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Chapter One
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The air in the Florida Everglades hung heavy and wet, like a warm blanket soaked in swamp water. Cypress trees stood knee-deep in the black water, their roots twisting like old fingers. Spanish moss drifted from the branches, and somewhere far off, an alligator bellowed low and deep.

Luke Turner poled his flat-bottom boat through the sawgrass, keeping one eye on the water and the other on the dark clouds piling up in the west.

He had lived near the Everglades all his life. He knew its sounds—the frogs, the birds, the insects, the splash of fish. But today there was something different.

Something too quiet.

In the bottom of the boat lay a leather satchel wrapped in oilcloth. Luke had found it that morning beside an abandoned hunting shack. Inside were old banknotes, a silver pocket watch, and a map marked with a red X deep in the swamp.

He should have left it alone.

But Luke Turner had debts, and debts had a way of making a man curious.

As he pushed deeper into the glades, he saw smoke rising beyond a stand of mangroves. Then he heard voices.

Rough voices.

Luke crouched low. Through the moss and branches, he saw three men standing beside another boat. One held a shotgun. Another had a scar across his jaw. The third man was digging near the base of a cypress tree.

The scarred man looked up suddenly.

“Somebody’s out there.”

Luke’s hand tightened around the pole.

Then the water beside his boat rippled.

A pair of yellow eyes rose from the black water.

Luke held his breath.

The alligator did not move.

Neither did he.

Behind him, the scarred man shouted, “Find him!”

Luke knew then that the satchel was not treasure.

It was trouble.

And in the Everglades, trouble could swallow a man whole.
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Luke Turner did not move until the alligator sank beneath the water.

Only then did he ease the pole into the mud and push the boat backward, slow as a drifting leaf. His heart hammered so hard he feared the men would hear it.

Branches scraped against the side of the boat.

From beyond the mangroves, the scarred man called out again.

“Spread out. He could not have gone far.”

Luke ducked beneath a curtain of Spanish moss and guided the boat into a narrow water trail hidden by tall sawgrass. The Everglades closed around him, green and black and full of watching eyes.

He kept one hand on the pole and the other near the old revolver tucked under the seat. It had belonged to his father, a game warden who had known every channel in the glades. His father used to say, A man can get lost out here without moving ten feet.

Luke believed it now.

A shot cracked behind him.

Pellets tore through the sawgrass above his head.

Luke dropped flat in the boat.

“There he is!” a man shouted.

Luke shoved hard with the pole. The boat lurched forward, scraping over roots and mud. Water splashed in over the sides. Something large moved beneath him, bumping the bottom of the boat.

He did not look down.

The narrow trail opened into a dark pool surrounded by cypress knees. Luke steered toward a fallen tree and slid the boat under its branches. He pulled the oilcloth satchel against his chest and waited.

The men’s boat came into view moments later.

The scarred man stood in the bow, shotgun ready.

“He found the satchel,” one of the others said.

“Then he found our money,” the scarred man answered. “And maybe the map.”

Luke held his breath.

The third man spat into the water. “What if he tells the sheriff?”

The scarred man smiled without kindness.

“Then the sheriff will be hunting a dead man.”

Their boat drifted closer.

Luke slowly reached for the revolver.

Then a deep growl rolled across the water.

The scarred man turned.

From the far bank, an enormous alligator slid into the pool.

For one frozen second, every man stared.

Luke saw his chance.

He shoved the pole into the mud and drove his boat out from under the tree.

The scarred man spun around.

Luke raised the revolver.

“Let me pass,” Luke said.

The scarred man lifted his shotgun.

The Everglades went silent.

Then thunder cracked overhead, and the rain came down hard.
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Rain hammered the swamp until the black water danced.

Luke Turner kept the revolver aimed at the scarred man, though the boat rocked beneath his feet and the rain ran into his eyes.

“I said let me pass,” Luke warned.

The scarred man grinned. “You ain’t shooting anybody, boy.”

Luke cocked the hammer.

The grin faded.

Behind the scarred man, the big alligator drifted nearer, only its eyes and rough snout showing above the water. One of the other men saw it and backed away so fast the boat tipped.

“Easy!” the third man shouted.

That was all Luke needed.

He shoved the pole hard into the mud. His boat shot forward, slipping past the men’s bow by inches. The scarred man swung the shotgun around, but the rain made his footing treacherous. He slipped, fired too high, and blasted a curtain of moss from a cypress limb.

Luke ducked and kept moving.

The channel ahead narrowed into a tunnel of sawgrass. He drove the boat into it, his arms burning as he pushed with everything he had.

Behind him came angry shouts.

Then came the crash of another boat entering the trail.

They were still after him.

Luke knew he could not outrun them forever. Their boat had a small motor. His had only a pole and his own strength.

He looked down at the map inside the open satchel. The red X was not far from a place his father had once warned him about.

Dead Man’s Bend.

It was a twisting stretch of water filled with hidden logs, deep holes, and gators that had grown too bold around men. Most folks avoided it.

Luke turned the boat toward it.

The rain thickened. Lightning flashed, turning the swamp white for a heartbeat. Luke saw a crooked cypress ahead, split by age and storm. He remembered that tree.

Dead Man’s Bend lay just beyond it.

The motorboat gained behind him.

“Stop that boat!” the scarred man yelled.

Luke dropped low as another shot tore over his shoulder.

The bullet struck the cypress tree ahead. Bark exploded. A flock of white birds burst from the branches and filled the gray sky like torn paper.

Luke swung his boat left, then right, following a channel only a man raised in the Everglades would know. The motorboat behind him came on too fast.

“Cut him off!” one man shouted.

Then came the sound Luke had been waiting for.

A hard crack.

The motorboat struck a hidden log.

The bow jumped. One man flew forward into the water with a shout. The engine coughed, screamed, and died.

Luke looked back only once.

The scarred man stood waist-deep in the swamp, still holding the shotgun above the water.

His eyes locked on Luke.

“This ain’t over!” he roared.

Luke believed him.

Ahead, through the rain and moss, he saw the abandoned hunting shack.

And beside it stood a woman holding a rifle.
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Luke Turner slowed the boat as he neared the abandoned hunting shack.

The woman with the rifle stood on the rotten porch, rain dripping from the brim of her hat. She was young, but there was nothing helpless in the way she held that gun. Her eyes stayed fixed on Luke, sharp and steady.

“Come no closer,” she called.

Luke raised one hand. “I am not with them.”

“Then why are they chasing you?”

Luke looked back through the gray curtain of rain. “Because I found something they lost.”

The woman’s gaze dropped to the oilcloth satchel in the bottom of his boat.

Her face changed.

“You found my father’s bag.”

Luke frowned. “Your father?”

She stepped off the porch but kept the rifle ready. “Name is Emma Vale. My father was a surveyor. He came out here three weeks ago looking for old land markers. He never came home.”

Luke eased the boat against the muddy bank. “I found the satchel near this shack.”

Emma’s mouth tightened. “Then he made it this far.”

Before Luke could answer, a shotgun blast echoed through the rain.

Emma turned fast toward the swamp.

“They are coming,” Luke said.

“I know.” She backed toward the shack. “Inside.”

Luke grabbed the satchel and followed her. The shack smelled of wet wood, old ashes, and mildew. A rusted stove leaned in one corner. On the table lay more maps, a lantern, and a small tin box.

Emma barred the door with a
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