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CHAPTER ONE:Swamp-Born
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The Okefenokee woke before James Drury did.

It always had.

Long before the sun burned through the fog, the swamp breathed—water sliding against roots, frogs calling low and steady, insects whining like a distant wire pulled tight. James lay still on his pallet, eyes open, listening. He knew the difference between a swamp settling and something moving wrong inside it.

This morning sounded clean.

He rolled up slow, careful not to creak the floorboards. Mama slept light. She always had since Daddy died. Since the nights started stretching longer than the days. James pulled on his trousers, damp from yesterday, and eased the door open.

Mist hung thick enough to taste. Cypress knees jutted from the blackwater like broken bones. Somewhere close, a gator grunted—territory talk, nothing more. James nodded once in its direction, a habit older than thought.

“Morning,” he murmured.

He moved barefoot along the narrow path he’d cut years ago, feet finding ground where outsiders sank. The skiff waited where he’d left it, half hidden under reeds. He pushed off with the paddle and let the current carry him, silent as a thought you didn’t finish.

James was fifteen and already old in ways school never taught.

He’d quit learning letters at twelve, when Daddy’s cough turned wet and red and the money ran out. The swamp didn’t care about arithmetic, but it respected men who learned its moods. Daddy had taught him that. Taught him where the ground lied and where it didn’t. Where smoke carried and where it died. How to listen.

“Swamp’ll raise you,” Daddy used to say. “But it won’t save you.”

The still lay deep, tucked into a bend where blackwater folded back on itself. James pulled the skiff in and checked the bank for tracks before he even stood. Mud told stories to men who knew how to read it.

No boot marks. No drag lines.

Good.

He crouched low and parted palmetto fronds, revealing the copper pot hidden beneath brush and moss. It looked like nothing—just another shape among shapes—but James felt the familiar pull in his chest. This was the work. The thing that fed them. The thing that could kill them just as easy.

He checked the worm coil, the fire pit, the barrel sunk in water to cool the run. Everything where he’d left it. Clean. Careful.

James worked without hurry. Haste was a luxury men paid for later. He poured mash slow, nose wrinkling at the sour-sweet smell. Corn, sugar, time. That was all moonshine really was. Time stolen from men who didn’t have much to spare.

As he stacked pine knots beneath the pot, his thoughts drifted—not to dreams, but to numbers. How many jars he needed this week. How much sugar Crowley would trade him. Whether the debt man would show again.

The fire caught low and steady. Good flame. No smoke yet.

James leaned back on his heels and listened.

Somewhere far off, an engine coughed.

He froze.

The sound didn’t belong.

It came again, faint but real.

James smothered the fire fast, heart thudding. He didn’t panic. Panic made noise. He waited, crouched low, breath shallow, until the engine faded back into nothing.

The swamp resumed breathing.

False alarm—or warning.

James didn’t know which was worse.

He finished the run fast after that, jars filling clear and strong. Three gallons. Not much. Enough.

When he loaded the skiff and pushed back into the channel, the fog had lifted just enough for the sun to glare pale through it. The day was already hot, already heavy. A bad kind of day for running whiskey.

As he paddled home, James felt it—the pressure he couldn’t name yet. Like a wire pulled too tight across the swamp, humming just below hearing.

He didn’t know then that the law had learned his name.

Didn’t know that every careful step he took from here on would be measured against men who didn’t care how quiet he was.

But the swamp knew.

And the swamp was already watching.
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CHAPTER TWO:Running Sugar

[image: ]


James Drury never took the same path twice.

The Okefenokee punished men who grew lazy, and the law punished men who grew predictable. So James learned early to move like water—quiet, indirect, gone before anyone could mark where he’d been.

By midmorning the sun burned hot enough to peel the fog off the blackwater, and James was already three miles from the still, mule plodding steady behind him. The jars rode low in the saddlebags, cushioned with burlap and moss, every clink a sound that could shorten a life if heard by the wrong ears.

He stopped at the edge of a pine stand and listened.

No engines. No voices. Just cicadas screaming like they were paid by the noise.

Still, he waited.

James’s daddy had taught him that patience was cheaper than bullets. “If you feel foolish for waitin’,” the old man used to say, “it means you should wait longer.”

James counted to fifty. Then fifty more.

Only then did he move.

The dirt road ahead cut through scrub and sand toward a back trail used mostly by turpentine hands and men who didn’t ask questions. He led the mule onto it, boots sinking soft, eyes scanning every bend. Half a mile on, he spotted the first sign of trouble.

Sugar sacks.

Empty. Torn open. Ants swarming the white spill like it was treasure.

James cursed under his breath.

Sugar was moonshine’s blood. Somebody running it sloppy enough to leave sacks like that was either new, desperate, or already dead. And wherever sugar spilled, revenuers followed.

He crouched, touching the tracks beside the sack. Wagon ruts. Recent. Headed south.

“Damn it,” James whispered.

He turned the mule off the road again, cutting through wiregrass and palmetto, choosing ground that left no clear trail. Sweat rolled down his spine. His shirt clung like a second skin. Somewhere nearby, a gator bellowed low and deep, territorial.

Good.

Most men avoided those sounds.

James trusted them more than silence.

Near noon he reached the drop.

The trading point wasn’t much to look at—just a lean-to built from scrap tin and driftwood, hidden behind a rise. No names were spoken there. No money exchanged hands in the open. You left your jars. You took your goods. If either side broke the rules, there were consequences.

James approached slow, gun loose in his hand.

“Easy,” came a voice. “Ain’t nobody jumpy today.”

Slim Hawkins stepped out, thin as fence wire and twice as sharp. He chewed on a straw and smiled like a man who’d survived too long to care how.

“You late,” Slim said.

“Road was busy,” James replied.

Slim snorted. “That’s one word for it.”

James unloaded the jars, setting them gentle. Slim checked the seals, sniffed, nodded.

“Good burn,” he said. “Clean.”

James didn’t smile. “You hear anything?”

Slim’s grin faded. “Law’s sniffin’. Harder than usual. Sheriff brought in a federal man. One of them quiet types who don’t bluff.”

James felt it settle in his gut. “They close?”

“Close enough to smell sugar.”

Slim handed him a sack—flour, lard, coffee, a small roll of bills wrapped tight. “You best lay low. Maybe move the still.”

James nodded. He already knew.

As he tied the sack down, Slim leaned closer. “Boy your age shouldn’t be carryin’ this much weight.”

James met his eyes. “Boy my age ain’t got much choice.”

Slim watched him go, expression unreadable.

The trip home took longer. James doubled back twice, crossed shallow water to kill tracks, and waited out a patrol he heard but never saw. By the time his shack came into view, the sun was sinking red and angry through the trees.

His mama stood in the doorway, worry etched deep.

“You’re late,” she said.

“Got held up,” James replied, unloading the goods.

She looked at the sack, then at him. “You’re runnin’ faster than you should.”

James said nothing.

That night, as he lay on his pallet listening to frogs and distant engines, James understood something clear as daylight:

The swamp had raised him.
The whiskey fed him.
But the law was learning his name.
And once that happened,
there was only one way a moonshiner stayed alive—
by running smarter
than everyone else.
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Chapter Three: Blackwater Fire
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The still sat where the swamp bent inward on itself, a pocket of land so mean the cypress grew twisted just to survive it. James Drury reached it just before dawn, boots soaked through, trousers streaked with black mud and leech blood. He paused at the tree line, listening. The Okefenokee was never quiet—but it did change its tone when something didn’t belong.

Frogs croaked steady. Insects buzzed like a low wire hum. No engines. No human voices.

That meant he still had time.

The copper pot crouched low between two fallen logs, its lid camouflaged with palmetto fronds and swamp grass. The worm coil snaked into a barrel half sunk into the muck, water black as ink lapping at its sides. James checked the fire pit first. Cold. Good. He hadn’t left so much as a warm stone behind.

He knelt and laid a hand on the copper. It was warm from yesterday’s run, but not hot. He’d been careful. Careful was the only thing keeping him alive.

He worked fast, muscle memory guiding his hands. Corn mash first—thick, sour, smelling like rot and promise. He poured it slow, not spilling a drop. Sugar was too dear to waste, and the smell of mash carried farther than folks realized. A revenuer once told his daddy they could smell a still on the wind if the moon was right. James believed it.

He stacked pine knots beneath the pot, splitting them thin with a
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