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The Florida panther's blood was still warm when Isabella found her.

She knelt beside the magnificent cat, her hands shaking as she ran them over the sleek golden coat. The dart wound in the shoulder told the story. This wasn't some redneck hunter with a rifle. This was professional. Clean. Calculated.

"Third one this month," she whispered to the cypress trees towering above.

The tranquilizer dart lay in the mud beside the panther's massive paws. Military grade. The kind of equipment that cost serious money and required connections to acquire. Isabella pulled out her field kit and bagged the dart, her jaw clenching with each careful movement.

These weren't random kills.

Someone was systematically hunting the last of Florida's endangered panthers, and they had the resources to do it right. The kind of resources that came with corporate backing and government protection.

She stood and wiped the sweat from her forehead, leaving a streak of mud across her skin. The Everglades pressed in around her, thick and humid and alive with the sounds of a thousand different species. Most people saw this place as empty wilderness. Isabella saw it as the most biodiverse ecosystem in North America.

And someone was destroying it one endangered species at a time.

Her satellite phone buzzed. The display showed Dr. Harrison's number from the university research department. She almost didn't answer. Harrison had been getting nervous about her panther mortality reports. Too many questions about illegal activity. Too much pressure from his corporate donors.

"Cruz here."

"Isabella, we need to talk." Harrison's voice was tight. "The Steinberg Foundation is pulling their funding."

She kicked at a fallen log, sending a water moccasin slithering away through the undergrowth. "Let me guess. They don't like my research findings."

"They say your conclusions about organized poaching are unsubstantiated. They want you to focus on natural mortality factors."

"Natural mortality factors?" Isabella laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Frank, I'm looking at the third panther in three weeks that was darted with military-grade tranquilizers. What exactly is natural about that?"

Silence stretched across the connection. When Harrison finally spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. "Just... be careful, Isabella. There are powerful people who don't want this story getting out."

The line went dead.

Isabella stared at the phone for a long moment, then shoved it back in her pack. Powerful people. Right. The same powerful people who thought they could turn the Everglades into another Disney World.

The panther's amber eyes stared sightlessly at the canopy above. She'd been a breeding female. Probably had cubs somewhere in the deep swamp. Cubs that would starve without their mother.

Isabella pulled out her camera and started documenting the scene. Every angle. Every detail. The wound pattern. The dart placement. The location coordinates. If the university wanted to bury her research, fine. But she wasn't going to let this beautiful cat die for nothing.

A stick snapped in the undergrowth behind her.

She spun around, camera still in her hands. The cypress swamp stretched out in all directions, Spanish moss hanging like ghost fingers from the branches. Nothing moved except the slow ripple of dark water between the tree roots.

Another sound. Closer this time.

She wasn't alone out here.

Isabella's hand moved to the bear spray clipped to her belt. It wouldn't stop a bullet, but it might buy her enough time to reach her airboat. She'd beached it on a hammock about fifty yards through the swamp.

Fifty yards that suddenly felt like fifty miles.

"Dr. Cruz."

The voice came from directly behind her. Male. Calm. Professional.

She turned slowly, keeping her hands visible. Three men in tactical gear stood at the edge of the tree line. Expensive equipment. Military bearing. The kind of private security that corporate money could buy.

The leader stepped forward. Clean-shaven. Dead eyes. The kind of man who'd never lost a night's sleep over anything he'd done for money.

"You're a hard woman to find."

"Not hard enough, apparently." Isabella kept her voice steady. "Let me guess. Steinberg Corporation?"

His smile was razor-thin. "Mr. Steinberg would like you to reconsider your research focus."

"And if I don't?"

"Then you might have an accident. The Everglades can be dangerous for someone working alone."

Isabella looked around at the three of them. Professional killers in a place where bodies disappeared and were never found. Her research notes were back at camp. Her findings about the systematic poaching operation. All the evidence she'd gathered about the exotic animal trafficking ring.

Evidence that died with her if she didn't make it out of this swamp.

"I need time to think about it."

"You have until tomorrow." The leader pulled out a satellite phone and showed her a photo on the screen. Her research camp. Her equipment. Her life's work spread out on folding tables under a canvas tarp. "We know where you live, Dr. Cruz. We know where you work. We know you're out here alone with no backup."

The threat was clear. Abandon the research or disappear into the swamp like so many people before her.

They turned and walked away through the cypress trees, moving with the quiet efficiency of men who'd done this before. A lot.

Isabella waited until she couldn't hear their footsteps anymore, then grabbed her pack and started running toward her airboat. The mud sucked at her boots with each step, and Spanish moss caught at her hair, but she didn't slow down.

The airboat sat where she'd left it, tied to a cypress root on a small island of solid ground. She threw her pack in the bow and started the engine. The fan roared to life, and she guided the flat-bottomed boat through the maze of trees and channels that led back toward civilization.

But as she drove, one thought kept pounding through her head.

They'd made a mistake threatening her. Because now she knew for sure that the panther killings weren't random. They were systematic. Professional. And backed by serious money.

The kind of money that could buy government protection and corporate immunity.

The kind of money that thought it could buy silence with threats and violence.

They were wrong.

She had evidence. She had proof. And she was going to find someone who could do something about it.

Someone who didn't answer to corporate donors or university administrators.

Someone who understood that some things were worth fighting for, no matter what the cost.

The airboat's engine echoed across the water as Isabella headed deeper into the Everglades, toward the kind of help that couldn't be bought or intimidated.

The kind of help that came with its own dangerous reputation.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The snares were professional grade.

Carlos "Swamp" Castellanos cut through the steel cable with bolt cutters, freeing the great blue heron that had been struggling for God knew how long. The bird's wing hung at an unnatural angle, but it was alive. That was more than he could say for the roseate spoonbill he'd found an hour ago.

"Easy, beautiful," he murmured, wrapping the heron in a towel from his pack. "We're going to get you some help."

The bird's golden eyes watched him with the kind of wariness that came from too much contact with humans. Most of it bad.

Swamp secured the heron in a transport box and loaded it into his airboat. The fan blade gleamed in the afternoon sun as he started the engine and guided the boat through the narrow channels of Big Cypress. This part of the swamp was supposed to be protected. Federal land. Off limits to hunting and trapping.

Someone hadn't gotten the memo.

Or more likely, someone with enough money had decided the rules didn't apply to them.

He'd been tracking the poaching operation for three weeks now. Sophisticated equipment. Professional placement. The kind of systematic hunting that required serious backing and government connections to pull off in protected federal territory.

The same kind of backing that had cost him his job as head ranger two years ago.

Budget cuts, they'd called it. Restructuring. What it really meant was that he'd asked too many questions about the development permits being fast-tracked through protected wetlands. Asked the wrong people the wrong questions about who was getting paid to look the other way.

Now he ran Gator Kings Eco Tours as a front for the club, and they protected this territory the way the government should have been doing all along.

His radio crackled. "Swamp, you out there?"

"Go ahead, Gator."

"Got movement on the north channel. Three boats. Not tourists."

Swamp changed course, angling the airboat toward the coordinates Gator had given him. The VP had eyes like a hawk and instincts that had kept him alive through twenty years of law enforcement before he'd joined the club. If he said something was wrong, it was wrong.

The cypress trees opened up into a wider channel, and Swamp spotted them immediately. Three high-end bass boats loaded with equipment that had nothing to do with fishing. Nets. Cages. Tranquilizer guns.

And enough firepower to start a small war.

He counted six men total. Military bearing. Professional gear. The kind of mercenaries that corporate money attracted when it wanted problems to disappear quietly.

They hadn't seen him yet. The airboat's flat design and his knowledge of the back channels gave him the advantage of surprise. Swamp killed the engine and let momentum carry him through the shallow water, using the cypress roots and Spanish moss as cover.

The lead boat had pulled up to a small hammock where someone had set up a processing station. Cages lined the shore, most of them occupied. Rare birds. A young alligator. What looked like an injured manatee calf.

And supervising the whole operation was a face he recognized from newspaper photos. Victor Steinberg himself. CEO of Steinberg Development Corporation. The man who'd been trying to turn the Everglades into luxury resorts and golf courses for the past five years.

"Careful with the spoonbills," Steinberg was saying to his men. "The collector in Dubai is paying premium for breeding pairs."

Dubai. Of course. Rich assholes who wanted to own pieces of American wilderness they could never visit in person.

One of the mercenaries looked up from a cage containing what had to be the last wild pair of roseate spoonbills in this part of the Everglades. "What about the doc who's been tracking the mortality rates?"

"Being handled," Steinberg replied. "Dr. Cruz will see reason, or she'll have an accident. Either way, she won't be a problem much longer."

Swamp's jaw clenched. He'd heard about Isabella Cruz. Wildlife biologist. One of the few people still trying to document what was happening to the ecosystem while everyone else looked the other way.

And now Steinberg's people were planning to eliminate her.

He pulled out his phone and started recording. The video quality wasn't great from this distance, but it was enough to prove what he was seeing. Steinberg personally overseeing the systematic capture and trafficking of endangered species from federal protected land.

"Load them up," Steinberg ordered. "The transport leaves for Miami tonight. I want these animals on a plane to the Middle East before anyone misses them."

The mercenaries started loading cages into the boats. Rough handling that would probably kill half the animals before they reached their destination. Not that Steinberg cared. Dead or alive, he got paid the same.

Swamp had seen enough.

The airboat's engine roared to life as he burst from cover, heading straight for the processing station. The mercenaries spun toward the sound, reaching for weapons, but he was already past them and onto the hammock.

The first man went down to a right cross that probably broke his nose. The second caught Swamp's boot in his solar plexus and folded like a cheap suit. The third had time to draw his sidearm before Swamp put him on the ground with a combination that would keep him unconscious for the next hour.

Steinberg stumbled backward, his expensive suit splattered with swamp mud. "You can't do this! This is federal land!"

"Exactly." Swamp grabbed him by the front of his shirt and lifted him off his feet. "And you're trespassing."

"You don't know who you're dealing with."

"Victor Steinberg. CEO. Net worth about two hundred million. Corporate headquarters in Miami. Married to Senator Patricia Steinberg." Swamp smiled, and it wasn't friendly. "I know exactly who you are."

Steinberg's eyes went wide. Fear replaced arrogance as he realized he wasn't dealing with some random park ranger he could intimidate or buy off.

"The animals go back where you found them," Swamp continued. "The operation shuts down. And you stay out of my territory."

"Your territory?" Steinberg tried to pull free, but Swamp had forty pounds and twenty years of hard living on him. "This is America. You can't just—"

"Watch me."

Swamp dragged him to the edge of the hammock and held him over the dark water. An eight-foot alligator surfaced about ten feet away, drawn by the commotion. Steinberg made a sound somewhere between a whimper and a prayer.

"The Everglades are under my protection now," Swamp told him. "And I don't play by the same rules your government friends do."

The remaining mercenaries had regrouped and were raising their weapons. Time to go.

Swamp released Steinberg and dove for his airboat as the first shots rang out. Bullets whined past his head as he started the engine and accelerated into the maze of cypress trees. The narrow channels and low-hanging branches would make it impossible for the bass boats to follow.

But this wasn't over. Not by a long shot.

Steinberg had the money and connections to make this a war. And he'd already targeted Dr. Cruz for elimination.

Swamp pulled out his phone and scrolled through his contacts until he found the number Cypress had given him. Isabella Cruz's research station. If Steinberg's people were planning to kill her, she needed to know what she was up against.

And she needed protection that her university couldn't provide.

The kind of protection that came with patches and brotherhood and a willingness to do whatever it took to defend what mattered.

The phone rang twice before a woman's voice answered. Professional. Controlled. But he could hear the tension underneath.

"This is Dr. Cruz."

"Ma'am, my name is Carlos Castellanos. I think we need to talk."
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