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  Preface



Sixteen years ago, five college friends made a horrific choice. Grant, Leon, Hugo, Briggs, and Nilton left a young woman, Jamila Badeaux, for dead in their dorm. They buried their secret deep in the bayou’s murky waters.




Now, these men reunite in New Orleans for a celebration. They believe their past is forgotten, their lives set. But a stunning, seductive woman appears. She is impossible to resist. Her presence is a chilling echo.




One by one, the men fall into her deadly trap. They face a violent reckoning. Some secrets refuse to stay buried. Especially when a vengeful spirit rises from a watery grave to demand its due.
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Eighteen Years Gone.




The air hung thick and heavy, saturated with the scent of jasmine and something else… something earthy, decaying, hidden beneath the fragrant veneer. Sixteen years. Sixteen years since the swamp swallowed a secret, since the humid Louisiana earth became a silent accomplice.




Nilton Landry swirled the amber liquid in his glass, the ice clinking a nervous rhythm against the crystal. He forced a smile, plastered it on his face as he watched Grant Rawlins slap Leon Sterling on the back, their laughter booming through the smoky haze of the Club Joint. It had been too long. Too long since they had all been together, untouched by the years and the weight of what they’d done.




He glanced at Savannah, his wife, her pecan skin glowing under the dim lights. She was talking to Josephine, a woman who seemed to be permanently affixed to a barstool at Jared’s establishment. Savannah was beautiful, solid. She knew nothing of the swamp. He intended to keep it that way.




Grant, Leon, Hugo, and Briggs. They were all here. The old crew, reunited after all this time. A reunion fueled by nostalgia and, if Nilton was honest with himself, a subtle current of unease. The ghosts of the past, he thought, had a way of finding their way back to the surface.




He took a long swallow of his drink, the bourbon burning a familiar path down his throat. He needed to relax. This was it. This was the good life. He was 36, successful, married, a respected member of the New Orleans community. He had built a life brick by brick, burying the past deep.




He just hoped it would stay buried.
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The Swamp Remembers
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The Club Joint was a haven of blues and boozy conversation, a place where the pulse of New Orleans beat late into the night. Jared, the owner, with his easy smile and knowing eyes, kept the drinks flowing and the music playing. Lane Kendrick and Vance, regulars who seemed to have seen it all, nodded along to the soulful saxophone solo.




Nilton watched as Briggs, his stocky frame filling the doorway, arrived, his glasses perched on his nose. Briggs had always been the intellectual one, the planner. Then Hugo, tall and buffed, his dark hair gleaming under the flickering lights, walked in, radiating an easy confidence.




Finally, Leon, the self-proclaimed pretty boy of the group, sauntered in, his left ear glinting with a newly acquired piercing.




The air crackled with a strange energy. It was good to see them, but something felt…off. Like a string pulled too tight, about to snap.




As the night wore on, the laughter grew louder, the stories more embellished. They recounted old college escapades, carefully skirting the edges of the one memory that bound them together like a suffocating shroud.




Then she walked in.




The room seemed to hold its breath. Every head turned. She was a vision in red, a siren in a body-hugging dress that showcased every curve, every inch of her deep brown skin. Her silky, neck-length black hair framed a diamond-shaped face, highlighting high cheekbones and heart-shaped lips. Her dark-brown eyes, deep-set and intense, scanned the room, lingering on each of them in turn. An ankle bracelet shimmered as she moved, a subtle, hypnotic detail.




Nilton felt a jolt of something he hadn’t felt in years. A raw, primal attraction. He glanced at Savannah, then quickly looked away, his conscience prickling.




He didn’t recognize her. None of them did. Who was this woman, and why did she feel so…familiar?
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Her name, she said, was Jamila. Just Jamila. She glided through the room, a predator stalking its prey. Her voice was a husky whisper, laced with a warmth that belied the cold steel in her eyes.




She made her way to their table, her hips swaying with mesmerizing grace. She offered each of them a smile, a smile that promised untold pleasures, a smile that felt…wrong.




“Gentlemen,” she purred, her gaze locking with Grant’s. “I couldn’t help but notice you all looking so…distinguished. Celebrating something special?”




Grant, never one to resist a beautiful woman, puffed out his chest. “Just catching up with old friends, sweetheart.”




Jamila chuckled, a low, throaty sound that sent shivers down Nilton’s spine. “Old friends. How…touching.”




Over the next few days, Jamila worked her way into their lives with unnerving ease. She met Grant at a dimly lit bar, her fingers tracing the contours of his muscular arm. She found Leon at a jazz club, whispering compliments that stroked his vanity. She charmed Hugo at a secluded restaurant, her intelligence and wit surprising him. She seduced Briggs at his office, playing on his insecurities and desires.




Nilton, despite his best efforts, was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. He found her at a late-night speakeasy, her eyes reflecting the flickering candlelight.




“You seem…troubled, Nilton,” she said, her voice barely audible above the music.




He hesitated, knowing he shouldn’t be talking to her. Knowing he shouldn’t be here. “It’s nothing.”




“Everyone has secrets, Nilton,” she said, her voice laced with something akin to pity. “The trick is knowing how to bury them.”




He looked into her dark-brown eyes, and for a fleeting moment, he thought he saw something else there. Something…familiar. Something…dead.














