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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Check if your mic works,” Brian murmured as he fiddled with a miniature camera in the front seat of the news van. 
 
    “Again?” Bre Hayne asked. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you today, but you’ve fought everything I’ve asked you to do.” Brian arched his thick eyebrows and shoved his glasses farther up his nose. “Why?” 
 
    Bre wrapped her fingers around the tiny mic, hiding it from view. “Doesn’t this feel a little wrong?” 
 
    Brian sighed and turned in his seat, leveled her with a sympathetic look. “Bre, he’s not human. You need to remember that. He’s an animal.” 
 
    Bre didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how she felt about all this, so she just stared at the hole in the knee of her jeans and shook her head slightly. 
 
    Brian tried again. “How long have we been doing this? Huh? How long have we been reporting on shit stories and not getting anywhere? We work harder than anyone in the game. Live out of hotels, gave up raising families. We eat fast food, sleep like crap, all to chase down stories about liquor stores getting robbed and the dangers of children playing outside. The migration of a bumblebee. School cafeteria food. Fluff pieces, Bre. This is the big one. The one where our lives change and we get put at the top of the news stories. Our jobs will be safe. We’ll be recognizable.” When he squeezed her knee, Bre resisted the urge to flinch away. “This story will put us on the map. After all these years of working in the trenches, this is the one, Bre. He’s a monster. An animal. A mutant. Why do you think he had to put out an ad for a wife—?” 
 
    “Mate,” she corrected him quietly. “They call them ‘mates.’” 
 
    “Mate,” Brian conceded. “Why do you think he had to do that?” 
 
    “Because he’s lonely?” God, if she was one of the few shifters in existence, she would be lonely, too. 
 
    “No. Because no one wants to be with a monster. Get in there, get the story, get out…become mother-fuckin’ famous.” 
 
    Bre wanted to puke. Truth be told, she was scared. She was about to face one of them. One of the shifters. The animal-men. The unstable ones. The dangerous ones. The ones who lived secretly on the edges of society. They had so much curiosity surrounding them since they were discovered a few years ago, but no one knew who was a shifter…until this one had come out of hiding and advertised for a human mate. He didn’t do it publicly. It was done privately, through an underground network most humans didn’t even know existed called The Holler. The woman he chose had come to Bre to sell the story. And, oh, the station had paid. Secretly. And the woman, Cara Nailor, had fed the shifter all of Bre’s information, her pictures, everything. 
 
    This man…monster…whatever he was…was being tricked. 
 
    “He’s an animal,” Brian repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I got it.” Except she liked animals and was pretty sure she would never treat a dog like this, but whatever. Chasing fame was important, too, she guessed. God, she was in an emotional mood today. All along, ever since the station had talked her into this, she’d been on board, but when it came down to actually meeting him, she was getting cold feet. Buck up, girl. 
 
    The used car salesman, Liam, knocked on the window. Bre rolled it down. 
 
    “I talked to my manager, and the best he can do is three thousand, but you have to pay in cash.” 
 
    Bre looked over at Brian, who nodded his head. “Deal,” she said, offering her hand through the open window for a shake. 
 
    Brian got out with the roll of cash for the truck, and Bre made her way over to her very first pickup truck. It was an old 1977 Ford Highboy. Blue like a summer sky, but the paint had chipped away over the years of weathering, and the top of the cab and the edges of the truck bed were white. The tires were huge, and when she opened the door, there was still an old can of spray paint on the seat. Good job, Liam, you sure got this one cleaned out good. 
 
    “We just got this old junker in yesterday. Sorry it hasn’t been detailed yet,” Liam said from right behind her. 
 
    Bre startled hard. “Oh, my gosh, don’t sneak up on a person like that. I didn’t know you were there.” 
 
    Liam was as tall as a house and fit as a fiddle. He didn’t look like a typical car salesman with his chiseled cheek bones and suspicious eyes that seemed to miss nothing. He didn’t smile very much either. “Where did you say you were headed again?” 
 
    Bre swallowed hard. “I didn’t say.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Liam’s eyes tightened at the corners. “Well, if you are who I think you are, you’re headed for Uncertain territory.” 
 
    “You mean Uncertain, Texas?” 
 
    “Yep. Into the swamps, right?” 
 
    Chills rippled up her arms. “You sure have a lot of guesses about me.” 
 
    “You stick out here. Them swampers will smell the city on you the second you step out of this truck. That ol’ Highboy won’t camouflage you for long.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to fit in.” 
 
    Liam chuckled and walked away. Without turning back, he called out, “Wrong answer.” 
 
    Bre frowned at his broad back until he disappeared into the tiny one-room shop. She was twenty miles outside of the microscopic town of Uncertain, but maybe she should’ve bought her rig farther out. It seemed the small-town gossip reached all way out here, and she didn’t know if that was good or bad. 
 
    She dragged her suitcase from the back of Brian’s brown Astro van and hefted it into the bed of the pickup. It had been a long time since she owned her own ride. Sure, it was temporary and smelled a little like moth balls, and there was a hole in the floor by the gas pedal, but still, it was her chariot.  
 
    Brian had test driven it and poked around under the hood for half an hour before deeming it in good shape, and she trusted him not to put her in a ride that would break down the second she left the car lot. Brian knew cars. 
 
    It was hot as actual Hell out here, and she readjusted her red silk blouse so it wouldn’t stick to her skin. The humidity was a killer. In the distance, there were storm clouds, but that didn’t seem to cool anything off. If anything, the oncoming storm made the air feel muggier and hotter. This was all very different from her home base back in Missouri. 
 
    Still, it was a relief to be out of the “news van,” as Brian had named his own ride. The back was equipped with a whole lot of tech that he would use to listen to her microphones and filter the video she captured of the elusive shifter. Sure, it would suck when she got there, but for the next twenty miles of open road, just her and her new truck, Bre was free. 
 
    Brian came out of the building with Liam, talking low, but she didn’t care about what. She turned on the truck and found a radio station to play over the rumble of the loud V8 engine. Bre rolled down the window and inhaled deeply. Mmmm, moth balls. 
 
    “Turn right onto Loft Street,” the GPS from her phone instructed her. 
 
    “Okay, final pep talk,” Brian said after he left Liam standing by the front door of the dealership. 
 
    “I’m good,” she said, putting the old truck into gear. “I’ll talk to you when I talk to you.” 
 
    “Uh, no. You’ll talk to me every step of the way. Your microphone is already on and—” 
 
    Bre waved, eased off the clutch, and hit the gas pedal. She’d meant for it to be a smooth exit, but it had been a long damn time since she’d driven a stick shift so the truck lurched and jumped, jarring her hard before it caught the gear. Bre smiled and waved to the two men staring at her with concern from the parking lot. “Bye, boys!” 
 
    “Do you even know how to drive a stick shift?” Liam called from across the lot. 
 
    “How hard can it be?” she answered through a grin. 
 
    “I thought you said you used to drive one!” Brian yelled. 
 
    “When I was sixtee-ee-ee-ee-een,” she called, lurching through the next gear as she hit the main road. 
 
    The look on the guys’ faces had her dying laughing by the time they disappeared in the rearview. Bright side, in the next twenty miles, she only stalled the truck once, and it only took her an hour to get there. But she and Beetlejuice, as she’d lovingly named the ugly truck, had bonded. And she was pretty determined to learn his tricks. 
 
    Uncertain, Texas, population 150, was located right on the edge of Caddo Lake. Bre passed a couple Swim At Your Own Risk signs and one Beware of Alligators. The one gas station she passed didn’t even have a name. All it had was a sign with a painted picture of a mosquito the size of a jackrabbit. She waved at an old man in a lawn chair drinking a beer beside one of the gas pumps, but he only frowned at her and tracked the truck with his squinted eyes. “Great,” she murmured over the country music on the radio. “Welcome to Hell, Bre.” 
 
    Beetlejuice coughed out a plume of dark smoke from the back as she shifted gears as though he disagreed. 
 
    “Sorry, boy,” she murmured, patting his cracked dashboard. 
 
    “In one mile, your destination is on the left,” GPS enlightened her. 
 
    Okay, now the nerves were really kicking in. She was really doing this, really here, pretending to be some mate for hire to a complete stranger who could turn into some unknown animal. She hadn’t even seen his picture yet. He’d refused to send her contact, Cara, one of himself. And he didn’t do social media. Of course, that was the first thing Bre had tried—to internet stalk. But she’d failed miserably.  
 
    He was probably old. And plain. And missing teeth like that man back at the gas station. Hell, maybe that man was him! What if he smelled? Didn’t matter. Bre blew out a steadying breath. This was all just temporary, it was pretend, and she could leave whenever she wanted. 
 
    The smell of lake water and earth wafted through the open window, and all around the road were tall swamp trees with thick foliage that made the evening sunlight filter down in little gold speckles all over the cracked, two-lane road. Cicadas were singing so loud. Their song came in waves, a crescendo and then fall. It would’ve been beautiful if a big fat bug hadn’t slapped her in the face and made her swerve into the other lane. 
 
    “You have arrived,” GPS said. 
 
    Bre slowed down when she saw the dirt driveway to the Lachlan House for the first time. There was a split in the road. The path to the right had a sign that read Lachlan Swamp Boat Tours Thisaway, and the left path had a sign that said Private Property, Trespassers will be shot. She took that one. It wound through the woods and eventually led to a whitewashed house on stilts, sitting on the edge of the water. She downshifted and turned onto the small road, bouncing and bumping until she came to a stop next to a jacked-up brown and cream-colored Bronco. 
 
    The biggest German Shephard she’d ever seen in her life was lying on the porch, staring at her with wisdom beyond its species. There he was—Holt Lachlan. A German Shephard shifter, apparently. 
 
    As she opened the door and got out, he stood and trotted down the stairs gracefully. Good God, he was bigger than a wolf! The closer he came, the harder her heart pounded. The tips of his ears came up to her boobs. Shifters couldn’t change humans into shifters with a bite, but that didn’t mean they didn’t bite! And she was a wiener about pain. 
 
    “H-hi, Holt,” she stammered as he came to a stop in front of her and sniffed at her hands. “I-I-I-I— Shit.” She cleared her throat and closed her eyes. “I’m Bre.” She blew out a breath and opened her eyes, locked them on his questioning brown ones. “I’m your mate.” 
 
    “The hell you are,” a man said. 
 
    Bre yelped, the dog barked, and the man closed the hood of his Bronco all in the same second. He wore a pair of grease-stained jeans that had gone threadbare at the knees, no shoes, no shirt, and no underwear if his low-riding jeans had anything to say about it. He was lean at the waist with a six-pack flexing as he cleaned his hands on a white towel. His dark hair was burred short to his scalp, and his eyes were a fiery greenish-gold color she’d never seen before. Even drenched in sweat and smeared with grease, any red-blooded woman could see Holt Lachlan was sexy as hell. 
 
    “What kinda weird shit are you into, lady?” he asked. “That’s my dog.” He patted his leg and the dog trotted over to him. “Fargo, you’re the worst guard dog on the whole planet. Bark at her, asshole.” He flicked the dirty towel in her direction. “She’s on your property!” 
 
    The Fargo in question shook his head with a sneeze and meandered back to the porch. 
 
    Mortified, she said, “I thought—I thought—” 
 
    “You got a stutter?” the man asked, looking her up and down. He shrugged. “Fine with me. The less appealing, the better. Is that silk?” 
 
    Stunned, Bre looked down at her red blouse. “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s hot, and you’re wearing fancy-pants jeans with holes in them, and if I had to guess, you probably paid good money to get those holes placed just right, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” He lifted his chin higher and locked his eyes on hers when he asked the next question, “You can’t have babies, correct?” 
 
    “What?” she asked, blood draining from her cheeks and leaving her skin cold. 
 
    “I said…you can’t have children, correct?” 
 
    The direct way this man questioned her made her want to answer him, but this was none of his business. “I’m not talking to you about that.” 
 
    “Then you can leave the way you came.” He twitched his head toward the road. 
 
    “Holt, I assume?” she said, offering him a shaking hand. 
 
    He clenched his teeth so hard, his chiseled jaw twitched. “I don’t want kids. What I am…” He swallowed hard. “What I am don’t breed well. This will be easier on both of us if you just can’t have kids.” 
 
    Those odd-colored eyes of his were so open as he waited for her answer. She’d always thought no one would understand her pain when it came to her answer, but maybe…just maybe…this animal did. He wouldn’t have kids so he didn’t pass on the animal to his sons. Only sons could get the disease. At least that’s what the rumors said. “You’re screwed out of a family just like me, huh?” 
 
    Holt shrugged up a shoulder. “It’s all a matter of how you look at it.” 
 
    Bre looked around at the swamp house, the dog, the Bronco, the shifter. “Why do you want a mate if you don’t want a family?” 
 
    “Who says a mate wouldn’t be all the family a man like me needs?” he asked. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    He scratched the short, dark stubble on his jaw with his thumbnail. “This ain’t a love match, so you get that out of your head real quick. You came here dressed up for our first meeting. Red flag. You don’t have to impress me with looks. Honestly, I don’t give a shit what you look like.” He closed the gap between them and grabbed one of her hands, turned it over, and frowned at her palm. “I care if you work hard. You apparently never used your hands to work in your life.” He lifted her hand and sniffed. “Is that lavender moisturizer?” 
 
    She yanked her hand out of his and clenched it at her side, resisting the urge to hit him across the jaw for making her feel so…so worthless. 
 
    “You’ll attract more bugs out here if you wear that shit,” he muttered. “Did you bring clothes you didn’t get at some fancy boutique? Something you can actually wear in a swamp?” 
 
    “I just thought it would be nice to wear something—” 
 
    “Stop thinking. There’s another red flag. I didn’t advertise for a thinker. You need to be able to keep me at a distance, just like I’ll be doing to you.” 
 
    “Then why am I even here?” 
 
    “I need a hard worker to help me get my swamp tour business through the busy days—” 
 
    “Then why did you advertise for a mate and not a co-worker—” 
 
    “You can stay in the guesthouse over there—” 
 
    “Holt, why am I here?” she yelled. 
 
    “Because I need something to protect!” His face twisted into something terrifying, and a deep rumbling sound emanated from him, vibrating the very air around her and freezing the questions in her throat. “Fuck,” he said in a terrifyingly deep voice. Hands on his hips, he stared up at the house and swallowed hard. “I don’t think you’re going to work out. Too many questions. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” 
 
    Holt turned and strode to the porch, up the stairs, and past his dog. The screen door screeched and slammed so loudly behind him that Bre jumped. 
 
    And just like that, her weeks of planning were wasted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Holt ran to the couch and gripped the back of it so hard, his lengthening claws dug holes into the fabric. He closed his eyes and blew out a steadying breath, counted to five. Stay inside. It’s daytime. It’s not your time to take this skin. 
 
    A long, deep rumble filled the room. Bad news. That woman did this. She shook his resolve, shook his control. And why? She was just another human. There were a billion of them. Annoying mosquitos.. Wearing a silk shirt out here? It was the fucking swamp, not a runway. 
 
    She’s a pretty woman, the monster pointed out. 
 
    “Shut up,” he muttered out loud. 
 
    Feeling steadier, he made his way back to the window so he could watch her drive away. Only she wasn’t in her truck, which was badass, by the way. Old blue Highboy with giant muddy tires. She’d ground every gear turning into his property, but whatever. 
 
    No, she wasn’t peeling out of his driveway, heading back to whatever life she’d left behind. She was still standing in the yard, staring at the front door with a frown furrowing her perfectly plucked and arched eyebrows. Pretty girl. Red hair in perfect curls that smelled like hairspray.  
 
    Probably didn’t drive with the window down for fear of bugs and wind. But…her window was open. Hmm. 
 
    Dark eyebrows so she wasn’t a natural redhead. Pity. Big doe-brown eyes. Thick makeup, soft hands and soft curves, this girl wasn’t like any of the hardened swamper women living in Uncertain. She didn’t belong. 
 
    Neither do you. 
 
    “Shut…the fuck up,” he gritted out. Stupid animal sure was mouthy these last few months. Before, the animal was quiet until it was his turn to take the body. Now he had all these opinions. Sometimes, Holt wanted to walk into Caddo lake and sit on the bottom of it until he drowned the animal inside of him. Who even cared if it killed his human side, too? No one would miss him. 
 
    She would. 
 
    “You’ve lost your fuckin’ mind. You have this idea of how a mate will be, but she’s a stranger. A human stranger. I don’t know what I was thinking asking one to come here.” 
 
    You wanted a mate to bring the silence back. Wish not granted. Another prehistoric rumble clawed its way up the back of his throat, and Holt exhaled in relief as the animal slunk back into the shadows of his mind. It wouldn’t last long, but at least it was a break. 
 
    Her flip-flops had heels on them. For what? To lengthen her legs? She couldn’t run from any predators in those shoes. 
 
    There she went finally. Bre turned and made her way back to her truck. Something tensed up inside of him as Holt watched her open the door. She paused and stared at something inside, frown deepening. And then she did something that didn’t make a lick of sense. She reared back and slammed the door, made her way to the back of the truck, yanked out a heavy-looking blue suitcase and dragged the thing toward the guesthouse. 
 
    “Whaaaat the fuuuuuck,” he murmured to himself. 
 
    Ha ha. 
 
    He hated everything about his animal. 
 
    Well…now what? He’d told her to leave and she hadn’t. He didn’t know the first thing about women, so what was he supposed to do about her? 
 
    She’s a stubborn creature. I like it. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and yanked the door open, made his way down the stairs and to the guesthouse. He caught up with her immediately on account of her fancy high-heeled flip-flops. She’d nearly rolled her ankles four dozen times through the pothole-pitted yard. 
 
    “A wise woman would use the sidewalk,” he pointed out as he closed the gap. He was definitely going to steal her suitcase and put it back in her truck. 
 
    “A wise woman wouldn’t have come here in the first place, so I guess we’ve both come to the same conclusion. I’m not wise!” 
 
    Whoo, she sounded pissed. 
 
    Holt jerked the handle of her suitcase out of her hand. “Your eyelashes look like they belong on a cartoon.” 
 
    “Well, your four billion muscles are unnecessary and ridiculous!” She yanked the handle out of his grasp and kicked at him with her ugly bejeweled shoe. Missed. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “To wash off all my makeup and dress in rags so you’ll stop insulting me!” 
 
    “I wasn’t insulting you! I was pointing out you ain’t exactly wearing anything that makes sense—” 
 
    “You know, you can’t say anything bad about me. You are so desperate you advertised for a wife!” 
 
    “A mate.” 
 
    “Whatever! You took online dating to a new extreme and were willing to hitch yourself to a woman you’ve never met, sight unseen. And I’m beginning to see why! You aren’t nice!” 
 
    “Well…” He had no good retort to that. The lady had a point. He wasn’t known for his manners in these parts. “Well, what’s wrong with you that you actually answered my ad?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a list a mile long of stuff wrong with me. Is that what you want to hear? Would that make you feel better? Would you feel superior if I told you I have nothing better going on with my abysmal life than to take a shot at a relationship out in a smelly swamp with—with”—she swatted furiously around her face—“more mosquitos than people?” 
 
    “Your shrieking is hurting my ears.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes to furious little slits. Blue. She had blue eyes like her truck. Like the sky. Be nicer. “Your eyes look almost pretty surrounded by all the red in your cheeks.” 
 
    She reeled back like she’d been slapped. “Oh, nicely done.” She did an about-face and dragged the suitcase through the remaining four feet of weeds and uneven ground. 
 
    “What?” He followed her inside the guesthouse. “I was trying to compliment you!” 
 
    “You think saying my eyes look pretty when I’m pissed off is a compliment? Go get a book from the library on how to talk to a woman. You suck at it. Probably reason number one hundred and forty that you didn’t find a nice girl to put up with your shit before you had to put an ad out!” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be leaving, not unpacking,” he pointed out, concerned about her throwing the suitcase on the floor and digging through it. She pulled out a blue package of girl stuff and marched into the bathroom. 
 
    “I’m serious, lady—” 
 
    “Bre! My name is Bre.” She yanked off her eyelashes. Just…pulled them right off her face, and Holt watched in utter horror as the hairy black things floated down into the trashcan. 
 
    “What the fuck kinda sorcery is that?” 
 
    “The less appealing the better, right?” she muttered under her breath as she scrubbed her cheeks with some pungent chemical wipe that apparently washed away an entire layer of her face because the woman had freckles. Freckles! Under the war paint she’d smeared on her face that had made her skin look like porcelain, there was about two hundred freckles. And her eyebrows disappeared! Well, mostly. All that was left behind were some light red ones. She scrubbed and cursed at her face in the mirror until she turned around lookin’ like a whole new person. Full pink lips and freckles and pink cheeks and normal-lookin’ eyelashes and sky blue eyes that were filled with— “Are you crying?” 
 
    She let off a human growl that was a little terrifying and stomped past him, throwing her face wipe so it smacked him in the chest. “Ugh,” he muttered, plucking the thing from his chest and dropping it into the trash as fast as he could. She was making a ruckus, so he followed her back down the hallway to find her rifling through her suitcase again. She had an army green T-shirt in her hand and a pair of long short-pants. Short-pants? “What are those?” he asked, jamming a finger at her perfume-scented denim. 
 
    “They’re capris! I didn’t know I was supposed to bring booty shorts, Holt. You didn’t tell me anything before I showed up. I asked a bunch of questions, and you didn’t answer anything! I didn’t know there was some super-special swamp dress code.” 
 
    And then that furious little woman yanked her silk blouse over her head and threw it right at him. Shocked, Holt caught it with his face, and when the thing fell from him, she was already wrestling a T-shirt over her chest. Definitely a C-cup, and her bra was the same color as her shirt. And had lace. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” she ground out. 
 
    Duh. Her bra. But Holt had been struck too dumb to fight with the little hellion anymore. Boobs. Lace. Jiggling. Oh, God, she was taking her pants off. This was everything he’d imagined when he put out the ad. Her panties were red, too. This was fucking awesome. 
 
    He could hear her saying something, but couldn’t make out the words on account of the roaring of blood rushing from his head to his dick. White thighs he could squeeze. 
 
    Red panties. 
 
    Red bra. 
 
    Red cheeks. Uh oh, hand coming this way. 
 
    He didn’t try to duck out of the way at all as she slapped him right across his face. He just stood there like a dumbass, holding her silk shirt and staring in confusion at her bright red cheeks and the fury in her eyes. 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “But…it’s my house.” 
 
    “Out!” She jammed a finger at the door. 
 
    “But…you undressed in front of me.” 
 
    Her eyes got really big and intimidating. 
 
    Ha ha ha ha, his animal cackled. 
 
    Fuckin’ asshole. 
 
    Holt had never in his life been rendered speechless by anyone. But he had no words right now. None. So he clacked his teeth closed, handed her the shirt, made his way past her, and out the front door of the guesthouse. 
 
    And right before she shut the door in his face, he found his voice. “Dinner is at five!” 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Holt rocked back on his heels and stood there frozen in shock. 
 
    His cheek still stung from that slap, his animal was still dying laughing, and for some psychotic reason, his lips were curving into a slow smile. 
 
    He kinda liked her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I heard all that. Mic works great, but I said be appealing and attractive, not combative and unlovable. 
 
    Bre narrowed her eyes at the text message from Brian. Rude. She sighed and put the phone back in her pocket, then went back to taping a microphone bug under the end table in the living room. She would have to find a way to bug the main house later. 
 
    Dinner is at five. Ha. He’d sounded like Beast on that Disney flick. She wasn’t someone he could push around, though, so she would show up at 5:15 because she was hungry but also prideful. It would probably be something like macaroni and cheese and fried spam or something. He didn’t seem like the chef type. More like the three slices of moldy cheese, old Chinese food, and expired condiments in the fridge bachelor fare. 
 
    Mac ’n cheese actually sounded good right about now. 
 
    Bug in place, she stood and dusted off her pants. Which was pointless because this place was spotless. Probably cleaned it right before she got here. He had too many abs to be a good housekeeper. That bachelor wasn’t spending his time on running a clean house. He was too busy doing 35,000 sit-ups a day. Okay, she was still a little mad at his brashness, which was making her judgmental. Chill. Take a breath. Go charm him with your wit. Or tits. Or whatever. 
 
    At 5:18, she flipped her still damp hair over and scrunched it in her hands to make it look extra ratted. Then she shook it out, looked in the mirror by the door, and pulled a horrified face at how rough she looked with all her freckles hangin’ out, barely any mascara, her cheeks still pink from anger, and her red hair lookin’ mighty big and wavy. She was pretty sure the humidity outside wasn’t going to help, so she grabbed a ponytail holder. When she popped it onto her wrist primly, it stung like a wasp sting. She muttered “ouch,” straightened her ill-shaped T-shirt, and then marched her way out of the cabin and across the weed-riddled yard to the main house. 
 
    Fargo didn’t even get up when she stomped up the porch stairs. Holt might’ve been right. He actually might be the worst guard dog ever. All he did was track her with his eyes and sigh heavily like she’d bored him with her presence. 
 
    She lifted her fist and knocked three times on the outer wooden edge of the screen door. The white paint was peeling, but on the porch in the shade were stacked three cans of paint on a tarp and a bucket with a trio of paintbrushes inside. Hmm. 
 
    He wasn’t answering. Rude. She knocked again, but still nothing. With an irritated sound that Fargo definitely didn’t react to in any way, she twisted around and glared at the tire marks in the grass where Holt’s parking spot was empty. His Bronco was gone. 
 
    “Ha,” she muttered. “Of course. Typical man. Not dependable in any way.” With a sigh, she meandered over to Fargo and sat next to him at the top of the stairs. The cicadas sure were singing loud out here. And the swampy woods around the house had a dangerous beauty that she hadn’t seen anywhere else. The sound of the lake water lapping against the stilts of the house behind her was relaxing, and as the minutes dragged on, her body lost its tension and the anger faded from her. So he’d left. What did she expect, really? They didn’t like each other, didn’t match.  
 
    Really, she didn’t match anyone, and from what she’d gathered of Holt, he didn’t either. They were both doomed to be alone, and that was a little sad. It was like one animal in a zoo, looking through the cage bars at another, each knowing they were in the same predicament and neither had a chance at escape. Maybe a little piece of her respected Holt. 
 
    It took a special kind of toughness to be alone. 
 
    When she reached out and pet Fargo on the head, he leaned into her scratching fingers. Cute doggo. Giant, cute doggo. His big bushy tail wagged lazily against the porch floorboards. 
 
    The rumbling of an engine sounded louder than the cicadas, and she looked up to find Holt’s Bronco taking the curve onto the dirt driveway. He parked exactly in his tire treads on the grass and got out. Whoa. He wouldn’t meet her eyes, but that made it easier to look at him. He looked somber, his lips set into a grim line in his stubble. He wore a white T-shirt that was so thin it was mostly see-through and clung to his broad shoulders just right. He wore sunglasses and a beat-up blue and white trucker hat on backward. His jeans were low on his waist, held up by a belt with a chain wallet, and thick-soled work boots were on his feet. Long legs on that one. Long, powerful ones, and his stride had the grace of a predator. Which he was. She needed to remind herself of that. Despite his human form right now, Holt was an animal down to his bones. 
 
    He wasn’t startled by her presence as he made his way up the stairs. He kept his head down until he stood right in front of her, then blew out a breath and handed her a crinkled paper bag. 
 
    “I got you somethin’,” he murmured. “You’ll probably be pissed and think I’m being a dick, but…” He cleared his throat and swallowed so hard, his Adam’s apple dipped low in his muscular neck. “Well, I ain’t.” When he shook the bag in front of her, Bre took it, confused. 
 
    He continued, “If you’re lookin’ for some soft-hearted man who understands your feelings? It’s not me. I don’t do feelings. I don’t have them like other people, and the faster you understand that, the faster you can decide whether you’re in or out.” 
 
    As she unrolled the top of the bag, he muttered, “I don’t know anything about women’s sizes, so I got a few. We can take back what you don’t want.” And then he climbed the last two stairs and went inside, the screen door banging shut behind him. 
 
    Baffled, Bre pulled out a pair of ripped up, cut-off shorts. He’d gotten her size right on the first one. The hem was frayed and the denim was soft. Comfortable. There were holes in it, but placed well. Okay, so a man was buying her clothes that were entirely different from what she normally wore. The inner strong-woman in her cried out, He’s trying to change you! But as she ran her fingers along the frayed bottom of the material, she thought he didn’t mean that at all. This was an apology for a man like Holt. It was him trying to help her fit in after he’d said she didn’t belong. 
 
    He’d bought her a present. How long had it been since any man had given her anything? Maybe Holt wasn’t such a monster after all. 
 
    She scratched Fargo behind the ear one last time and then stood, made her way inside. His house was old as dirt, but well-kept. The dark wood floors were all beat-up and scratched, but it added character. The walls were light and bright with white trim, and the ceiling had white-washed beams along the length of the living room and kitchen. The furniture was monotone, dark gray, even the table matched, but there were little spots of color here and there. A painting of a sunrise on the wall, orange Gerber daisies in a vase on the table, yellow curtains with a white geometric pattern on them. 
 
    Holt was in the kitchen, pulling a beer from the fridge. 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a yellow curtain type of man,” she said softly. 
 
    He popped the top of a longneck bottle with the flick of a finger and murmured, “My Gram picked them out. Didn’t feel right changing them.” 
 
    “This was your grandma’s house?” 
 
    His eye twitched. “I don’t like talking much.” He held up the beer, offering it to her. Another present. 
 
    She made her way to a kitchen island and leaned over the old, dented wooden countertop, took the beer, and sat on the single barstool. She took a long, steadying drag of the cold brew while he dug another beer out of the fridge for himself. 
 
    “Thank you for the clothes,” she said, laying her new shorts on the table. “That was really nice of you.” 
 
    “Not really.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes but focused on kicking a loose nail that stuck up from the wooden floor with the toe of his worn boot. God, he was handsome. That part was dangerous. She could fall for a man like him so easy. That wasn’t part of the plan, though. She was here for the story. Here for the story. Remember. Here for the story. 
 
    “You drove to a store, picked out something you thought would look all right on me, and bought it without me asking. You thought about me. After I slapped you. That is nice,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    His face cracked into a smile, and he rubbed the scruff on his jaw, shook his head. “Lady, where did you learn how to slap? You got me good.” 
 
    She laughed as her cheeks were catching fire again. “I have a temper.” 
 
    “Damn redheads. I think it’s true what they say about y’all.” 
 
    She shrugged up her shoulders coyly. “Don’t piss me off.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes heavenward. “Lady, it takes a lot to scare a creature like me. But I had a moment out there. I’m pretty sure you’re a hellion.” 
 
    She snickered. “My dad used to call me that. My mom was a spitfire redhead, too, and he used to joke about being surrounded by us hellion women.” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” Holt said. “There were two of you? Your poor dad.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She shrugged. “We were awesome.” 
 
    “Were?” He shook his head fast. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know too much.” 
 
    “About me?” 
 
    He nodded jerkily. 
 
    “Makes it easier to keep me at a distance if you don’t know anything real,” she murmured. 
 
    “Exactly. It’ll make it easier for you, too.” 
 
    “Right. So…no talking.” 
 
    “About anything real.” 
 
    “Sweet, this should be a super fun relationship.” 
 
    “Partnership.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes to the rafters. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Sexiest thing a woman can say in these parts. I like a girl who can eat.” 
 
    “Yeah? How many girls have you had?” 
 
    “Billions. Quit asking questions. I was going to cook you up some catfish and bribe you into not slapping me around anymore with some good bayou cooking, but I went shopping at some terrifying girl-store instead. Some boutiki a couple towns over.” 
 
    Bre nearly choked on the sip of beer she was taking. “Boutiki? You mean a boutique?” 
 
    “Whatever it’s called,” he said with a careless shrug. “It was full of colorful shit. I felt like a butterfly lookin’ for the right flower in there. I think my dick shrunk half an inch. I’ll probably grow a vagina tonight.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” she said, laughing. Okay, sense of humor and hot. Check and check. “Sooooo, what’s for food? ’Cause I can’t live on beer alone.” 
 
    “I was thinking you put on those shorts, and we’ll head into town, see if you can handle some spice.” 
 
    “Spice in the food?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Deal. I like spicy food.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” he said with a slow grin. “You ain’t had spice like this.” 
 
    But staring at that wicked grin painting his face, she couldn’t figure out if he was talking about the food…or him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Why was she nervous? She pulled the side of her green T-shirt to her hip and put her hair tie around it, stuck the little microphone pin into the knot. Brian was here, listening. She’d forgotten that for a few minutes. She’d gotten lost in Holt. She blew out a breath and checked the length of her shorts again in the bathroom mirror. Still short as hell. Her butt-cheeks were damn-near hanging out. Her boss at the station would poop himself if he saw pictures of her right now. How many speeches had he given her to always look professional? You never know when you’ll be on camera, and you’re representing this station twenty-four-seven… Blah blah blah. She was pretty sure hoochie shorts weren’t in the dress code portion of her contract. Whoopsie. Bright sides, they were comfortable in this crazy Texas heat.  
 
    When she walked down the hall and into the living room, Holt’s attention dragged slowly down her body. The hungry look in his eyes made her heart drum even faster. 
 
    “Holy shit, Hollywood,” he murmured under his breath as he dragged his bright green-gold gaze down her body, slowing on the curves. 
 
    “Did you just call me Hollywood?” 
 
    “Sure did. You had pretend eyelashes. If that ain’t Hollywood, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    She belted out a laugh and nodded. “Okay, well it’s better than some nicknames I’ve collected over the years, so I’ll allow it.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “You look— Aw fuck it, we both know I will screw up a compliment. You know what I’m trying to say.” 
 
    She ducked her gaze so he wouldn’t see her blush. “Well, thank you. I’m glad your type is unkempt, natural, ho-lookin’ woodswoman.” 
 
    Holt laughed. “Clever woman. Look at you, already figurin’ me out. Just so you know though— Aw, seriously, fuck it, I’m gonna mess up anything nice I try to say.” 
 
    She laughed and jerked her thumb at the door. “Get in my truck, animal-man. I need to be fed.” 
 
    A rumble filled the whole room and vibrated the air around her. 
 
    “Whooooah,” she whispered. “What was that?” 
 
    Holt shook his head hard, and the noise stopped immediately. He cast her a quick glance and murmured, “Sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Look, if this is going to work? You’re going to have to get real good at pretending.” 
 
    “Pretending what?” 
 
    “That I’m normal.” 
 
    Her heart had never hurt so bad for the look in someone’s eyes before. He looked sick for a split second before he rearranged his face to be expressionless. Bre opened her mouth to tell him that it was okay to growl. It was his nature. A part of him. But before she could take the sting away, he got up suddenly and made his way to the door. He opened it and gestured for her to go out. 
 
    That was it? That was the entire conversation about his animal side? That wasn’t good enough. She made her way to him and squared up. 
 
    “No.” He cut her off before she even got a word out. “This talk is off-limits. Always will be. I would never trust a person enough to share that side of me, so accept it quick.” 
 
    “You sure tell me to accept a lot that you won’t change.” 
 
    He shrugged up one shoulder and twitched his head toward her truck. “You can go if it’s too much.” 
 
    “You’re okay just like you are.” 
 
    Holt laughed. He laughed! It was a cruel sound that echoed and rattled around her brain. “You wouldn’t say that if you saw me.” He arched up his dark eyebrows, and those gold-green eyes seemed to flash brighter as he leaned closer to her. “You would run. You would need to. Your instincts would kick in, your adrenaline would spike, you would scream if you saw the monster in me. And you would run. You have no idea what you signed up for.” The threat in his voice softened as he lowered his gaze to her lips. “I’m glad you don’t. I like that you stand this close to me and you don’t tremble. So there’s the rule. We pretend.” 
 
    What could she say to him? How could she argue? It was his wish. Whatever animal he shared his skin with would remain hidden from the world. From her. She didn’t know why, but that part stung. 
 
    But then again…the trust thing? She had a microphone in the knot of her shirt, so he was right to be careful with his dark side. 
 
    He didn’t know it, but she was a monster, too. A monster pretending to be normal. She wished she could rip out the microphone and squish it between her fingers until Brian couldn’t hear anything they said. 
 
    Feeling sick to her stomach, Bre made her way outside and straight past a sleeping Fargo, down the stairs and to the passenger side of his Bronco. 
 
    “Not tonight, Hollywood,” Holt called as he sauntered to her truck. “Your first lesson starts now.” 
 
    “What lesson?” 
 
    “How to drive your damn truck without grinding every gear.” He slapped the hood with a clunk. “This old boy is a work of art, and I won’t have you killing his transmission. I can fix a lot of things, but it’s better to avoid the break in the first place.” 
 
    Bre glared at him. “You’re going to teach me how to drive my own truck?” 
 
    “Yep. And if you get us to town without giving me whiplash, I’ll buy dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Whooo, gentleman monster.” 
 
    Holt snorted. “God, you’re trouble. I just said we’re pretending. There’s no monster.” 
 
    “I’m not good at following directions.” 
 
    “Clearly,” he muttered as he opened her driver’s side door for her. There was a tiny microscopic smile tugging at the corners of his lips, though. 
 
    “First off, don’t leave your windows rolled down out here.” 
 
    “Robbers in the woods?” she asked, looking around at the trees. 
 
    “No. Bugs. And animals looking for a seat to shred. You have the original leather seats in there, so take care of ’em.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, you like me for my truck, don’t you? That’s why you’re being so nice about me staying.” 
 
    “You’re being weird.” 
 
    “Look at how you’re staring at the shift knob! You’re in love!” 
 
    He let off a long sigh and made his way to the passenger’s side. She just sat there gripping the oversize steering wheel with a beaming grin on her face. She sang softly, “Holt and Beetlejuice, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.” 
 
    She’d never seen a man look so offended before. “You named a 1967 Ford Highboy Beetlejuice?” 
 
    “Beetlejuice was a badass.” 
 
    “Just…turn the truck on.” 
 
    “Say his name,” she whispered. “Three times.” 
 
    She knew Brian was in the news van somewhere cackling because they’d watched the movie a couple weeks ago in a rundown hotel outside of Idaho City. 
 
    “Start the damn truck, Hollywood. Don’t you be bringing any ghost mojo around to these parts. Even if it’s just a movie, people around here don’t mess with that shit. We’re too close to hoodoo territory. Whole lotta dark magic you go deep enough into the swamps. You joke about that stuff in town, and the locals will serve you up quick.” 
 
    “Fine. No ghost talk, wearing nice clothes, leaving my windows down, or talking about your animal. Rules, rules, rules.” 
 
    “Not all rules, woman. Get us to town, and I’ll show you some fun.” 
 
    Done stalling, Bre jammed the brake and the clutch to the floorboard and started the truck. It roared to life, and she was pretty sure Holt got an instant boner because he melted into the seat and leaned his head back, rolled his eyes closed, and chuckled. 
 
    “First comes love,” she sang softly, “then comes marriage, then comes Beetlejuice junior in a baby carriage.” 
 
    “Shut it,” he muttered, rolling his window down. “Hurry up, or we’ll miss it.” 
 
    “Miss what?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    He gave her tips on driving a stick shift for a few miles and then told her to turn off onto a dirt road. 
 
    “If you’re gonna take me into the woods and murder me, you could’ve done that back at the house—” A light flashed in the woods, and she jerked to a stop. Another light flashed a little closer, just a shimmer and then it was gone. 
 
    Another lit up, and another. Fireflies. 
 
    “Cut the engine,” he murmured. 
 
    Bre turned the keys and killed the engine, then turned the lights off, too. They didn’t talk. It felt as if their words would disturb the magic that was happening in the woods. With the light and noise gone, more fireflies talked to each other with their glowing lights. One was close, so close Bre reached out of her window and almost touched it when it lit up again. 
 
    Barely daring to breathe, she got lost in this most beautiful moment. This existed. She’d been so caught up roaming city to city, or back and forth commuting from her apartment in Missouri to the station. Her life was always on the move, but here…here in the dark woods of Uncertain, Texas, she was still, and it was the fireflies on the move. 
 
    She relaxed back in the seat, hunger forgotten. “Why do the tire marks stop here?” she whispered, gesturing to the thick, overgrown foliage directly in front of them. 
 
    “The tire tracks are mine. I come out here when I want an escape. They don’t light up like this all year. Just certain times. I was hoping there would be at least a few out tonight, but it seems they showed up for you. Hollywood lights.” 
 
    Bre huffed a breath. If Holt was a different man, she would reach over and squeeze his hand as a thank you for this incredible moment. Another gift. He was good at gifts. But Holt was who and what he was, and he wouldn’t like her touching him. He hadn’t said that out loud, but she had a big feeling he was determined to keep her at a distance. So she clenched her hands on her thighs and told him, “Thank you, Holt. This is really special.” 
 
    “It’s just bugs that can light up their butts. Come on. Let’s go into town. I need another beer.” 
 
    And just like that, he’d taken away the moment. That was a defense mechanism. He didn’t want her to think he’d put any thought into taking her to a place he used as an escape. “How many girls have you brought here?” 
 
    “A million.” He looked behind them. “There’s nowhere to turn around so you’ll have to back up for a bit. More lessons for you. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “A million, huh?” 
 
    “Yep. Don’t worry if you wreck the truck a little. A few scuffs in the paint will only make old Beetlejuice look better. Add a little more character.” 
 
    “Will you tell me the number someday?” she asked, the nosy reporter in her unable to let it go. 
 
    Another soft growl rattled the air. “Earn my trust, and I’ll tell you the number.” His eyes bore right into her soul, daring her. Earn it. And in this moment, she wanted to so bad. She wanted to rise to the challenge. To stick around long enough for him to let her in.  
 
    But…the microphone. She wasn’t trustworthy. 
 
    She swallowed hard and started the truck, put it in reverse, and twisted in her seat. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he murmured so softly she nearly missed it over the roar of the engine. 
 
    What was happening? These feelings…she wasn’t supposed to grow these feelings. How could a man make her feel so much guilt in such a short amount of time? The microphone, the microphone, the damn microphone. It was burning a hole into the knot of her shirt. She imagined it burning right through her jean shorts that he’d gifted her and straight to her skin. She deserved the burn. 
 
    Steady, girl. Just get the story and get out of here. 
 
    More teaching, more tips, more of him getting frustrated or making fun of her when the car jerked and wheezed if she was too harsh on the clutch, but she was actually getting the hang of it by the time they pulled into the parking lot of Tacky’s, which was apparently the place to be at six-thirty on a weekend night in this town. She had to circle the gravel parking lot twice before she ended up parking in the grass on the edge of the asphalt. 
 
    “You didn’t suck as bad as I thought you would,” Holt said. 
 
    “Thank you. I think.” Like a good student, Bre rolled up her window without him reminding her and slid out of the cab. 
 
    Holt was tall as a building. She hadn’t realized that until he had to duck under the doorframe to go inside. She wasn’t that short, at five-foot-five, but she only came up to his shoulder. 
 
    The place was hoppin’ with people waiting on a table in a line at the hostess stand, servers bustling around, TVs turned up loud on sports stations, and there was a constant hum of chatter from the patrons. 
 
    “Haven’t seen you in here in a while, Holt,” the blond-haired, blue-eyed hostess said, clutching a menu to her chest. She didn’t look flirty, though. She looked…wary. Nervous, even. 
 
    “Figured I would show Bre the town. Old Mac is still cookin’, ain’t he?” 
 
    The hostess, Dawn her nametag read, nodded her head and said, “Old Mac will be cookin’ in this place until he up and dies on us. Stubborn.” 
 
    “Good,” he said low. He gestured at her. “Bre. This is Bre.  She ain’t from around here.” 
 
    “Well, this is a good place to start her,” Dawn said. “Nice to meet you, Bre. The wait is twenty minutes unless you want to sit at the bar. There’s two seats together if you rush.” 
 
    “This way,” Holt said, hand on the small of Bre’s back as he guided her past the hostess stand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, too,” she said to Dawn as she passed. But Dawn didn’t say anything. She just tracked her with a worried look in her eyes and her lips half-parted like she wanted to say something but couldn’t. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    People moved out of the way quick for Holt. He didn’t seem to notice, but the crowd parted like the Red Sea as he made his way straight for the bar at the back corner of the restaurant. “What do you drink?” he asked. “I know it ain’t beer because you nursed the one I gave you and left half of it in the bottle.” 
 
    Observant man. “Ummmm, margaritas?” 
 
    “Tequila girl. Nice.” 
 
    “I guess. I don’t really drink that much,” she said over the noise of the crowd. Everyone was staring at Holt and her, but most seemed to be still talking. 
 
    He pulled out a barstool for her, and she took a seat. When he took his, the two men on his other side stood up and threw a twenty-dollar bill down, gave Holt a dirty look, and walked away. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” she asked them, angered by how people were treating Holt. 
 
    “I ain’t sittin’ next to no killer,” said the older gentleman with a full gray beard and beer gut. He punctuated the last word by jamming a finger at Holt, who ignored them like a pro and flagged down the bartender. 
 
    “It’ll settle down,” a friendly-looking bartender said with a grim smile. 
 
    “Hey, Joe,” Holt said. “This is Bre. Bre, Joe.” 
 
    Bre smiled and waved. “What’ll settle down?” 
 
    “The rumors,” Joe said with a sigh. “This is a small town, so everyone is in everyone’s business.” 
 
    “The lady needs a margarita, and I need a beer and a shot.” 
 
    “One of those days?” Joe asked as he started prepping their drinks. 
 
    Holt was twisted in his seat, glaring at the two good ol’ boys who were leaving the restaurant. “Every day is one of those days.” 
 
    Bre whispered, “Why did that man call you a killer?” 
 
    “Gumbo,” Holt answered. 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    He dragged his gaze away from the men and looked at her with a plastered smile. “You’ve got to try the gumbo.” 
 
    Another shut-down. Holt was going to be hard to get information from. Maybe he would get up and go to the bathroom and she could interview Joe. Or literally any one of the men staring holes through the back of Holt’s head right now. 
 
    “I’m Bre,” she called loudly since they had everyone’s attention apparently. 
 
    “No one cares,” said someone from the crowd. Lovely. 
 
    “Okay,” she murmured as she turned her attention to the menu. “Boiled crawfish, shrimp and grits, etouffee, bayou catfish, dirty rice…” She asked Holt, “What’s good here?”  
 
    “All of that. We’ll have one of each of what she just said,” he told Joe without missing a beat. “And Mac’s gumbo.” 
 
    “Maybe get two bowls,” a lady said from beside Bre. “Don’t share in case what he gots is catching.” 
 
    Holt shut down, ignored her, took the shot of whiskey that Joe handed him, and then slid Bre’s margarita over to her. He might be really good at ignoring people who were rude, but Bre wasn’t accustomed to it. 
 
    “Don’t be a skank,” Bre advised the short-haired woman. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the woman said, standing. She was wearing a blue halter top, shorts even shorter than Bre’s, and tall wedge sandals. 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Bre,” Holt warned. 
 
    “She doesn’t get to talk about you like that. Like you’re diseased.” 
 
    “Well, he is,” the woman said, looking mighty furious. 
 
    “Cool, well, you just said that around, like, four cold sores on your mouth, so why don’t you take your own diseases and go sit outside and eat.” Bre offered her an empty smile and used her words. “Just in case he’s catching.” 
 
    Holt snorted. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before, you come waltzing in here with him like you two own the place, and now you’re trash talkin’ me?” 
 
    Bre took a long sip of her margarita. “Accurate. Joe, can we get two bowls of the gumbo. Not because I’m afraid of Holt’s diseases, but because all this lady’s blabbering has made me extra hungry.” 
 
    Joe’s lips were pursed into a hard line, but his eyes were dancing. “You brought in a feisty one,” he said to Holt as he jotted her order onto a notepad. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a handful.” Holt was smiling down at his empty shot glass as the woman’s wedges echoed across the wooden floor toward the door. 
 
    “Geez, Holt, Meredith is a regular. You always come in here and chase away good paying customers.” Joe’s smile was getting bigger. 
 
    “I’ll tip you an extra dollar to make up for it, man,” Holt said. 
 
    “Chhhh. Thanks a lot.” Joe turned and handed the food order to a passing waitress and asked her to turn it in to the kitchen. 
 
    Bre couldn’t stop looking around, though. All the whispers. “Why is everyone staring?” she asked. 
 
    “Look,” he said, turning to her, “I brought you here for a reason. Not because I enjoy coming out in public. Not because it’s fun for me or I get something out of social interaction. I don’t. I’m good alone. But you should see what life would be like if you stayed. This attention? It’ll be on you by association, and it’ll never stop.” 
 
    “It’s been like this your whole life?” 
 
    He sighed and took a long drink of his beer, then stood suddenly and muttered, “I’m gonna take a piss,” as he walked past her toward a restroom sign. 
 
    She watched him until he disappeared and then took another drink of her margarita. “Good drink,” she complimented Joe. This was her move. Compliment then question. “Why do they call him a killer?” 
 
    Joe leaned toward her, elbows on the counter. He studied her face with a slight frown furrowing his blond brows. “He told me he was bringing in a girl. Told me he was gonna try to make one stick. He’s a Lachlan. His family has a long history in this town. They’re legend, but not always in a good way, if you know what I mean. Anything bad in this town has circled back to his family for the last hundred years since they moved to the territory. A year ago, people started whispering about him being one of those…you know.” 
 
    “Shifters,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah. Now when a person disappears, or animals disappear, all fingers point to Holt. He’s right, you know,” Joe said, leaning back and locking his arms on the bar top. “This attention will never go away.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s a killer?” 
 
    Joe shrugged up his shoulders. “Maybe. I know one thing. No locals go to his part of the swamp without good reason. The tourists don’t know any better.” 
 
    Chills blasted up her arms. She wanted to ask more, but Holt was walking back toward them, his eyes bright, seeming to miss nothing as he shoved his phone in his back pocket. 
 
    “I think we should come here every Friday,” she blurted out as he sat down next to her. 
 
    “Sure. We can get the food to go.” 
 
    “No! We should come in here and try to socialize every week, and then people will get used to being around you and—" 
 
    “Okay, who roofied her?” he asked to no one in particular. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” she whisper-screamed. “That is not funny to joke about.” 
 
    “Relax, Hollywood.” 
 
    “You relax,” she mumbled. 
 
    While she took a long sip of her margarita, he glared at her, his striking eyes narrowed. “You chuggin’ it?” 
 
    She nodded and sucked harder until it made the slurping sound that signified drinky-drink time was up. She let off a long “aaaaaaaaaah,” then primly offered her hand, palm up. 
 
    He looked at her hand as if she was holding a bag of cat poop. 
 
    She wiggled her fingers. “This song is pretty damn good. It’s now my jam. Let’s dance.” 
 
    “Lady, are you drunk off one margarita?” 
 
    “Are you scared of what these people think?” 
 
    “I’m not scared of anything.” He twisted in his chair and looked at the two couples on a small dance floor near the wall. “I don’t dance.” 
 
    Bre rolled her eyes. “Another rule? No dancing?” 
 
    Joe chimed in. “You have one, maybe two, songs before your food is here.” 
 
    “Thanks for nothing, man,” Holt muttered to a beaming Joe. “I can’t dance.” 
 
    “Me, either!” Bre said. “We can look bad together.” 
 
    He sighed, looking really mad. “Aw, for fuck’s sake, if I do one song, will you let us eat in peace?” 
 
    “Probably.” She was already tugging him toward the tiny dance floor. 
 
    He was letting her hold his hand! His fingers were strong and firm around hers, his palm warm. The second they reached the edge, she twirled like a ballerina, and there it was. A smile curved his lips. Yeah, he rolled his eyes heavenward, but that smile counted. 
 
    It was a fast beat rock song, so she did her favorite move, the Running man. That one used to get her teased by all her friends. He stood there for a minute and let her do her thing around him, beer still in his hand. But as she beamed up at him and looked him in the eyes, then wiggled her butt and laughed at herself, that smile grew a little more. 
 
    And then it happened. He let a laugh slip and went into this hot-boy move, shoulders moving smooth to the beat with his hips. Just a little move that said he probably could dance well. Way better than her. 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed, doing a back-it-up move that looked really good on other girls, but she looked more like a landed tuna fish. 
 
    He took her hand and twirled her with a confidence that made her draw up. Whoa, he was good. He kept a hold on one of her hands while he danced all smooth, beer in the other hand. She was making them look bad, but that was okay! He didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Everyone was watching, but who cared? These people saw him one way. He was more than just some dark legend, though. He was a man. Animal. Animal person. Whoever he was, he was more. 
 
    The other two couples on the dancefloor had scattered into the crowd like buckshot, so the space was all theirs. Fine with Bre. Some of her moves were rather large. 
 
    A nagging voice in the back of her mind reminded her what her boss always said: Remember you can be on camera anytime, act accordingly! But she hadn’t really danced in a long time, and that margarita had been a strong one. Liquid courage had her dancing like a wildling with a super sexy man who would’ve never paid attention to a nerd like her in high school. This was awesome. 
 
    The song on the old jukebox in the corner switched over to a country song with a good beat. Uh-oh, mayday. She and Holt stopped moving completely, and she looked around at all the eyes on them. “That was fun,” she told him. “You surprised me in a good way.” 
 
    She was making her way toward the edge of the dancefloor when he grabbed her hand. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to country dance.” 
 
    Holt switched his baseball cap to backward and pulled her into him. He lifted one of her hands in the air, and with his beer hand, he rested it on the curve of her waist. More chills rippled up her forearms, but this time it wasn’t because she was scared. He was making her body do strange things. 
 
    “I’m gonna walk you backward,” he murmured. “Left foot goes back first. Follow my lead.” 
 
    “I’m not good at following, and how can I go backward? I can’t see.” 
 
    “You’ll have to trust me.” He searched her face with those stunning eyes that held so much more than she could ever understand. Trust him? He pushed her back gently with his hand against her waist and followed, keeping the same amount of space between them. “Quick quick, slow…slow,” he murmured. 
 
    She kept stepping on his toes, but when she looked up to apologize, he told her, “Good, keep your eyes up here, not on your feet. Feel the rhythm. Your eyes won’t help what your feet are learning.” 
 
    So she tried. She pursed her lips and forced her eyes to stay on him and not her feet, even when she messed up. 
 
    “Relax your hand,” he instructed. “This is fun, not stressful. You’re doing good.” 
 
    She was? His positive reinforcement made her want to catch on even faster. 
 
    A few rounds of counts more, and he pulled her against him…right against him, held her firmly and moved his legs right along with her, spinning them around the dancefloor easily. Her heart was pounding against his chest. Could he feel it? 
 
    She was totally lost in his eyes. They looked like gold flames right now, glowing from within. Chiseled cheek bones with the perfect amount of scruff, a backward baseball cap and thin white T-shirt. All those muscles. 
 
    He stopped their dance and leaned down. This was it. He was going to kiss her, and she wanted him to. Right now, he wasn’t a story and she wasn’t a reporter. She was a girl who was seeing something special in a boy. And he was really going to kiss her. The butterflies started as his lips came for hers. 
 
    “Gentle reminder,” he whispered. When he blinked hard and opened his eyes, they’d changed. They were glowing bright yellow, and the pupils were elongated like a terrifying snake. “Don’t look at me like you’re catching feelings. That’s not why you’re here.” 
 
    He blinked again, and his eyes were back to normal. 
 
    Bre couldn’t breathe as she watched him walk off the dance floor and back to the bar without looking back. Couldn’t drag a single breath into her lungs. She’d seen it. Seen the animal, and there was something so scary inside of that man. Something monstrous. 
 
    Her hands were shaking, so she clenched them at her side, tried to smile at the people she passed as she followed him. 
 
    She knocked into three bodies with her shoulders on the way back to where Joe was setting the plates of their food on the bar top. She was swaying this way and that, but not from the effects of the margarita. She couldn’t get the vision of those animal eyes out of her head, which made it so hard to focus on the here and now. 
 
    She only hesitated for a few heartbeats before she sat on the barstool next to Holt again. 
 
    “You feel like runnin’?” he asked her, the smile gone from his face as though it had never existed at all. 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Holt slid a bowl of gumbo in front of her and murmured, “Good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Holt felt bad. He felt bad, and that made him angry at Bre. He shouldn’t feel anything at all. This was how it had to be. She needed to be wary of him, stop digging into his heart to see if it worked. It didn’t. He didn’t feel things like other people. Didn’t feel things at all. 
 
    Liar, the animal rumbled. 
 
    His growl filled the truck, but when he glanced over at Bre, she didn’t respond. She was just staring out the window, watching the night woods blur by. He’d offered to drive home. To his home. Not her home. His home. 
 
    He’d offered to do that as a secret apology for taking her smile away. He was really good at fucking up smiles. 
 
    God, what was he doing? 
 
    “Did you like the food?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured without feeling. 
 
    “Too spicy?” 
 
    “Just right.” She ghosted him an empty smile. “I told you I like spice.” 
 
    The woman could hold her own. 
 
    He cleared his throat and frowned at the bumpy road passing under the headlights. “I’m not good at small talk.” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk at all if you don’t want to,” she said. “You said you don’t like talking. I’m not here to make you uncomfortable. You keep putting me in my place.” She sighed. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    These feelings, these feelings, these stupid feelings. “You know, I wanted a mate so I could feel less. It’s not working.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, just stared out the window, so he tried again. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Liar. “Shhhit. Look, I need a woman. I don’t want a woman. You understand?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He blew out a breath and turned left onto his dirt driveway. “I’m not good at talking about feelings.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” More monotone. 
 
    He growled again. He was used to being good at work. Good at building, good at boating, good at business, good at hunting, good at being an animal. He was good at anything he wanted to be. Except for this. “I don’t understand human feelings or interactions. You confuse me.” 
 
    “I’m confused, too,” she said, rolling her pretty face toward him. Her eyes were so full of an emotion he didn’t understand. “Ask me what my favorite part of the night was.” 
 
    He pulled to a stop next to his Bronco and put the truck into park. Okay. He could do this. He could do small talk if she led the conversation. “What was your favorite part of the night?” 
 
    “The field of fireflies. Now ask me why.” 
 
    Holt searched those pretty blue eyes, but he couldn’t read what she was thinking. Not even a little. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’d been nice, bought me shorts, and you were going to take me out in public, like you were proud to have me with you, and you showed me a place that was special to you. Hope existed there.” 
 
    “What do you mean by hope?” 
 
    “I mean, I thought because you were opening up that you would let me in someday, but you won’t, will you? I could be here a day or three hundred days, and you will keep reminding me that we are different. I don’t want to be put in my place all the time, Holt. I don’t want to be shoved away at arm’s length every time you let me in a little. Don’t want that whiplash. You said you need a mate, but you don’t want one. Well for me? I want a man. But I don’t need one.” Her full lips turned up at the corners in a sad smile, and she pushed open the door. “Goodnight, Holt.” 
 
    “Hey, Bre?” He had a question, and the answer was very important. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked solemnly. 
 
    “Why did you stick up for me when Meredith was mouthing off at the bar?” 
 
    “Because Holt Lachlan, shifter, maybe-killer, tough guy, confusing man…you showed me the fireflies. I think you’re good, and I don’t much like how people treat you in this town. Until I leave, we’re a team. Doesn’t matter how hard you push me away, I’m gonna have your back.” 
 
    And as she walked away, he wanted to tell her. He wanted to blurt the number out loud, the number of girls he’d taken to the firefly field. 
 
    He wanted to bring the smile back. 
 
    But he couldn’t force the word past his lips. He wanted to tell her it was just one. 
 
    Just her. 
 
    When she closed the door to the little guest cabin behind her, the clicking of the screen did something strange to his chest. It hurt. It was as if someone had taken an air gun, aimed it, and then pulled the trigger. It was a fast pain. What was it, this awful sensation? This hole that had started out small but grew with each second she didn’t come back outside? 
 
    Loneliness? Regret? Disappointment? 
 
    He didn’t know yet, but he was going to figure it out. 
 
    He’d never met a shifter who was paired up with a mate, so he had no map on how this was supposed to work. Did he like this? Did he like checking himself and wanting to improve for her? To make her happier? To care about someone else’s feelings? 
 
    This was terrifying, but there was something else burning inside of him just below that empty space. 
 
    That hope she’d talked about. 
 
    That sure sounded nice. 
 
    His skin was tingling. It was the smell of the swamp at night that did it. The night creatures and the air and the earth all smelled different in the dark. He didn’t know why, couldn’t explain it. All he knew was this was the animal’s time. Maybe it would be better to slip into the swamp and let his instincts take over and not think about Bre and all these confusing emotions for a little while. Go back to being him again. 
 
    Like he had a choice. 
 
    The animal inside of him chuckled. 
 
    When Holt looked down at his arms, scales were rippling across his skin. In the guesthouse, Bre turned off the living room light. Then he could make out her silhouette in the bedroom window, pulling a big T-shirt over her head. Oh, fuck, he could make out the curves of her tits. He adjusted his hardening dick and ripped his gaze away from the house. She deserved better than for him to be watchin’ her like this. He really was an animal. 
 
    Holt cut the engine and got out. Fargo was sitting on the front porch, staring at him with his ears back and his teeth bared. That smart dog didn’t come around Holt at night much. He knew he was a monster sometimes, and keeping his distance was why the pup was still alive. 
 
    He made his way around the old Lachlan house, past the stilts of the house and right to the edge of the water. The second he kicked off his boots and the waves hit his toes, the scales on his body became more pronounced. This part hurt. It was like dying every night, but he was used to it. One minute, and the pain would be over and the power of the animal would surge through him. And then bloodlust would begin. 
 
    Here it was. As he pitched forward to the soundtrack of his breaking bones, he was reminded of why he had to keep Bre at a distance. 
 
    It was for her own safety. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The dog was barking. 
 
    Bre eased her eyes open and looked at the alarm clock on the nightstand. Four in the morning, and what the heck could have Fargo this riled up? His racket was constant. 
 
    With a little growl, Bre pushed out of bed and slipped on her flip-flops, made her way to the yard. His bark was echoing, over and over and over. 
 
    “Fargo?” she called. 
 
    He came running out from around the big house. The bottom half of his body was soaking wet, and she could see the whites of his eyes in the dim halo of porch light that drifted from the big house. 
 
    “What are you doing? Swimming?” 
 
    He barked three times fast and then ran back from where he had come at a full sprint. Oh, good, the dog was psychotic. 
 
    He was causing a ruckus, though, and what if he woke the neighbors? Did they have neighbors? She couldn’t remember seeing any other driveways on the way from town. 
 
    Just as she was about to go back inside, his barking got louder, and he bolted out of the shadows toward her again. He spun twice in front of her, then ran a few steps toward the big house and back. 
 
    Okay, something was going on. She wasn’t Ace Ventura or anything, but she could see clear as day the German Shephard wanted her to follow him. 
 
    She bolted inside and grabbed a kitchen knife from the drawer and a flashlight that was sitting on top of the counter. Fargo followed her right inside, barking over and over. “I know, I’m coming!” she exclaimed breathily. “Holt!” she yelled as she bolted across the yard. “Wake up, something’s wrong with Fargo!” 
 
    The lights didn’t come on, though, so he must’ve been a deep sleeper. Shit, she couldn’t go around to the water’s edge by herself. That’s where Fargo was trying to lead her. “Holt!” she yelled again. 
 
    No lights, no sound other than the barking. She detoured and took his steep porch stairs two at a time, threw open the screen door, and flipped on the living room light. “Holt! Wake up!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    With a string of colorful words, she ran to his bedroom and flipped on the light switch only to find an empty bed. It was still made and everything. What the hell? 
 
    Heart racing, she ran out of the front door and stumbled past the stilts of the house toward the water that lapped at a dock that was connected to the back of the house. Fargo was whining and licking something, and up the swamp, she could hear the soft murmur of people yelling. There were boat lights coming this way. 
 
    Flip-flops slipping and sliding in the mud, she went ankle deep into the swamp water, praying there was no alligator waiting to eat her up. “Fargo,” she muttered, drawing closer. “I trust you to protect me from the swamp wildlife and also from—” 
 
    The beam of her light landed on Holt’s face, and she yelped and jumped back, nearly fell but kept upright by bracing herself against a giant gnarled cypress root. 
 
    “Get back in the house,” Holt murmured. He didn’t have a stitch of clothing on, and he was covered in mud and something red. A lot of red. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she whispered, rushing to him. 
 
    Blood was gushing out of a wound in his chest, and he wasn’t moving much. “There’s a boat coming. I’ll call for help!” 
 
    She stood to scream, but his hand wrapped weakly around her ankle. “They’re comin’ to kill me.” 
 
    Horrified by his words, she stared at the boat lights coming closer, back to Holt, then to Fargo who was looking up at her with pleading eyes and a whine in his throat. 
 
    This wasn’t what she’d signed up for! She was here for a story! But when Holt tried to move and winced, something inside of her clicked. Fuck it, whatever he was into, she was gonna be in it now, too, apparently. She couldn’t just let him bleed out half submerged in a muddy swamp. 
 
    “Help me as much as you can,” she whispered, dragging him up by the arm. 
 
    He groaned but did as she asked. He leaned on her heavily, too heavily. Her legs buckled and her flip-flops got stuck in the mud and, fuck it, she just left them there. The boat was coming closer. She could hear words now, echoing through the swamp. 
 
    “Take the left in the fork, Severence!” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit! 
 
    Holt was grunting with every step, but he was moving, and Fargo had gone silent as he circled them. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay, boy,” Holt murmured, but he was as pale as a sheet and stumbling bad. 
 
    By some miracle, they made it up the stairs and into the house. Bre flew into action and ran for the kitchen, grabbed a dish towel, and threw it at him. “Pressure,” she hissed, jamming a finger at what she was pretty sure was a bullet wound. “I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    “No cops, the sheriff in this town ain’t an ally. He’ll help dig my fucking grave.” 
 
    “Who can I call? Who can help? Because those assholes are tying off at the dock right now!” 
 
    “Hand me that shotgun off the rack there,” he ordered. “Don’t touch the trigger. It’s loaded.” 
 
    Carefully, she pulled the giant weapon off its pegs by the back door and watched in horror as he winced and cocked it. He pressed his back against the wall by the door. “Take Fargo and lock yourself in that back room—” 
 
    “I can’t leave you alone!” 
 
    “Bre! Stop arguing and do what I say.” His chest was heaving, and he was bleeding so bad. It was running down his chest, mixing with the mud that had smeared over his abs, dripping to the floor with a sickening sound. Drip, drip, drip. 
 
    She had to do something. Had to! They were coming up the back porch stairs; she could hear their clomping boots! 
 
    She’d never been so scared, never so terrified. Her heart had never beat this hard, and the blood had never roared so loudly in her ears. 
 
    She knew it was coming, but the banging on the back door startled her anyway. She jumped and froze for a moment. Just…stopped functioning. All except her mind, which was racing ninety miles a minute. 
 
    “Bre,” Holt murmured, “look at me.” 
 
    She dragged her gaze to his. Those eyes, those eyes, those fiery yellow eyes with the elongated pupil. She knew what he was. Why he’d been in that water, why he thrived in a swamp. It hit her like a lightning bolt. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he whispered. 
 
    It was okay that he got roughed up or worse by these swampers? 
 
    Another banging on the door. “Lachlan, we know you’re in there, and we fuckin’ know what you are. Shifter! We saw you swimming for this house. You have three seconds to open this fucking door or we’re kicking it down!” 
 
    Okay. Okay! Stay there, she mouthed. 
 
    Fargo looked scared and was circling between her and Holt. 
 
    What are you doing? he mouthed, pushing off the wall, but Bre had a plan. Kind of. 
 
    When she pulled off her shirt, his face went comically blank. There was no bra involved in her giant T-shirt and panties sleep ensemble. Cheeks on fire, she pulled the T-shirt semi-modestly against her chest to cover her tits and threw open the door. There was the double barrel of a shotgun pointed at her face.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing on my property?” she asked. Bravado had gotten her out of some hairy-scary situations over her years of reporting. 
 
    The three men standing under the porch light looked utterly shocked. Since her legs were covered in swamp mud, she was leaning into the open door frame so they wouldn’t see that part of her body. 
 
    “We…uuuuuh. We’re lookin’ for Lachlan. Holt Lachlan.” The leader, a tall, gangly, smelly man with long greasy hair, backed up a few steps and looked at the house. “This ain’t your property.” 
 
    “It will be when Holt makes an honest woman of me. Again, what the fuck are you doing here? It’s four in the morning.” 
 
    A shorter man with a full Manchu mustache and no shirt opened and closed his mouth like a fish suckin’ oxygen. He frowned. “Where’s Holt?” 
 
    Bre clenched the shirt tighter to her tits to hide the shake in her hands. She arched an eyebrow. “Not that it’s any of your damn business, but he’s in the shower washing the smell of sex off him. Anymore inappropriate questions you wanna demand of me, on my own fuckin’ porch, on my own fuckin’ property, at four in the fuckin’ morning?” she yelled. “You’re ruining my buzz! You know what? Screw this, I’m calling the cops. You can deal with them. I’m sure Holt will be real excited to see you idiots on our porch when he gets out of the shower. Sic my fuckin’ dog on you,” she muttered as she turned like she was going to retrieve her phone.  
 
    The dog in question was sitting in front of Holt, watching some command he did with his hand. She couldn’t look at Holt or her nerve would falter. 
 
    “Ma’am. Ma’am!” Greasy-haired Prick called as she moved to shut the door. 
 
    “We’re leaving. Y’all have a good night.” 
 
    “Uh, I was having a fantastic night until I had to deal with this shit. Do me a favor and lose our address. You don’t have any rights up here. Next time I’ll just shoot you first and ask your corpses what the hell you want after. That’s your warning.” She glared for few seconds more and then slammed the door behind her. 
 
    She walked into the living room in case they could see her silhouette through the small window at the back door and waited until she could hear the sounds of their bootsteps fading down the stairs and toward the dock. She and Holt stared at each other as the motor of the boat roared to life, and they both stood there frozen until that began fading away, too. 
 
    Holt sagged and hit the floor, and Bre rushed to him, took away the completely soaked dish towel from the wound in his chest and pressed her sleep shirt to it. “What do I do? Can you get to my truck? Hospital?” she blurted out. 
 
    “No hospitals. I can heal it. I just need the bullet out. I’m gonna pass out.” 
 
    “No, no, no, not yet! Tell me what to do!” 
 
    “First-aid kit under the stairs. Clamps. Clean it. Pull…” His eyes were rolling back in his head. 
 
    When she slapped his cheek a little, he focused on her again. “…pull the bullet out, clean up the wound, don’t let anyone in here. Not for anything.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. Just pull a bullet out. Like they do in the movies.” 
 
    “Bre?” 
 
    “Don’t say goodbye. Please don’t say—” 
 
    “You have the best tits I’ve ever seen.” His eyes rolled back in his head and his body went limp. 
 
    Bre frowned down at her mud-smeared, mostly naked body. 
 
    Well…okay then. 
 
    At least he’d learned how to give a compliment before he died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Someone was singing. A girl. Mom? Pretty voice like Mom’s. 
 
    “Hushaby, don’t you cry, gooo to sleep, little babyyyyy…” 
 
    Holt smiled. He knew this song. Hadn’t heard it since he was a kid. 
 
    “When you wake, you will find, all the pretty little horseys…” 
 
    “Am I dead?” If Mom was singing, he must’ve been. Ghosts didn’t talk much. 
 
    “Nope, but not for lack of trying,” the pretty voice said softly, and then there was cold water trickling onto his burning skin. 
 
    He eased his eyes open. Not Mom. Bre. Wearing one of his shirts, she was on her knees on the mattress beside him, washing his skin with a wet rag. 
 
    “I know you got some kinda magic in you that helps you heal,” she murmured, eyes tracing where she dragged the cloth, “but your body sure does burn like the sun while you’re doing it.” 
 
    He grunted. It was as close to a chuckle as he could get right now. “How long was I out?” He tried to sit up, but pain blasted through his chest. 
 
    “Stop wiggling around, ya wild man,” Bre crooned, easing his shoulders back onto the pillow. “You’ll undo all of my hard work.” 
 
    His chest was wrapped in bandages, and his skin was clean of all the mud and blood. 
 
    “How long? I have a swamp tour today. A family booked it a month ago—” 
 
    “They came to the door earlier. I told them we would do an extra thirty minutes onto their tour and give them a discount if we could move it to tomorrow. Hope that’s okay. I didn’t even know we were supposed to do a tour today so I just kind of made some stuff up.” 
 
    Holt sighed in relief. “Fargo’s okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Fed him this morning. He’s lying in the corner. No one has come to the door other than the tour, who definitely talked to me while I was wearing your T-shirt and nothing else. I think I’m building up a good reputation around here.” 
 
    “Town floozy?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m embracing it. The sexless town floozy.” 
 
    He snorted, but it hurt. “Well, you can hop on me if it’ll make you feel more authentic.” 
 
    “Yeah, how do you get morning wood when you are half dead? 
 
    “I’m magic, remember?” he deadpanned hoarsely. 
 
    She pointed. “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    He lifted his head up just enough to make sure she was pointing at what he thought she was and, yep, there was his boner, standing up like a damn tent pole, holding up the sheets. He dropped his head back and closed his eyes against the glaring sunlight streaming through the window. “I can think of way better words to call it than ridiculous.” 
 
    “Gigantor.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, stop looking at it then.” 
 
    “It’s the size of a continent.” 
 
    “Breeeee,” he groaned. 
 
    “I made pancakes. They are cold now, but I can heat them up.” 
 
    Well, that got his attention. “Food would help the healing speed up. Lots of food.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” She bustled out of the room and returned a few minutes later with a stack of a dozen pancakes smothered with butter. 
 
    “When I was a kid, if I was sick, my mom always made pancakes for me. It’s my comfort food.” 
 
    He eased up, feeling shredded as he tried and failed to get comfortable with his back against the headboard. “My comfort food used to be shrimp and grits.” 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    He grinned. “Pancakes.” 
 
    “Who shot you, Holt?” she asked suddenly. She glanced over at the end table next to the bed where a piece of deformed metal sat. The bullet she’d dug out of him. She didn’t have a stitch of make-up on, her freckles were stark against her pale cheeks, her red hair was in wild waves down her shoulders. When she dragged her attention back to him, her blue eyes were full of worry. When was the last time anyone had worried for him? 
 
    He made himself very busy eating. 
 
    “Okay,” she murmured. “I’ll let you be.” She got up to leave, but he didn’t want her to go. He couldn’t explain it. Being alone had never bothered him, but he wanted her to just exist in the same place as him. She made him feel…better. 
 
    “You met them last night. Those three are poachers. There are lots of them in these parts. Game warden can’t keep up. My animal is big. Too big. He don’t look like the other gatahs in the swamp. Some of the people around here are onto me. They’re starting to put it all together. There’s been stories about my animal for years. Some eighteen foot alligator running the swamp, but no one can catch him. I’m too careful when it’s hunting season. I’ve been lucky to escape them so far. But poachers…now they’re a different breed. They don’t care about ethics, or hunting during the short season. They hunt me all year long. The trophy. That’s what my animal is. And now they’re starting to fuse rumors of my family, and of me, to my animal. Tonight, I ruined some of their traps, and they were waiting. They shot me before I could swim deep enough. Fuck.” He closed his eyes tight. “Bre, it’s better if you don’t know anything about anything.” 
 
    “Better for who?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Better for who?” she asked louder. “Because last night I got pulled into something I wasn’t prepared for. And it could’ve ended really badly.” She swallowed hard and shoved him in the shoulder. It hurt so bad. 
 
    “I told you to go in the back room and not get involved!” 
 
    “You think that’s what I mean by it could’ve ended badly? I pulled chunks of metal from your chest, Holt! By myself. Scared to death the whole time you were gonna die on me, and it was really really close.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going out to the swamp at night anymore—” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Stop what?” he belted out, fury taking him. “You ain’t playing the game right.” 
 
    “Because it’s not a game to me! You see yourself as expendable. You were going to send me to that back room and whatever happened to you, who cares, right?” 
 
    “No one is gonna miss me—” 
 
    “Wrong! I would! I wouldn’t be okay sitting in a back room and losing you. Fuck! You! You aren’t playing the game right. It’s not me. It’s you.” 
 
    She was backing toward the door, and she looked terrified. “I don’t want to like you either. I can’t. I’m…I’m…” 
 
    “You’re what?” 
 
    She looked sick as she dashed her knuckles across her cheek. “I’m the monster.” 
 
    He didn’t understand. He couldn’t read the expression in her face at all. Was it panic? Or fear? Was she scared of him? He didn’t want that. Not anymore. Not after last night when she’d stood face-to-face with a shotgun and told a trio of poachers to get the fuck off her porch. Her porch. How damn good had it felt for her to claim this place as home? 
 
    “Were you really scared?” he asked. 
 
    Her lip trembled, and she bit it. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” It felt like a huge admission. Her pretty blues searched his for understanding, but he wasn’t a creature who understood emotions. 
 
    “Come here,” he demanded. 
 
    She shook her head and dropped her chin to her chest, her gaze to the floor. 
 
    “I won’t hurt you,” he murmured. “Come here. Please.” 
 
    It was her little sniffle that did him in. This little helpless noise that made him ignore the ripping pain in his body and pull her onto the bed, drag her onto his lap. And he held her right there in his lap, sideways to his chest, her knees bent and her feet resting on his mattress. He held her tight, gripping her arm and her waist. He rested his chin on top of her head, and a little dam in his heart broke when he felt the warm splat of her tear. 
 
    “You did really good.” 
 
    “I did?” she asked. 
 
    “Hell, yeah. Stripping down like we’d just had sex, telling them in a roundabout way that I wasn’t out in the swamp, that I’d been with you. Cussin’ ’em out and making them change the course of their mob mentality focus. You’re a total badass under fire, Bre. I never met anyone like you.” 
 
    “I think I know what you are.” 
 
    Her admission drew him up short. “Yeah?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “Lots of teeth.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    “Long tail and scales like armor.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. She’d guessed. 
 
    “How big are you?” 
 
    “It’s…it’s too many questions. I don’t talk about this stuff, Bre, and that’s why I’m still here. Why I’m still alive.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be alive right now without me, so you owe me.” 
 
    His sigh tapered into a rumbling growl. He didn’t like negotiating. “Eighteen feet.” 
 
    “Oh. My. Gooooooooosh.” 
 
    “I don’t want you in the swamps at night. When you go down for bed, that’s when I Change. We keep that life separate from ours, do you understand?” 
 
    “Would you hurt me?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve never paired up. Never tried to have something that’s mine to protect other than this territory.” 
 
    “You protect Fargo.” 
 
    “But the animal wouldn’t. Fargo is smart. He stays up near the house when the animal comes out. Otherwise, he would be eaten.” 
 
    “Are you a killer?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    She tensed up in his arms, and he dragged his chin back and forth over the top of her head. “Of animals. But I would kill people, too, if they threaten the territory. Or threaten you. The animal doesn’t have a strong moral compass. He survives on instinct, and above all else, he defends territory, and hopefully someday a mate. Hopefully he will become protective of you. Until I’m sure of that, though, you should treat the animal like the monster he is. You should never forget what I am.” 
 
    “Fine,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around his back. “But I’m also not going to forget who you are.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Not around here.” 
 
    “It matters to me. Until you prove to me otherwise, I’m going to keep on thinking you’re a good man.” 
 
    A good man? No. Not him. He was many things. A hunter, predator, good old boy, shit-starter, fighter, stubborn in his ways, a loner. But a good man? He was going to have to think on that, later when he was alone. She was making him feel things he’d never encountered before. Making him question himself, both good and bad. He didn’t know if he liked it, but a part of him wanted it to continue until he figured himself out. He’d always seen himself the same way, but Bre had come in holding one of those carnival mirrors that distorted his image, and she was challenging him to decipher what was real and what wasn’t. 
 
    He’d never done this before, never showed affection like this, but he wanted to see what it felt like with her. He pressed his lips to the top of her head and kissed her gently, so soft she wouldn’t feel it. But maybe he’d done it wrong because she responded, hugged him tighter and kissed his chest, right over where he’d been shot. And something happened. He felt better. Not so gnarly inside. The bundle of knotted roots that made up his ugly insides loosened just a little. 
 
    She said his healing was magic, but maybe she was magic, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Hello? 
 
    Check in please like I’ve asked you to do thirty times already. 
 
    Bre? 
 
    Bre, Bre, Bre, Bre, BRE?!!!! 
 
    Dan has called me four times this morning asking where we are on the story and I can’t keep covering for you forever! You’re going to get us both fired. Fired. You get that, right? I have a cat to take care of. And bills and an apartment and this is the job I love. You’re going to snatch that away from me if you don’t start checking in! They’re thinking about sending someone else in! Some hot chick from channel eighteen. She’s gonna scoop this story because you don’t want to play like you have a crush on a guy? Get it together, Bre, you’re a reporter. Do your job. 
 
    Bre gritted her teeth, and did a quick glance around Holt’s tour shop, and then typed out, I’m working on it. Send. 
 
    Meet me in town tonight. Make an excuse and get away. I need to check your microphones. I think they’re malfunctioning. 
 
    I’ll see what I can do. Send. 
 
    The microphones were fine. She just hadn’t been wearing them as much the last few days. She’d been busy learning the ins and outs of Holt’s swamp boat tours. He had the tour business set up one property lot over from the big house, with a souvenir shop and everything. That’s where she worked. She had learned how to take reservations, how to do sales in the shop, process payments and tickets, and re-stock the swamp boat with snacks and waters for each tour. She’d even learned how to gas up the boats before each run. And she’d seen a real wild alligator this morning on the edge of the water while she and Holt had been having morning coffee. Which was part of their morning routine. They were those people with routines. She smiled to herself as she counted the cash in the drawer of the shop. This morning had been like the two before it. 
 
    Wake up, shower, get dressed in something she thought Holt would find cute—so booty shorts and a tank top and hiking boots and about a pound of insect repellent because, seriously, the mosquitos and gnats were no joke here. Then she would make her way to the big house where Holt was usually already up and showered and making breakfast and, holy hell, could that man cook! He’d already made her shrimp and grits, potato pancakes, and some pastry with powdered sugar all over the top that a girl like her valued way above fancy jewelry and fast cars. “Bake me a pastry and my panties are yours,” she murmured to herself, imagining breakfast this morning. 
 
    Would Brian ever figure it out if she just dropped the microphone accidentally into the swamp? She hated the little pin that fed him information. Hated the guilt, hated trying to decide when was the appropriate time to wear them so she could balance keeping Brian off her back and Holt’s secrets safe. 
 
    Okay, she would meet up with Brian. “Those are buy-one-get-one free today,” she told the man shopping a rack of Got Gator shirts. 
 
    Out the window of the shop, she had a perfect view of Holt preparing the boat. There was a dock outside with a pair of boats—a pontoon boat and an airboat, for two different types of tours. There was a large aquarium up next to the shop that housed a five-pound baby alligator that tourists could hold and take pictures with, and a pair of bathrooms a short walk away.  
 
    It was hot as hades today, and Holt was wearing a hat on backward and a tank top that was cut down far enough to show his rib muscles. She wanted to do dirty things to that man. 
 
    The girls on this tour were definitely going to fall in love with him. Bre had seen it twice already. Any red-blooded female came back from the tour blushing and giggling and flirting. Now, this was the part where she was supposed to get jealous or something, but that wasn’t really her style. And Holt was completely oblivious to the flirtations of the fairer sex. When he told her, “I don’t understand human women at all,” he was telling the God’s honest truth. So, she got to watch the girls get all frazzled around him, and she understood. With each passing day, she thought he was more attractive, too. Now he was somewhere in the territory of Zeus and Jax from Sons of Anarchy and Tom Hardy-level hotness. 
 
    Currently, she was resting her chin on her hand, staring shamelessly out the window at him as he hauled the cooler she’d filled onto the bigger of his two boats—the pontoon. 
 
    Lachlan Tours was booming. Whatever the townspeople thought of him, that didn’t seem to affect his business. All the tourists saw were all those five-star reviews and, secretly, who would be more knowledgeable about American alligator behavior if not an alligator himself? 
 
    She would put on the microphone after he left for the tour and tell Brian they just didn’t spend very much time together and that’s why he didn’t get much off them. Which was a total lie. She spent as much time with Holt as possible. 
 
    He turned and locked eyes on her through the window as if he knew she’d been watching. His grin was so bright it made her heart beat a little harder and the butterflies in her tummy flap their wings a little faster. 
 
    “Hi,” he mouthed. 
 
    She waved. 
 
    He twitched his head to come outside, but she held up her finger. The gentleman with the daughters looked like he was ready to pay out. She rang him up and told him, “I think Holt has something to show you guys outside before the tour.” 
 
    “Appreciate it. Will you be on the tour?” 
 
    “Oh, no, not me. I just kinda hang around here and take reservation calls when he’s out there. You will have a blast. Holt is the best tour guide on this side of the Mississippi!” 
 
    “Well, how do you know it’s any good if you’ve never gone on one of his tours?” the man said with a wink. 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Holt said through the open window. 
 
    Bre shooed a fly away from her face. “Are you asking me on a swamp boat date?” 
 
    Holt chuckled and tracked the man leaving the shop before he landed those green-gold eyes on her. And then he did something that stunned her into stillness. He leaned through the window and pressed his lips against hers. A kiss? A kiss! And not just one on the top of her head like the other day. This was a soft one, heads angled, a little bite at the end, and that sexy little smack sound! 
 
    “Grab your sunscreen, Hollywood. Meet me out in the boat in five.” He frowned and dipped his attention to the drawer where she kept her cell. “Your phone is buzzing.” 
 
    “Oh.” Stage-five clinger Brian. “Probably a telemarketer or something.” 
 
    He frowned at her lips, turning his face away from her slightly. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, I’m okay!” If Brian would quit blowin’ up her phone. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you just lied.” 
 
    She froze. “You can tell when someone lies?” 
 
    He huffed a humorless laugh. “Yeah. Lucky me.” 
 
    He turned and walked away, but Bre felt horrible. 
 
    “Holt?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked shortly. He turned, but his eyes had cooled. 
 
    “It’s someone from my old life. A friend and a co-worker. I want to move on from him. Honestly, I want to move on from everything in my old life.” She hadn’t meant to admit so much. The words had just tumbled out. “The longer I’m here, the more I don’t miss the way things used to be.” 
 
    Over the sound of waves lapping against the dock, he asked, “Are you happy here?” 
 
    Bre nodded. 
 
    There was a loaded few seconds where they just stared at each other, and then he nodded and said, “Good. Your happiness is important to me now.” 
 
    And then like in the movies when the cool boy walks away from the explosion, he turned and walked away from her. Her heart was full of fireworks right now. Her happiness was important? What? What had happened to distance being important? 
 
    The phone was ringing again, vibrating against the side of the drawer. And here she was at a fork in the road. Keep walking up the middle, spying, feeding information, playing both sides. Or she could drift to the right. It was safe there. She had job security, and the path was even. She could keep walking along just like she had been doing for years on the even surface of her steady life. 
 
    Or there was the left fork. The left fork was riddled with danger and adventure, poachers, swamp life, and bayou accents that were a little hard to understand sometimes. The ground was littered with knotty cypress roots and surrounded by mosquitos and dark swamp forest. But there was a light at the end of it, and in that light stood Holt. There was such a feeling of safety to the left, but it made no sense. She’d almost lost him to poachers the other night. She could’ve been hurt, too. But he was standing there with his hand out, offering her something she didn’t fully understand yet but knew down to her bones that it was huge and life-changing. He was perhaps offering something she’d never imagined could belong to her. 
 
    Love. 
 
    Her happiness was important? That was love, wasn’t it? He hadn’t done the male dominant thing and demanded names and locations and relationship statuses when she admitted a man, even a co-worker, was calling. He’d told her something kind and left the choice up to her. Stay or go, the choice was always hers. 
 
    And to a woman like her—one who had learned to close her heart to relationships long ago—it was the only way a person could make her want to stay. 
 
    The left path, the dangerous one, the exciting one, the Uncertain one…the one with Holt…that one felt important, and she knew exactly why. 
 
    His happiness was important to her, too, and as she had watched the changes in him over the past few days, a deep feeling had grown in her soul that she could help him find it. 
 
    So she opened the drawer and glanced at the missed calls from Brian, and then she texted him. 
 
    I don’t want to do this anymore. I’ll call the station and take the blame as soon as I’m able. Holt is a good man who likes his privacy, and the more time I spend with him, the more I respect him. I can’t be the one to put him in the spotlight just because he was born a certain way. I would never be able to live with myself. If you met him even one time, you would understand. He’s amazing. I’m sorry, B. I’ll fix everything. Just stay busy today and I’ll explain everything as soon as I can get away.  
 
    And then she blocked Brian’s number temporarily and shoved her phone in the back pocket of her shorts. She would’ve left it in the drawer, but today was special. She could feel it. Holt was letting her in, and she was getting to go on her first swamp tour, so she wanted to take pictures like a tourist and forget about the shit-storm her career was about to turn into. All those years of working toward a story like this one, and she was throwing it away. 
 
    But the second she rounded the corner and saw Holt holding up a baby alligator named Bartholomew that he always let the tourists hold and take pics with before the tour, all her worries floated away on the hot Texas breeze. 
 
    He was smiling at the youngest daughter, trying to ease her into holding Bart. “Sadey, I’m tellin’ ya, hold him for five seconds, just long enough to snap a pic, and you’ll have that memory forever. Be tough, girl, go on.” 
 
    “Come on, Sadey, five seconds,” her sister Mariah encouraged her. 
 
    “I’ll snap the picture fast,” her dad promised, holding up one of those expensive-as-hell cameras with the big lenses. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Sadey squealed, holding out her hands. 
 
    “Don’t drop him. He’s just a baby,” Holt said. “He’s already had his breakfast and is the most chill little gatah I’ve ever had as a holder. All you have to do is let him rest in your hands.” 
 
    Sadey, with her pale cheeks and shaking hands, nodded once and clamped her teeth on her bottom lip as though mentally preparing herself. She shoved her hands out, palms up, as far away from her body as she could. 
 
    Holt chuckled as he settled Bart into them, and then he stood back so Sadey’s dad could snap the picture. 
 
    Everything went smooth-as-you-like until Bart moved his tail a millimeter. Sadey screamed, Bart went pummeling toward the earth, and fast as an actual lightning strike, Holt snatched the little gator from midair before he touched the ground. 
 
    And then everyone froze. 
 
    “Whoa,” Mariah murmured, her eyes on Holt. “You’re really fast.” 
 
    Way faster than anyone Bre had ever seen. He had blurred, he was so quick. 
 
    Save this. “Uh, he’s done that move about a hundred times,” Bre said with a giggle. “You would be surprised how many people let go of Bart. Holt is always ready like that.” 
 
    Holt stood and cradled Bart, kissed him on top of his scaly head like he was a cute puppy, lifted his too-bright eyes up to Bre for a second, just long enough for her to see the long pupils and the gratefulness there, and then turned to put Bart back into his terrarium. 
 
    “Baby American alligators are somewhat fragile in their first year of life,” Bre said, trying to hold the family’s attention. “A lot of times when you see gators that are missing a tail or a leg, it came from when they were little and just couldn’t escape a predator fast enough. Life for an alligator, or a ‘gatah,’ as the locals call them,” she said with a wink, “is actually kind of brutal. You think we’re scared of alligators? Try being a gator Bart’s size and living out in that water with the big guys.” She pointed to the muddy river where the boat was rocking, waiting to be taken out. “It’s a big reason the momma gators have evolved to be so protective. Only about three to four percent of hatchings actually make it to adulthood, so our lil baby Bart over there is actually one of the lucky ones. It’s part of why Holt has learned to keep him from hitting that ground during picture time. Does anyone need to use the restroom before we head out? You booked the best and most informative tour, but three hours in the swamp is a long time to go with no breaks.” 
 
    She could tell she’d fixed it. The look of uncertainty and shock had worn off of their faces as she’d blabbed. All three of them made their way to the restrooms off to the side of the shop.  
 
    Holt turned to her. “Thank you. That was really quick thinking.” 
 
    “You really love Bart, don’t you?” she murmured. 
 
    Holt looked down at the little baby and ran his hand down his two-day scruff, then scratched his jawline. “He’s just a gator.” But he was staring with this look in his eye. Affection swam there. 
 
    She approached Holt slow and slipped her hands around his waist, rested her cheek on his chest. “You’re just a gator too, right? I like you just fine. It’s okay to admit something is special.” 
 
    Holt’s tensed body softened, and he rested a hand on her lower back, squeezed her to him gently. “I like all gators. I understand them way better than people.” 
 
    And it hit her—how hard it must be for a man like Holt. How hard it must be to walk between both worlds of human and animal, not fitting in completely with either one. 
 
    When he patted his hand on her butt, she flinched in shock. Whoa, she liked that. 
 
    “Where did you learn all that about baby alligators?” he asked. 
 
    “I Googled gator facts,” she said primly. “I’m dating a gator, so the least I could do was Google stuff about you.” 
 
    Holt snorted. “You’re dating me now?” 
 
    “Yep!” she chirped. “Also, I like when you pat my butt. Do that more. Since my happiness is important to you now.” She stared up at him, the bright sunlight above him making the edges of his ball cap and cheeks blurry. “Spankings make me happy.” 
 
    He chuckled, the deep, sexy sound bubbling up from deep in his throat. God, she loved that sound. “Can we take a selfie with Bart, the baby we’ll never have?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, Bre. That’s not something to joke about.” 
 
    “Well, why not? That’s our reality. At some point we should move from the hurt stage to the joking stage. I want a family picture. Come on, pull our baby out.” 
 
    “You’re the weirdest human I’ve ever met,” he muttered, pulling Bart back out of his glass aquarium. “And I’ve met some really weird ones.” 
 
    Bre pulled out her phone, hit the selfie mode, and snuggled closer to him. As Holt pulled Bart to his chest, his little needle teeth a little too close to her face for comfort, she muttered, “Keep me safe.” And then she clicked the camera button. 
 
    But Holt had moved. He was looking down at her in the picture. Bre looked up at him to get onto him for ruining their super awesome weird family picture, but his bright gold reptilian eyes were full of something she’d never seen before. They were soft with deep emotion. “I will keep you safe,” he rumbled in a voice that wasn’t entirely human. 
 
    Without looking at the phone, she clicked the picture button again because she wanted to keep this moment forever. 
 
    And before she could change her mind, she lifted up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. This kiss was a quick one. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked. 
 
    “A reward for being sweet. You treat me well,” she murmured, her cheeks catching heat. 
 
    And then because she wanted to be like him and have a cool walking-away-from-an-explosion moment, she released him from the side hug and walked away. But tripped and pitched forward, then caught herself, all the while ignoring his laughter behind her. 
 
    “Your ass sure looks good in them shorts, Hollywood.” 
 
    He was still laughing quietly, though, and she didn’t want him to see how bad she was blushing, so she sashayed her hips a little more as she made her way to the boat. 
 
    She couldn’t help smiling to herself as she sprayed sunscreen on her pasty white legs. 
 
    She’d never liked a man like this. She’d never been interested in anyone like this. She’d never been around someone who made her feel so alive. 
 
    Day one, she hadn’t belonged in this swamp at all in any way. But by day five, she was feeling right at home. 
 
    Her phone vibrated with a message from her boss at the station. 
 
    Tell me you’re not going native, Hayne. 
 
    Whooo, he’d called her by her last name. He was mad! Brian must’ve called him. 
 
    She smiled, turned off her phone, and shoved it back in her pocket. She was definitely going to get fired, but okay. 
 
    Right here, right now, she was picking the left path. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Now the biggest myth in Caddo Lake is that it is Texas’s only natural lake,” Holt said, turning the boat slowly in the murky water. “It’s not the only one, and at this point in its lifespan, it’s not even considered a natural lake. The twenty-four-thousand acre swamp actually had—” 
 
    “Can we go back to the myth part?” Darren, the girls’ dad asked from his comfy spot under the canopy of the boat. His arms were draped over the back of the boat, one ankle crossed over his knee, brand new Crocodile Dundee-style hat pulled low over his eyes. “At the hotel, when the concierge told us this is a must-visit spot and the best swamp tour in these parts, I asked him why, what made your tour so special. And he said to ask you about the Lachlan Legend.” 
 
    Bre had relaxed over the last hour, getting lost in the way Holt spoke, how he formed words with the slight bayou accent he had that came out more when he told stories of growing up around Caddo Lake. But Darren’s question made her sit up straight. 
 
    She witnessed the exact moment Holt’s eyes flashed a little brighter before he dragged his attention back to the muddy water. He was propped up by the wheel, one hand on it as he expertly guided the boat down the winding maze of small water paths, but he faced the tourists, only looking behind him at where the boat was going every thirty seconds or so, like he knew this swamp better than the back of his hand.  
 
    He had a loop of rope at his hip, which he undid from its leather tie, unfurled it in a smooth motion, and slapped it on the water like a whip. Slap, slap, slap. “The Lachlan Legend is something the townsfolk made up to make this swamp a little more interesting to tourists.” 
 
    “Of course, you would say that. Your last name is Lachlan, right?” Darren said with a grin, pointing to an old weathered sign on the side of the bench seat that read Lachlan Swamp Tours. “Nobody wants a legend about them.” 
 
    “I would,” Mariah said, lifting her gaze from her cellphone and raising her hand. 
 
    Slap. Slap. Holt was staring at the water with narrowed eyes, and after the third slap, he pulled a white chicken egg from a carton on the bench seat next to him, and held it in the air. “Legend has it,” Holt said in a gruff voice, his eyes still on the murky water, “that witches used to live in these swamps. And the townspeople say there was one who was more powerful than all. Raina Lachlan. They say she practiced dark magic deep in the bayous of Louisiana, and then she brought it here. Tainted Caddo lake and all the waterways. They say she controlled the animals in these parts. In particular”—he ghosted Bre a glance—“the alligators. The big ones. They say anyone who dared to go that deep into her part of the swamp and bother her would disappear and never be heard from again.” Slap. Slap. “They say she would bring in the gatahs, and there were no bodies left to find when they were done chomping on their bones. But same as all legends, things have been added over the years, and nothing was ever proven. Raina Lachlan was investigated every time someone came up missing in these swamps, but never arrested. But then again,” he said with a shrug and a glance back at Darren. “People ’round here believe in curses. No one wanted to arrest a witch.” 
 
    There was the flicker of a smile that flashed across Holt’s face as a massive alligator catapulted from the water, right for Darren, who was still relaxed with his arms draped on the rail of the pontoon boat. 
 
    Bre froze in terror while Mariah and her sister screamed, but Holt had already reacted. He stood over the rail, grabbed the gaping wide mouth full of razor teeth, clamped the mouth closed, held on as the gator thrashed once violently, and then made a shushing sound until the animal went still, just dangling there on the outside of the boat, shoulders and head out of the water. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh,” Mariah was chanting. Darren had jumped clear over to the other side of the boat and was holding his chest, staring in shock at the huge alligator apparently enjoying some gentle affection from Holt, who laid a little kiss on the tip of the monster’s scaly nose. 
 
    “The Lachlan Legend is just that,” Holt said softly. “A legend.” And then with a grin and a wink at Bre, he turned to Darren. “No one can control alligators.” 
 
    One hand clamping the gator’s enormous jaws closed, Holt tossed the egg into the water, and then gently released the gator back into the swamp. The humongous reptile made a massive wave as it flicked its powerful tail and turned for the egg that was sinking slowly into the murky depths. The entire boat rocked with the turbulence the creature caused in the water. 
 
    Holt turned and smiled brightly, hit the gas, and turned the boat toward the next channel. “That’s a ten-footer I’ve named Sorry Charlie.” Holt was talking in his tour-boat voice again like everyone on board hadn’t almost been eaten alive by a monster alligator. Like it was just another day at work. 
 
    Bre’s heart was somewhere back there with Sorry Charlie, and she was about ninety-four percent sure she would never catch her breath again. 
 
    “Why…?” Mariah huffed a nervous laugh. “Why do you call him Sorry Charlie?” 
 
    “Because anyone who meets Charlie in the water would probably be sorry. He’s king of this part of the swamp. All the little gatahs close to the shore that I point out from here on are most likely his.” 
 
    As they settled back into easy banter about the swamp and wildlife and houseboats they passed, Bre’s heartbeat did eventually settle down. The family settled, too, and were invigorated by the tour after they started seeing alligators. They seemed delighted at the adventure and adrenaline rush of almost being eaten and surviving Sorry Charlie. Holt had their full attention. Even Mariah put her phone down to listen to the next hour of history and legends of Caddo lake. 
 
    And Bre got real quiet and absorbed it all. She felt a deeper connection with this place and the people and culture and animals here by the time Holt pulled the boat back into his little docking area outside of the shop. 
 
    Watching him today had taught her something big about Holt. He’d said over and over that he didn’t love like other people. He’d told her twice he didn’t love anything or anyone at all, but that wasn’t true. 
 
    He loved his swamp. 
 
    And if he could love something, it gave her hope that maybe someday he could love someone, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The shop was only half a mile walk from the house. The walk home after the tours was so beautiful. Not in the traditional sense, and she hadn’t thought the woods here were pretty at all the first few days. But with each passing hour in Uncertain, Bre fell more in love with the low-hanging branches, Spanish Moss, gnarled roots, and the way the sunlight filtered through the branches and freckled up the forest floor. She loved the sound of the crickets and cicadas and frogs, and if she left now, thought she would miss them. In the evenings, the swamp song was the loudest. 
 
    “You’re always happy after work,” she pointed out. 
 
    Holt gave an absent smile as he looked down at the blade of grass he was folding over and between in his fingertips. “Good tour days mean I can pay bills.” 
 
    Bre rolled her eyes. “Act like everything is practical all you want. You are happy about more than just paying bills.” She nudged him in the shoulder. “You like your job.” 
 
    Holt offered his hand, and she took it as she climbed over a bundle of roots that jutted up from the ground. “I don’t like talking…” 
 
    Oh, here it was again—the shutdown. 
 
    “But when I can teach people about this place, it’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Social butterfly,” she accused him, pulling her hand away from his. 
 
    Only he caught her at the last second by the fingertips and held on. His hands were so big and strong. An overwhelming sensation of security washed over her. 
 
    “You’re definitely the first person who has ever accused me of that.” 
 
    The rumble of thunder sounded, shaking the ground beneath her feet. Bre startled and hunched over, but he gripped her hand tighter and pulled her along. 
 
    “It’s gonna open up on us,” he said, eyeing the dark storm clouds roiling above them. “I could tell by the way the gators were acting at the end of the tour.” 
 
    Lightning struck in the distance, and he began to jog. She wanted to care about this storm, really she did, but Holt was holding her hand. Voluntarily. Without grimacing or barfing. This was awesome. 
 
    The first few hefty drops splashed against her skin, and she ran faster as the sprinkles turned to sheets of rain in seconds. Bre’s sneakers bogged deeper into the mud with each step, slowing them down. 
 
    Holt laughed and turned to her, bent slightly, and hoisted her over his shoulder with such ease and speed she gasped. 
 
    “Quit your wigglin’, woman,” he said, smacking her soundly on the ass. “I’ll get us somewhere dry.” 
 
    It was pointless trying to turn to see where they were going. Holt was at a steady jog, bouncing her like she was sitting in the saddle of a three-legged pony, her hair was dripping with rainwater, the ends smacking her in the face, and sunscreen was running into her eyes. 
 
    All the movies that made rain scenes look romantic were a pack of lies and trickery. There was nothing sexy about soggy denim and rapid blinking. 
 
    “In—the—movies,” she punched out between bounces, “the hero—would’ve—taken his shirt off—given it to the heroine—so her hair didn’t get wet.” 
 
    “Ha!” Holt belted out. His laugh echoed. “Hollywood, I ain’t no hero, and you for damn sure ain’t a heroine.” 
 
    Bre scoffed and slapped him on his steely left butt cheek. It hurt her hand. “Am so! I—came in and—saved you from a life—of misery and loneliness. I’m—heroine as fuck!” 
 
    She turned just in time to get smacked in the face with a low-hanging Weeping Willow branch. She squawked. Like a bird. Like a specific bird. Like that seagull off Little Mermaid trying to sing. Flailing her arms, she fought off the attacking branches and then yelped as he lurched her back onto her feet. At least he steadied her before she went flying backward. 
 
    She bought herself time to recover by wiping the wet hair that had glued itself to her forehead out of the way. 
 
    Now Holt was smiling really annoyingly, hands on his hips, eyebrow arched like he was enjoying the show. If she was a movie, she would be a tragedy. 
 
    “Here, let me.” He pushed her hands out of the way. 
 
    “Say something sweet,” she said, smiling up at him. 
 
    “You look like a drowned rat.” 
 
    She frowned but closed her eyes to enjoy his petting better. “In my head, I’m going to change all the mean things you say to something nice. So thank you, Holt, for calling me a swan.” 
 
    “Roadkill swan.” 
 
    Bre growled. It was a pitiful human sound, but Holt looked intimidated enough. She was feeling all smug about her badassery when he pulled out his soaking wet phone from his back pocket and muttered a curse. The screen was black, and he tried and failed to turn it back on. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” she murmured, pulling hers out of her back pocket, too. Her phone turned on immediately, but right as she sighed in relief, the lock-screen flickered and then turned black, too. 
 
    Was it a little too dramatic to fall to her knees in the mud under the swinging branches of a weeping willow and keen a mourning song for her dead iPhone? Maybe, so she pouted out her bottom lip instead and tried not to panic. “It’s Armageddon. I don’t have any technology.” 
 
    “You have a computer in the guesthouse,” Holt deadpanned. “I saw it.” 
 
    “All my pictures were on my phone.” 
 
    “Is it backed up to the cloud?” 
 
    “What is happening here? You’re supposed to be the negative one,” she teased. 
 
    “Well…” His bright green-gold eyes turned serious as he slipped his hands to her waist. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like when your eyes go all sad like that. I want to stop it. Whatever you’re feeling, I want to make it less. I want to fix it.” 
 
    Okay, hang those romantic movies. They didn’t have anything on Holt. 
 
    “You do,” she admitted in a whisper. “You do fix it.” 
 
    He searched her eyes, a frown furrowing his dark brows, so she tried to explain further. 
 
    “Do you know what my favorite time of day is?” 
 
    Holt shook his head. 
 
    “It’s on our walk home from work. For half a mile, or ten minutes—twelve if I can drag it out and slow us down—I get to talk to you, walk with you out here in your woods, and see how content you are after a tour.” 
 
    “My territory.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Your territory. I like when your eyes aren’t sad, too.” She shrugged and looked around at their little weeping willow world. It felt like no one existed outside of the shadows and shelter these branches created. “I look forward to it all day. It’s becoming a part of my routine. We walk, and you loosen up more and more. Then you come with me all the way to the guesthouse door, and I always think you’re going to kiss me before you go back to the big house. You don’t, but in my head, you at least think about it.” 
 
    “I do think about it.” 
 
    Heat was creeping up her cheeks, but it wasn’t from a blush. It was from happiness. “Then you tell me dinner is at five, and I close the door. I lean my back against it and think about all the stories you told me on our walk, about your childhood, your struggles, and even though I don’t want you to struggle, I’m relieved you share your memories with me. Because it makes me feel closer to you. I like it.” 
 
    Holt shook his head. “I’m doing this all wrong then. It was supposed to be simpler. I just needed a friend for my animal to protect. A companion.” 
 
    “But you aren’t just an animal, Holt. You’re a man, too.” When she dragged her fingertips up his arms, gooseflesh raised where she touched him. 
 
    Holt rolled his eyes closed and let off a sigh. Hands, don’t shake now. Bre brushed her touch over the curve of his strong shoulders and up his neck, barely touching his warm, rain-soaked skin. 
 
    His eyes remained closed, and he tightened his grip on her waist slightly, pulled her closer. 
 
    Up, up her fingertips went, up the back of his head, scratching his scalp gently. Holt’s shoulders shook with a slow, deep shiver, and his skin was now covered with chills. Up around his ears she gently scratched, and then down his jaw. As she felt the scruff on his face, a rumbling sound emanated from him. It was deep, barely audible over the pouring rain that pounded against the ground outside of their shelter. The growl was soft but powerful, vibrating against her skin and filling her up from the inside out. 
 
    Now it was her turn to close her eyes and memorize his body with touch while he was allowing it. Down his stony pecs to the abs that flexed with every deep inhalation. 
 
    Holt was rubbing circles onto her hips bones with his thumbs, building a fire within her. 
 
    As she reached the waist of his jeans, he leaned forward and murmured against her ear, “My turn.” 
 
    He didn’t ease back. Instead, he stayed right there, the scruff of his short beard scratching her cheek, his lips millimeters from her sensitive earlobe, as he drew his fingertips up the curve of her waist to her ribs. 
 
    She was utterly lost to the sound of the rain, of his soft breathing, of the smell of earth and ozone, the scent of his skin, the feel of his touch on her body. 
 
    Never stop, rain. Let this moment last an eternity. 
 
    His right hand traced the swell of her breast and then drifted to her neck, cupped the back of it. He eased back just enough to press his lips to hers. He dragged her wet tank top upward and then slid his hand to her back under her shirt, skin on skin. A tiny, pleading sound escaped her, and he smiled against her lips. 
 
    “Mmmm hmmm,” he rumbled against her mouth. “Tell me what you like.” 
 
    Before she could respond, he pushed his tongue past her lips. She moaned and opened for him, reveling in the taste of him. 
 
    She was disappearing. That’s what this felt like. It was as if her edges were disintegrating, blurring and fading into him until they were one. The chill from the rain didn’t reach her skin anymore. She was warm because Holt was warm. She was becoming part of him. Nothing had ever been like this before, and she wanted everything. 
 
    He broke their kiss just long enough to pull her soaking wet shirt over her head and unsnap her bra with a flick of his fingers. He yanked the thing from her arms and threw it onto the ground, then pulled his shirt off and hugged her to him. A soft clicking sound emanated from him as she pressed her breasts against him. Her nipples were so sensitive to the smoothness of his chest they perked up to taut nubs. And for a minute, he just held her there, kissed her gently, embraced her like she was delicate. Like she was important. Could a monster covet something fragile like a human? Like her? She was beginning to think so. 
 
    Everything she’d thought she’d known about shifters was wrong. 
 
    The whole world was wrong. Holt was so, sooo different from what everyone thought he was. 
 
    His touch turned to velvet against her skin as he traced the curve of her hips. But as soon as she settled into the gentle feeling, he gripped her hard like a massage, and she gasped and lean into him more. Trace, trace, up to her breast, lulling her into a trance, and then his firm grasp was on her, kneading her fullness there. 
 
    His lips dipped to her neck as she arched her head back, and just that hint of teeth on her skin had chills rippling up her skin. So good. Everything he did felt so good. 
 
    Thunder rolled outside of the shelter of the weeping willow. She could hear the pouring rain, but in here, barely any water made it through the thick foliage. Every touch, every kiss, every sigh and moan, every moment that they bound their souls together more tightly made Bre believe in magic. 
 
    This was special. 
 
    She dragged her hands down his stomach, and he rested his forehead against hers as she unsnapped his jeans. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “There’s no going back if we do this.” 
 
    She looked up at him, cupped his jaw and smiled when he leaned into it. “I know what you mean, Holt.” She swallowed hard. “Bind me to him.” She dipped her voice to a whisper. “Bind me to you.” 
 
    Holt rolled his eyes closed as he leaned in and kissed her again, moving his mouth so smoothly against hers. The sound of his zipper was barely audible over the rain. He pushed his pants down and then unfastened her jeans and pulled off her remaining clothes. And here she stood, naked in front of a man for the first time in so long, yet she didn’t feel an ounce of self-consciousness as he dragged his gaze down her body and back up. It was the look of awe on his face that made her feel so beautiful. So comfortable with him. The man had no complaints, and how could she not feel like a goddess when a man looked at her like she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever witnessed? 
 
    When she pushed his chest gently, he sat down on their pile of clothes. She straddled him. Holt was big. His long, thick cock pressed firmly against her wet sex. God, it felt so good to have him so close and not be separated by clothes. She pressed her breasts into his chest as he gripped her waist. With a groan, he rocked her forward over his shaft and then back. Forward, then back, but she was ready. Lifting slightly, she placed his thick cock at a better angle and slid over the tip. 
 
    She exhaled a shaky breath. 
 
    Holt’s eyes flashed gold with those long pupils, and he gripped her neck gently. Through a wicked smirk, he whispered, “All the way.” 
 
    Holy hell, she liked when he told her what to do. 
 
    Bre lifted slightly, relaxing her legs, then took his cock by inches. She took it and took it until she settled onto the hilt. It hit her just right, and she moaned at how damn good it felt to be filled by him. 
 
    He gripped her hips and rocked his as he pulled her back and forth, staying deep, rubbing against her clit until she was gasping. “Thata girl,” he murmured in a gritty voice. “You gonna come for me?” He nipped at her earlobe. “Do it, Bre. Come on me. Let me feel you gripping my dick.” He pulled her against him harder, faster. So deep. Felt perfect. Felt like everything. 
 
    Bre closed her eyes and reveled in the feel of his stony, strong body against hers. Faster. Harder. She was so wet; he was so slick in her, so big. Pressure built and built, feeling better with every deep stroke. 
 
    She could tell the exact moment his control slipped. His hands went rough on her hips and he yanked her against him hard, faster and faster. His growling was getting louder, and his breath was shaking right along with hers. She chanted his name mindlessly as her body shattered. 
 
    “Bre. Fuck, Bre. Don’t you stop,” he gritted out. 
 
    She cried out as her orgasm blasted through her, but he was there, too, she could tell, so she rocked harder against him. 
 
    Like a rutting animal, he thrust his hips fast, slamming his cock inside her, fingers digging into her hips. Pleasure and pain. Perfection. 
 
    Holt gritted out a long, sexy grunt as he blasted into her deep one more time. When she froze, she could feel it, the first intense pulse of his release. Warmth filled her as he jerked inside of her. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered on a breath. 
 
    Bre’s body was useless right now. She couldn’t move to save her life. All she could do was sit here connected to the man she was falling so hard for and enjoy every fading pulse of their orgasms. 
 
    That had been unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It was bigger and brighter than any experience she’d had with a man. She should tell him. “Holt?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, searching her eyes. His gaze belonged to his gator. She should be scared, but he was hers. Bre stroked his cheek and tried to find the words. She parted her lips to tell him how she felt about him, but nothing came out. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, wearing a crooked smile. He pressed his hand against hers, pressing it to his cheek to keep her there. “I think I know.” 
 
    “Is it the same for you?” she asked, hope blooming in her chest. Dangerous game to have hope in a man who wasn’t all human. Who lived by different rules and different instincts. 
 
    He swallowed audibly and shook his head slightly. “I don’t know. I just know it feels different with you.” 
 
    She hugged him because she didn’t want him to see her face right now. She didn’t want him to see her tearing up or have to explain that sometimes tears were for happiness, not sadness. “It’s enough,” she murmured, all wrapped up in the man she loved. “It’s more than enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Humming to herself, Bre opened the guesthouse door to run into a solid wall of Holt. She squeaked in startlement as he steadied her by the shoulders. 
 
    “Hi,” she panted out. 
 
    Holt grinned down at her, his eyes bright against the evening shadows. “I was thinking we could do something different for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Whooo, date night in town? Tired of cooking for me already?” 
 
    He snorted. “No. I always cook anyway. Now I just have to do bigger portions.” He smirked. “You eat a lot.” 
 
    She smacked him on the shoulder and marched past him toward Beetlejuice. “I eat a dainty, perfectly feminine amount.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and pulled her, changing directions toward the big house. “We aren’t going into town.” He let off a shrill whistle and said, “Come on, Fargo. Let’s go in the boat.” 
 
    The giant shepherd jumped up from where he was lying on the porch and bolted down the stairs and around to the back of the house. 
 
    “Geez, he must really like the boat,” she murmured. 
 
    “Not really. He don’t like the water much, but he likes where we’re going. It’s the only trip I make with him.” 
 
    “Oh. Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see. You trust me, don’t you?” 
 
    Holt was holding her hand. Really holding it again! She squeezed his hand and uttered, “Yeah, I trust you.” 
 
    “Silly girl, trusting an animal,” he teased, ducking out of the way of another one of her smacks. 
 
    “Can’t you just be serious and romantic for an entire conversation?” 
 
    “Hell no, that sounds boring.” 
 
    She couldn’t help giggling. The man didn’t need encouragement, but he was funny. And light. And sure he ruined any conversation that got too sweet like a wrecking ball, but she was getting used to the ups and downs with him. 
 
    “Do you know how alligators mate in the wild?” he asked as he led her down the dock toward his three-seater flat-bottom boat. 
 
    “Nope. I missed that lesson in my internet research.” 
 
    He helped her into the boat, which Fargo was already lying down in, frozen like a little icicle and staring at the water in front of them. He was shaking. Poor Fargo really was afraid of the water. 
 
    When she was settled, Holt pulled the cord of a small boat engine in back and untied them from the dock, then eased them away from the big house. She stared at it behind them until it disappeared in the evening shadows. White-washed house on stilts right on the edge of the water. It had seemed like an old, forlorn house just a week ago, but now she felt a special connection to it. She remembered everything, the creaking floors, the smell of food always cooking in the kitchen, the softness of her favorite couch blanket. 
 
    “What’s that smile for?” Holt asked over the engine noise. 
 
    In the dimming blue light, Holt looked wild. He wore his favorite baseball cap backward, and he hadn’t shaved since she’d come to Uncertain. His head was cocked to the side, like a curious animal studying her. And his eyes… 
 
    He didn’t control the color as much around her anymore, nor did he cover them with sunglasses. Lately, he let her see the animal in him more and more. Big broad shoulders and hands with a grip strength that could easily squeeze the life from a man. 
 
    “The smile is getting bigger,” he murmured, frowning slightly. 
 
    “I was just thinking about how much I like it here.” 
 
    “Which parts?” 
 
    “The house. Fargo. The shop and the tours.” She turned forward again and leaned back, resting on his knees. “You.” 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” he rumbled. He wrapped his fist in her ponytail and leaned forward. “You ruined all my plans.” 
 
    Bre leaned her face all the way back until she was staring up at him upside down. “Good.” 
 
    Holt leaned down and kissed her lips, then straightened up and looked out at the swamp before them. The motor noise and cicadas were their soundtrack as he took them deeper and deeper into the swamp. Where they were going, she hadn’t a clue, but he’d asked if she trusted him, and Brea really and truly did. 
 
    That was a big deal. She didn’t trust many people. She was careful in general, distant. She’d seen too much pain with her job to get close to many people, but Holt felt like a safe place to land, and she wanted to enjoy every second of it. 
 
    God, she needed to get her phone fixed and get ahold of Brian. Make sure he and the station knew everything was called off. She wanted Brian to leave the motel he was staying in and take another job somewhere far away from Uncertain. 
 
    Because of Brian’s drive at his job, he was a risk to Holt and the life this shifter had built here. No doubt he’d been spending his time in town finding out all the dirt and rumors about Holt and going through every word of audio that was recorded. A wave of nausea washed over her at the guilt of having given Brian anything, just by holding that microphone in the beginning. 
 
    Someday, when she was sure Holt wouldn’t run, she was going to tell him everything and beg him to keep her anyway. 
 
    Tomorrow, she would work on the phone situation while he was out on a tour. She would meet Brian in town and be upfront with everything. Beg for him to understand it wasn’t just a job anymore. It was her life. A chance at a good one. They’d worked together enough years that if she talked to him honestly, he might help get them off the hook. And he was smart. Maybe he could get the station’s attention off Uncertain, Texas altogether. 
 
    “Quiet girl,” Holt said from behind her. 
 
    “How do gators mate?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Well, after I tell you, you’re going to be really impressed with how romantic I am.” 
 
    With a snort, Bre leaned forward and scratched Fargo behind the ears. “You romantic? Okay, Swamp Monster, change my mind.” 
 
    “Mating rituals are complex between a male and a female. A dominant male has breeding rights. When a female is ready, she’ll sing back and forth with him, a set of rumbling and clicking noises. The male will slap his jaws on the water and then lift his tail above the surface, vibrating until the water rains off his tail in droplets. He’ll pin her in the water, press against her, mount her. The courting takes a while, but the coupling only lasts thirty seconds.” Holt arched his eyebrows. “You know damn well I’ll always take care of your body. I wouldn’t give you a thirty-second fuck and dismount. Then that male will go searching for another female afterward and start all over again. No emotion involved, it’s science. It’s chemistry to get his genetic material into the next generation. There’s not a whole lot of evolution for gatahs. There didn’t need to be. If an apex predator ain’t broken, no use fixin’ it.” 
 
    “Ah, but I think they did evolve. Along came you.” 
 
    The smile faded from Holt’s face. “Never thought about it that way.” 
 
    “Maybe gators are just more stubborn than other animals. They didn’t want to change, but change is inevitable. Maybe you aren’t a monster, Holt. Maybe you are the compromise.” 
 
    He went quiet for a few minutes after that, and Bre just pet Fargo and let him mull it over. Sometimes men needed time in their own heads. 
 
    Deeper and deeper, they went into the swamp, Holt maneuvering through the waterways like he’d done it a thousand times. Hell, maybe he had. This was Holt territory. 
 
    “Firefly,” she said, pointing at the light in the woods along the shore. 
 
    “They’ll get thicker where we’re goin’.” 
 
    “How many girls did you bring to those firefly woods?” she asked again in a rush. She really wanted to know. 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer, but Fargo seized that unfortunate moment to bark. The dog was up on the nose of the boat, looking at something ahead. It was a two-story houseboat, tied off on shore, the lights of it casting a glow onto the water. 
 
    Fargo barked again, the sound echoing through the swamp. 
 
    “Okay, okay, we’re almost there,” Holt murmured. 
 
    He tied off on a peg at the open side of the houseboat and shook his head as Fargo went scrambling out, rocking them hard as he did. Bre held onto the sides for dear life and laughed while Holt muttered a string of colorful curse words that would’ve impressed a sailor. 
 
    The houseboat was half porch with white railing around the parameter. The home part of it was covered in light blue siding. There was an upper deck with just as much outdoor space as the porch Bre was stepping onto. 
 
    It rocked gently with the waves, and Holt pressed his hand onto her lower back to guide her past a set of plastic chairs to the front door where Fargo was circling and whining to be let in. 
 
    Just as Holt lifted his fist to knock, the door swung wide, and the saturated light from inside made Bre wince. Fargo just about knocked her over as he bolted past her inside. And as she wobbled, trying to catch her balance, she was pulled unceremoniously into a back-cracking hug and was immediately overwhelmed by the scent of lavender and a deep feminine chuckle that vibrated through her entire body. 
 
    “This must be your wife,” the woman said. 
 
    “No, Gram, I told you that’s not what this is about,” Holt explained. 
 
    The statuesque woman shoved Bre out at arm’s length and studied her in the dim light from the outdoor light strands that hung from the porch rafters above. 
 
    “You got one of them flashy, pretty ones, Grandson. What did I tell you about that?” 
 
    Holt sighed and said, “Here we go. Gram, this is Bre. Bre, meet Raina Lachlan.” 
 
    Bre gasped. “Like the legend? You’re the legendary Raina?” 
 
    The woman twitched her long braid to her other shoulder and pulled Bre inside. “I don’t know about all the legends. I know about rumors, and those never served me no good.” 
 
    Now that her eyes were adjusting to the light, she could see the woman’s face. She was striking and beautiful with skin a few shades darker than Holt’s. Her hair was thick and black, and her eyes were the color of warm whiskey. She was mixed race and the most striking woman Bre had ever seen. 
 
    “Come on inside,” she said, her smile megawatt and bright white. “Been waiting a long time for Holt to bring a girl to meet me. You must be somethin’.” 
 
    Bre’s cheeks heated with pleasure as she followed Holt’s gram inside. 
 
    “This,” Holt murmured. “This is why I never wanted to bring a girl to meet you. There is no chill button with you. And I swear to God if you bring out one wedding magazine, we’re leaving and never coming back.” 
 
    “No magazines,” the woman said, leading them to a table near a small kitchen. “Got it. Good thing I gotta vision board. Are you wanting to wear white or ivory?” Raina asked Bre, turning to her with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “That’s a joke. My grandson is a great many things, and one of those is easy-to-fuck-with. Where are you from, Bre?” 
 
    “It’s interrogation time already?” she teased, taking the seat Raina pulled out for her at the table. 
 
    “Oh, no, not yet. You ain’t drunk enough for that yet. What flavor moonshine do you like?” 
 
    Raina made her way to the kitchen from where the delicious smells of seafood and spices were wafting. 
 
    Holt pushed in the chair for Bre. “Gram, I have maybe an hour.” 
 
    Bre looked up at him, and she could see it. The tension in the lines of his face, his too-bright eyes. “You need to Change soon?” 
 
    He pushed a strand of hair from her face and nodded once. 
 
    “That’s the first time you’ve talked about it,” she murmured. “Usually you make sure I’m settled in the guesthouse, and then your eyes turn bright, you say goodnight, and I’m not invited into that part of your life. That just made me feel good. You should know when you do something good, Holt,” she whispered. “I like when you let me in.” 
 
    “Gram, do you mind if she stays here while I’m out?” 
 
    “Not at all, so long as you eat somethin’ before you hit that water. And don’t you think I don’t know what you’re doin’ boy. I saw the gatah bait. Them poachers got poles up all over these parts right now. I see, boy. I don’t like it, but I see.” 
 
    Holt made his way to the kitchen and took a huge, steaming pot from the stove, then poured it into an oversize colander in the sink. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re Pap always handled it, too, and look where he is.” 
 
    “Enough, Gram.” 
 
    “No, you enough,” she snapped, rounding on him. “You bring me your girl to watch over—” 
 
    “Bond with—” 
 
    “Whatever. You think I don’t know? You think I can’t see? She’s special. You brought her here to get me to fall for her, too. That way, if something happens to you, and you know it will if you keep going like you’re goin’, she’ll have a safe place to land. Right?” 
 
    Holt’s face twisted into something monstrous for a split second before he wiped the emotion from his face. “You were always too smart for your own good, and I’m too sober to be having conversations like this.” 
 
    Raina marched right to a cabinet and pulled out three glasses and an old mason jar of something clear. 
 
    “Shhhiiiiit,” Holt muttered as he poured the shrimp from the colander back into the pot. He shook his head as he poured seasoning over the food. Smelled spicy. “You still making that stuff?” 
 
    “Sellin’ it for a fair penny, too. Your ungrateful ass just never wanted to learn my ways so this recipe will go to the grave with me.” 
 
    Holt snorted. “Ornery.” 
 
    Raina turned to Bre. “You hear the way this boy talks to me?” Raina asked. But she wore a smile and didn’t seem angry. “Maybe having you around will be good. Teach him some manners. Good Lord knows I tried and failed. Lachlan men are devils, but oh, they can be fun.” Raina winked at Bre. “Makes it almost worth hangin’ around for them.” 
 
    She poured the sloshing liquor into the three glasses and handed one to Bre. She and Holt held up their glasses. 
 
    Raina made a toast. “To this city girl and, oh, I can tell you’re city. We gonna make a swamper out of you yet, though. You just give me and Holt here a year. Toughen you up and prepare you to bear this gatah some young.” 
 
    “Oh, no, we don’t want children,” Bre blurted out. 
 
    “Nonsense and bullshit, child. Every human woman who ever met a Lachlan man said the same thing until they figured out they could handle it. What do you think I told your pap when I found out what he was?” she asked Holt. 
 
    “I literally just want to drink this,” Holt muttered, frowning at his moonshine. 
 
    “I told him hell no, and no way would I be surrounding myself with the likes of him. One gatah was enough for one woman to handle.” Her eyes softened. “And then I got tougher.” Her lips curved into a sweet smile. “And then he gave me your daddy, and I didn’t mind being surrounded.” 
 
    “This is the weirdest toast, Gram,” Holt gritted out. “You’re gonna make Bre run away.” 
 
    “Oh, boy, look at her smile. She ain’t runnin’ nowhere.” Raina arched her eyebrows high. “Are you, honey?” 
 
    Bre lifted her glass a little higher. “To not being runners.” 
 
    And there it was, the similarity between Holt and his grandmother. They had matching smiles when they were proud. 
 
    Bre tossed the drink back, completely prepared for it to be some swamper rot gut that burned the whole way down, and it did burn, but it wasn’t so bad. “Is that apple pie moonshine?” she asked. 
 
    “Mmmm hmmm, tastiest flavor I make.” 
 
    “The rest taste like poison,” Holt assured Bre as he scooped a spoonful of butter into a pan of shell-on shrimp, and added more seasoning. 
 
    “Boy, you never complained about a single flavor when you and your friends would come home lookin’ for trouble to get into.” Raina scooped what looked like gumbo out of a steaming bowl next to the stove. “Back when I lived at the Lachlan house, me and his pap were always getting on him for his wild ways.” 
 
    “Why don’t you live in the Lachlan house anymore?” Bre asked, taking two bowls of delicious-smelling, spicy food from her hands. 
 
    “Oh, after his pap passed, the house didn’t feel the same. He’s still in it. I don’t much like ghosts so I stay on the move now. Houseboat suits my needs better and, besides, Holt does a better job keeping up with that old house than I ever could.” 
 
    “Wait! The Lachlan house is haunted?” 
 
    “Every house in the swamp is haunted,” Holt said lightly. “You just learn to ignore the ghosts.” 
 
    “Okay, but wait, wait, wait. I’m scared of ghosts. Is the guesthouse haunted, too?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck yeah.” Holt poured them another round of moonshine. “You just got lucky to have the quiet ghosts.” 
 
    “No, no, no, luck would be to have no ghosts at all!” 
 
    “Look at her all scared,” Raina said with a chuckle. “One year, child, and you’ll be asking those ghosts if they like the clothes you’re wearing before you step out the door. Ain’t no ghost gonna hurt a Lachlan.” 
 
    “But…but I’m not a Lachlan.” 
 
    Raina dipped her chin to her chest and stared at Bre with something unreadable roiling in her eyes. “You sure about that?” 
 
    Stunned, she sat there for a few beats, frozen. Holt put another drink in front of her and locked his arms on the table, stared her dead in the eyes. “You’re Lachlan enough. Ain’t no ghost or human or animal who will ever bring harm to you.” There was steely promise in his voice that lifted chills on her forearms. 
 
    She’d never felt so claimed by a man. Holt had just said she was under his protection for always, right here in front of his grandmother. 
 
    Raina came to the table and sat beside Bre, set a stack of napkins at the edge and instructed her, “These are for after dinner. No point in cleaning yourself in the middle. You’ll only muck up again.” 
 
    Bre had no idea what that meant until Holt spread out a piece of thick brown paper on the table and dumped the massive pot of shrimp onto the center of it. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, this all looks so good,” Bre whispered in awe at the steaming food. 
 
    “Yeah, well make no mistake, you’re bein’ tested,” Holt informed her. “Gram’s gonna see if you like spice. Keep a poker face and don’t show her any weakness, hmmm? Swamp women can sense fear a mile away.” 
 
    Bre snorted and cracked her knuckles. “I got this.” 
 
    He sat on her other side at the square four-seater table and rubbed her leg under the table. “Atta girl,” he murmured with a wink. 
 
    She ate a few bites of the hot gumbo and nearly had an orgasm in her mouth. “Holy shitake mushrooms. Can I have the recipe for this?” 
 
    “Yes, you may.” 
 
    “What?” Holt said around a bite. “Gram, you been denying me this recipe for years.” 
 
    “She asked nicely, and she complimented my moonshine.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you like her more than me already, don’t you?” 
 
    Devoid of hesitation, Raina uttered, “Yes. Been waiting for a Lachlan woman for a long time. Now I have someone to do girl shit with in town.” 
 
    “We can get our nails done this week if you want.” 
 
    Raina gasped and arched her eyebrows at Holt. “You never offered to take me to get my nails done.” 
 
    “Because you’d chip them in four seconds out here.” 
 
    “Grandson, I’m gonna need you to start competing for my love,” she joked. 
 
    Bre was laughing as she scooped a pile of hot shrimp her way. She began to peel the first one and said, “When was the last time you had another Lachlan woman around?” 
 
    “The year was nineteen ninety-one.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Holt muttered. But the man was smiling. 
 
    “Holt’s momma decided to move from these swamps and left a scrawny little eight-year-old, dirty-faced swamp weasel behind for me to raise.” 
 
    “Your mom left you?” she asked, shocked. 
 
    “I was better off,” he murmured. “It’s not some tragic thing. She wasn’t prepared to raise a shifter. She could barely take care of herself.” 
 
    “Where was your dad?” 
 
    Holt shook his head. “Nope! Pass, next conversation.” 
 
    When Bre looked over at Raina, she was holding a half-peeled, spice-smeared shrimp between her fingers, elbows on the table, head cocked, staring at Holt. “Boy, you got communication problems.” 
 
    “Says the woman who married Miller Lachlan, the quietest man in the entire world.” 
 
    Raina shrugged. “True.” She grinned at Bre and then lowered her voice. “I always talked enough for the both of us.” 
 
    Bre giggled and nodded. “I can take care of that part, too.” 
 
    “She ain’t lyin’, Gram. This woman can talk your ear off about nothing at all. The other day, she held a five minute conversation about the size of the mosquitos out here without a single response from me.” 
 
    Bre swatted him in the arm, and he laughed. “I’m serious. I thought if I didn’t talk back, she would get bored, but she didn’t even need me for that conversation.” 
 
    “You would miss my chattering if I was gone, Holt Lachlan. You know you would.” 
 
    “I would enjoy the silence,” he said. But then he got quiet for a few seconds and admitted, “Yeah, I would miss your chatter. I’m getting used to the noise now.” He nodded his head at Fargo, who was chewing on a big bone on a pillow near them. “He would miss you, too.” 
 
    “Aw, my boys,” she crooned. 
 
    And as she sat there, peeling shrimp and listening to Raina and Holt rib each other, something struck her. Family could be a lot of things. Growing up, her parents had worked so much she’d practically raised herself. And for a long time, her view of family was fractured. For most people, family was the two parents and two kids type of gig. For some, it was just finding a partner you wanted to tackle life with. For some, it was a mom and dad and siblings and aunts and uncles and reunions. For some, it was friends who turned into family. 
 
    Bre had always thought family wasn’t really for her because of her loneliness as a kid, her job as an adult, and because of the decisions she’d made with her life. 
 
    But here, in the Swamps of Uncertain, she’d stumbled onto something special. She had Fargo and now Raina. And she’d fallen in love with a man who’d promised to protect her. With a man who she was pretty sure would learn to love her back someday. It might not look like other people’s love stories. He was a shifter, and even now she could see the water calling him. There would be no normalcy in her life here, but that was okay. 
 
    But this little family she’d found made everything worth it. 
 
    For the first time in her life…Bre felt like she belonged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna have to roll me out of here,” Bre said, leaning back in her chair. “That was the best meal I’ve ever eaten.” 
 
    “Ungrateful,” Holt teased. “Listen to her,” he said, pushing his chair back on two legs. “I been cookin’ for her all week, and she comes here once, and suddenly it’s the best food in the world.” 
 
    Raina chuckled. “Oh, we’re competing now.” 
 
    “Chhhh. I’m making Cajun-stuffed flounder for her tomorrow night, Gram. Compete with that.” 
 
    “Boy, tuck that index finger in better if you’re gonna flip me off. You lost all your trainin’?” 
 
    Bre snickered and started rolling up the messy parchment paper they’d been eating on. Holt and Raina were really funny together. “I like this competition. Feeeeed meeee.” 
 
    A long, low rumble filled the room, and when Bre looked up at Holt, he was wincing with his eyes closed. 
 
    “Does it hurt if you put off Changing for too long?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m used to it.” 
 
    “No, boy, tell her how it really is,” Raina demanded. “She should know it all.” 
 
    Holt sighed and opened his eyes, now bright gold with long pupils. “The Change hurts. Putting off a Change hurts. Being in my human skin hurts.” 
 
    “Oooh, Holt,” Bre murmured. She wished she could take some of that burden from him, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t share it anyway if given the choice. 
 
    “Go on, boy,” Raina said softly. “Go do your gatah deeds. We’ll hold here. It’ll be like the old days, waiting on my Miller. I’ll teach your mate how to be patient.” 
 
    Holt held Raina’s gaze for a moment and then nodded and stood. He gripped the back of Bre’s neck gently as he passed. “I’ll be back in a few hours.” 
 
    Bre watched him walk out the front door. She missed him already. Raina twitched her head and said, “You should see him. Then we’ll see if you aren’t a runner.” 
 
    “The rumors…” Bre said, standing. “The ones where you could control the alligators in this swamp. The ones where people disappeared because you sicced your predators on them. Are those true?” 
 
    “Next time you’re in town, ask about the type of men who disappeared. Were they poachers? Murderers? People who came after my family because of what they thought they knew about us? I never controlled the alligators. There were only two I cared about back then. My husband and my son. It’s a dangerous game, poking at an alligator nest. Especially when you have two males in the territory sick of people trying to kill them. Sick of people trying to kill the ones they love. No, I never controlled a gatah. You can’t control a force of nature. I loved them instead.” 
 
    Bre’s heart ached for the sadness in Raina’s eyes. 
 
    “What happened to Holt’s dad?” 
 
    Raina dropped her gaze to the table where she was shredding the corner of the parchment paper. “Same thing that happened to my Miller. Same thing that happened to Miller’s dad, and his dad, and his dad. Same thing that happens to every Lachlan male.” She dragged her raw gaze up to Bre. “Same thing that will take Holt. We call it the Lachlan Curse. Humans kill the things that scare them. It’s in their nature, and until there is a cure for that? Every Lachlan son will meet their end the same way. It is the burden of a Lachlan woman to accept their mate’s destiny and to protect them for as long as they possibly can. It’s our burden to watch them leave, knowing every night could be the last time we see them, kiss them, touch them. It’s our burden to become so strong that when they leave us, we remain unbreakable. Quiet queens of the swamp, carrying on our work to protect it as best as we can until the next generation is old enough to keep order again.” She looked at the door. “You earned Holt’s heart. I never seen him like this. He’s happy. I hoped…” Her lip trembled and her eyes filled. Thickly, she tried again, “I hoped he would find you before the end.” 
 
    Bre slid her hand onto the woman’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’ll keep him safe,” she whispered. 
 
    Raina patted her hand and nodded. 
 
    As Bre walked outside, the screen door banging closed behind her, she wanted to cry. This wasn’t some simple story for a news station. This story was full of tragedy. It was full of bad things happening to generations of a family simply because of how they were born. 
 
    And her Holt was next. She knew Raina was right; she’d already dragged his bleeding body out of the swamp and faced off with poachers. How many times could Holt endure that before he didn’t come back at all? 
 
    In one of the plastic chairs by the edge of the houseboat porch, Holt sat, his elbows on his knees, his attention on the swamp. Their soundtrack was the frogs tonight. The murky water rippled, distorting the halos of light from the house. 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” he murmured. “I was having fun tonight. I wish I could stay with you.” His voice sounded so raw. “I wish…” 
 
    She approached him slow and then stood between his knees, cupped the back of his head and let him rest his forehead against her stomach. “You wish what?” 
 
    “I wish I was like you.” 
 
    Human. He wished he was human. 
 
    Her heart broke a little more. 
 
    “I love you just the way you are, Holt Lachlan,” she whispered, pulling his shirt over his head. 
 
    He stood smoothly and kissed her, his fingers resting lightly on her neck. There was the rumbling of his animal, the sound she’d learned to love because it was a big part of him. 
 
    When she rested her hand on his chest, he eased back, searched her eyes. “Say it again.” 
 
    Bre smiled, but the motion dislodged a tear. It slipped down her cheek in a tiny river and fell from her jaw. He caught it in his flat hand. The teardrop sat in a little splat in the center of his palm. 
 
    “Is this from sadness?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she assured him. 
 
    “Then please, say it again.” 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips softly to his. And when she eased back down, she whispered, “I love you just the way you are.” 
 
    He swallowed hard and wrapped his fingers around her tear, clenched his fist, and let it rest by his side. “It’s enough.” 
 
    He shed his boots and pants smoothly and then stood on the edge of the porch, looking at the water, body tense, ready to dive in deep. 
 
    But before he did, he turned and looked at her with his lips curving up just slightly. “One.” 
 
    And then he dove gracefully into the murky water. 
 
    She rushed to the edge and gripped the railing just as a massive alligator broke the surface and leapt out of the water. She’d never seen anything like him. Scales and power, water flinging from his long, thick head as he opened his mouth and arched to the side. He hit the water so hard, a massive wave rocked the entire houseboat dangerously. 
 
    She should’ve been scared being this close to a monster, but that was the thing about perception. Anyone else would’ve deemed him so, but she didn’t anymore. There was nothing monstrous about him. 
 
    He circled right beside the boat, just feet away from her. She could see the spiked ridges on his back, skimming the surface as he swam right at the top of the water in front of her. He was the size of a great white shark, but she wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t swimming so close to hurt her. He was swimming this close to let her in. To let her see him. 
 
    She could see the ripples in the water as he swam away, down the channel and out of the light. 
 
    One. 
 
    The number of girls he’d brought to see his firefly hideaway. 
 
    One. 
 
    The number she’d asked for. 
 
    One. 
 
    A single word that meant three. 
 
    I trust you. 
 
    She didn’t know how she was going to keep him safe from the Lachlan Curse. 
 
    But she would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Water damage. 
 
    Her cell phone was totally fucked thanks to yesterday’s rainstorm, but at least the guy at the phone store had saved her contacts and pictures and transferred them to her new one. Holt’s was even worse off than hers and had to be completely replaced. She hoped he had backed up his pictures. That was an expensive morning adventure. 
 
    Bre jogged across the street toward a hamburger joint and connected a call to Brian. 
 
    “Holy fuckin’ shit, Hayne! Do you know how worried I’ve been?” 
 
    “Sorry, my phone got water damage in the rain yesterday—” 
 
    “Bullshit. You ghosted me, and you know it. And guess who had to handle the station freaking out when you went MIA? Me!” 
 
    “Can you meet me?” she asked low, smiling at a mother and two kids eating ice cream in front of the restaurant. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At the gas station on Main Street that sells burgers.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five.” 
 
    The phone clicked and went dead. Geez, he was pissed, and she got it. She’d handled this all bad, but really, there wasn’t some map on how to ditch your job when your moral compass started suddenly pointing north. She’d always been the steady one. Just did whatever she needed to do to get the story. 
 
    Sitting down at a table, she suddenly felt like a new person. So much had changed over the last week. Her wants and needs had changed. Hell, she wasn’t the same person. 
 
    Made extra clear when Brian made his way through the door and looked her up and down with a deep frown furrowing his brows. “What the fuck are you wearing?” he whispered. 
 
    “Uuuuuh…” Bre looked down at her tank top and cut-off shorts. Perhaps she shouldn’t have left the top two buttons undone on her tank, but it was hot. She cleared her throat and went to buttoning the buttons. 
 
    “You stopped wearing the mic,” he said low, glancing around. 
 
    “I have to talk to you about something important.” 
 
    His dark eyes jerked to hers. “I want a double meat double cheeseburger.” 
 
    “Brian—” 
 
    “And fries. It’s okay, Hayne. We’ll get back on track. All is forgiven. We just need to regroup.” 
 
    “Brian—” 
 
    “The station has given us an extension. You can thank me for that. I covered for you and—” 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore.” Bre inhaled deeply and pushed the microphone pin across the table to him.  
 
    Brian stared at the small contraption, the shackle to her old life. “Why are you doing this?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I fell for him. He’s not like what everyone thinks. He’s not a monster.” 
 
    “Bre,” he said on a breath, wrapping his hand around the microphone. “Don’t do this. This story is our big break. It’s my break. It’s getting out of that shitty news van, chasing shitty stories. Shitty hotels, shitty food. The station will treat us like kings after this break. We have a shifter on the hook. A real one. That promotion we’ve been working for is right there. You don’t give a shit about your career anymore, Bre? What about me? It’s my name being connected to a story that matters.” 
 
    “But matters for what?” she asked, leaning forward. “For what, Brian? Do you really want to build your career on a story that ruins a life?” 
 
    “He’s just an animal—” 
 
    “No,” she sternly said, grabbing his hands. “We are.” She released his hands and leaned back in her chair. “I’m sorry, but this is where I get out of the van. I’ll call the station and put in my resignation. I’ll put in a good word for you and try to help as much as I’m able, but I can’t do this anymore. Brian, I’m happy here. Happy. Me.” 
 
    His eyes softened, and he sighed. “Fuck.” He chewed on his bottom lip and stared out the window for a minute, and then he shook his head. “Okay. Okay, you win. We’ve been through a lot, and you’ve never once said that. You’ve never told me you were happy.” He gave her a sad smile. “You deserve it, Bre.” He stood and murmured, “Keep in touch.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Brian,” she said as he walked out. 
 
    She watched him through the window as he got into the old brown news van parked out front and drove away. It was the end of an era for her, and it was a little sad. She and Brian had been through a lot; he was right. So many adventures, so much travelling together. They’d been a team for years, and she’d gone and changed everything up on them. 
 
    “Everything okay?” a man asked from a few tables over. 
 
    When Bre looked over at him, she was struck by recognition. It was the car salesman they’d bought Beetlejuice from. Liam. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, waving. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    Liam was frowning at Brian. “Nothin’ fancy about this place. You good?” he asked Bre. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Just finishing up lunch.” 
 
    Liam was in casual clothes, jeans, a black T-shirt with a gray logo on the front, and a black baseball cap. He was eating alone. 
 
    “Would you like to join me?” she offered out of politeness. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” Liam tossed a wad of cash onto the table and stood, made his way to the door. A bell dinged as he opened it. “You sure you’re good?” he asked again before he left. 
 
     “Of course. Just saying goodbye to a friend. Change is hard sometimes. Hard but worth it.” 
 
    “Mmm. I hope so,” he said. 
 
    She didn’t understand what he meant by that, but everyone she’d met in Uncertain was a little strange, so okay. She shook her head at the rollercoaster of a day and smiled as the waitress came up to take her order. 
 
    A quick lunch was all she needed to clear her head, and then she would meet Holt back at the shop after he returned from his ten o’clock tour. He would have her feeling right as rain again in no time. 
 
    He was magic like that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    This lady was weird. His tour had consisted of three ladies in their thirties on a girl trip, whatever the fuck that was. The blonde had been blinking a lot at him, though, and he was pretty sure she was about three centimeters from a nip slip in that barely-there tank top she was wearing. Why weren’t her friends tucking her titties away for her? He thought human women were supposed to stick together in packs-that-have-their-backs. It sure as hell wasn’t his job to tell her to dress appropriately. The woman had refused sunscreen on account of it making her skin feel slimy. Denied the bug spray, too, for the same reason. And now she was the color of a lobster and itching all the bites she had. But hey, no slimy skin. 
 
    She was blinking at him again as he helped her out of the boat and onto the dock. Lord give him patience not to turn into his gatah and eat the stupid woman. 
 
    “I sure appreciate you taking such good care of us out there,” the woman crooned. Christ, he’d already forgotten her name. 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    Liar. You hate her. She don’t have red hair like our mate. 
 
    “Do you have something in your eye?” he asked as she kept batting them at him. 
 
    The woman giggled and slapped her hand on his chest playfully. 
 
    Eat her. 
 
    Holt backed up a few steps and gave her a tight smile. “I’m glad y’all had fun out there. I’m gonna get ready for the next tour. You have a good day now, Miss.” 
 
    He ignored the pout on her full lips and made his way to the shop where he had big plans to chug a beer before the next tour showed up. Good gah, those women had asked the dumbest questions. What time did he wake up every day? What did he wear to sleep in? Had he ever wrestled an alligator? Where did he get his accent? Why wasn’t he wearing a wedding ring? He was pretty sure they’d been drinking before the tour. 
 
    For fuck’s sake, he felt bad for the gators. They’d gotten about zero attention from the blabbermouths. 
 
    He rounded the corner and nearly ran into Liam Cross. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” Holt murmured, giving him space fast. “You know the rules, asshole. Stay out of each other’s territory.” 
 
    Kill him. Change and kill him. He knows the rules. He broke the rules. 
 
    Holt shook his head hard to shut the animal up as Liam pushed off the side of the shop where he was leaning. 
 
    “I’m not here for a dominance battle, Holt. I’m here with a concern.” 
 
    Holt hooked his hands on his hips and frowned at the parking lot where the three girls from the tour were loading up into a rental car. “Concern for what?” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    Holt studied the shifter’s face. His voice held honest notes. He was telling the truth. Liam handed his phone over to Holt. On the screen was a picture of Bre and some man he didn’t recognize, staring at something on the table between them. “The fuck?” he asked, zooming in to the pin on the table, the one that Bre liked to wear. “When was this?” 
 
    “An hour ago. I debated not getting involved. They bought a truck from me last week, and I figured she was answering that stupid ad you put out to The Holler. I told you it was a risk when you did that. I fuckin’ told you too many humans are aware of The Holler now. I really thought you would’ve figured her out, Holt.” 
 
    Holt shook his head. “I don’t understand. Figured out what?” 
 
    “I got a peek in that dude’s van, and he had audio and video equipment.” 
 
    All holt could do was shake his head and repeat, “I don’t understand.” His heart was slithering down his body to his toes right now. 
 
    Liam huffed a breath and yanked his phone back. “I don’t owe you anything, Lachlan. Don’t you forget that, and I’m not gonna go feeling guilty for not warning you just because your head’s too far up your ass to see a snake in your own fuckin’ garden.” He typed something in and handed the phone back to Holt, a deep rumble emanating from him. 
 
    Holt’s gator answered with a challenging growl of his own, but the human side of Holt was busy breaking in half. On the screen, Bre was dressed in a pantsuit, holding an umbrella, being pelted with rain as she talked about the quality of cafeteria food outside of some school named Barksworthy Academy. 
 
    “She’s a reporter, man.” 
 
    Holt shook his head, back and forth, back and forth. This wasn’t happening. He knew Bre. Knew her. She loved him just as he was. He loved her, too. Loved.  
 
    Loved? 
 
    No, no, no. Not our mate. She wouldn’t hurt us. She would protect us. She took the bullet out of us. She kissed us. No flinching away from us. She saw me and she didn’t run. Not our mate. She’s good. Not a snake. 
 
    The phone was burning his hands, so he shoved it at Liam and stumbled backward. “What have I done?” 
 
    And Liam, for all of his asshole tendencies and their rivalry for dominance over the years, wasn’t gloating right now. He wasn’t pointing and laughing at how stupid Holt had been. Instead, he looked sorry. And that was worse. 
 
    He jammed his finger at Liam. “Don’t you pity me.” 
 
    He turned, gave the predator his back, and walked toward the house. And then he jogged. And as the pain of denial warred inside of him with the betrayal he felt, he began to run. 
 
    He ran and ran, pushing his legs harder, past the point of burn, past the point of ache, past the point of exhaustion. He didn’t slow when the ground turned uneven or the swampy woods that separated the shop and the house turned thick. He just ran faster. Faster and faster until he skidded to a stop in front of the guesthouse. He hesitated a moment, chest heaving, and then he ripped the door open and made his way inside. 
 
    And then the search began. The search of her suitcase, her drawers. Of her girl things in the bathroom and the drawers in the kitchen. He ran his fingertips across and over and under every surface of the house until he touched something under the end table in the living room. 
 
    He fell to his knees and looked under it to find the proof of a snake in his own garden, like Liam had said. 
 
    A small black device was taped underneath. A bug. 
 
    He ripped it off and held it in his palm, right where he’d caught Bre’s tear last night. 
 
    Nothing in this world had ever hurt so much. Not the death of Pap, or of his father. Not his mother leaving. Not growing up alone with what he was, or forcing himself to become a man without anyone to look up to. Not a bullet. 
 
    This was a pain he’d never felt before, one that ripped his guts in half. He looked down to see if he was bleeding out, but his chest was still closed. This was love? This? This was love? This was loving him just as he was? 
 
    It hurt. Hurt so bad. So bad. 
 
    He closed his fist around the bug and crushed it as the scream of fury and pain ripped out of him. 
 
    One. 
 
    One. 
 
    The gator was invisible right now, had retreated deep inside of him to escape his pain. 
 
    “Sorry, monster,” Holt murmured, “you’ll have to swim deeper than that.” 
 
    Pain like this didn’t have a bottom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Huh. The tour must’ve been cancelled because no one was in the parking lot of the shop. And Holt wasn’t here either. 
 
    A little part of her was disappointed because she wouldn’t get to walk home with him.  
 
    She put Beetlejuice back into gear and drove to the house. The second she pulled into the long drive, she smiled to herself. Nothing had ever felt like home quite like this. She’d chosen him. She’d called her boss and quit her job, and she’d chosen this life with Holt. 
 
    She was filled with such hope now. 
 
    Holt was sitting on the top stair of the porch, elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped in front of his mouth, his baseball cap pulled low. He was wearing her favorite shirt today, a white one with a blue beer logo, that hugged the curves of his muscular chest and broad shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, hot boy,” she called out the window with a wave. 
 
    He didn’t move, though. Something was wrong. Someone had messed with him, or perhaps something bad happened with the tour. 
 
    She parked next to his Bronco in the marks she’d carved into his yard with the truck. Home, home, home. 
 
    The sound of the closing door of the truck echoed through the swamp. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    He slowly shook his head back and forth. 
 
    She climbed the stairs but paused right in front of him when she saw her suitcase on the porch behind him. “Holt?” she whispered, reaching for him, but he flinched away. 
 
    “Don’t need your touch,” he murmured in a deep, gravelly voice she’d never heard before. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Holt glared at her, his eyes bright yellow with reptilian pupils. He radiated rage as he took his clenched fist from in front of his face and unfurled his fingers. 
 
    The microphone bug she’d planted in the guest house was in his hand, crushed. She’d completely forgotten about it. She could feel the color draining from her face. “I can explain.” 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    “Holt, that was before I knew you. I came here to—” 
 
    “Trick me, right? You came to find out about me? So you could stand in front of a camera and talk about my personal life. You got me to open up, earned my trust, so you could find out more?” His voice was scary quiet. 
 
    “Holt—” 
 
    “Yes or no?” he yelled. “Is that why you came here?” 
 
    There was no point in lying. He could hear lies. Tears streamed down her face, and she bit her trembling lip hard to try to gain control of her emotions. She’d hurt him. 
 
    “Is that…why you…came here?” he rumbled. 
 
    “Yes. But it’s not why I stayed.” 
 
    Holt stood and ran his hand down his beard. “I want you to leave.” 
 
    “No. Please Holt, just let me explain. I quit my job. I didn’t give them anything. I’m protecting you—” 
 
    “Protecting me? Do you even know how to tell the truth, Bre?” he yelled. “Do you even know what the truth is anymore?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I do! I’m going to protect you, I promise, just—” 
 
    “Protecting me isn’t your job anymore.” He grabbed her suitcase from behind him and strode down the stairs with it. No, this wasn’t happening. She’d quit. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about it, but I didn’t know how.” 
 
    “It’s easy, Hollywood. You don’t invade a private man’s property with the intent to betray him, and then there’s no need for explanations.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Holt. I couldn’t follow through with the story because I fell in love with you.” She was sobbing now, following him to her truck. 
 
    She pulled on the suitcase, but he yanked it out of her hands and rounded on her. “I was wrong! You aren’t a Lachlan. Lachlans are loyal.” His glowing eyes flashed with such hatred. “You’re just like all the other humans.” 
 
    Those words cut her like the blades of a dozen knives, right through her heart. “No,” she murmured as he tossed her suitcase into the back of her truck. “Please, Holt. Just give me ten minutes, and I’ll—” 
 
    “Trust is earned, Bre.” He rested his back against her truck and slammed his head back, stared at the sky. “It’s earned and then it’s deserved, but you failed.” When he looked back at her, the moisture rimming his eyes broke her heart the rest of the way. “I should’ve never let you in. You’ve caused damage you can never undo. Please just leave me alone.” 
 
    The way he’d worded that… 
 
    He hadn’t just said please leave. He’d said please leave him alone. Alone. Because of her, he would never trust again. He would cling to his swamp, to his territory, defending it alone until the day the Lachlan curse took him, and she wouldn’t be here. 
 
    Tears streamed down her face in an endless river. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered brokenly. She pulled his new phone out of her pocket. Stupidly, she’d changed his lock screen to a picture of them to surprise him, but that didn’t matter now. She didn’t have it in her to change it. “Here.” She handed it to him. 
 
    And then she got in her truck, turned a wide loop in the yard, and made her way back up the driveway. Her sniffles and hitched breaths were her soundtrack as she drove away from him. In the rearview, she could see him watching her leave, his hands looped behind his head, the look of heartbreak swimming in those striking alligator eyes. She was going to miss him so much. 
 
    And there was nothing she could do. No way to save them. 
 
    She’d ruined both of their futures, and she would never forgive herself until she made it right. 
 
    At least for him. Because that’s what love was. It was owning mistakes and doing better for the other person. It was keeping them safe from harm, even if it hurt to do it. 
 
    One. 
 
    That was the number of men she’d ever loved. 
 
    One. 
 
    That was the number of losses that would echo through her entire life. 
 
    One. 
 
    Bre broke down in sobs as she hit the main road. 
 
    One was the number of mistakes she would never be able to forgive herself for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Bre lifted her fist to the door, but hesitated just before knocking. This would change everything. It would further ruin her relationship with Holt, but it could make him safer. Maybe, just maybe, she could help break the Lachlan Curse from afar. 
 
    Before she disappeared into obscurity, she could give him this. So Bre knocked on the cheap hotel door. 
 
    When Brian opened it, he had never looked more confused. “Why are you crying? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. No.” She fell forward and buried her face in his chest as another round of tears came on. 
 
    He sighed and patted her back awkwardly. He’d always been like a brother to her and so weird about hugging. “Holt found out, didn’t he?” 
 
    She couldn’t do much more than nod. 
 
    “Aw, shit. Well, what are you going to do about it? Do you have a plan?” 
 
    Bre stepped back and wiped her eyes. That was enough of the breaking down. She could do that later, but right now she needed to do something big. Something that required her to be stronger than she’d ever been before. 
 
    She lifted her eyes to Brian, lifted her chin, and straightened her spine. “I need your help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    This was his least favorite part of the day. 
 
    The walk home from the shop felt really different now. Hell, he’d started bringing Fargo with him to work just to ease the loneliness. 
 
    Loneliness. The whole reason he’d put that stupid ad out for a mate in the first place, and where did that get him? He watched Fargo’s back as the shepherd trotted through the woods ahead of him. He’d been stronger before, but Bre had come in and given him an awful gift. She’d opened the door to his cage of loneliness and set him free. And now he had to figure out how to sit in the cage again and watch the rest of the world keep turning without him. He used to live for solitude. Solitude was safe. It kept people at arm’s length and away from the truth about what he was. 
 
    But Bre had seen him. She’d seen him, all of him, even the pieces he hadn’t realized existed inside him. The feelings and emotions he thought he was incapable of—she’d brought them all out. And at the time, it had been invigorating. Terrifying, but exciting, because he’d had hope that he wasn’t going to walk and leave the world alone. Bre would be with him. 
 
    For thirty-five years, he’d lived like a ghost. But for a week, he had lived. 
 
    How did he go back now? How could he feel fulfilled with his quiet life? Without laughter or someone to care about his day? 
 
    His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he checked the screen. Like every other time he saw the selfie of him and Bre that she had put on his phone, his heart clenched. Oh, he could change the picture, but he wasn’t ready yet. It was the last trace of her. Three days into purgatory, and he was still clinging to a silly picture where she was smiling up at him like he was important. And that’s what people wanted, right? To feel important to someone. To anyone. It was a basic human need, and Bre had taught him that it was a basic shifter need, too. 
 
    Gram was calling, but he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t talk to her now and explain how fucked up everything had gotten. She would be so sad, and he couldn’t be the one to tell her that what he was had been more important to Bre than who he was. 
 
    Holt moved to shove the phone back into his pocket, but a text lit up the screen. It was Liam. 
 
    Answer your gram’s call, asshole. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Gram called again. 
 
    Holt paused in the woods, under the rays of evening sunlight, just in view of Bre’s weeping willow. That’s what he called it now. He could never see those low-hanging branches again without thinking about how he’d touched her body under them. 
 
     “Hey, Gram,” he answered the call somberly. 
 
    “Boy, you need to get up to Tackey’s. Right now. Get in your truck and come up here.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Something big. Something I want you to see.” Gram swallowed audibly, and her voice went all thick. “Something I want you to see.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, Gram, I’ll be right there.” He hung up and jogged the last hundred yards to his Bronco. Something was happening. Something big. Gram never asked him to come into town; she knew how much he hated it. 
 
    Tackey’s, the place where he’d taken Bre the first night he’d met her. More memories to lock away. More hurt, but if Gram needed something, she was all he had left. And Lachlans took care of each other. 
 
    Fargo came right along with him and waited at the door of the Bronco, so okay. Fuck it. “Get on in the truck, boy,” he murmured, opening the door. 
 
    Fargo hopped into the passenger seat, and Holt peeled out of his driveway and headed for town, right past the firefly fields he would never visit again and straight into the parking lot of Tackey’s. 
 
    The lot was full, and people were streaming inside. Even the street was covered in parked cars. 
 
    “What the hell?” he murmured. He had no choice but to park on the grassy abandoned lot beside the restaurant. Even that was filling up. The outside-bar was chock full of people drinking and watching a big-screen television someone had set up beside it. 
 
    Seemed like everyone in Uncertain had turned out for a random bar night. This was his nightmare, being shoved in a small space with all these humans. 
 
    But just as he changed his mind and was about to turn right back around, he saw Gram. She was standing beside the door, her cheeks flushed as she stared at him. 
 
    Heaving a sigh, he made his way to the bar door, zigzagging around the other patrons pouring in. 
 
    “What’s happening?” he asked. 
 
    “Hurry. It’s starting now, and I have a seat saved for us up front.” 
 
    Gram grabbed his hand, like she had when he was a little kid, and she pulled him right inside Tackey’s, past the host stand, through the crowds of people and to the bar. To the same seats he’d sat in with Bre. Fuck, his chest hurt. 
 
    Liam sat on his other side, but the gator inside of Holt was still. He didn’t even feel like fighting, more proof that Bre had broken him completely with her betrayal. 
 
    Liam slid a pair of beers over to Holt and Gram. His too-bright eyes were hidden by sunglasses, but Holt could still see the glow. “What is this?” 
 
    “A beer.” 
 
     Now Holt just wanted to punch him in his sarcastic face. “I mean why is everyone here?” 
 
    “Bre set this up,” Gram said, staring up at a brand new, huge television someone had mounted behind the bar. 
 
    “Bre?” he asked, sitting up straighter. “Gram, I have to tell you something about her. Something she did.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what she did. She called me and told me everything. I think I’ve watched every story she’s reported over the last three days. I’m proud of her. She’s real good at what she does.” 
 
    “But…” Holt frowned and looked at Liam, then back to Gram. “She came here to expose me.” 
 
    Gram took a long drink of her beer and then leveled him with a gaze. “You didn’t listen to her, boy. She came here to betray you.” Gram arched her eyebrow. “She couldn’t follow through. You became hers to protect instead. Look around you. What do you see?” 
 
    “A bunch of fuckin’ townies,” he murmured, frowning at a massive buffet line set up against the wall. That was a first. Tackey’s didn’t do buffet-style meals. 
 
    “Bre spent her life savings to pay for this party,” Liam rumbled. 
 
    “Why? Why would she do that?” 
 
    Liam pointed to the television screen with the neck of his beer. “So they can all see this.” 
 
    On the TV, Bre sat on the bench of a picnic table in front of the Norman Motel in town. She was wearing a blue sundress, and her hair was done in perfect curls cascading down her shoulders. Her eyes were all done up with makeup, but her freckles were on display. She sat ramrod straight, her hands clasped in her lap, her lips trembling slightly. 
 
    A man’s voice asked a question. “What were you sent here to do?” 
 
    “To get the public a story on a real shifter.” She cleared her throat and lifted her chin higher. “Before I start, I want to say something. I know what I’m about to do will hurt a man I love. I know he’ll never forgive me, and I know I have to live with that. But if I can keep him safe, it’s worth it to me.” 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” the man encouraged her. 
 
    “This was supposed to be the story that made my career. And so I ignored the little voice inside of me, telling me it was wrong to trick a person. I convinced myself that Holt Lachlan wasn’t really a man, that he was just an animal. That’s how I justified answering his ad for a mate and tricking him.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I lasted a day.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I met him, he was prickly and private. He wouldn’t talk to me about anything real, and I didn’t understand his reactions to anything. I didn’t understand his instincts. But he took me to this place in the woods and showed me this swarm of fireflies.” The scene cut to his woods, his special place, the lights of the bugs blinking rapidly. 
 
    Around him, people were murmuring low, but their attention was on the TV. Joe turned up the volume even louder while Holt sat there frozen to his seat. 
 
    “He showed me something special to him, and there was a shift in my heart. He wasn’t some cold-blooded predator shifter and nothing more. He was a man. He took me to eat in town so I could try the local food.” She smiled and wiped a tear before it felt to her cheek, and then she gave a little wave. “Hello, Tackey’s.” 
 
    A chorus of whoops and cheers and whistles sounded from the people around him, and Holt looked around in shock. Gram was smiling at him with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “The Lachlans have lived in Uncertain for generations, and people like to make up legends about them. But the truth is, their family history is terribly tragic. They’re hunted in the swamps because of what they are. Hunted. And maybe some of you are justifying it, too. They’re just animals. But I’m telling you, you’re wrong.” 
 
    The scene cut to a picture of Holt when he was a boy, swinging from a rope from the banks of Caddo Lake right in front of the Lachlan House. Next picture was one of him, maybe five years old, snuggling against Gram sleeping as she and Pap talked on the porch in a couple of plastic lawn chairs. Next was him and Liam when they were ten, arms flung around each other, both holding a string of catfish they’d caught, both grinning from ear to ear. That had been before the gators in them became enemies. The next one was of him and Gram, dressed for a funeral, holding hands on the bank by the house, staring out at a boat of flowers they’d made when Pap passed away. 
 
    “Fuck,” he uttered, dropping his gaze to the bar top to get control of his emotions. He shook his head hard as Liam clapped him on the back. 
 
    And then there was Bre again. “By day two with him, I couldn’t wear the microphone anymore. He was so much more than I could’ve imagined. Loyal, hard-working, caring. His dog loves him.” She laughed thickly. “He’s probably sitting in the bar right next to him. Hi, Fargo.” 
 
    “She’s good,” one of the townies said, scratching Fargo behind the ears from where he sat at Holt’s side. 
 
    “He let me in, but I didn’t want to do the story anymore. I didn’t want to use what he told me for ratings or for views. I told my cameraman and my network that I quit. They called it “going native.” And I had. I fell in love with Uncertain, Texas. With the people there and the culture. Definitely with the food,” she said with a chuckle. “With the job Holt does as a swamp guide. Seriously, if you want an authentic swamp tour experience, take it from a shifter who actually lives and breathes for that environment.” She fidgeted with the fabric of her sundress. “I messed up and assumed he was like the media portrays shifters. Like he was more animal than man. Like he had less value. I was so soooo wrong. I was supposed to betray him, but I fell in love with him instead.” 
 
    The scene faded to a video of him walking through the woods with Fargo. “One smile,” she said from behind the camera. 
 
    “That’ll be five bucks.” 
 
    “Five bucks for a smile?” 
 
    “Yep. Pay up, and you can have it.” 
 
    An acorn flew through the air and hit him in the back of the head. He turned, laughing. It was a big laugh, deep and bellowing. He barely recognized himself. Is that what he looked like when he was happy? 
 
    Next was a picture of their hands, clasped together as they walked. 
 
    Next was him putting gas in the boat, smiling at a little girl who was asking him questions about alligators. Next was a selfie of them, the one on his phone—the one where she was looking up at him and he was looking down at her. Smiling. He was always smiling. 
 
    Fuck, his chest hurt. It hurt. 
 
    Bre was a sneaky picture taker, but he was thankful for that. She’d caught moments he hadn’t taken the time to appreciate. She was showing the world how she saw him. And as the pictures went on and on, morphing one into the next, he began to see how she saw him, too. 
 
    He put his hand over his mouth and squeezed his jaw as he watched her out him as something so much more than he ever thought he could be. 
 
    The room was silent now. No one moved, no one talked. They just watched as the scene cut back to Bre. 
 
    “Uncertain, Texas. You don’t realize it, but you have a treasure. You have my treasure, and this is the part where I beg you to take care of it. Don’t keep him on the outside anymore. Don’t make up rumors or join a mob against him. Look at him. Seriously, Uncertain. Look at that man.” Tears fell down her cheeks. “Look at that brilliant, caring, important, strong man. He’s not trying to hurt you with what he is. He’s just trying to survive one day to the next, just like everyone else. He’s trying to find his happiness, just like you. I messed that up a little. He trusted me, and I failed him. Big lesson learned, and I will pay for it for the rest of my life. So please, Uncertain, since I can’t be there to protect the man I love, can you do it for me? Stop the poaching. Be the good, loyal people I know you are. He’s yours. My heart is living in your swamp.” Bre inhaled deeply, and her pretty blue eyes were so full of emotion as she begged, “Please protect him.” 
 
    The scene cut to a newsroom with a man and a woman in business attire, sitting behind a desk, both staring at the camera with wide eyes. 
 
    “Well…” the female news anchor said. “That was something.” 
 
    The man looked at someone off camera. “I know I know. Okay, they’re telling us to get it together,” he said with a chuckle. “Next up is a story— You know what, I have something to say. Uncertain, please do as she asked.” 
 
    The lady sniffed, and he looked over at her. “Are you crying?” 
 
    “It was just really sweet to see a story like that.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to cut to the weather.” 
 
    Joe turned down the television as it panned over to a man in front of a weather map. Joe looked around, but nobody moved. No one talked. “Holy hell, Holt. She just outed you.” 
 
    “No, Holt,” Gram murmured, twisting in her seat to look at the quiet room. “She just gave you an army.” 
 
    Holt turned to see a man standing behind him, offering his hand. Mac Turner. He’d never said a word to Holt, but he offered his hand and murmured, “You need anything, my family got you.” 
 
    Stunned, Holt shook his hand. “I appreciate it, Mr. Turner.” 
 
    “Call me Toby.” The old man nodded once and made room for Nall Redding to shake Holt’s hand. 
 
    Holt looked at Liam, but his childhood friend was just smiling up at the TV, drinking his beer, sunglasses still on. 
 
    Holt and Gram stood and started greeting the masses of people pushing forward. Oh, there were some who walked out. Some who looked scared to talk to them. But the majority of the men and women went out of their way to show Holt their support. 
 
    “You got a good one,” Stacy, who ran the general store, told him. “Maybe don’t let that one get away.” 
 
    “That was the Norman Motel up the road she was filming in front of,” one of the Harris brothers called out. “Maybe she’s still there.” 
 
    Another man shook his hand and pulled Holt in for a hug, clapped him on the back. The next townie did that, too, and then the next as Holt slowly made his way through the crowd. 
 
    Look what she’d done. Thirty five years in a cage, and she hadn’t shoved him back in it at all. Instead, she’d thrown a grenade on his prison so he could never go back. She’d done that for him. 
 
    I love you just the way you are. 
 
    He had to find her. 
 
    “Are you gonna go get her?” someone called from the crowd as he moved through the maze of people toward the door. 
 
    “I’m gonna try!” he said through a grin. 
 
    The chorus of cheering was deafening, and over and over, he was clapped on the back. He shook so many hands on the way out. At the door, he turned and said, “Thank y’all for being…” He cleared his throat. He’d never been good with words. “Thank you for being you.” 
 
    “Awwww,” said some lady who worked at the gas station. 
 
    Another man yelled, “Get the fuck out of here. You’re ruining my buzz.” 
 
    Holt laughed and gave a two-fingered wave to the crowd behind him. Fargo followed beside him, barking excitedly, but Gram stopped at the door. “I think I’m gonna hang out here for a little while.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked, walking backward. 
 
    Gram shrugged. “’Bout time I make some friends in town.” 
 
    Holt slowed to a stop and nodded. He was proud of her. Neither one of them had to be lonely anymore. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    “I will. Holt?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, his fingertips on Fargo’s head. 
 
    “Lachlans are loyal.” 
 
    Holt nodded. “Yes, we are.” 
 
    “She’s a Lachlan, boy.” 
 
    Holt’s face stretched with a smile. “I know she is.” 
 
    He gave Gram a wink and jogged to the Bronco, let Fargo in, and then blasted down Main Street toward the motel. Her truck wasn’t there. He circled the lot twice, even went inside to ask the clerk at the front desk if she was still staying there. 
 
    He shook his head and told him she’d checked out this morning. 
 
    Holt’s disappointment had never been quite so deep. She was gone, and right now, all he wanted to do, the only thing that felt important, was holding her. 
 
    He got into his rig and pulled his phone from his back pocket. 
 
    That picture on his lock screen. He would never change it. 
 
    He opened up a text to her and typed… 
 
    Come home. Send. 
 
    A few seconds later, her response came through, and in an instant, three words changed his entire life. 
 
    I’m already here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Come home. 
 
    Home. 
 
    Bre sat on the porch and read that two-word text a dozen times through the tears blurring her vision. She’d come here because nothing else had felt right. This was the only place that felt important and safe. 
 
    She heard the Bronco before she saw it, speeding up the driveway toward her, leaving a trail of dust in its wake. 
 
    He didn’t park where he usually did beside her truck. He pulled right up to the house and slammed on the brakes, skidded through the yard and rocked to a stop in front of her. He barely had it turned off before he was headed for her. 
 
    He was smiling. 
 
    Bre stood, but lost it when he bolted up the stairs for her. Just shoulders shaking, heart breaking back together, sobbing like she never had before just from sheer happiness. 
 
    She held out her arms, and he picked her straight up off her feet, walked her backward onto the porch, crushing her to him. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed and hugged him as hard as she could. Her other half wasn’t missing anymore. She didn’t feel empty anymore. For the first time in her entire life, Bre felt completely whole. 
 
    “One,” she whispered. Her breath hitched as she eased back and cupped his cheeks. “One is the number of men who will ever hold my heart.” 
 
    He smiled up at her. Oooh, that smile. The one she caused, the one that made her heart stutter, the one that meant more to her than anything in the world. It was the rainbow after an awful storm. It was hope after days of emptiness. It was a sign of happiness etched into the face of the man she adored. It was her favorite part of this life she’d stumbled into. 
 
    “I love you just the way you are, too,” he murmured thickly. 
 
    This life she’d found with him was enough. 
 
    It was more than enough. 
 
    She would now and forever be the guardian of the Lachlan Legend’s heart. 
 
    And he would be the guardian of hers. 
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