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			Chapter 7 
The Next Day

			
				
				

			

			It was 5:30 am on Tuesday morning when Weaver scratched on the side exit door. He barked twice to alert the staff, when finally, Jason, the tall lanky nursing attendant rounded the corner, turned off the alarm, and opened the door.

			“There you go boy.” Weaver looked up at Jason wagging his tail politely, although he never understood why humans called him a boy—clearly, he was a dog.

			“It’s pretty early so be careful. Might smell a few raccoons or even a bobcat still on the prowl.” Jason yawned and stretched his arms as Weaver quickly made his exit. Mr. Opa was still sleeping, and Brice had said whatever was going on the saboteurs were most likely working in the early morning. Although Weaver agreed with Brice, he wouldn’t know what a clue was until he found it.

			The entrance to Casa Grande Springs was paved and neatly landscaped until you reached the rear of the building. It was still messy from the roof collapse yesterday. Next to Mr. Opa’s building was an even larger building, still under construction called the recreational center. The campus was filled with gravel roads winding farther back where small cottages would be built. Large gravel, sand, and dirt piles, surrounded the area making it a great place to hide or explore.

			Weaver sniffed around a few bushes near the side of the building. His presence scared a few squirrels who were poaching from the bird feeders, and they scurried away as he trotted off toward the rear of the property. It was always quiet in the morning, with little human movement, which made the humming, crocking, and screeching noises sound even louder. He walked past the fallen roof debris and noticed two men unloading large boxes from a white truck and transferring them onto Jack’s golf cart. His nose picked up a strange scent. He crouched low and crawled toward the men, carefully maneuvering around the collapsed rubble. The men finished unloading the truck. But before Weaver could crawl closer, they jumped inside the white pickup and drove away. He watched the tires kick up gravel and mud leaving behind tread marks on the wet ground. Thats when he noticed someone standing at the back entrance. He crawled forward to get a better view, until he heard a familiar sound.

			“Tucker, Tucker.” Then a loud whistle. Weaver knew the voice was Mr. Opa’s, but the loud whistle was Jason. He’d often heard Jason whistle at night when he walked up and down the corridor.

			Weaver quickly turned and headed back toward the side door where Mr. Opa stood with a wide smile. Jason was holding the door open with one arm while gently holding onto Mr. Opa with his other arm. Weaver playfully jumped up putting his front paws on Mr. Opa’s chest, and almost knocking him backwards. Mr. Opa laughed, making the wrinkles on his face deepen. Sometimes, Mr. Opa couldn’t remember Weaver’s name, so he called him Tucker. Weaver didn’t mind; he wagged his tail happily, as Mr. Opa ruffled his fur.

			When Brice, Brianna, and Daniel arrived later that morning, Weaver was anxious to show the three detectives Jack’s golf cart. He knew there was something suspicious about the boxes being loaded onto Jack’s cart. But the cart was gone, and the PI squad was busy helping Mr. Hendrix install cameras. Weaver spent most of his morning next to Mr. Opa chewing on an old bone, while Mr. Opa read his morning newspaper. Weaver finally meandered down one of the side hallways where Mr. Hendrix was installing a camera. Brice was crawling through an opening in the ceiling, while Brianna held a ladder. Wires and cords hung from the ceiling as they moved the ladder back and forth. Weaver decided to stay clear.

			

			He walked into the back hallway where the sun was shining in through wide windows. Through the glass, Weaver saw Jack by the water spigot washing mud from his boots. He rested his front paws on the windowsill and wondered if Jack had been in the Everglades near the black swampy mud. That’s when he noticed Jack’s golf cart covered in mud. Weaver realized he had found a clue! He gave several short barks, hoping to alert one of the detectives, and within a few minutes Daniel rounded the corner. Weaver barked again looking out the window at Jack and the muddied cart. Daniel stood curiously watching for a moment then gave Weaver a quick scratch on his head. “Good job, Weaver. Maybe that’s the clue we’re looking for.” Weaver wagged his tail happily.

			After lunch, the three friends pulled on their boots, and grabbed their fishing poles. It was Mr. Opa’s rest time, so Weaver gathered his courage and followed the trio out the back door. Caroline, a kitchen worker, turned off the alarm so it wouldn’t buzz when they went out. Weaver wasn’t worried. He knew she would reset the alarm when the door closed.

			The PI squad headed toward the pond on the other side of the property, only the squad wasn’t stopping to fish. Brice’s plan was to drop their fishing poles on the bank, and hike deeper into the Everglades.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8 
OMG

			
				
				

			

			“Weaver found a clue. Paco Jack was washing mud off his boots, and his golf cart was covered in mud. It looked just like the black swamp mud we saw yesterday.” Sweat rolled down the side of Daniel’s face as he spoke. Their walk to the pond wasn’t far, but the Florida heat was sweltering.

			“Good job, Weaver.” Brice reached down and scratched the top of Weaver’s head. The three detectives looked at each other with wide grins—it was another clue. They dropped their fishing poles under a cluster of trees beside the pond, and together they walked toward the edge of the property, toward the thick foliage, searching for the bulldozed path they had followed yesterday. Weaver trailed close behind sniffing and wondering if this was a good idea. It was a bright sunny day but the deeper they walked into the woods, the darker it became. The Everglades was a forest of tangled trees and vines swarming with gnats and bugs—lots of gnats and bugs. Weaver kept his nose to the ground, trying to decipher the numerous smells, when something made a shuffling noise, and then ran across their path. Brianna stopped suddenly while both boys jumped backwards.

			“Whoa, what was that,” Brice said eying the bushes as they watched a small, odd-looking animal, with piglet ears, and a hard shell, rustle in the brush then scurry away.

			Daniel said, “That’s the weirdest pig I’ve ever seen!

			Brianna laughed, “It’s not a pig—it’s an armadillo. They usually don’t come out during the day. I guess he was looking for food.”

			That was enough information to satisfy Weaver and the boys’ curiosity, but Brianna continued. Her mind was filled with facts and details from the numerous books she read, and sometimes she didn’t know when to stop.

			“When it crosses a narrow body of water, it will hold its breath and walk on the bottom— you know underwater. If it’s a wide body of water, they swallow air to inflate their stomach, like a life jacket, and float to the other side.”

			“Ew, gross!” the boys cried as they made scrunched faces.

			Weaver barked a few times and hoped it wouldn’t return. He agreed with the boys, Ew! They finally found the flattened path, and quickly made their way to where the tracks ended.

			“Look,” Brice pointed to the ground. “Those boards were stacked off to the side yesterday and now someone has laid them out and made a bridge to the other side.”

			

			“Yeah, to the other side where’s there’s more mud.” Daniel replied squinting as he tried to see the other side. The thicker foliage made it even darker.

			Brice stepped gingerly with one foot, and watched the boards wobble. “And someone’s already crossed—see the boot prints, and tire tracks on the other four boards?” Brice pointed out the clues, then he used his foot as a measuring guide. “My boots are a size seven, so these are maybe a size ten—and it’s a heavy person. See the mud on the board?” He pulled out his cell phone and took a picture of the boot print. “Maybe Mr. Zimmerman or Paco Jack—they both wear boots.”

			“Or any construction worker.” Daniel said. “But those other tracks are definitely from a golf cart, and there’s only one golf cart on the property—and it was covered with mud this morning.” Brice and Brianna leaned over to get a closer look at the boards. They nodded their heads in agreement, and Weaver wagged his tail.

			 “Okay, I’ll lead.” Brice said. “Brianna in the middle, then Daniel. Weaver can bring up the rear. And keep your eyes open.”

			“Open for what?” Daniel questioned taking a step forward.

			

			“Alligators, snakes.” Brice said in a casual voice, as he proceeded across the boards. It was about a thirty-foot hike to the other side, the length of a school bus.

			The comment made Brianna and Daniel stop for a moment. They looked at the boards then at each other. Brianna shrugged her shoulders, then tip toed behind Brice. Daniel hesitated, but finally followed.

			 Weaver also hesitated, wondering if an alligator was lurking somewhere in the swampy mud—like the bull frog they saw yesterday. His nose picked up something odd. He moaned, wanting Brice to find another way around. But Brice was already several feet ahead, walking slowly across the boards like a trapeze artist, flaring his arms for balance. Brianna and Daniel were halfway across when Weaver stepped cautiously on the wobbly boards. The black water splashed, and mud started to cake around the timbers. His doggie instincts told him something was out there—but where? The thick trees blocked out the sun, there were numerous smells overwhelming his sniffer, and the humid air was difficult to breath. Still, Weaver continued his slow, timid walk, as the mucky water splashed over his paws.

			Daniel’s foot slipped from the board, and his entire boot sunk in the thick, black mud. He pulled his foot from the sludge, and it made a slurping sound like the vacuum cleaner. Then he continued carefully across the boards and met up with Brice and Brianna. Weaver quickly finished crossing, still sniffing the air, keeping his ears and eyes alert.

			On the other side, a cluster of prickly bushes surrounded them like a giant hedge. The tire tracks made a circle and headed back toward the boards. It was a dead end.

			 Brice picked up a stick and started searching through the thick hedge, Brianna and Daniel did the same. After poking at the foliage a few minutes, Brice pointed his stick toward the ground. “These tire tracks don’t make sense.” He stooped down to examine the marks more closely. Using the stick, he began tracing the tire tracks, but the tread marks overlapped and intersected. “I can’t tell which way the golf cart went, except in circles then back across the way we came. It doesn’t make sense.” Brice was right, it was a muddy mess, and even Weaver’s nose couldn’t pick up which way the cart might have gone.

			“Shush, I hear water,” Brianna said. Everyone stood perfectly still—even Weaver, as a murmuring sound grew louder.

			“Yeah,” Brice said, “We’re on the west coast in the Everglades, so the gulf can’t be too far. When we searched the Internet, it said during the rainy season, the swamp areas flood easily.” Brice started digging through the brush again, his boots were covered in muddy water past his ankles, and he looked like he was sinking. “There’s got to be—” his stick hit something solid. He poked at the object again, and it made a hollow sound. Weaver sniffed the area, then started digging in the wet ground. Brice and Daniel pulled back tangled vines and branches when finally, they saw something. Brianna curiously reached in to slide the object from the thickets when something made a rustling noise. “Ah!” she screamed, pulling back her hands. Brice immediately poked at the brush with his stick, but whatever it was, had slithered away. He smiled while poking around a few more times. Brianna gave her twin an annoying look then took a deep breath. Reaching with more caution this time, she turned the thing upright. It was a plastic container with an attached lid, like a picnic cooler. “There’s faded writing, I think it says tish factory, no fish hatchery.”

			Brice picked up the container and said, “Maybe it fell from a boat and washed up in the swamp. The map showed inlets all along the gulf.

			“Arr! Inlets, like a pirate’s cove?” Daniel said in his best Captain Hook voice. Brice and Brianna laughed.

			“Or,” Brianna said, “it came from the back hallway. It could be one of the boxes Matilda said was leaking.”

			 “Maybe…” Brice said. He looked closer at the container for cracks or holes. “Yesterday, before mom turned off the news, there was a report about the Fish and Wildlife Service confiscating illegal alligator hides off the coast near Pensacola. But they hadn’t apprehended all the smugglers or the ringleader.” Brice had a probing look on his face as he turned the container upside down.

			Brianna said, “Wait, I remember that report. You think someone is doing the same thing back here?” She seemed surprised at the idea, but not Daniel. He quickly said, “Yeah, and it would be easy to drop something off at the care center and haul it back here.”

			“Definitely,” Brice said with a clever grin. “Why else would they flatten a path and carry boards back here. Mr. Taylor said he heard noises around six   am ., and maybe Matilda wasn’t exaggerating about the mess in the back hallway. There’s a small crack on the bottom” He held the white cooler for everyone to see. “Whatever they’re smuggling could have been in this container in the back hallway.” Brice and Weaver both sniffed the inside of the box. The scent made Weaver sneeze. Brice crinkled his nose as he looked up at the thick hedge surrounding them. “There’s a way though this hedge—somewhere, and I bet we’ll find an inlet or a cove on the other side. I think the strange accidents are a diversion from what’s really going on.” He set the container on the ground then started pulling at the brush again.

			“Yeah,” Daniel agreed. “A distraction—that makes sense. Everyone is so busy cleaning up messes and botched construction that they probably won’t notice anything strange going on. Your dad said Ms. Perez, who owns the construction company, didn’t want the security cameras installed—at least not for another few weeks—right?”

			Brice nodded. “Yeah, maybe someone’s trying to keep everyone busy while they smuggle something back here. And we heard water, so there’s an inlet, or at least a shallow waterway on the other side of this hedge. I’m sure of it!”

			“And I bet they’re using an airboat,” Daniel added.

			“Yeah,” Brianna said with excitement. “We’re taking an airboat ride tomorrow with the residents. I’ve read they can skim over shallow water, and glide in and out of narrow passages, like maybe a narrow inlet or cove?”

			“Exactly,” Brice said. “And it’s taking place in the early morning. Who’s here at that time?” He looked over at Daniel thinking maybe Matilda, but Daniel was thinking of Jack, the maintenance man.

			Brianna looked at both boys and said, “I’m not sure, but did you hear that strange sound.

			Weaver was standing next to Brianna, ankle deep in muddy water. His ears perked up and a peculiar smell penetrated his nostrils.

			 Brice hesitated, then said, “I heard a rumbling noise.”

			“Yeah,” Daniel replied. He reached for Brianna’s hand then they all froze, as a low growling sound rose from the marsh—and it wasn’t Weaver.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9 
Swamp Creature

			
				
				

			

			The PI squad stood like statues, listening to the low, rumbling growl, when a massive gator slowly rose from the swampy soup, opened his massive jaws, and bellowed a loud hissing sound. The armored beast had four short thick limbs, protruding eyes, and a long snout. His scaly body stretched ten feet, and its belly dragged the ground. Razor sharp fangs jutted from his mouth as his well armored body lumbered forward. He released another hiss. Weaver barked and growled as the alligator reared back in a defensive posture, swung his long powerful tail, and scattered black mud in every direction.

			Brianna and Daniel huddled together, barely breathing, their eyes locked in a deadly stare with the alligator. Brice held out his stick like a sword, and jabbed it forward with a huffing sound. His foot slipped on the wet ground, and he fell backwards. The gator lunged forward, snapping his jaws close to Brice. But before he could crawl closer, Weaver leaped between the gator and Brice. He howled, then stood his ground with a deep growl, his teeth showing. The gator reared up on his short limbs, prepared for a fight. He released another hiss while lashing his monstrous tail. Then a familiar voice hollered, “Shake your stick at him, but don’t step forward!” It was Paco Jack.

			Brice quickly recovered from his fall as Daniel and Brianna waved their sticks back and forth, jabbing it toward the alligator, while Weaver maintained his position with his fearless growl. But their courageous attempt to push the alligator back into the swamp only enraged the reptile. The alligator bellowed with each jab, as it swung its massive tail and splattered the black mud once again. Jack made his way closer as he held tight to a shovel. The alligator hissed, opened his hinged jaws, then snapped them shut making the ground shake.

			“Bunch up close together!” Jack yelled. “If we give the appearance of a larger predator, he won’t want to fight.” Jack stood next to Weaver as the three friends huddled behind the big maintenance man and the brave dog. But they were cornered against prickly brush with nowhere to run. The gator hissed again as the normal sounds of the Everglades ceased. The gator paused for a moment as he studied the object in front of him, then slowly backed up, and disappeared back into the thick sludge.

			Jack, still holding his shovel in a defensive position, grabbed Brianna’s hand, and said, “Follow me—and stay close.” It seemed as if Jack had appeared from nowhere, but he’d entered through a small gap in the hedge, and that’s where they made their escape. They stepped over winding brush, squeezed between prickly thickets, and climbed across fallen palm trees. The subtropical forest was like a maze in the mist of buzzing, chirping, and biting insects. Jack knew his way around—but where was he taking them?

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 
A Tangled Maze

			
				
				

			

			Jack and the PI squad moved in single file as they ducked, trampled, and squeezed between the trees and foliage of the Everglades. Weaver, covered in mud, followed, and kept a sharp nose peeled for more alligators, now that he knew what they smelled like. Brice, Brianna, and Daniel took in as much as they could while making their escape, but nothing looked familiar. They were lost, but Jack wasn’t.

			After almost ten minutes of hiking through the thick foliage, they bumped into one another when Jack came to a sudden stop at a large pile of debris. He started removing branches and palm leaves from a hidden object. The PI squad watched suspiciously until they realized it was the golf cart. Then without hesitation, they pitched in and quickly helped uncover the hidden cart.

			As soon as it was clear, everyone jumped on board, including Weaver. It was a bumpy ride, but it wasn’t long before they reached Casa Grande Springs property. Jack drove toward the pond where the kids had left their fishing poles. When the cart came to a stop, Brice and Weaver easily jumped off the back. Brianna and Daniel were sitting up front, but before they could escape, Jack reached over and grabbed Daniels’s arm. “I don’t know what you kids were doing back there, but that area is off limits, you hear.” He said in a gruff voice while eying up the group. After a moment of silence, he released Daniel’s arm then chuckled quietly. Brianna and Daniel nodded slowly as they slid from the golf cart.

			“What were you doing back there?” Brice asked, while staring suspiciously at the maintenance man. He meant no disrespect and it wasn’t just curiosity, his question deserved an answer. Paco Jack had appeared from nowhere, like the alligator. The mud on his boots and golf cart that Daniel saw earlier now made sense, and Brice realized Jack was involved—somehow.

			“Never mind what I was doing.” Jack said. “It’s dangerous territory, the Everglades, and unless it’s a designated path, there’s no trespassing. Hear me!” He used his gruff voice again. “I won’t tell your parents where you were, and you forget ever seeing me—deal?” He exhaled heavily looking at the three PIs, then over at Weaver.

			Brice continued his suspicious stare for a moment then nodded.

			Weaver was uncomfortable. His fur was caked with mud and the heat of the day was drying it. He even had mud between his toes, and his long tail was matted flat. He bunched up his body then shook wildly. Mud flew, and everyone ducked moaning, except for Paco Jack—he laughed.

			“I tell you what,” Jack said, still laughing. He reached over and patted Weaver’s head. The big dog could see flecks of dirt splattered across Jack’s face and shirt. He wasn’t sure if it was from his shaking, or when the alligator slapped his huge tail in the black mud. “I’ll take Weaver back and hose him down. Hopefully, it’ll help—he’s pretty muddy. In the meantime, you catch a fish or two. That way things won’t look suspicious, and we won’t have to tell your parents where you were.” He nodded a firm smile.

			The three friends slowly nodded in return, as if they weren’t sure, but Jack didn’t hesitate. “Here you go Weaver.” He patted the passenger seat. Weaver turned, looking at Brice for his permission. Brice motioned an okay, so Weaver quickly jumped up on the seat with his muddy paws and matted fur.

			The bumpy ride back to the care center didn’t take long. Weaver was glad for the ride—he was tired. Jack parked the golf cart in the shed. Everything was quiet since the construction crew had left for the day. He filled Weaver’s water bowl, and Weaver lapped the container dry. Then Jack used the hose to wash the mud from Weaver’s fur. The water wasn’t warm like a bath, but Weaver was glad it wasn’t ice cold. After a little soap and more water Jack said, “Well Weaver, that’s the best I can do,” he chuckled, turning off the water spigot. Stepping backwards, he eyed up Weaver’s wet, dripping fur and said, “Not sure they’ll let you inside…” He crossed his arms over his large chest and said, “Go ahead—I know
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