it had betrayed him.

BATON ROUGE — STATE COMPLEX, COMPLIANCE OFFICE — 9:23 A.M.
A state compliance officer had dismissed three safety flags as “noise.” The flags lived again in a folder titled Ignored that IT never really deleted.
Charges: malfeasance in office, obstruction, tampering. Exhibit: a forward that said “don’t crater the event; fix in post,” with his initials at the bottom.
He took a breath like a man who had mistaken calm for cover.

LIVINGSTON PARISH — REGIONAL FACILITY — 10:11 A.M.
The assistant warden ran transport logs as if they were suggestions. The logs said one time; a DVR said another.
Charges: tampering with public records, obstruction, conspiracy. Exhibit: a log edit at 12:03 a.m., a shift captain’s text: “we’ll backfill the paper,” and gate video that did not agree.
The cuffs stayed in the case. The paper weighed enough.

BATON ROUGE — VENDOR SUITE, SECURITY CONTRACTOR — 10:47 A.M.
A vendor coordinator kept “thank‑you” gift cards in a drawer and labeled them like inventory. Under the stack: a donor spreadsheet.
Charges: bribery, racketeering, conspiracy. Exhibits: purchase logs, card serials, emails to a Redeemer address.

BATON ROUGE — PARISH COURTHOUSE, DOCKET AIDE CUBICLE — 11:26 A.M.
The docket aide had three calendars: official, draft, and “parking.” “Parking” held continuances that always seemed to land when numbers needed help.
Charges: tampering with public records, obstruction. Exhibits: version history on a shared calendar, a text to a liaison: “we’ll pave the speed bump,” and a clerk‑station log of edits made after hours.
She cried quietly. The printer hummed.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 12:02 P.M.
HEADLINE: Arrests Span City, Parish, State and Courts as Oversight Drive Widens; Serrano Elevated
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Authorities on Friday executed warrants across city, parish, state, facility, vendor and court tiers in a widening public‑corruption probe, arresting a municipal liaison, a parish transfer coordinator, a state compliance officer, an assistant warden, a vendor coordinator and a docket aide. Charges include public bribery, malfeasance, tampering with public records, obstruction and racketeering.
The Acting Governor separately elevated the Office of Integrity & Oversight to cabinet level and named Michael Serrano as Secretary for Integrity & Oversight, pending Senate confirmation. Officials said minutes for contract‑related meetings will be posted publicly and records preserved for an independent audit.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 12:15 P.M.
Screens filled with six tiles: City / Parish / State / Facility / Vendor / Courts. Under each tile: the statute lines. Across the bottom: Referrals—Judicial Commission, Ethics Board, Procurement Board, Peace Officer Standards & Training.
Serrano let the room breathe. “This is every tier,” he said.
“Not every person,” Walter answered. “Just enough to show the line.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 1:07 P.M.
HEADLINE: State Announces Tiered Arrests; Public Asked to Upload Records
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — “Today, in coordination with parish DAs and municipal partners, we executed arrest warrants across city, parish, state, facility, vendor and court tiers for crimes including public bribery, malfeasance, tampering with public records, obstruction of justice, racketeering and conspiracy,” an LBI spokesperson said. “We will try these cases in court.”
Officials asked the public to submit documents and video through the agency’s portal, noting the link has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 2:22 P.M.
The Acting Governor stood at a short mic with a single page.
“Today I am elevating the Office of Integrity & Oversight to cabinet level and naming Michael Serrano as Secretary for Integrity & Oversight, pending Senate confirmation. His mandate is simple: finish the clean‑up, publish the audits and keep contract decisions in the open.”
Serrano did not smile. He nodded once at the idea of work.

BATON ROUGE — UNION HALL — 3:16 P.M.
Patel’s post pinned itself to phones: “If you’re pressured to sign a fake checklist, call us and call the site. If you’ve got receipts, send them to LBI.” The comments lifted instead of burning.

BATON ROUGE — BOOKING — 4:03 P.M.
Six intake windows worked like gears. Property bags swallowed badges, access cards and a Moleskine with arrows. A clerk stamped. The clock kept time without asking permission.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 4:51 P.M.
HEADLINE: Graphics: Who’s Off the Field; What Changes Now
DATELINE: NEW ORLEANS — A newsroom package outlined removals and immediate changes following the arrests: no occupancy penalties in contract riders, independent safety sign‑off before events and a ban on “clean it in post” practices. A companion chart listed defendants, charges and next court dates. The package linked to the state upload portal for documents and video.

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, ROTUNDA — 6:32 P.M.
A public TV host caught Serrano for a two‑question stand‑up beside a column.
“Is this about punishment or policy?”
“It’s housekeeping,” he said. “We clean the floor so we can carry something worth a damn. We’re cleaning up the state so we can start anew—so we can get back to taking care of our people.”
“How do you keep it from happening again?”
“We put every state contract in the sunlight and under a rotating advisory board made of public officials and Louisiana citizens—selected like jurors: random pool, conflict check, short terms,” Serrano said. “They vote by simple majority on approvals and red flags; meetings are open and minutes posted. LBI watches the money for a fixed window with dashboards and audit triggers. In short: let taxpayers sit at the table and watch the checkbook.”

BATON ROUGE — RIVER CENTER FLOOR — 8:04 P.M.
Tape fluttered. The chalk was gone. Walter stood in the place where the noise had ended and the work had begun. Six boxes on a board had moved to Indicted/Arrested. It wasn’t a finish. It was a line you could finally see.
He wrote a paragraph for morning and left nothing behind you could quote.

[bookmark: _8v0toverp4yr]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED SIX — FIRST APPEARANCES
BATON ROUGE — PARISH COURTHOUSE, CRIMINAL DISTRICT — 7:48 A.M.
The docket stacked under four captions and six arrests from The Sweep. Public benches filled early; a bailiff called the room to order. The judge glanced over a morning of paper and made it official.

CASE: REDLINE OPS MANAGER — 8:06 A.M.
Counts: tampering with public records, procurement fraud, negligent homicide (prior incident). Defense cited work history; prosecutors pointed to a “clean it in post” thread, a “delete after load‑out” email and mirrored server hashes.
Bail: $250,000 secured; surrender passport; no contact with Redline staff; no systems access; GPS; home detention except legal/medical.

CASE: MAURICE LANDRY — 8:29 A.M.
Counts: obstruction, public bribery by conduit, racketeering, conspiracy, tampering. Defense argued philanthropy; prosecutors filed a bundle ledger and “pave the speed bump” messages.
Bail: $600,000 secured; surrender devices; no contact with public officials or vendors named in the bill; no fundraising; GPS; 8 p.m. curfew.

CASE: R. HOGUE (GULF SOUTH) — 8:57 A.M.
Counts: public bribery, malfeasance, racketeering, conspiracy, obstruction. Diagram re‑run in open court: Rider → Pressure → Delay/Accelerate → Target → Bundles.
Bail: $300,000 secured; no contact with Gulf South personnel; no system access; surrender firearm if any; stay‑away from facilities.

CASE: ALIAS BROKER (TRI‑PARISH OWNER) — 9:21 A.M.
Counts: obstruction, payroll fraud, conspiracy, tampering. Exhibits: petty‑cash ledger, template packets, reload cadence, DVR stills.
Bail: $200,000 secured; operations barred pending audit; no contact with listed stores; no new hires; turn over accounting by Friday.

BATON ROUGE — PARISH COURTHOUSE, NEXT DOCKET — 10:06 A.M.
Six defendants from The Sweep appeared in sequence; conditions tracked the roles.
· City Redeemer Liaison (Sergeant) — Charges: public bribery, malfeasance, conspiracy, obstruction. Bail: $150,000 secured; departmental leave; turn in badge and access cards; no contact with city vendors or Redeemer mails.
· Parish Transfer Coordinator — Charges: obstruction, racketeering predicates, malfeasance. Bail: $120,000 secured; no scheduling authority; no contact with Gulf South; surrender personal planner for imaging.
· State Compliance Officer — Charges: malfeasance, obstruction, tampering. Bail: $90,000 secured; suspended; no access to safety systems; ethics hold.
· Assistant Warden (Regional Facility) — Charges: tampering, obstruction, conspiracy. Bail: $110,000 secured; no shift command; stay‑away from transport wing.
· Vendor Security Coordinator — Charges: bribery, racketeering, conspiracy. Bail: $140,000 secured; no procurement activity; financial disclosures due.
· Docket Aide — Charges: tampering, obstruction. Bail: $50,000 secured; administrative leave; no access to court calendars.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 11:18 A.M.
A new strip labeled Discovery stretched across the screens: What We Used → What We Owe. Boxes: Contracts, Emails, Logs, Forensics, Video.
“We produce exactly what we relied on and what the law requires,” Walter said. “Indexed, hashed, Bates‑stamped. Defense gets copies; originals stay in evidence.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 1:04 P.M.
HEADLINE: First Appearances Set Bail, Restrictions in River Center–Linked Cases
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Judges on Monday set secured bonds and conditions for multiple defendants tied to the River Center probe, including the Redline operations manager, Maurice Landry, R. Hogue, the owner of Tri‑Parish Staffing and six arrests from last week’s tiered sweep, court records show. Orders barred contact with co‑defendants, limited system access and imposed curfews or GPS monitoring.
Prosecutors said discovery indexes of contracts, emails, logs, video and forensic reports began rolling out to defense teams. Officials repeated their call for public submissions through the agency’s portal, noting guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

BATON ROUGE — A SMALL CONFERENCE ROOM — 2:22 P.M.
Two defense attorneys met with the DA. One represented the alias broker; the other, the docket aide. The DA discussed cooperation terms; both lawyers requested time to confer after reviewing discovery.

BATON ROUGE — JUDICIAL COMMISSION INTAKE — 3:11 P.M.
A referral packet logged calendar variance reports, continuance clusters and aide texts. The cover letter listed acts and dates without naming a judge and asked for scrutiny by the commission.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 4:07 P.M.
EXPLAINER: What bail means (money + conditions to ensure appearance and prevent tampering). What discovery is (evidence the state must share). A link to the state portal accompanied the explainer.





BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, SIDE HALL — 6:02 P.M.
A hallway question found Serrano. “People say this is too big to fix.”
“It’s the right size to clean,” he said. “Put records in order, publish audits, keep finances in view, and let citizens sit on a rotating board for contract oversight. Then we can get back to taking care of our people.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:13 P.M.
The board added a thin stripe: Cooperators. Under it: Printer Seller (located), Back‑Channel Texts (pending).
“Tomorrow we chase both,” Walter said. The lighthouse blinked in his pocket. He let it pass.

[bookmark: _6hbf9fo8ryk9]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED SEVEN — DEALS ON THE TABLE
BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE, CONFERENCE ROOM — 7:32 A.M.
Two chairs, two lawyers, one recorder. The Vendor Security Coordinator sat with hands flat and a phone facedown on a folder labeled Gift Cards.
“This is a proffer,” the DA said. “What you say here isn’t used against you in our case‑in‑chief. We can use it to follow leads. If you lie or contradict this later, we can use your statements to prove that and charge you.”
The vendor slid the phone over. “Voice memos,” he said. The index showed dates that matched the bundles chart. He tapped one.
Audio (4/12, 10:18 a.m.) — native .m4a on defendant’s phone; device ID logged; SHA‑256 hash at intake.
Maurice Landry (self‑ID at :02): “We need optics, not friction.”
Vendor Coord: “Understood.”
Landry: “Then you’ll pave the speed bump. Cards at pick‑up.”
A second file (4/26, 9:02 a.m., same device) opens with “Maurice Landry here” over a coffee‑shop steamer, followed by “waiver language” and “clean in post.” Audio is clear; Landry is name‑stated and voice‑matched to public remarks. The serials in the gift‑card spreadsheet matched receipts already bagged.
“Terms,” the DA said. “Plea to bribery and racketeering, others dismissed. 24 months with 12 to serve, 3 years probation, forfeit cards and fees, lifetime debarment from public contracts. Full cooperation, including testimony.”
The vendor’s shoulders eased. “I’ll testify.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 9:18 A.M.
The Cooperators stripe filled in two tiles: Vendor Coord (clear, name‑stated audio + spreadsheets) and Docket Aide (texts). Arrows pointed to Landry and Hogue. Audio hashes were logged; card serials were aligned to purchase logs.
“Backfill the factual basis,” Walter said. “The judge should hear documents, dates, and files—nothing ornamental.”

BATON ROUGE — CRIMINAL DISTRICT COURT, SECTION J — 11:06 A.M.
Plea: Vendor Security Coordinator. The clerk read the counts. The DA recited a factual basis: cards purchased by the defendant, delivered to a liaison, serials redeemed near decision points, and clear audio naming Maurice Landry instructing “pave the speed bump,” with chain‑of‑custody and hash values.
Sentence: 24 months with 12 to serve, balance suspended; 3 years supervised probation; $25,000 forfeiture; debarment; cooperation ongoing.

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE, SMALL ROOM — 1:14 P.M.
The Parish Transfer Coordinator arrived with counsel and a Moleskine, set down a USB and keys. “Dashcam audio,” he said. “We carpooled. He said the words.”
Audio (3/30, 6:41 a.m.) — dashcam mic; phone on speaker; call‑log screenshot shows incoming ‘R. Hogue’; native file hashed at intake.
R. Hogue: “Hold two buses. Wing C takes the penalty if we move today.”
Transfer Coord: “Copy.”
Hogue: “Numbers are numbers. We’ll get calendar help.”
The Moleskine arrows matched transfer logs: delay 24h, accelerate after target, an asterisk beside Hogue.
“Terms,” the DA said. “Plea to malfeasance and obstruction. 18 months with 9 to serve, 2 years probation, ban from transfer authority, testimony required.”
He nodded. “I’ll take it.”

BATON ROUGE — CRIMINAL DISTRICT COURT, SECTION F — 3:02 P.M.
Plea: Parish Transfer Coordinator. The DA laid out the rider language, the MOU, the dashcam audio naming R. Hogue with corroborating call‑log screenshot, and the Moleskine entries.
Sentence: 18 months with 9 to serve, 2 years probation, no scheduling authority, stay‑away from Gulf South, cooperation.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 3:47 P.M.
The board ticked forward: Audio → True Bills → Pleas (with jail). The Vendor arrow pointed at Landry. The Transfer arrow pointed at Hogue and slid into a new box: Court Aide Back Channel.
“Next?” Serrano asked.
“Printer seller,” Walter said. “The alias chain.”

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 4:10 P.M.
HEADLINE: Two Defendants Plead Guilty, Accept Jail; Recordings Name Landry, Hogue
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — A vendor security coordinator pleaded guilty to bribery and racketeering and was sentenced to 24 months with 12 to serve, while a parish transfer coordinator pleaded guilty to malfeasance and obstruction and received 18 months with 9 to serve, according to plea minutes.
Prosecutors cited name‑stated recordings: one in which Maurice Landry can be heard instructing a liaison to “pave the speed bump,” and another capturing R. Hogue directing transfer delays and “calendar help,” with call‑log screenshots and file hashes entered into the record. Both defendants agreed to cooperate. Officials again asked the public to upload records through the agency portal, noting the guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 5:01 P.M.
An explainer ran with three boxes: What a Proffer Is (a protected interview to earn consideration), What a Plea Does (admit facts and accept sentence), and Why Jail in a Deal (testimony and proof in exchange for a measured custodial term). The package linked to the upload portal.

BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, SHORT HALL — 6:22 P.M.
A mic found Serrano. “Is this the end?”
“It’s the middle,” he said. “We’re cleaning so we can start over and take care of our people. That doesn’t fit in a day.”
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BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:11 A.M.
A new tile blinked on the board: Printer Seller — locate. Under it, three threads: Online marketplace, Swap‑meet booth, Cash buyer records. The alias row waited beside it: Reload → Packet → Petty Cash → Printer.
“Start with what we imaged off Tri‑Parish,” Walter said. “Search ‘ribbon,’ ‘laminate,’ ‘overlay.’”
An analyst read from the screen. “Hit: ‘holo‑overlay 500‑pack (cash, no tax)’ and ‘ZB‑DTC ribbon K‑panel.’ A DM handle: @K12_Booth. Meetup site lists Gonzales Expo Market on Saturdays.”
“Quiet buy,” Walter said. “Leave with packaging.”

GONZALES — EXPO MARKET, AISLE D — 9:03 A.M.
Fluorescent hum. Folding tables. A banner: K‑TWELVE OFFICE SUPPLY in letters too new. On the cloth: unlabeled PVC card stock, lamination sleeves with hologram shimmer, two compact printers with tape over the brand plates.
The undercover set a tote down. “Need a Zebra/Fargo‑type ribbon and overlay. Cash.”
The seller—mid‑40s, calm hands—tapped a box. “Holo‑overlay, 500 pack. Ribbon K‑panel is eighty. Ribbon’s lightly used.”
From a trash tote behind the booth, a spent ribbon curled like film, faint silhouettes of letters repeating.
“Throw the ribbon in,” UC said. “Bundle price?”
“One fifty. Cash.”
A nod from the far aisle. The team moved.

GONZALES — EXPO MARKET BACK ROOM — 9:27 A.M.
A table cleared. A receipt book opened. Body cams caught serials, labels, and the seller’s hands.
“Warrant for the booth and your storage,” Walter said. “We’re seizing ID printers, ribbons, overlays, and card stock tied to fraudulent credentials.”
The seller exhaled. “There’s a locker behind the snack bar. And a bin.”
The locker held overlay sleeves with batch numbers; the bin held five used ribbons. On one, letters appeared at the right angle: A. LEBLANC over digits that matched a Tri‑Parish timecard.
“Photograph in place,” Walter said. “Bag separately. Hash labels. Copy the marketplace DMs for @K12_Booth.”
Charges read out: possession of forgery devices, tampering with public records, conspiracy to defraud.

BATON ROUGE — LBI FORENSICS — 10:41 A.M.
Esperanza unspooled a ribbon over a light table. The dye pattern surrendered words like a confession.
“Here,” she said. “ANDRE LEBLANC. Left‑aligned, sans serif, same pitch as the Tri‑Parish packet. And this overlay with the fish‑scale hologram—serial HO‑3429—was in the seller’s locker. That serial shows in Redeemer purchase logs last year.”
Next ribbon: initials and a date stamp; third ribbon: temporary contractor template with a generic headshot silhouette.
“Ribbons keep a negative of every card printed,” she said. “Overlays have batch serials. We can match buyers and prints.”

BATON ROUGE — DA’S OFFICE — 11:32 A.M.
The seller sat across from the DA with a public defender and a recorder.
“This is a proffer,” the DA said. “Tell the truth. What you say here isn’t used in our case‑in‑chief. We can use it to follow leads. If you lie, we can use it against you.”
He slid over a cheap phone. “Marketplace messages. Handle is mine. I sold a Fargo DTC‑series to the Tri‑Parish owner. Not for school IDs. He asked for holo‑overlays and said, ‘keep the boxes clean.’ I kept used ribbons for ‘quality.’ Truth is, it helps me up‑sell.”
“Who else?”
He named a vendor staffer already in the file and a security sub who bought overlays by the hundred. He called the fish‑scale batch “Redeemer‑friendly.”
“Terms,” the DA said. “Plea to possession of forgery devices and conspiracy; 18 months with 6 to serve, 2 years probation, forfeit inventory, name every buyer, testify. Lie and today comes in.”
He stared at the ribbon photo. “I’ll take it.”

BATON ROUGE — CRIMINAL DISTRICT COURT, SECTION L — 1:18 P.M.
Plea: Printer Seller. Factual basis: marketplace handle; booth photos; locker inventory; used ribbons with ANDRE LEBLANC; overlay serial HO‑3429 tied to Redeemer logs; DMs with the Tri‑Parish owner.
Sentence: 18 months with 6 to serve, 2 years probation, forfeiture and debarment, cooperation.

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 2:07 P.M.
The alias row gained a square: Printer → Ribbons (ghost text) → Overlay serials → Buyers. Arrows pointed back to Tri‑Parish Owner and sideways to a new tile: Security Sub (overlays by the hundred).
“Subpoenas for the overlay vendor,” Walter said. “Order logs and shipments.”
A secondary screen added a note: printers keep secrets on their trash; overlays carry serials; both mark time and hands.

BATON ROUGE — PRESS ROOM — 3:04 P.M.
HEADLINE: Swap‑Meet Vendor Pleads to Selling Fake‑ID Gear; Used Ribbons Show ‘Andre LeBlanc’
DATELINE: GONZALES — An expo‑market seller admitted to supplying ID‑printer ribbons, overlays and card stock used to produce fraudulent badges, entering a plea to possession of forgery devices and conspiracy, court records show.
Investigators said “ghost text” on used dye‑sublimation ribbons recovered from a locker showed ANDRE LEBLANC and other templates; overlay sleeves carried serials tied to Redeemer purchases. The seller received 18 months with 6 to serve and will cooperate. Officials asked the public to submit tips and files through the state portal, noting guidance has gone to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 3:49 P.M.
A simple diagram ran with the update: Used Ribbon = Film of Names; Overlay Serial = Batch Receipt; Marketplace DMs = Buyer Trail. A second column explained how dye‑sub printing leaves readable frames on spent ribbons.



BATON ROUGE — STATE CAPITOL, WEST WING — 6:17 P.M.
A short line from Serrano: “We’re cleaning the supply and the demand,” he said. “That’s how you stop counterfeits and rebuild trust. Then we take care of our people.”

BATON ROUGE — LBI WAR ROOM — 7:06 P.M.
Under Next: Security Sub → Orders → Deliveries → Who signed. The lighthouse blinked in Walter’s pocket. He let it pass. Work held its line.
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[bookmark: _ieyclyuejfwp]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED NINE — THE WEEK THE PAPER TALKED
NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 6:40 A.M.
The morning budget board read: The Sweep — One Week Later. Four tabs opened side by side: Court Docket, Procurement Board, Union Hall, Governor’s Office. The copy desk set hed widths and datelines.

HEADLINE: Court Sets Motions, Hearings as River Center Probe Advances
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — New docket entries filed this week show motion and hearing dates in four related matters stemming from the River Center investigation: R. Hogue (motions set), Maurice Landry (status conference), Redline Event Services (evidentiary hearing), and a staffing‑firm owner accused as an alias broker (audit compliance due), according to court records.
Clerks also posted discovery indexes that list contracts, emails, logs, forensic reports and video, with file hash values recorded to verify integrity.

HEADLINE: State Debars Vendor, Bars Liaison Roles Amid Oversight Drive
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Louisiana Procurement Board on Friday voted to permanently debar Redline Event Services from state purchasing and to bar a Gulf South Corrections liaison from any advisory role on contracts, meeting minutes show. Additional suspensions are pending audit results. Officials said records from the dissolved Redeemer unit are being preserved for outside review.

HEADLINE: Union Posts ‘Don’t Sign It Broken’ Card; Upload Link Re‑issued
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The state trades coalition published a three‑step guidance card urging workers to stop unsafe shortcuts, call supervisors and document pressure to alter checklists. The notice linked to the state upload portal for evidence submissions. Officials said the guidance was sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

HEADLINE: Governor Names Audit Team; Publishes Timeline, Record Policy
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Governor’s Office announced an independent audit team and a public timeline for release of findings. A records policy published online states that Redeemer files will be preserved under seal and released as permitted by law after review.

Q&A: Serrano on Preventing Repeat Failures
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Interviewer: How do you keep this from happening again?
Michael Serrano: “Put every state contract in the open and under a rotating advisory board made up of public officials and Louisiana citizens—selected like jurors from a random pool, conflict‑checked, short terms. Simple‑majority votes on approvals and red flags. Open meetings; minutes posted. LBI watches the money for a fixed window with dashboards and automatic audit triggers. The goal is trust: let taxpayers sit at the table and watch the checkbook so we can get back to taking care of our people.”

ASCENSION / EAST BATON ROUGE / LIVINGSTON — 3:06 P.M.
HEADLINE: Who’s Off the Field; What Changes Now
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE REGION — Local sites published a two‑panel explainer: removals and charges for officials across city, parish, state, facility, vendor and court tiers; and policy changes effective immediately, including removal of occupancy penalties, independent safety sign‑offs before events, and a ban on “clean it in post” practices.

HEADLINE: LBI Updates Discovery, Debarments; Renews Call for Public Files
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — Officials said discovery production is continuing to defense teams and confirmed debarment actions issued by the Procurement Board. Two defendants who pleaded guilty earlier in the week began serving custodial terms. Upcoming settings include a Redline evidentiary hearing, a Landry status conference and a Hogue motion day. Members of the public were asked to submit documents and video through the agency’s portal, with guidance sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

NEW ORLEANS — NEWSROOM — 8:01 P.M.
HEADLINE: One Week Later: Arrests, Indictments, Pleas, Debarments, Audits, Guardrails
DATELINE: LOUISIANA — A week after a statewide sweep of arrests, Louisiana agencies reported continued movement across court dockets, procurement actions and audit planning. The Office of Integrity & Oversight said the priority is to document cases in court and publish contract decisions and audit results. Editors compiled a timeline readers can carry: Arrests → Indictments → Pleas/Trials → Debarments → Audits → Guardrails.

[bookmark: _yluwrx4qv70u]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED TEN — GUARDRAILS & SENTENCES
BATON ROUGE — NEWS BUDGET — 7:10 A.M.
Copy desk notes: Sentencings, Procurement Rules, Oversight Board Pilot, Court Scheduling, Public Portal.

HEADLINE: Assistant Warden Pleads to Tampering; 10 Months to Serve
DATELINE: LIVINGSTON PARISH — A regional‑facility assistant warden pleaded guilty Tuesday to tampering with public records and obstruction in a case alleging altered transport logs, according to plea minutes.
A judge sentenced the defendant to 20 months with 10 to serve, followed by 18 months probation, and barred him from any supervisory role over inmate movement pending completion of sentence. Gate video and after‑hours edit logs were entered into the record.

HEADLINE: State Compliance Officer Pleads; Suspended Term, Employment Bar
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — A state compliance officer admitted to malfeasance in office and obstruction tied to dismissed safety flags in the River Center probe. The court imposed a suspended 18‑month sentence, two years supervised probation, 100 hours of safety training outreach, and a five‑year bar from compliance roles. A forwarded email referencing “fix in post” was included in the factual basis.

HEADLINE: Redline Evidentiary Hearing Sets Schedule; Metadata, Emails At Issue
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — At a hearing Tuesday, a district judge set a trial calendar for Redline Event Services and ordered briefings on the admissibility of checklist edits and mirrored‑server metadata. The court scheduled motion arguments on chain‑of‑custody and expert qualifications; trial is tentatively set for the next term, court records show.

HEADLINE: Alias‑Broker Owner Signals Intent to Plead; Change‑of‑Plea Set
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The owner of Tri‑Parish Staffing filed a notice of intent to plead guilty to obstruction of justice, payroll fraud, and tampering with public records, with conspiracy to be dismissed under the agreement, according to a docket entry. A change‑of‑plea hearing is set for next week. Charging documents reference template packets bearing the name Andre LeBlanc and petty‑cash entries tied to declined cards.

HEADLINE: Emergency Procurement Rules Adopted: No Occupancy Penalties; Independent Safety Sign‑Off
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Louisiana Procurement Board adopted emergency rules removing occupancy‑penalty riders from state contracts and requiring independent safety sign‑off before public events. Agencies must retain digital checklist metadata, and “clean it in post” practices are prohibited. Meeting minutes state that contract decisions and debarments will be posted online.

HEADLINE: State Pilots Citizen‑Advisor Panels for Contract Oversight
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Governor’s Office announced a pilot program creating rotating advisory panels for major state contracts, composed of public officials and Louisiana citizens selected through a jury‑style random pool with conflict checks and short, staggered terms. Votes on approvals and red flags will be by simple majority. Meetings will be open to the public, with minutes and recordings posted. The Office of Integrity & Oversight will monitor finances for a fixed window via dashboards and automatic audit triggers.

EXPLAINER: How the Contract Advisory Panels Will Work
Pool: random draw from voter/DMV rolls; opt‑out for hardship or conflicts.
Terms: 90‑day service windows; staggered starts.
Conflicts: mandatory disclosures; recusals recorded.
Votes: simple majority; dissent notes preserved.
Transparency: agendas, minutes, audio posted within 72 hours.
Role: advisory vote precedes award; agencies respond on the record.
Oversight: LBI seats a non‑voting observer to track finance triggers.

HEADLINE: Portal Submissions Pass 2,000; Officials Renew Call for Records
DATELINE: LOUISIANA — Officials said the public portal has received more than 2,000 file uploads statewide since the sweep, including video, receipts and contract correspondence. Agencies reiterated that guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans and that submissions can be made anonymously.

HEADLINE: Round‑Up: Sentences, Rules, Panels Mark Shift From Crisis to Guardrails
DATELINE: LOUISIANA — With new sentencings, emergency procurement rules and a citizen‑advisor pilot announced, state officials said the River Center probe is moving from arrests to guardrails. Upcoming dates include a Redline motions hearing, a Landry status conference and a change‑of‑plea for the Tri‑Parish owner. The Office of Integrity & Oversight said it will publish debarment actions and panel minutes as they are finalized.

[bookmark: _ff3nev3bit87]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED ELEVEN — CONFIRMATION DAY
BATON ROUGE — NEWS BUDGET — 7:08 A.M. Copy desk notes: Serrano Confirmation, Committee Highlights, Floor Vote, Citizen Panels Live, Audit Timeline, Public Opinion, Budget Hearing.

HEADLINE: Senate Panel Advances Serrano to Lead Integrity & Oversight
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Senate Governmental Affairs Committee on Wednesday advanced Michael Serrano to serve as Secretary for Integrity & Oversight, a newly elevated cabinet post, sending the nomination to the full Senate.
In testimony, Serrano pledged to publish audit timelines, keep contract decisions in the open and pilot citizen advisory panels for major awards. “The work is to clean the floor and keep it clean,” he said.

HEADLINE: What the Committee Asked — and What Serrano Said
DATELINE: CAPITOL — — On contract oversight: Panels of public officials and Louisiana citizens selected by jury‑style random pool, with conflict checks and short, staggered terms; simple‑majority votes recorded; minutes and audio posted.
— On finances: LBI to monitor disbursements for a fixed window with dashboards and automatic audit triggers; quarterly public summaries.
— On Redeemer records: All files preserved under seal; audit findings released on a schedule approved by outside reviewers.
— On retaliation: Whistleblower hotline staffed by third‑party vendor; non‑retaliation policy posted at all state sites.
— On culture: “Facts over theater. We document, we publish, we prosecute where the law carries it.”

HEADLINE: Senate Confirms Serrano to Cabinet Post; Promise to ‘Take Care of Our People’
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE — The Louisiana Senate on Wednesday confirmed Michael Serrano as Secretary for Integrity & Oversight, approving the Governor’s pick after a brief debate that focused on procurement rules and public access.
“Today is about trust,” Serrano said outside the chamber. “We’re cleaning up the state so we can start anew — so we can get back to taking care of our people.”

HEADLINE: First Citizen Contract Panels Post Rosters, Meeting Notices
DATELINE: BATON ROUGE / NEW ORLEANS — Pilot citizen‑advisor panels for state contracts posted their first rosters and meeting notices online, listing dates, agendas and livestream links for sessions in Baton Rouge and New Orleans. Panelists will vote by simple majority on approvals and red flags; agency responses will be recorded in writing. Minutes and audio will be posted within 72 hours, officials said.

HEADLINE: Audit Timeline Published; Debarment Docket Goes Live
DATELINE: LOUISIANA — The Office of Integrity & Oversight published a Redeemer audit timeline with target dates for interim and final reports. A public debarment docket listing active and pending actions was posted on the state portal. Agencies reiterated that upload guidance has been sent to inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

HEADLINE: Poll Finds Majority Support for Oversight Elevation, Panels
DATELINE: NEW ORLEANS — An independent statewide survey conducted this week reported majority support for elevating Integrity & Oversight to a cabinet post and for using citizen panels on large contracts. Respondents cited “transparent meetings” and “posted minutes” as confidence drivers. Skeptics pointed to “workload” and “panel selection fairness” as concerns.

HEADLINE: Budget Hearing: Staff, Forensics, Portal Upkeep Requested
DATELINE: CAPITOL — At a House Appropriations subcommittee hearing, the agency requested funding for additional forensic analysts, public records staff, and portal maintenance. Lawmakers asked for quarterly metrics on discovery production, turnaround times, and panel participation.

HEADLINE: Editorial: Keep Procurement in the Sun
DATELINE: STATEWIDE — In an editorial roundup, papers urged the new secretary to “keep decisions boring and visible,” applauding the ban on occupancy penalties, independent safety sign‑offs and metadata retention.

BATON ROUGE — UNION HALL — 5:22 P.M. Union leaders said they would circulate “Don’t Sign It Broken” cards at all local meetings and continue to direct workers to the state portal for evidence. “If you’ve got receipts, send them. If you’ve got pressure, document it,” one steward said.


HEADLINE: After the Vote: What Changes Next
DATELINE: LOUISIANA — With Serrano confirmed, officials said near‑term changes include:
• Posting panel minutes and recordings within 72 hours.
• Quarterly public finance dashboards on major contracts.
• Continued debarment actions and court updates.
• A statewide reminder to submit documents and video via the portal — guidance in inboxes across Louisiana, including New Orleans.

[bookmark: _o0yl50wt9bpx]CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED TWELVE - PLAIN ENGLISH  
Baton Rouge woke clear and blue, a morning that made even the courthouse look honest. Cameras sprouted on tripods outside the parish building like thin metal trees. Reporters practiced stand-ups to no one, lips moving, hands cutting the air, waiting for a podium and a sentence they could carry all day.
Inside, the corridors smelled like paper and coffee. A copier clicked, a door sighed shut, shoes whispered over waxed floor. No one hurried. Not anymore.
Walter stood alone at a hallway window and watched sunlight climb the opposite wall. He didn’t touch his phone. He didn’t rehearse. He breathed. The building had a pulse again, and he let himself hear it.
Downstairs, Serrano rehearsed into the mirror the way a man ties a tie—slow, plain, determined not to fumble. The old Serrano would have looked for the best angle. This one looked for the simplest words.
At nine, the grand jury returned.
Twelve faces and twelve envelopes, the same ritual that had outlived a dozen administrations. The clerk’s voice wobbled only once, on a name everyone knew. Boxes checked, signatures neat. No speeches. The law likes paper.

By nine-thirty, indictments were filed and stamped: Maurice Landry—obstruction, bribery, state RICO, conspiracy, tampering. Redline’s operations manager—tampering, procurement fraud, negligent homicide. Two Redeemer holdovers—suspension referrals escalated to charging decisions. The tri-parish staffing owner—devices already under warrant—booked on conspiracy counts, with a hearing set for Monday.
The alias broker blinked under fluorescent light and finally told the room what investigators had pieced together: “Andre LeBlanc” was never one man. It was a rotating alias, a costume to travel between deals. If a mark remembered anything, it was a crescent mark by the ear—temporary transfer tattoo, rinse-off ink. He said it like an apology.
In the LBI lab, the modelers pushed their laptops back and let the physics stand. “Force without fire,” the chief tech had said weeks ago, and no one had bettered it. The timestamps held like rivets: the safe-fixture compression curve matched 9:05 p.m. exactly. The pry-plate that scarred Crate 12 matched the plate seized from the warehouse bench. The gouge-and-caster pattern on the pallet drag matched the sanitation pickup route. Even the glove talc in the dust wasn’t venue stock. Someone had made a clean mess, and the mess told on them.
Serrano stepped out to the podium, no flanking wall of agents, no flag choreography. He didn’t need height. He needed clarity.
“Good morning,” he said. “You will see the paperwork in a moment. The charges will speak for themselves. I’ll speak to the public.”
He did not thank the usual list. He did not throw elbows. He kept it in plain English.
“The Redeemer task force is dissolved,” he said. “It should be. Its mission drifted. Its guardrails failed. We are not outsourcing our spine. We will rebuild the work inside the Law Bureau of Integrity, where it belongs, with oversight that bites.”
A reporter lifted a hand. “Director, how do you restore trust?”
“We don’t sell it,” Serrano said. “We earn it. That’s slower. You’ll be bored. You’ll also be safer.”
Another hand. “Did a vigilante group drive these outcomes?”
He blinked once, steady. “No comment on rumors,” he said. “We followed evidence. We followed it where it went.”

Walter didn’t smile. He kept his face the way he kept his hands—still, useful. In the war room, screens rolled through maps, warrants, chain-of-custody strings. No one said the word that didn’t belong there. Only Walter had ever carried that word, and he kept it off his tongue.
The credential-hygiene memo stayed pinned on every floor. Patel’s filmed safety brief played on a loop by the breakroom door, the kind of tape people actually watched. The new access badges had a mean little bite when they snapped back on their reels. The contractor badges from the old warehouse case had been logged, photographed, and—this mattered to Walter—destroyed. Not archived for some later leak. Gone.
By noon, inboxes across Louisiana—including New Orleans—filled with PDFs: indictments, affidavits, lab summaries with graphs simple enough to read on a phone. The subject lines were dull on purpose. The work was loud enough.
By week’s end, Virgil Cade was suspended without pay. The court set a trial date; bail conditions surrendered his devices and passport.
Out on the walkway, Serrano left the cameras and took the long route back inside. He paused where the glass wall met a metal mullion and looked at the building as if it were a stubborn friend. He had not burned the place down. He had not posed in the ashes. He had changed the locks and kept the lights on. It would do.
He found Walter by the window.
“You did good,” Serrano said.
Walter exhaled a breath he hadn’t noticed holding. “We did our jobs.”
“Keep doing them,” Serrano said. “No ghosts. Just paper.”
“Paper first,” Walter said, “people next.”
“Works for me.”
They shook hands like men who intended to be seen doing it.
Across the river and down I-10, New Orleans leaned into its afternoon. In a third-floor loft near Tchoupitoulas, a monitor glowed above a worktable. Ten chairs. Not all were filled. They were rarely all filled at once—jobs, lives, the ordinary alibis that keep extraordinary things invisible.
Cici rewound the live feed twice and let the words settle. Tay counted beats with her fingers on the tabletop, then caught herself and stopped. Zee texted a single line to a number that only ever answered in ellipses. Reborn, keeper of quiet promises, slid a palm over a leather book without opening it. Some pages were closed now. Some would never see ink.
“Plain English,” Naya said. “I can live with that.”
DJ angled a microphone away from the speakers and checked his levels, the way he’d done in a dozen cities, a dozen lives. “We’ll let the paper talk today,” he said. “No nudge. Let people hear what they already know.”
Sunshine opened the window just enough to let in the river. Freight horns. Fry oil. A brass line warming up somewhere between Royal and Chartres. The kind of city noise that hides all other noises if you let it.
Walter’s message arrived anyway, threaded through a channel the loft had tested a dozen ways and never named out loud. It was four words and a period.
Paper. Holds. Keep. Ghost.
“Translated?” Zee asked, already knowing.
“Stand down,” Reborn said. “Stand still. Be unmemorable.”
“Be what we are,” Naya said.
They didn’t toast. They didn’t group-hug. They cleaned the table. They wrapped cables. They checked the back stair and the alley camera and the second exit they’d never used. The monitor dimmed to a soft square on a darker wall.
Night would bring new rumors because it always did. Systems don’t confess; people do, and only when the room is quiet enough to hear themselves. That would be the work now—slow, boring, necessary. Paper first. People next. The ledger, the real one, stayed shut on the table. It wasn’t empty. It was patient.
On the courthouse steps, the last camera crew packed up. A trumpet caught a sunbeam and tossed it toward Canal. The city took the note, bent it, made it its own.
The story didn’t end. It balanced.



