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			There are no other Everglades in the world. 

			— Marjorie Stoneman Douglas

			What is man without the beasts?

			If all the beasts were gone, 

			Man would die from a great loneliness of spirit.

			For whatever happens to the beasts,

			Soon happens to man.

			All things are connected.

			— Chief Seattle, Suquamish and Duwamish, 1855

		

		
			To Will and Adam ... and that first amazing time we spotted an Everglades gator.
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			Sydney crouched, hardly daring to breathe. The poacher was right here! Her heart thumped so loud, she felt sure he’d hear it. 

			“You kids shouldn’t be running around the swamplands like this,” he said. “It’s dangerous.”

			Yeah right, Sydney thought, so I gathered.

			“Come on out. You need help. There’s a monster alligator has his pad right down the bank a few yards away from here. They’re territorial, you know. And you’re like meat in his pantry. He’ll be able to smell you.”

			Another branch snapped. He was so close. 

			“Come on out.” The man spoke sweetly now, just your nice, friendly neighborhood poacher. “You’re much too young to be out here alone. We can go back to my shack and have something hot to eat. Soup, or something. I bet you’re hungry. Then I’ll fly you out of here in my helicopter. You’ll be back home before you know it. And then you can bring help for your friends. There are a few of you out here, aren’t there? I’m sure your parents must be worried.”

			Hot tears trickled down Sydney’s cheeks. Yes, she knew her parents would be worried. But this man wouldn’t help her. Her head spun. Maybe he would. He sounded quite nice. Maybe he wasn’t one of the poachers. Maybe he was just someone who lived here in the swamp. For a minute, she almost stood up—almost ran to him. 

			Then common sense took over. This man was bad. All he wanted was to get rid of her so she wouldn’t mess up his animal poaching business.

			“I won’t hurt you,” the man said. “I promise.”

			No. Leave me alone. Get away from me. I hope an alligator eats you, you creep.

			“I can see you right there.”

			Could he see her? No. If he could, he’d have grabbed her. Trembling, she forced herself to stay motionless. Sweat trickled down her forehead, into her eyes and down her cheeks.

			The man was moving away, banging a stick or something at the bushes. He didn’t know where she was! Sydney dared a shallow breath. 

			“Hey!” 

			There he was again! 

			“It’s a rush being in the Glades in the dark, isn’t it?” He chuckled. “All those gators. There are thousands of them, you know. Big-toothed lizards, and some of them four hundred pounds! Ever see their eyes at night? Red. Real slit-eyed and mean. Hungry. And the way they lie there, their eyes just above the water, watching, waiting. Threw my dad’s dog into the swamp once—right next to a humongous one—but the dumb dog got away. Never saw a dog swim so fast.”

			Sydney shivered. Silence again. Had he gone? Thank you, God! But what about the alligators? A gunshot rang in the distance. The man swore and muttered something to himself. When he spoke again, he sounded angry. “Bet that big gator is sniffing for you right now,” he said. “Serve you right if it grabs you and drags you under and takes you on a nice-old death roll. That’s what you kids are asking for—looking for trouble, snooping around in the swamplands.”

			For a moment she almost told him she wasn’t snooping around in the swamplands. He could have the swamplands. All she wanted to do was go home.
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			Thunderheads loomed. The long saw grass swayed and shivered in the wind. Megan stood at the cabin door and stared out at the roiling waters of Florida Bay. A maze of canals snaked into the surrounding swampland and into the wild—a scary place with monster alligators everywhere. She was longing to go there. Adam, the cute guy she’d met at the campground store last night, would be helping his park ranger uncle on the airboat ride at 5:00 p.m. It was almost five o’clock now. 

			She glanced over at her family. Her parents lounged on the patio sofa, reading. Sydney, her twin sister, clicked away at her iPhone. Luke, her ten-year-old brother, was destroying zombies in some Walking Dead video game. In the distance, thunder rolled. A storm was heading right toward them. There was no way her parents would let her go on the airboat. It was much better not to ask and then apologize later. 

			Megan walked into the bathroom. She pulled on a faded black T-shirt and skinny jeans and ran a brush through her long, dark hair. Then, as quietly as possible, she removed the window screen, climbed out the window, and headed off toward the boat dock. She was going to go into those swamplands or die trying. 

			The sound of guitar music came from the boathouse. Great! Sounded like Adam was there. Running to avoid the dive-bombing mosquitoes, she opened the shed door and peeked in. 

			Adam, tall and slim, dark ponytail held loosely with a braided leather band and wearing a long-sleeved white T-shirt and cutoff blue jeans, ran his fingers through a final chord of Hendrix’s Voodoo Child and looked up, smiling. “Wassup?”

			“Not much.” Megan smiled. “Any chance I can go on the airboat ride at five?”

			Adam shook his head. “My uncle canceled it. A storm’s coming.”

			“Canceled it? Well, could you maybe take me?”

			Adam shook his head apologetically. “I’ll ask if he can fit you in tomorrow.” 

			“But we’re leaving tomorrow.”

			She smiled up at him. He seemed a little older than she was, probably a senior. She liked his high cheekbones and slightly slanted eyes. She’d never met a Miccosukee Indian before. Last night she noticed Sydney watching him, too. He was way cute. His smooth guitar playing gave her goosebumps.

			The shed door creaked open and Sydney appeared, followed by Luke. Sydney had changed into her new blue cambric shirt, tied in a knot above the waist, and Juicy Couture frayed denim shorts. Her long blonde hair fell in soft waves to her shoulders. Megan saw her chances with Adam disappearing fast. 

			“Mom says you can’t go out on the airboat, Megs,” Sydney said. 

			“You told her I was going, didn’t you?” 

			Sydney shook her head. “Not even. Anyway, it’s dangerous.”

			“Wimp.”

			Adam laughed. “I thought twins agreed about everything.”

			“Only on a few matters of life and death,” Megan said.

			“Are you guys really twins?” Adam studied the two girls with interest. “You look totally different. I guess you both have dark eyes, though.”

			“We’re fraternal twins. Not identical.” Sydney twisted her blonde hair into a knot on the top of her head. “She has blonde hair, too. She dyed it black to try to look like a Goth.”

			“No way are we identical.” Megan touched her dark hair self-consciously, then looked out the window to the mysterious swamplands. How could she persuade Adam to take them out? She couldn’t bear to come all the way to the Everglades and not see them up close! “Is it okay if I go sit on the airboat?” she said.

			“Sure.” Adam smiled. “Lots of mosquitoes out there, though.”

			Megan headed out the door. Stepping outside the boathouse was like stepping into an oven. For a moment, she regretted her decision. But what fun was sitting inside? She ran down the boat ramp. Climbing into the small airboat, she sat on the high driver’s seat and looked around at the surrounding mangroves. The air was humid enough to wring and get water. Clouds of mosquitoes descended on her head. Everything smelled dank, funky.

			If the boat were just a bit farther out from the dock, there’d be more to see, she thought. Maybe she’d even spot an alligator. She uncoiled the mooring line from the cleat and tied it, leaving a longer line so the boat could float out a bit. She was pleased with her sailor’s knot. Girl Guides hadn’t been a total waste of time. 

			Slowly, the boat drifted out. The air felt cooler. She stretched out and looked around, listening to the lapping water. Nice. Without warning, the boat spun round. Megan gasped. Oh no! The sailor’s knot didn’t work—the line was loose. She and the boat were heading out into Florida Bay. She jumped to her feet. “Adam!” she shouted. “Adam!” 

			Adam ran out of the shed. “Stay there! What happened?” He splashed through the muddy flats and into the deeper water and caught hold of the boat. Climbing into the driver’s seat, he grabbed the wheel. 

			Sydney splashed through the water and tumbled into the back of the boat, followed by Luke. Sopping wet, Luke looked around, beaming. “Cool boat! I’ve never been in an airboat. Can we go for just a short spin, Adam? Please!”

			Great, Luke was backing her up. Megan looked imploringly at Adam. “Please! And I’m sorry about the mooring line.”

			“Okay, okay,” Adam checked the brooding clouds. “We’ll go for just a short run, ten minutes max. That storm’s coming fast.” 

			“Cool.” Megan beamed as she curled her long legs under her body and settled into a front seat. 

			“Hold on.” Adam turned the wheel.

			The propeller fan roared and the airboat headed across the bay toward the dark Everglades. 
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			Grass marshlands shimmered in all directions. Megan’s dark eyes sparkled as the boat skimmed across the choppy water, heading for the distant mangrove islands. Cypress trees, draped with shrouds of gray hanging moss, looked just as she’d pictured them. She imagined Dracula flying above, silhouetted black against the slate-gray sky. Mangrove trees with spooky, twisted roots lined the banks. What a deliciously creepy place! So gothic! She could smell a million plants growing and another million rotting. “Where are the alligators?” she said. “I’d just love to see one.”

			“Oh yeah! Cool!” Luke grinned. 

			“They hang out in the mangroves.” Adam executed a 360-degree turn into the shallows and turned off the engine, pointing at the high-rooted mangrove trees. “Watch for a while and you’re sure to spot a few.” Without the roar of the engine, everything was still. Luke leaned over and dangled a hand in the black water.

			“Careful,” Adam warned. “Keep your hands in the boat. We have fifteen-foot-long alligators here. They’re killing machines. They’d love to get a hold of you for lunch. Look back there; there’s a big, hungry dude checking us out.”

			Megan stared at the scaly-skinned creature lazing in the shallows. “Ooh, I want to see it close-up. Can you get it to come over here?”

			“My uncle has some marshmallows for them.” Adam opened the lid of a bench seat and took out a packet. “Here, alligator. Try some of these.”

			The white marshmallows bobbed up and down on the top of the brown water. Sydney laughed. “Marshmallows! Why would an alligator eat marshmallows?”

			“I guess they eat just about anything. My uncle doesn’t want to throw bloody meat into the creek.”

			“I suppose.” Megan stared, fascinated as the prehistoric-looking creature came closer. It opened its mouth wide, showing sharp, pointed teeth, and gulped down the marshmallows. 

			“Seems sort of mean to feed them marshmallows. What if they get a toothache or something?” Sydney leaned over the side of the boat. “Hullo, alligator.” Without warning, the alligator thrashed its tail, whamming it down on the water. Sydney yelped and leaped back. The alligator stared at her with cold, hooded eyes. Face pale, Sydney wiped off drops of muddy water. 

			Taking a quick look at the darkening sky, Adam started the engine. The noise of the boat flushed out cormorants and great white herons. Spray flew and wind whipped their hair. Sydney gripped the handrails, and Luke hung on to his L.A. Angels baseball cap. Megan stretched her arms high, pretending she was on a roller coaster. 

			The storm hit. Lightning streaked the sky. Thunder boomed. Swollen clouds spat single, hard drops of water and then opened. Rain poured down in torrents.

			Sydney crouched, covering her head with her hands. Luke pulled his black baseball cap down as far as it would go, slipped his Gameboy under his damp khaki T-shirt, and huddled up next to Sydney, shivering.

			Gusts of wind churned the bay into a boiling mass of waves that rocked and shook the airboat. Adam slowed down. Wiping the rain out of his eyes, he peered through the gray water-world. “We’ve got to get to shore. It’s too open here. This lightning’s right on us.”

			Bumping up and down through the choppy water, they headed for the edge of the bay and turned into a maze of winding channels lined with mangrove trees. The boat rocked as it collided with mangrove roots and protruding cypress knees. Hands clenched on the wheel, Adam maneuvered through the narrows, looking for a safe place to stop. Lightning clawed the sky and hit the water. 

			Adam pumped up the speed. The canal widened and he roared down it.

			An ominous clap of thunder shook the air.

			“We have to get away from the water!” Megan jumped up, reached across Adam, and grabbed the steering. The boat veered to the left. 

			“Watch out!” Too late, Adam grabbed back the wheel. With a loud thud, the airboat plowed into a mud bank. Megan stared in dismay. She’d screwed up this time. 

			“Look at the boat!” Frowning, Adam tried to start the motor. Churning, the propeller spun round in the mud. “We’re stuck.”

			They certainly did seem to be stuck. Megan hoped it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. “We’ll push it out of the mud as soon as it stops raining. Let’s get away from this lightning!” She scrambled across the seat and jumped into the muddy creek. Wet branches whacked her face as she splashed to shore, hopping around the tangled mangrove roots and cypress knees. Behind her, she could hear Sydney whimpering. It doesn’t take much to make Sydney whimper anyway, she thought, though I feel a bit like whimpering myself. 

			Again, forked lightning zapped the water, followed by loud claps of thunder. She took a quick, nervous look at the sky. Was it true that if the thunder closely followed the lightning, then the lightning was dangerously nearby? Was it true that if you heard the thunder, it meant you’d survived the lightning? Did lightning travel across water? She slipped, gasping as her sneakers caught in a mangrove root and her ankle twisted.

			She plunged ahead, finding it easier not to watch where she was going and not to think about consequences. Adam, Sydney, and Luke followed through the snarl of branches, vines, and spiderwebs. 

			After five minutes, Adam stopped and pointed to a limestone outcrop. “Let’s get under there. Watch where you put your hands, and look out for snakes and spiders.”

			Ducking under the ledge, they huddled together, shivering. Rain dripped from their shirts and jeans. The storm beat down on their shelter. A waterfall of rain poured from the ledge above, splashing onto the saturated ground. The thunder sounded ever louder, like a freight train rumbling over them. Luke shivered and brushed his dripping hair out of his eyes. Sydney began to cry quietly, wiping the tears from her wet face. 

			Adam stared out into the wet. “Looks like we’ll be spending the night.” 

			“Not good. That’s when the animals come out,” Luke said.

			“What animals?” Sydney moved closer to Adam.

			“Just rattlesnakes, pythons, alligators, bobcats, black bears, and the occasional panther,” Megan said. “All looking for a snack.” 

			Luke leaned forward, blue eyes wide. “Have you heard of goat suckers?”

			“No, what are they?” Sydney sounded as if she’d rather not know.

			“I read about them a few months ago,” Luke said. “They’re animals with fangs and red eyes.”

			Megan laughed. “That’s so junk.”

			“It’s true,” Luke said. “They’ve been found in South America or Mexico, I can’t remember which. And farmers saw signs of them here in Florida.”

			“What signs?” 

			“Goats and chickens with their blood all sucked out.” Luke pulled a finger across his throat. “That’s why they’re called goat suckers.” He moved closer to Sydney. “What time is it?”

			“Six. It’ll be dark soon.”

			“Try to get some sleep,” Adam said.

			Close by, something shrieked. Megan shivered. It was hunt or be hunted out there. 

			She stared out into the thousands of gathering shadows.
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			Lightning descended like a spear for a huge mahogany tree. Stunned, Megan watched as the trunk cracked and split. Smoldering branches crashed into the creek. I hope that didn’t land on the boat, she thought, glancing at Adam. He had his eyes closed and didn’t seem to have noticed. She decided not to tell him. There was nothing they could do about it, anyway. 

			The noises of the Everglades surrounded them. Animals hooted and shrieked. Wind wailed and branches squeaked. The river gurgled. Close by she could hear the cracking and rustling of something pulling itself through the bushes. Maybe they were right in the alligators’ path. She shivered. Uncomfortable in her wet clothes, she wrapped her arms around her legs and listened miserably to the sounds of the swamp. 
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