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Dedication



[image: ]


To the Seminole and Miccosukee Indian Tribes that call southern Florida home and to the Gladesmen

that hunt and care for the land.


These people have lived on the preserve and in the Everglades for hundreds of years. They have raised their

children to respect and honor nature and the creatures that live there.

The land was theirs when no one wanted it. They were the stewards who protected a way of life that is now threatened.

God help us all.
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Chapter One
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[image: ]he ground fog was taking its time lifting, swirling around their legs like invisible serpents as Deputies Seth Grayson and his wife, Deputy Liz Corday, as she was officially known on the job, patrolled Eleven Mile Road, a hiking trail in one of the lesser-used

back sections of the Big Cypress National Preserve.

The heavy humidity hung from the Spanish moss and dripped to the ground below.

After their honeymoon in St. Augustine, this was their first day back on duty. They were both happy to return to a routine again, if you could call working as law enforcement officers for the Florida Wildlife Conservation Commission routine.

Seth and Liz had dealt with alligator egg poachers, turtle traf- fickers, and illegal snake traders on the black market, in addition to their regular duties of checking fishing and hunting licenses and conducting boat safety checks.

Seth’s parents had recently moved from the Hillsborough Reservation to the Big Cypress Seminole Reservation. Liz and Seth were fortunate enough to transfer from the Gulf Coast region to Collier County and the Big Cypress National Preserve near the Everglades to be closer to them.

They passed an off-road vehicle (OTV) at the side of the trail. “I wonder where the owner is?” Liz said.

“Maybe he ran out of gas.”
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As they walked the trail, a figure materialized from the mist before them along the rugged path. Liz grabbed Seth’s arm. “What’s that?”

The apparition began to take shape. It was a disheveled man wearing a large backpack. He was obviously in distress, out of breath, and near collapse.

“Oh, thank God. I thought I’d have to drive all the way back to the ranger station. My cell phone is dead.” The man said, leaning on his knees to catch his breath. “There’s a dead guy back there. At least, I think he’s dead. And someone took a shot at me,” the man hesitated, “with an arrow.”

Liz and Seth looked at each other. A silent thought passed between them. An arrow, really?

Seth was a Seminole working in a white man’s world but still held to some of the old traditions, as did his parents. He found it hard to believe that one of his own would try and injure anyone in the national preserve, but then anything was possible.

“We’re law enforcement officers with the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. First, what’s your name?” Seth said.

“I’m Harold Newsom, a biologist from Miami University. I’m studying ghost orchids and the effect of climate change on their environment.” Newsom dug in his day pack, pulled out his univer- sity credentials, and handed them to Seth.

“What about the man you found?” Liz asked after looking at Newsom’s credentials and handing them back to the man.

“He’s back there near an oil drilling site. I didn’t know that anyone could drill here on the preserve.” Newsom said.


“It’s a long story. Can you stay here while we go check it out?” “I’m not going anywhere after finding a dead man and getting


an arrow shot at me. My research grant doesn’t cover that.
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Chapter Two
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[image: ]he heat and humidity had the officers drenched in sweat as they quickened their pace to find the man, dead or alive. It was the beginning of June, and the wet and stormy season in Florida had

arrived.

Rounding a curve on the trail, they saw the drill head a few yards ahead of them.

“What idiot let anyone drill for oil in a national preserve?” Liz said, almost tripping over a rut in the road.

The road was torn up by the large tractor treads used to move the equipment needed to build and run the refinery at Raccoon Point, as well as the oil rigs scattered throughout the preserve.

“Remind me to explain later,” Seth answered, pointing to a man half-hidden in the scrub brush of palmetto and massive cypress trees growing by a feeder stream.

An arrow was stuck head high in one of the cypress trees, and growing in the protective shade, a perfect cluster of glowing white ghost orchids appeared above it.

“What’s with the arrow?” Liz asked. “Never mind that for now.”

The man was face down and appeared to have been struck by something heavy. His head showed a significant injury, and blood had pooled on the ground, attracting beetles and flying insects.
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Ignoring the arrow in the tree, Liz bent to get a closer look, waving the bugs away from her face.

Seth first checked the man’s neck for a pulse. He looked at Liz and shook his head, “He’s gone.”

Searching the man’s pockets he found a Texas driver’s ID for Adam Hernandez, Houston.

“I wonder what brought him out here?” Seth asked as he came across an ID for the Florida Wildlife Federation in another pocket showing the ID to Liz.

Digging further, Seth found three Miccosukee Resort and Gaming Hotel casino chips. He tossed the chips in his hand, trying to think of possible connections other than Hernandez’s fondness for gambling.

Was he meeting someone at the hotel? Did it have to do with the oil business and the oil rights?

Liz was already on the radio calling the finding of the body in. Several agencies would fight for jurisdiction over a dead man found on a national preserve.


When Liz finished the call, Seth showed her the casino chips. “Guess we’re headed to the casino and see who might know


our dead guy here,” Liz said.

Surveying the area, Seth saw several bootprints leading to and away from the victim. He could read Newsom’s prints as they crossed the body and led away down the trail to where he met up with them. They were mixed in with the victim’s boot prints coming from the drill head and another partially wiped-out set.

In the heel of one of the sets, a star pattern was barely visible. There were signs of a confrontation: several overlapping foot- prints and a large rock stained with blood. The question was who

landed the fatal blow.

The arrow in the tree that Newsom reported was a bolt shot from a compound crossbow. It was not the typical Indian arrow Seth was expecting.

Walking the area, Seth found impressions of panther tracks near the water by a fallen tree limb, not just one adult, but an adult
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with at least one cub.

It was great news for the panther’s recovery. It was thought that there were slightly more than 200 panthers left in Florida due to habitat loss. Unfortunately, they were often killed on the road- way trying to find food and territory to live. They were put on the endangered list in 1997.

Several ranchers had banded together to establish a wild- life corridor, allowing panthers and other animals to survive. With encroaching developments like those in Naples, the panthers and bears were being squeezed out of their natural habitats. Encounters with humans were happening more often.

“Come look at this,” Seth said, calling Liz over to see the tracks.”

“Wow, my first Panther track. I hope I get to see a live one.” “I’ve never seen a live one either in all the times I’ve been

hunting on the preserve with my father and cousins.”

“I wonder if our dead friend over there was killed because of his connection to the drilling or the panthers?” Liz asked.

“I know a few years back they introduced panthers from Texas to strengthen the Florida panthers. Our panthers were on the brink of extinction at that time.”

“Our dead guy might have had something to do with that, being as he was from Texas,” Seth said.

“Or he could be connected to the oil well.”

“We’ll have to wait and see. Sheriff Woodson from the Collier County Sheriff’s Office is dispatching someone. A park ranger is guiding them out with a forensic team. I wouldn’t be surprised to see Special Agent Pat Miller called out on this one, too, since it’s federal land.”

“Oh, won’t that be fun,” Liz said, giggling and remembering working with him during their investigation of black-market snake trading in Sarasota.

Seth was less than impressed as the agent had made advances to Liz when they first met.

Seth and Liz sat on part of a tree stump, swatting at flies
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and mosquitoes and stamping fire ants off their boots, waiting for someone to show up.

“I wonder how Newsom is doing back there, all alone?” Liz asked. “He looked pretty shook up when we left him.”


“It crossed my mind. Why didn’t Newsom call for help?


Everyone has a cell phone these days.”


“Remember he said his phone was dead,” Liz said.


“You would think he would have made sure it was charged before venturing to someplace like this.”


Liz wondered the same thing, tapping her fingers on her knees.


She put that question on the list for the professor.

“He’ll be fine,” Seth said. “One of the rangers will head him in the right direction. He’ll have to give a statement and leave his contact information. We may need to ask him a few more questions later.


In the distance, they heard voices approaching.


A tall, good-looking man in a Stetson appeared around the bend in the trail. “What have you two gotten yourselves into this time?” Special Agent Pat Miller said with a big grin on his face.

The Florida Wildlife Federation was one of seven agen- cies that could be pulled in to investigate a crime committed in a national park. Soon, state and county police would all be fighting for jurisdiction.


Seth stood and took the man’s hands, “You got here fast.” “Nice to see you too.”


Liz extended her hand to the agent. “Hey, that just will not do,” The man said, grabbing Liz and pulling her into a big bear hug. “That’s better.” Letting her go. He backed off and gave her a wink.

Agent Miller knew Seth was wary of the agent around his wife, and it would bug him to see him hugging her.

Seth watched, holding his breath and hands on his hips. He hadn’t fully trusted the agent around his wife since they worked on a turtle trafficking case a year or so ago. He was just slightly friendly, and Seth was jealous and protective of her. Seth considered Pat a friend and tried to keep an open mind.
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The Collier County Sheriff’s Department, the forensic team, and the coroner followed up behind them.

Introductions were made, and everyone got down to business. Seth and Liz took Pat aside and showed him the casino chips,

sharing their thoughts on what might be going on.

“You could be right. Hernandez getting murdered might not have anything to do with the proposed new drilling rights or your panthers. You guys fancy a night out at the casino?”

Pat began to walk away with the deputies but suddenly stopped. He took off his Stetson and scratched his head. “You know that name, Adam Hernandez, rings a bell. I think I’ve run across him somewhere or heard about him. It’ll come to me,” Pat said, putting his hat on and scowling, trying to think of where and why it was important.
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Chapter Three
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[image: ]hey were all exhausted after spending several hours in the heat and humidity at the crime scene. It was the end of May. Memorial Day was approaching, and already the temperature was in the high eighties. The weather channels were warning of hurricanes

to come and blasting out to prepare now.

Seth invited Agent Miller to stay at their house on the outskirts of the small town of Immokalee.

“This is different from your place in Sarasota,” Pat said as they drove up to the small one-story house in desperate need of repair. The roof was sagging, shutters were falling off, and paint was missing from all sides.

The only thing that was the same was almost getting bowled over by the greeting the agent got from their dog, Nickosi. The big dog seemed to remember Pat and wiggled and wagged enthusiastically.

Seth got the dog as a small puppy, and he just kept growing. His name was Bear in Seminole, and that’s what the big dog resem- bled. Nickosi was lovable and affectionate, but he had protected and warned them about danger more than once.

“Yeah, well, we only moved in a couple weeks ago. The price was right; it’s close to my parents and work. We have a big piece of land to cover down here and no highways to get us there.


Liz started pulling things out of the fridge. “Sorry, it’s a cold



[image: ]

The Preserve


supper tonight. I have some leftover chicken, and I’ll throw together a salad. Finding a dead body was not in my plan for today.”

“That’s OK, Liz. Whatever you have will be fine. We can pick up some groceries tomorrow.” Pat grinned.

Nickosi had his huge head across Pat’s knee. “Seth, you got a grill out back yet?”

“One of the first things I bought.” Seth laughed.

“Great, steaks tomorrow night before we hit the casino.” Sitting down to a quiet meal and catching up was fun until

Liz began to yawn. “Oh, sorry, but it’s been a long day. Shall we toss for who gets to shower first?”

Seth stood, “I’ll let Nickosi out. You two argue over who goes first. I’ll take what’s left of the hot water.”

“Hey, before that. Tell me, what’s with the oil drilling in the preserve?” Liz said as she cleared the few dishes from the table.

Pat leaned back in his chair. “Seth, you’re closer to this issue than I am.”

Seth took a breath, ran his fingers through his raven-black hair, and dug deep to remember how it all came about.

He explained as best he could, watching Nickosi from the doorway.

“The federal government bought the surface rights when the preserve was formed in 1974, about 729,000 acres. They failed to buy the mineral rights. A Texas oil company bought those rights and started drilling. The company continues to acquire more land from the preserve for drilling purposes.

Several environmental groups and the Miccosukee tribe, as well as the Seminoles, have been trying to stop the drilling for decades.”

“Can’t the federal government repurchase the mineral rights now?” Liz asked.

“I’d have to do some more research. It would cost millions of dollars, and the oil company is leasing the land from the owners who have bargained hard over the price, and the government can’t or will not come up with the money.”
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Pat and Seth both shook their heads. Pat said, “It’s a bad situation. The oil company is getting rich while destroying the land. Their trucks are big and heavy, leaving massive fifteen-foot-wide deep tracks, tearing up the vegetation, and we can’t do anything about it because the oil company owns the mineral rights.”

With a dish towel in hand, Liz said, “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Whoever made the deal first didn’t think it through with the landowners. They might not have been aware of surface and mineral rights. The landowner basically sold the land twice.”

Liz yawned again, “That’s a lot to take in. Pat, I’m taking my shower and heading to bed. Seth, don’t stay up all night talking.” “I won’t. I want to call the Sheriff’s office and find out what

they found in forensics first thing in the morning.”


Liz kissed Seth goodnight with Pat smiling, “Where’s mine?”


Seth laughed, “Get your own girl. This one’s taken.” And he meant it.
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Chapter Four
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[image: ]ickosi woke everyone up, barking furiously at the door. A Collier County Sheriff’s car was in the drive, and two deputies

were getting out.

Seth quickly pulled on a pair of jeans and followed Agent Miller to greet the deputies.

“Hey, Officer Grayson, Agent Miller,” a stout man with a gray mustache said, extending his hand. “I’m Sheriff Woodson, and this is Deputy Franklin. I understand you were on the scene yesterday when the body of Adam Hernandez was discovered. We received the coroner’s report today and thought you might be interested.”

“Come on in. We can get some coffee going.” Seth said.

Pat held Nickosi back to let the deputies in. The dog wanted to greet the strangers.

Deputy Franklin fell to her knees and embraced Nickosi, “Oh, aren’t you a big love,” the young female deputy said as she almost disappeared in the fur of the big animal. Nickosi grinned with the attention, flopping onto his back for a belly rub.

Officer Franklin was a thirty-two-year-old attractive redhead who had been on the job for ten years. She had worked her way up and was Woodson’s right hand in a lot of things. Studying Criminal Justice at the University of Miami, she aspired to advance in her career and succeed Woodson when he retired in a couple years.

Franklin sometimes thought people didn’t take her seriously
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because of her appearance and being a woman.

“Franklin, quit playing with that dog and act like a deputy. Woodson liked Deputy Janice Franklin in a father-daughter way. He saw her potential and wanted her to succeed.

Liz entered the room, greeted the deputies, and began setting up for coffee. “I’m surprised the forensic report came through so fast.”

“It surprised us, too. Someone above my pay grade must be pushing the paperwork through.” The Sheriff said.

“I haven’t introduced myself yet.” Pat held his hand out to the Sheriff. “I’m Special Agent Pat Miller. I’m assigned to the Department of the Interior when there is something like this on federal land. I’m not going to argue jurisdiction. I’m an observer and an advisor.”


“Nice to know we have that covered.”


Pat shook hands with Deputy Franklin, lingering a touch longer than necessary.

“What did the report say?” Liz said, handing out steaming mugs of coffee.

“Our dead man had been in a fight sometime before his death. There were bruises on his face and hands that had begun to heal. He had a knife wound on his left side. It wasn’t deep, just a slice, but it would have hurt.” Woodson spread some photos out on the table. “The knock on his head is what killed him. It fractured his

skull and caused significant brain damage. The coroner thinks he was alive for some time after he was hit, but his outcome was not good either way.”

“Do you think he was alive when Newsom found him?” Liz asked.


“I don’t think the doc could tell,” Pat said.


The Sheriff stood to leave, “Thanks for the coffee, but we have to get going.”

“I found some casino chips in his pockets. We plan on going to the casino and nose around a bit. I’ll let you know if we find out anything.”
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“I’d appreciate it.”

Seth and Pat walked the Sheriff and the young deputy out, followed closely by Nickosi, who decided to check out the water oak on the side of the house.

After the police had pulled away, Pat surveyed Seth’s little house. “This place sure needs a lot of work. Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“I’ve got hidden skills and many relatives to lend a hand if I get stuck. I’ll even let you swing a hammer when you’re around.” “Oh, jeez, thanks. So long as a meal is thrown in once in a

while, you have a deal.”
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Chapter Five
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[image: ]gent Miller took off the next morning, leaving Seth and Liz alone while he attended some other business.


Seth worked on his house, removing the worn shutters and piling them in the backyard.

He called his father at lunchtime, “Hey, Dad, I’m off this weekend. Are you and the cousins up for helping me with a little DIY on my place? I’ll throw in some burgers and beer.”

“You know your mother and some of the women are going to want to come and make a big deal out of it,” Andres Grayson laughed.

Seth’s father believed in the old Seminole ways but had come to accept Seth’s life choices. He wanted his son to live on the reser- vation but had to understand that Seth did not.

His mother loved her son and tried to help her husband under- stand that the world they grew up in was changing.

Seth grew up on the Hillsborough Seminole Reservation in Tampa. He went to college and never went back to Live on the reservation.

After meeting Liz while working on an alligator egg poach- ing problem in the Sarasota area he decided to become a Florida Wildlife Officer and have been together ever since.

“Liz would love a family gathering. She plans to paint the back bedroom. Don’t be surprised if mom ends up with a paintbrush in her hands.”
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Andres thought for a moment, “What exactly do you have in mind for me and the cousins?”

“I want to have the house painted. It will go quickly the more people I have to help.”

Andres chuckled, “You better have plenty of beer on ice and expect some of us to stay over.”

Seth didn’t mind because he didn’t want anyone driving under the influence, and besides, it would be fun to have everyone together at his new house. They talked a bit more to catch up on the family gossip before hanging up.

Liz was in the back bedroom patching holes in the wall and sanding rough places, getting ready for painting.

Seth came up and encircled her with his arms. She smelled of caulking and sweat. It didn’t stop him from kissing her neck.

“I talked to my Dad, and he’ll see about coming over to help paint the house on the weekend. He thinks my mom will come over, too.”

What he didn’t tell her was that it was going to be a full-scale family gathering. He didn’t want to stress her out.

Seth looked at his watch, “I wonder what Pat has gotten up to? But since we’re alone,” Seth said with a cocky grin gathering a slightly sweaty Liz in his arms. “Maybe we can jump in the shower and have some play time together.”

Liz dropped her head on his chest before pushing him away, “Race you,” she said, throwing down the tool she had in her hand and running down the hall, tossing off her clothes as she went.

Seth jumped over Nickosi and barely reached the bathroom before Liz slipped into the shower.

“No fair, you cheated,” Seth said, stripping quickly to join her.
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Chapter Six
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[image: ]iz stepped into the kitchen, towel-drying her damp, sandy brown hair.


Seth came up behind her, nuzzling her neck some more. “Mmm, you smell good now.”


“That was fun,” Liz said.


“Did I miss something?” Agent Miller said, coming in the door and carrying a large white box with a fancy French name.


Liz turned scarlet, imagining what the agent might be thinking. “What have you got there?” Seth said.


“Since we are going to the casino tonight, I thought I’d get a little something for Liz to wear. It’s a treat for both of you. Going out in khakis and wearing a Glock will not do tonight.”

Pat opened the box to reveal a stunning midnight blue cocktail dress. He held it up, and the shimmering fabric caught the light.

Liz was speechless with emotion. It was a long time since she had seen something so lovely. Dainty sequins danced in the bodice and rimmed the waist. The skirt flowed like rippling water.


“Pat, this is too much,” Liz said, her eyes misting.


“Yeah, it really is too much,” Seth said, his jealousy rising. He should be buying his wife pretty things, not another mans.

“It’s part of our cover. The government is paying for it. We’ll get more answers if we blend in rather than go in as law enforcement.” Seth could see the sense of that, but the agent was the only
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man who had ever given him this crazy possessive
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