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Chapter One
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White Lightning in the Swamp

The swamp did not forgive foolish men.

Seaf Rhoden knew that before he ever knew his letters. He learned it the way boys in Baker County learned most things—by watching, by listening, and by nearly getting killed once or twice.

The Okefenokee lay thick and breathing in the dark, cypress knees jutting up like broken gravestones, Spanish moss hanging in gray funeral ribbons. The air carried the smell of rot and water and something older than either. Somewhere out in that black water, a gator eased itself off a mudbank without a ripple. Closer still, a water moccasin lay coiled on a low limb, head lifted, tongue tasting the night.

Seaf moved slow.

He was twelve years old, barefoot, and carrying more responsibility than most grown men ever would. A burlap sack of sugar cut into his shoulder. Mosquitoes whined in his ears. He did not swat them. Swatting made noise.

Three miles in, through muck that swallowed boots and vines that tore at your sleeves, sat his still.

It wasn’t much to look at. A copper kettle blackened by fire, a worm coiled tight as a sleeping snake, a barrel half-buried in the earth. He had dug the pit himself, hands blistered raw. The still sat in a low pocket of swamp where smoke drifted sideways instead of straight up. That detail mattered. Smoke brought questions.

And questions brought revenooers.

Seaf’s father had run the same path before him, long before sickness took him under and left the family staring at a bare cupboard. His mother didn’t cry much. She simply handed Seaf the sugar one evening and said, “We got to eat.”

That was how it started.

He set the sack down and crouched by the firebox. The embers were still warm from the afternoon run. He worked by memory, checking the mash barrel, lifting the lid to smell the ferment. Sweet corn and yeast, sharp and ready. He stirred slow with a pine paddle and listened to the swamp breathe.

Moonshine wasn’t romance. It was heat and stink and danger. It was hauling fifty-pound sacks of sugar through waist-deep water. It was listening for engines when the wind carried sound strange and thin. It was knowing that if a man in a badge found you here, he wouldn’t care how old you were or why you were doing it.

Still, when the first clear drip slid from the worm into the glass jar, Seaf felt something close to pride.

White lightning.

He held the jar up to the firelight. It shone like captured moon. Clean. Strong. Worth more than gold in some parts of Florida where bars were dry and plantations thirsty.

A whippoorwill called once in the distance.

Then came another sound.

An engine.

Seaf froze.

Not the lazy putter of a farmer’s truck. This one growled and cut and shifted gears hard. Lawmen drove like that when they thought they had a lead.

He moved fast now, dousing the fire with wet sand, kicking mud over the coals. Steam hissed and died. He lifted two jars and shoved them into the hollow of a fallen log he’d marked months earlier. The rest he buried under palmetto fronds.

The engine cut off.

Voices drifted through the trees.

“Tracks come through here.”

“That boy can’t outrun swamp.”

Seaf didn’t wait to hear more. He slipped off the path and into water that rose to his chest. The cold nearly stole his breath. He eased toward a hollow log half submerged near the bank, one he’d tested before. Snakes liked hollow logs. So did raccoons. Sometimes worse.

He slid inside anyway.
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