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The Ponce Inlet marina smelled like diesel and bait and the particular salt-rot of low tide. Pilot walked the dock with his coffee in hand, checking the lines on the Raider club boat the way he'd checked lines his whole life—methodically, thoroughly, the way a man did when other people's safety depended on him not missing anything.

Six-thirty in the morning and the charter captains were already prepping their boats, hosing decks and rigging outriggers. A few nodded at him as he passed. Most didn't. The Raiders had a presence at this marina, but it wasn't the kind that invited conversation.

He was halfway down the main pier when he heard the swearing.

Creative swearing. The kind that came from genuine frustration and a vocabulary honed by years of hard work. Pilot followed the sound to a dock finger at the marina's south end, where a woman in faded shorts and a salt-stained tank top was hauling something heavy out of a flat-bottomed skiff.

Something with a tail.

He stopped at the head of the dock finger and watched her drag a four-foot alligator onto the weathered planks by its back legs, muscles straining in her tanned arms. A dockhand in marina coveralls approached with his hands out, offering help.

"I got it," she snapped without looking up. "Go away."

The dockhand retreated. Smart man.

Pilot watched her work the gator the rest of the way out of the skiff and drop it on the dock with a wet thump. She straightened, pushing dark hair out of her face, and that's when he saw the piece of paper tied to the dead reptile's jaw with fishing line.

She saw him looking.

"You need something?" Her voice was flat, unwelcoming. Eyes the color of shallow creek water assessed him with the particular wariness of a woman who spent her days alone on the water with men she didn't know.

"Saw you wrestling that thing from the main pier." Pilot stepped onto the dock finger, keeping his movements easy, unhurried. "Wanted to make sure you didn't need a hand."

"I don't."

"I can see that." He nodded at the gator. "Friend of yours?"

Something flickered in her expression—anger, mostly, but underneath it the kind of fear that came from being targeted and not knowing why. "Found him in my skiff this morning. Along with this."

She pulled the paper free from the gator's jaw and held it up.

FIND NEW WATER.

Block letters, black marker, the kind of anonymous threat that could have come from anyone. Except it hadn't come from just anyone. Someone had put a dead alligator in this woman's boat in the middle of the night, which meant someone had been watching her, knew her schedule, knew where she docked.

"That's not all." She moved to the skiff's console and pointed. "Cut my fuel lines yesterday. I patched them, but whoever did it knew what they were doing."

Pilot stepped closer, examining the repair she'd made. Clean work—she knew her way around an engine. But more interesting was the cut itself. He crouched, running his finger along the edge of the rubber where she'd spliced in new line.

"Blade," he said. "Not pliers. Someone who's done this before."

"Yeah, I figured that out myself."

He straightened and looked at her properly for the first time. Sun-weathered face, the kind of tan that came from spending every day on the water. Strong hands, calloused in the right places. A fishing guide, if he had to guess—the flat-bottomed skiff was rigged for sight-casting, with a push pole mounted on the stern and a casting platform on the bow.

She was also beautiful, in a way that had nothing to do with makeup or careful grooming. Real beauty. The kind that came from a woman who knew exactly who she was and didn't give a damn if anyone else approved.

Something stirred in his chest. He ignored it.

"There's more," she said, and pointed at the skiff's gunwale near the stern.

Pilot moved to look. A boot print, muddy and clear, pressed into the white fiberglass where someone had stepped climbing in or out of the boat. Size eleven, maybe twelve. Deep tread, the kind worn by men who spent time in swamp country.

"That's not mine," she said unnecessarily.

"No." He crouched again, studying the print. "That's a swamp boot. Airboat crew wear them—good for walking on mud banks without sinking."

"You know a lot about swamp boots."

"I know a lot about a lot of things." He stood, meeting her eyes. "What I don't know is your name."

She hesitated, clearly debating whether to tell him anything at all. Then something shifted—maybe the fact that he hadn't tried to touch her, hadn't crowded her space, had treated her like a professional instead of a woman who needed rescuing.

"Lacey," she said. "Lacey Dunbar. I run charters out of this slip—inshore fishing, backwater creeks, the lagoon system."

"Wade Flanagan. People call me Pilot." He didn't mention the club. Not yet. "How long have you been guiding out of this inlet?"

"Three years on my own. But my grandfather guided these waters for forty before that." Her chin lifted, pride and grief mixing in her voice. "He left me his boat, his tackle, and his reputation. I've spent every day since earning all three."

"And now someone wants you off the water."

"Looks that way."

Pilot turned, scanning the marina. Early morning activity, charter boats loading clients, a few commercial rigs heading out for the day's work. Nothing obviously wrong. But someone had been here last night, had walked these docks in the dark, had put a dead gator and a threat in this woman's boat.

That took planning. That took watching. That took the kind of organization that didn't come from a random dispute over fishing spots.

"The creeks you fish," he said, turning back to her. "The backwater channels. You run them at night?"

"Sometimes. Evening charters for tarpon, mostly. Why?"

"You see anything out there? Boats that shouldn't be there, running without lights?"

Lacey's expression shifted. He saw the moment she made the connection—saw the fear sharpen into something harder. Understanding.

"Once or twice," she said slowly. "Flat-bottomed boats, like mine but bigger. Running fast through channels I didn't think were navigable at night." She paused. "I figured they were poachers. Gator hunters working out of season."

"They're not poachers."

"Then what are they?"

Pilot looked at the dead alligator on the dock, at the threat tied to its jaw, at the boot print on her gunwale. Thought about the fuel line cuts—professional work, done by someone who knew boats and knew how to disable them without leaving obvious damage.

Arlo Kessler. Had to be.

The Raiders had known about Kessler's meth operation for months—cooking in portable labs hidden in hunting camps along the St. Johns tributaries, distributing through backwater channels that ran from DeLand to the coast. They'd left him alone because his routes ran west of Raider water, because his product moved through swamp country that wasn't worth the trouble to claim.

But if Kessler's distribution runs were crossing into the creek systems this guide fished, if her charters were putting civilian eyes on his operation...

"The men who did this," Pilot said, "are running something through your creeks. Something worth killing to protect."

Lacey's face went pale beneath her tan. "What kind of something?"

"The kind that gets moved at night, in fast boats, through channels civilians don't use." He held her gaze, letting her see that he was serious. "You need to know what you're dealing with before you launch again. Otherwise that dead gator is going to be the friendliest warning you get."

She stared at him for a long moment. Then her jaw set, and that fear hardened into something that looked a lot like stubborn fury.

"I've been fishing these creeks my whole life," she said. "My grandfather fished them for forty years before that. No one—no one—is going to tell me where I can and can't run my boat."

"I'm not telling you anything. I'm warning you."

"Warning received." She turned back to her skiff, dismissing him. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have a charter in two hours and I need to get this gator off my dock before the clients arrive."

Pilot watched her grab the alligator by the tail and start dragging it toward the marina dumpster. Stubborn. Proud. The kind of woman who'd been taking care of herself for so long she'd forgotten how to ask for help.

The kind of woman who was going to get herself killed if she kept running those creeks without knowing what she was up against.

He pulled out his phone and sent a text to Tiger: Need chapel time. Got a situation at Ponce Inlet.

Then he followed Lacey down the dock.

"Hey." She didn't stop, so he matched her pace. "I'm going to be at this marina tomorrow morning. Before your first charter."

"I don't need a babysitter."

"Didn't say you did." He stopped at the edge of the main pier, letting her go the rest of the way alone. "But those men are going to come back. And when they do, you're going to want someone who knows what they are standing between you and them."

She paused, the dead gator's tail still in her hands, and looked back at him.

"Why?" The word came out hard, suspicious. "Why do you care what happens to some fishing guide you just met?"

Good question. Pilot wasn't entirely sure of the answer himself. But something about this woman—the set of her jaw, the pride in her voice when she talked about her grandfather's legacy, the way she'd hauled that gator out of her boat without flinching—made him want to keep her safe.

Made him want to keep her, period.

He pushed that thought down hard.

"Because those creeks are Raider-adjacent water," he said. "And anyone running product through them is going to answer to my club eventually. Better if you're still alive when that happens."

He turned and walked back toward the club boat before she could respond.

But he could feel her eyes on him the whole way.
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The gator weighed about sixty pounds, and Lacey dragged every one of them across the dock planks to the marina dumpster.

She could have asked for help. Could have let the dockhand do it, or flagged down one of the charter captains who'd watched her struggle past with barely concealed curiosity. But she'd been taking care of herself since she was nineteen years old, and she wasn't about to start accepting favors now.

Especially not after that man—Pilot, he'd called himself—had looked at her like she was something that needed protecting.

She heaved the gator into the dumpster and slammed the lid hard enough to echo across the marina.

The men who did this are running something through your creeks.

She knew what that meant. Wasn't stupid. The backwater channels she fished were perfect for moving things that didn't want to be seen—shallow enough to lose coast guard cutters, twisted enough to lose anyone who didn't know every oyster bar and mud flat by heart.

Her grandfather had warned her about swamp runners when she was a kid. Men who moved product through the creek systems at night, who didn't take kindly to witnesses. You see something out there that ain't fish, he'd told her, you turn around and forget you saw it.

She'd seen something. Twice now, on evening charters. Fast boats running without lights through channels that should have been impossible to navigate in the dark.

She'd figured poachers. Gator hunters. Something manageable.

Not this.

Lacey walked back to her skiff and grabbed the dock hose, spraying down the deck where the dead reptile had left a smear of mud and swamp water. The work helped. It always did. Hands busy meant her mind couldn't spiral, couldn't chase the fear down into the dark place where it wanted to go.

She had a charter in ninety minutes. A repeat client, a surgeon from Orlando who tipped well and didn't complain when the fish weren't biting. She wasn't canceling.

You need to know what you're dealing with before you launch again.

"I know exactly what I'm dealing with," she muttered, coiling the hose. "Assholes who think they own the water."

She spent the next hour re-rigging her casting platform and checking every inch of the skiff for anything else the night visitors might have left behind. Found nothing but that boot print, which she photographed on her phone before scrubbing it off the gunwale with a brush.

Evidence, maybe. Or maybe just proof that she wasn't paranoid.

The surgeon arrived at eight sharp, and Lacey loaded him into the skiff with her grandfather's easy professionalism—tackle stowed, cooler iced, rods rigged and ready. She didn't mention the gator or the fuel lines or the note. Clients didn't pay for her problems.

"Running the lagoon today?" he asked as she pushed off from the dock.

"North channels." She kept her voice light. "Fish have been stacking up near the spoil islands. Saw some tails yesterday."

It was mostly true. She had seen tails yesterday—in the backwater creeks she suddenly couldn't fish without wondering if someone was watching.

The north lagoon was safer. Open water, visible from the channel markers, too exposed for anyone running product to use as a route. She'd lose some of her best redfish spots, but at least she wouldn't end up with another dead gator in her boat.

Or worse.

She pushed the thought down and focused on the water.



The surgeon caught his thirty-inch redfish at ten-fifteen, whooping like a kid while Lacey netted it and held it up for the obligatory photo. Good fish. Clean hook set. The kind of catch that would get posted on his social media and bring her three more bookings within the week.

See? she told herself. You don't need those creeks. You can work the lagoon just fine.

But even as she thought it, she knew it was a lie. The backwater channels were where the big fish lived—the slot reds, the oversized snook, the tarpon that rolled through on the incoming tide. The lagoon was good, but the creeks were her bread and butter.

And now someone wanted them for themselves.

She ran the skiff back to Ponce Inlet at quarter past noon, the surgeon already on his phone telling someone about the fish he'd caught. Lacey half-listened while she navigated the channel markers, her mind churning over options she didn't have.

She could go to the sheriff. File a report about the gator, the fuel lines, the threatening note.

And say what? That she thought drug runners were using her fishing spots? That a biker at the marina had warned her about something he wouldn't explain? They'd pat her head, tell her to be careful, and do exactly nothing.

She could stop fishing the creeks. Stick to the lagoon, the inlet, the offshore runs that didn't bring her anywhere near whatever was happening in the backwater channels.

And lose half her business. The charters that booked specifically for the creek fishing, the clients who came back year after year because she knew spots no other guide could find.

Or, said a voice in the back of her head that sounded irritatingly like her grandfather, you could stop being so damn stubborn and accept help when it's offered.

She shoved that thought down too.

The marina dock came into view, and Lacey's stomach tightened.

Pilot was waiting for her.

He stood at the end of her dock finger, leaning against a piling with his arms crossed, watching her approach with eyes that tracked every movement of the skiff. Sun-weathered face, close-cropped dirty-blond hair, a stillness about him that somehow felt more dangerous than movement.

He'd said he'd be here tomorrow. Not today.

Lacey cut the engine and drifted the last few feet to the dock, catching the cleat with a bowline she could tie in her sleep. The surgeon gathered his gear, tipped her a hundred cash, and headed up the dock with his cooler and his fish story.

Pilot didn't move.

"Client catch anything?"

"Thirty-inch red." Lacey secured the stern line and stepped onto the dock, putting herself at eye level with his chest. He was taller than she'd realized. "I thought you said tomorrow."

"Changed my mind." He pushed off the piling, and suddenly he was too close—not touching her, not crowding her, but there in a way that made her skin prickle. "I made some calls this morning. The situation is worse than I thought."

"What situation?"

"The men who left that gator in your boat work for a man named Arlo Kessler." Pilot's voice was low, measured, the words landing like stones. "He runs a meth operation out of the swamp country west of New Smyrna. Cooks in portable labs, distributes through the backwater channels."

Lacey felt the blood drain from her face. "Meth."

"His crew is fifteen strong. Armed. They know those waterways as well as you do, and they use them to move product and dispose of problems." His eyes held hers, unblinking. "Your guided trips have been crossing his distribution routes. That's why they want you off the water."

"How do you know all this?"

"Because my club has been watching Kessler for months." He paused. "And because the men who cut your fuel lines left the same boot prints at two other locations where Kessler's crew has done wet work."

Wet work. She knew what that meant too.

For a long moment, Lacey couldn't speak. The marina sounds faded—the slap of water against hulls, the cry of gulls, the distant rumble of an outboard heading for open water. All of it receded until there was nothing but her heartbeat and this man standing too close, telling her things she didn't want to know.

"My grandfather guided these creeks for forty years," she heard herself say. "No one closed the water to him."

"Your grandfather didn't have a meth operation running through his channels."

"No one closed the water to him," she repeated, her voice harder now. "And no one is going to close it to me."

Something flickered in Pilot's expression. Frustration, maybe. Or something else—something that looked almost like respect.

"I'm not trying to close anything," he said. "I'm trying to keep you alive."

"I didn't ask you to."

"No. You didn't." He stepped back, and the sudden space between them felt like a loss she hadn't expected. "But I'm going to do it anyway."

He pulled out his phone and made a call, speaking in a low voice to someone on the other end. Lacey caught fragments— prospect, marina, eyes on the dock—and then he ended the call and turned back to her.

"There's going to be a man at this marina until further notice. Young guy, ponytail, rides a black Softail. His name is Marco, and he's going to make sure no one comes near your boat after dark."

"I don't need—"

"You need." The words came out flat, final. "You just don't want to admit it."

Lacey's jaw clenched. She wanted to argue, wanted to tell him where he could put his prospect and his protection and his assumption that she couldn't handle her own problems.

But the dead gator was still sitting in that dumpster. And the note was still burned into her memory.

FIND NEW WATER.

"Fine," she said through gritted teeth. "Your man can watch the dock. But that doesn't mean I'm going to stop fishing my creeks."

"Never said you should." Pilot's mouth curved—not quite a smile, but close. "I said you needed to know what you were dealing with. Now you know."

"Great. I feel so much better."

"You should." He turned toward the main pier, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. "I'll be at this dock tomorrow morning. Before your first charter."

"You said that already."

"I'm saying it again." His eyes met hers, and something in his gaze made her breath catch. "Get some sleep, Lacey. Tomorrow's going to be a long day."

He walked away before she could respond, disappearing around the corner of the marina office.

Lacey stood on the dock, watching the empty space where he'd been, her heart hammering against her ribs in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

Well. Mostly nothing.

She turned back to her skiff and started breaking down the rigging, her hands moving on autopilot while her mind raced.

Meth runners. Armed swamp men. A man
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