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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          LEX

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Alexis “Lex” Barber swiped beads of sweat from her brow, pushing through a dense curtain of sawgrass that rasped against her reinforced waders. The air hung thick and heavy, a suffocating blanket woven from humidity. The low hum of a million unseen insects vibrated just beneath the surface of the swamp’s stillness, a constant, living thrum that was a natural stress reliever. This was her office, her sanctuary, her obsession.

      She squinted at the digital readout on her handheld GPS, confirming her location within a research quadrant of the Everglades National Park. Where was camera 7? This morning when she walked into her lab at The Everglades Conservation and Research Center, her assistant Tommy was frantic about CAM 7. The monitor was dark, showing a problem with the video feed. He’d sworn he had replaced the batteries on time, like she had instructed. Thankfully, the other nine cameras in the research area were operational and providing video of the crocodiles they were tracking for Lex’s research grant. Conservation efforts to improve the crocodile population in the Everglades had hit a snag in the last year, and she was determined to get the campaign back on track. That meant providing crocodile numbers that proved the animals still deserved to be classified as “threatened.”

      A splash of bright green caught her eye—a Cuban tree frog, clinging perfectly camouflaged to a bromeliad, its eyes like tiny golden beads. Lex paused and smiled. Such resilient little invaders. They’d made her isolation in the marshy lands of the Everglades comforting, reminding her she wasn’t really alone amongst all of nature’s creatures. Lex continued, her gaze sweeping the familiar landscape. Every broken twig, every disturbed patch of mud, told a story. Most of those stories, she knew by heart.

      Then, she saw it.

      The pole for CAM 7 stood, but the camera itself was gone. Not fallen, not overgrown, but removed. A clean, deliberate break at the mount, as if someone had used a specialized tool. A cold knot tightened in Lex’s stomach. She knelt, examining the freshly disturbed earth around the base. No animal signs. Just faint, almost imperceptible boot prints. The prints lead away into the deeper marsh. Who would be this far out? 

      “Tommy, you see this?” she called out, her voice barely above a whisper, but with a sharp edge. 

      Tommy Egbers stumbled from a patch of marsh elder, drowning in his floppy, knee-high boots a little too wide for his stick legs. He clutched his water bottle, his face already slick with sweat. “Sorry, Lex. Thought I heard something. See what?” He peered at the empty mount, then at the ground. “Whoa. That’s… not good. Vandalism, maybe?”

      Lex ran a gloved hand over the disturbed soil. The park-issued boots rangers wore had a distinct logo recognizable in the dirt. This print didn’t have it. “Too clean for vandalism. And too targeted.” She glanced at him. “Did you notice anything off when you were out here last week? Any fresh signs of intrusion, anything unusual?”

      Tommy shifted his weight, his eyes darting to the dense foliage. “Uh, no, not really. Just the usual gators and birds. Nothing that screamed ‘human trespasser,’ you know?” He gave a nervous chuckle. “Maybe a bear got curious?”

      Lex snorted, pushing herself upright. “A bear that knows how to dismantle a wildlife camera with precision tools? Unlikely, Tommy.” Her gaze drifted to the faint boot prints again. Whoever did this wanted to do more than just upset her delicate budget for this project. This felt like a deliberate message—and she was no stranger to people disapproving of her being awarded more funding for research. As the daughter of the famous Barber zoologists, nepotism was a word thrown around in the conservation space as competition for grants was fierce. Critics she could handle. This? It unsettled her more than any aggressive crocodile ever could. 

      Her eyes scanned the ground near the missing camera for anything that defied the natural order of the swamp. A stray piece of plastic, perhaps, or a dropped tool. Her gaze snagged on a tiny, almost invisible fragment wedged deep in the mud near the boot print. She crouched, carefully pulling it free with gloved fingers.

      It was a piece of stiff, dark gray webbing, with part of a drawstring attached. Not from any park equipment, not from her gear, and certainly not natural. Lex turned it over in her hand, her brow furrowing. It looked like a discarded piece of specialized restraint or transport equipment, possibly for a medium-sized animal. Not the heavy-duty stuff for a large crocodile, but something for, say, a primate or a serpent.

      “What is that?” Tommy asked, leaning closer, his curiosity finally outweighing his discomfort. Some days Lex couldn’t understand why a person who was uncomfortable with nature as much as Tommy wanted an advanced degree in conservation. But having an extra pair of hands on her research project made keeping her opinions to herself easy.

      Lex shook her head, a cold certainty blossoming in her chest. “It’s not from around here. And it definitely doesn’t belong. But it might’ve been part of a transport bag.”

      “Like the ones they used to carry snakes?”

      “Exactly.” Her mind raced, connecting the dots: a missing camera, strange boot prints, a piece of netting. She’d chosen this spot for its remoteness and the possibility they could find crocodiles the Center wasn’t already tracking. Few people would traverse this deep into the Everglades, nor would know how to navigate it. It was here she’d likely find the evidence she needed to support her thesis.

      Someone else knows.

      Her research, her crocodiles, and the very balance she fought to maintain in this fragile ecosystem, felt suddenly vulnerable. She pictured the monitors back at the lab, nine feeds running smoothly, oblivious to the silent, invasive presence that had breached their perimeter.

      “I need to get this documented,” Lex muttered, pulling a field tablet from her waterproof pack. She snapped photos of the broken mount, the disturbed earth, the faint boot prints, and the small piece of netting, trying to capture every minute detail. Each click of the camera felt like a small act of defiance against the unknown force that had dared to intrude on her space.

      Tommy hovered, watching her with an odd intensity. “Why are you taking all these pictures?”

      “It’s part of the observable area. It’s a man-made disturbance, but it might affect our research. Besides, we’ll need this to justify the installation of another camera to state authorities.”

      “Who would be way out here?”

      “I’m asking myself the same question. There’re no trail cameras in this area. We’re the only ones actively monitoring this site. Whoever it was, they didn’t want to be seen on camera. We’ll have to go back to the lab and rewind the footage. See who it could be.”

      “You think someone’s trying to mess with your grant, Lex? Like a competitor?”

      Lex paused, tablet held mid-air. She considered his words. The thought had crossed her mind. The conservation world could be cutthroat, with grant money scarce. But to come this far out, to risk a protected national park, just to sabotage a camera? It seemed disproportionate, even for her most vocal detractors. “If they are, they’re taking extreme measures,” she finally said, her voice flat. “And they’re risking serious federal charges.”

      “The feds?” Tommy’s gulp was audible. “You mean a whole investigation?”

      A shiver, unrelated to the damp heat, traced its way down her spine. She was used to controlling variables, to analyzing data, to understanding the cause and effect of the natural world. This, however, was human chaos, unpredictable and menacing. She had a powerful impulse to solve this herself, to rely on her own instincts and knowledge, just as she always had. To involve external forces, particularly federal ones, felt like admitting she needed help to protect her territory…her work.

      And she wasn’t exactly a friend of the feds. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service had denied her grant for this research project. They were the ones she’d have to report this to. No way she could trust them to even care about it.

      She finished documenting the scene. “Let’s check the perimeter,” she told Tommy, her tone brooking no argument. She wanted to see how far the footsteps would take her. How deep they’d travel into the marshland. “If we hurry, we can make it back in time before the lunch rush.” The morning sun rose higher, casting long, distorted shadows across the sawgrass. The tranquil hum of insects now seemed to carry a note of warning.

      Lex pushed forward, following the faint boot prints. She’d often tracked animals in the wild for study. These prints were indistinct, as if the person had tried to minimize their impact, but the tread left enough of a mark for her trained eye to trace. The terrain grew tougher, the water deeper, the mud thicker, slowing their progress. She focused on the rhythm of her breath and, beyond it, the sounds of the surrounding ecosystem. The human intruder wasn’t the most dangerous animal out here. She and Tommy were still in a territory that belonged to apex predators.

      They followed the prints for another twenty minutes, deeper into a section of the marsh. The air grew still; the sun beating down mercilessly through the canopy. The sense of isolation here was usually a comfort, a profound connection to nature. Today, she felt exposed.

      The prints ended abruptly at a small, elevated patch of dry ground, a natural island of cypress trees. Here, the boot marks became clearer. The person had paused, lingered even. Lex scanned the area, her eyes searching for any other anomaly. A broken branch, a discarded wrapper, anything.

      Her gaze settled on the disturbance near a cluster of pickerelweed. The plants were trampled, flattened in an unnatural pattern. Not by an animal. By something large. And embedded in the weed was a piece of skin. Lex held it up to the light, but she knew exactly what it was from a distance.

      Snake skin.

      And by the size of it, a large snake. 

      Lex looked around for more of the skin, hoping a snake had found the lovely purple flowers the ideal spot to molt and assuaging her fears that this wasn’t what her instincts were telling her. “Snakeskin,” she told Tommy. “You see any more?”

      Tommy looked around. “Nothing.” He took the piece of skin from her. “I’m not familiar with this species.”

      “Python,” Lex explained. “Burmese.”

      Tommy stared at the skin with his naïve eyes, studying the pattern. “Wow, you’re good.”

      “The longer you spend out here, the more familiar you’ll be with the animals.”

      “Not as good as you.”

      Lex refrained from accepting the compliment. Her ego could take a backseat to what they had discovered. The stolen camera. The boot prints in a remote location. Someone wanted to hide his or her actions. This was a drop-off. An illegal one, if she had to take a guess. The piece of webbing in her pocket suddenly felt like a much heavier weight. This wasn’t a minor intrusion. This was a violation of the highest order, right in the heart of her preserve.

      She looked at Tommy, who stood a few feet back, his usual nervous energy replaced by a rigid stillness. He stared at the trampled plants, panting. His gaze then shifted quickly to her face, a fleeting, almost imperceptible flicker in his eyes. A flicker of something more than surprise. Something she couldn’t quite place, but was likely hunger. Being out in the Florida heat for any length of time meant using a lot of energy. Her stomach growled in response.

      “What now?” Tommy asked.

      “We need to get back so I can write this up,” Lex said, her voice tight, already turning to retrace their steps. If she weren’t so hungry, she’d procrastinate. The last thing she needed was the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service sending out an agent who would claim he’d take her report and then put it in the circular file. After the agency had failed to see the importance of her research, she couldn’t expect them to understand why the theft of CAM 7 was a big deal.

      But if she wanted approval for emergency funds to complete her research, she’d have to deal with whoever the agency sent out to waste her time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          DIEGO

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent Diego Perrera leaned back in his ergonomic chair, the faint squeak of the springs echoing in the quiet bullpen at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service field office. He squinted at the irritating fluorescent lights above and snatched the agency swag hat from a hook behind him, slamming it over his dark hair. He sighed, satisfied the cap shielded the light, and he settled back with a mug of hot coffee. On his monitor, a grainy surveillance photo displayed what looked suspiciously like a rare macaw, its brilliant plumage muted by the poor resolution, being loaded into a nondescript cargo van. Sneaking in exotic animals without the proper paperwork right underneath a video surveillance camera?

      Amateur.

      He’d get Carmen to zoom in on the van’s license plate so they could trace it. Then he’d have enough for an arrest warrant. He emailed a copy of the file to Carmen and then called her to let her know it was coming. She demanded he bring by a donut before the morning meeting.

      The office hummed around him, a symphony of clicking keyboards and hushed phone calls. He picked up a stress ball from his desk, squeezing it rhythmically. His gaze drifted to the small, framed photo tucked discreetly behind his monitor—a faded picture of him as a boy with his father, both grinning, fishing by a lake. The memory felt distant, almost like a dream, one carefully crafted not by his sentimental conscience, but by a clandestine agent who could fish on a lazy Saturday and bring down dictators during the week.

      The recent revelation about his father’s other family, the half-brothers he was just beginning to connect with—Rafael, Alejandro, Ricardo—had shaken his world to its foundation. He’d always believed in straightforward truths, in duty and loyalty. That was why he was in law enforcement. What his father had taught him.

      Raúl Ortega, a CIA agent, had built a life on deception, on compartmentalizing his existence. It left Diego questioning everything. How to trust again. The closest person to him could be a…

      Liar.

      He pushed the accusation away, forcing his focus back to the screen, to the macaw. This was real. This he could control. He needed the stark reality of a case, the clear lines of right and wrong, to anchor him.

      “It’s too early to be smiling, Perrera,” Agent Bob Jenkins grunted his usual greeting, an older agent whose perpetual scowl seemed carved from granite. He shuffled past his desk, clutching his own coffee mug.

      Diego widened his smile. It was easier than letting everyone see how complicated his life had gotten and then asking about it. “Agent Jenkins, always a pleasure to brighten your day.” He winked, and Agent Jenkins actually offered a flicker of a smirk before disappearing into his own cubicle. It was a small victory, but he’d take it. He usually did.

      His inbox pinged, showing a new email had arrived. It was a reply email to the subject line: “Unusual Activity - Everglades National Park.” Diego clicked it open, scanning the brief lines from the director of the Everglades Conservation and Research Center. In the original email routed from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service tip hotline, the director mentioned an increase in unusual sightings of non-native species in remote areas, specifically observations from a Dr. Alexis Barber. According to this Dr. Barber, there was a ring of illegal dumping in the Glades. Diego almost laughed. People dumped animals all the time. His agency would be inundated with cases if they investigated every instance of dumping.

      Then he got to the good part.

      Dr. Barber was researching at a site not readily accessible to the public. Whoever destroyed her camera equipment was trying to hide his or her activities. She was concerned about what the intrusion could mean for her research.

      Vandalism and one illegal dumping incident wasn’t much of a case. Familiar frustration bubbled up. He needed something tangible, something he could build a case around, not just anecdotal observations from passionate biologists.

      Why was her name so familiar?

      A crisp voice cut through the office drone. “Perrera, Miller, conference room A. Now.” Agent Hayes, his supervisor, stood at the entrance to the row of cubicles, his gaze sweeping over them like a drill sergeant. Hayes was all business, a former Marine who kept his emotions locked down tighter than a federal vault. Diego straightened, pushing himself out of his chair, the stress ball still clutched in his hand. Carmen Miller, already on her feet, gave a barely perceptible nod towards the conference room and then teasingly extended her hand for the donut Diego had promised her.

      Diego pulled out his phone and Googled the snake mentioned in the email. A Burmese python. Eh, it was huge. And dangerous. Not something he wanted to go chasing around the Glades. Especially since they were all over the wetlands thanks to illegal dumping and the high number of eggs pythons lay. 

      Agent Jenkins was already seated at the conference table, arms crossed. The air hummed with a different kind of tension than on the main office floor—focused, expectant.

      Hayes tapped a stylus against the tablet screen he held. “Alright, folks, let’s hear it. Perrera, what’s the latest on the import case?”

      Diego moved to the front, taking the remote. “We’re seeing a significant uptick in non-native species appearing in South Florida. Not just birds, but reptiles, some smaller primates. Video surveillance picked up the movement of a macaw into a van, which suggests a less than sophisticated operation.” He clicked on the image from the video showing the van.

      “I’ve traced the van to a local breeder,” Carmen said. “No priors.”

      “I’ll have the warrant signed this morning.” 

      “Sounds great, you two,” Hayes responded. “Jenkins, I want you to run point on the warrant.”

      Diego’s eyes swiveled to Jenkins, who looked less thrilled than Diego felt. They were a team, sure, but it was his source that had pulled the surveillance footage. “Sir⁠—”

      Agent Hayes held up his hand. “I know, Perrera, but I owe a favor to someone, and I want you to go out there and smooth things over. Jenkins isn’t exactly a people person. No offense.”

      “None taken, sir.”

      “I got an email from the Everglades Conservation and Research Center. I forwarded it to you a minute ago. Dr. Alexis Barber reported an intrusion into her research area. A camera was cut.”

      “Cut?” Carmen asked, her black brow furrowed. “Is she sure about that? There’ve been storms recently. Perhaps it got knocked over.”

      “I read the email,” Diego said. “She claims it was a deliberate act. Said a specialized tool was used. And she found non-park boot prints.”

      “What’s she implying?” Carmen asked. “Illegal dumping?”

      Dr. Barber didn’t imply anything. She outright stated someone was dumping illegally, and she had more evidence to prove it, according to the director of the Center. “Dr. Barber said this isn’t an innocent release. She’s found evidence suggesting deliberate transport, even specialized restraint gear.” He glanced at Carmen, who had her usual skeptical furrow to her brow, though she was listening intently. Diego knew the challenge. Dr. Barber’s reports were too specific to ignore, yet too fragmented to act on conventionally. An anecdotal incident of probable dumping. It wasn’t much of a case. “And let’s not forget the research camera was cut.” Diego pulled up a map of the Everglades. “This is the location of the incident,” he said, drawing a circle around a nondescript part of the massive green area on the map, in the Everglades. 

      “What is she doing way out there?” Carmen asked. “That’s deep in the swamp.”

      Diego leaned into the map, tracing a finger across the labyrinthine waterways. “Dr. Barber’s a wildlife biologist. That’s where her research location is. She’s tracking crocodile populations.” He tapped the location on the screen. “If someone’s cutting cameras and dumping exotic species, they chose that spot for a reason. Seclusion.”

      “What was dumped?” Jenkins asked.

      “Dr. Barber and her research assistant found snakeskin nearby.”

      “Snakeskin means nothing,” Agent Jenkins said, stuffing his mouth with chew. “Snakes are all over the Everglades. As a scientist, she should know that.”

      Diego hesitated. When he first Googled a picture of the snake, he thought he was looking at something out of a science fiction movie. All he could think about was not wanting to go head-to-head with one of them. “The skin’s from a Burmese python.”

      A low murmur went through the room. Jenkins grunted, “Burmese pythons? No one’s importing those things when they’re all over southern Florida.”

      Agent Hayes agreed. “He’s right. The most you have here is a release. Someone’s trying to get rid of the thing. But I owe the director a favor after what happened with Dr. Barber’s last grant application, so I need you, Diego, to pay her a personal visit. Act like we care about this.”

      The grant application!

      That’s why her name was so familiar. Dr. Barber had applied for a research grant for something about alligators or crocodiles. He couldn’t remember which. But he recalled the insane length of her application justifying her research. He’d never met anyone who cared so much about a prehistoric beast. The research decision board had asked the investigative division for statistics on conservation cases. Hayes gave his opinion to the decision board based on…

      My recommendation. 

      Or lack thereof. The agency had limited funds for research grants, and hers didn’t sound like it would have the impact the agency was looking for. Agent Hayes looked like he didn’t remember it was Diego who had blocked her grant from getting approved. She found the money anyway. Good for her. She was tenacious; and admirable quality. Tenacity was crucial in solving cases.

      “Alright, Perrera,” Hayes was speaking. “Head over to the Center. Get Dr. Barber’s perspective on this ‘dumping.’ Don’t promise her anything more than we’ll look into it.”

      “Use that Perrera charm of yours,” Carmen added with a chuckle.

      Jenkins grunted. “You’d sling that on anyone.”

      “Still working on you.” Deigo made a kissy face. Jenkins slapped at the air as though blocking the kiss.

      “Whatever you gotta use, Perrera,” Hayes agreed. “Then I’ll smooth things over with the director.”

      “Understood, sir,” Diego replied with a nod. He’d rather be serving a warrant with the possibility of taking down a perp, but at least he’d still get out of the office. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut about her disapproved grant.

      Because he remembered the scathing message of displeasure she’d sent Hayes through her director after learning her grant wasn’t approved. Dr. Alexis Barber didn’t handle disappointment well. 

      So, there were two things he had to keep to himself. The second being that her complaint wasn’t a case the agency was willing to take on. Diego suspected that Dr. Barber could deduce when she was being played. Charming her would be his toughest assignment since the agency started investigating The Jaguar, a faceless exotic importer rumored to be supplying the wealthy with animals that mysteriously made it through customs without being flagged. Why couldn’t he spend his day tracking down leads on that guy?

      But if he was anything like his father—a man he’d idolized since childhood—then he was instinctively good at obfuscation. Keeping Dr. Barber in the dark would be easy.

      “Just dazzle her with your smile, Perrera,” Jenkins said. “She’ll forget all about the python.”
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          LEX

        

      

    

    
      Lex tightened her grip on the binoculars, heart pounding as the splash of iridescent feathers vanished deeper into the mangroves. The sneaky bird had disappeared again—fluttering low through the canopy with an awkward, injured wingbeat. Bright yellow breast, vivid blue tail, facial markings unmistakable.

      A blue-and-gold macaw.

      Out here. In her research zone.

      “What are you doing out here?” she whispered, lowering the binoculars and frowning into the dense, sun-dappled green. The bird was stressed, disoriented, and obviously alone. Not a native. Not a pet on the lam. Someone had put it here.

      Behind her, Tommy jostled the equipment bag and nearly tripped over a cypress root. “You sure that wasn’t an escaped pet?”

      Lex didn’t answer. Her gut already had. The macaw’s behavior wasn’t tame—it was panicked. It had the wary energy of a creature displaced. Dumped.

      This was the second confirmed intrusion in as many days. One the U.S. Fish and Wildlife aren’t handling. Per her director’s instructions, she gave details of her and Tommy’s findings at Cam 7’s observation site, but she wasn’t sure much good it would do. The director insisted on sending a tip to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, but when had they ever followed up on any of their dumping complaints? Now her equipment was destroyed, and that forced her and Tommy to check the other nine sites for intrusion. Thankfully, the cameras were still operational, but they could be
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