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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What do you think about it, Morgy?” Cal asked low. 
 
    Startled, Morgan Holland jerked the wooden spoon she was stirring the roux with and splashed the sauce onto her shirt. Aw, shoot. This was her favorite work shirt. 
 
    “Think about what?” she asked. 
 
    “About what your dad’s talking about.” 
 
    Morgan tossed a look over her shoulder at the big table where Dad and his swamper friends were hanging around, drinking moonshine, and talking shit about everyone in town. 
 
    “Honestly, I wasn’t paying attention.” She had her own problems to worry about, and Dad was always complaining about something. 
 
    “Well,” Cal murmured, sliding his hands to her hips from behind. “What do you think about what I was saying?” 
 
    A sick feeling filled the pit of her stomach. “Honestly, I wasn’t paying attention to that either,” she gritted out. 
 
    “Come on, Morgan!” he barked. “I’m sick of you putting us off.” 
 
    “Hey! What’s going on in there?” Dad yelled at a way louder volume than necessary. 
 
    Everyone was always yelling around here. Sometimes Morgan just wanted to be left in peace. 
 
    “Nothing,” she muttered, glaring at Cal. 
 
    He threw up his hands like he surrendered and then ran a hand through his platinum crop of hair. His icy blue eyes flashed with anger before he turned to sit at the table with her dad and his friends. “Just trying to make an honest woman of your daughter, sir.” 
 
    “Well, what the fuck’s the hold up?” Dad demanded. 
 
    Morgan rolled her eyes and then stared out the window above the stove. Step one to being a woman and surviving a poacher’s camp deep in the swamps: have a good imagination. For example, she was now imagining herself lying in a hammock by a crystal blue beach somewhere. 
 
    The landline rang, startling her from her fantasy. The phone was an old chipped maroon one with a curly cord that was all stretched out and hung to the floor. Everything around here was ancient. Dad rushed to it and answered. “What?” 
 
    Whoever was calling had some bad news because Dad’s angry-vein, as she liked to call it, popped out on his forehead immediately. “Four of ’em?” He got quiet and looked back at his buddies, waiting silently at the table. “You think it’s Lachlan?” There was that pissed-off growl in Dad’s throat. He only got it when he was drunk or when someone was messing with his gator traps. “Snapped in fuckin’ half? That’s him all right. We’ll be right there.” He snapped his fingers at Bob, Gene, and Rick, and then at Cal, too. Load up. “What do you think I’m gonna do?” Dad yelled into the phone. “I’m gonna kill him. And then I’m gonna kill the other one, too!” 
 
    Well, that perked her right up. She parted her lips to ask, “What other one?” but Dad slammed the phone in the cradle and stormed toward the back door where their boat was docked just outside. The phone tried its best to hold on for a second, but then the old thing lost the battle and clattered onto the floor. 
 
    Morgan side-stepped down the counter, trying to stay invisible from all their anger. Getting noticed never worked in her favor when her dad and his friends were riled up and ready to hunt. She knelt down and picked up the phone, and when she stood to settle it back on the wall, Cal was waiting there. She froze.  
 
    His icy blue eyes were narrowed. “Did you know there was another one? I watched your face when your daddy said that.” 
 
    Yes. Yes, she knew. She was hoping she was the only one who would ever find out. Her voice would tremble if she talked, so she shook her head instead. 
 
    “Hmm.” Cal’s eyes tightened even more in the corners. “Have dinner ready for us when we get back. The boys will be hungry after a kill.” 
 
    Just before he walked out, he grabbed a rifle off the wall, and she squeezed her eyes closed as the door slammed behind him. After a kill. Only they weren’t hunting gators anymore. They were hunting shifters. They were hunting people, or at least they were people half the time. They usually went gator at nighttime. 
 
    The sound of the boat engine rattled the house so much that Morgan leaned her back onto the counter, gripping the worn woodblock edges. 
 
    Have dinner ready? She was tired. Tired of everything. She was more than a cook. More than a wallflower. She had opinions, and lately, those didn’t match up with her family. Because that’s what they were, right? Her dad, her childhood friend, Cal, her dad’s friends…they called themselves family so that’s what they must be. Only, lately, she was getting tired of being the value-less one at the table, and she was questioning the real definition of family. 
 
    She turned off the stove and put the pot of roux on the back burner that didn’t have any heat. She didn’t even care if it ruined because, right now, something awful was playing in her mind. Holt Lachlan was somewhere out in that swamp being hunted by her dad, who shouldn’t be hunting any gators right now. It wasn’t gator hunting season. She loved him, but when it came down to it, he was a poacher, and those were no good. His moral compass had been crushed the day he’d come out of his swamper momma, and Morgan knew down to her bones her grandma was just as dark as her dad. And then Morgan had come along, a shame, a girl instead of the boy her dad had so desperately wanted, and to boot, she was soft in his eyes. 
 
    This could be her life for the rest of her days. 
 
    Cheeks flushing with heat, Morgan pushed off the counter and made her way down the short hallway to her tiny room. She’d grown up here, but these walls didn’t feel like a sanctuary anymore. They felt like a prison. It had all started the day Holt Lachlan’s mate, Bre Hayne, had gone on a public news station and talked about Holt like he wasn’t a monster. She had humanized someone that her dad had convinced Morgan was a monster. It had touched something deep inside of her because Morgan had a secret. 
 
    She’d seen the other Caddo Lake Monster three years ago, and she hadn’t talked about him to anyone. Why? She didn’t know exactly. Part of it was fear, but a tiny part of it, deep inside, was that she wanted to protect a man she’d never even formally met. Once upon a time, Holt’s cousin, Liam, had been sitting on the edge of Caddo Lake, and Morgan had watched him turn into a monstrous alligator. Before shifters had been discovered by humans, Morgan had seen one in real life. 
 
    She checked the hallway behind her, listened to make sure none of the boys had stayed behind, and then she made her way to her small, rickety twin bed and scooted the metal frame to the side. Under a box of trinkets, there was a loose floorboard. She pried the nail up with her thumbnail and then settled the floorboard to the side with a soft clunk. Inside the hole was her treasure. It was hope. Hope for a change, hope for a future, hope for a better life. There was the scarf her momma had left behind, and wrapped inside was a plastic bag and $731.52. When she reached $900, she had enough for a deposit and first month’s rent for a tiny efficiency duplex she’d found in town. 
 
    She had a job as a server at Tacky’s, but Dad took most of her pay. He called maintaining this ratty house a “team effort.” She’d been managing to set aside a little cash each shift, though. She had plans for a better life, but just wasn’t there yet. 
 
    She counted her money twice and imagined her apartment. It would only have a mattress in it for a while until she could get her feet under her, but it would be her castle. She would cook for just her, not a bunch of rowdy men. She could get some peace. 
 
    After a kill. 
 
    Those three words were rattling around in her head. Bre had asked the town to protect her shifter mate in that video, and Morgan wanted to be one of the good guys. She’d stood in Tacky’s the night the news story had come on, and she’d watched the town’s reactions to finding out Holt was a shifter. He’d been sitting at the bar with his dog, looking shocked as hell any time someone shook his hand and let him know it was okay to be what he was. It was that look of shock that had touched her heart. She understood him in some strange way. 
 
    She, Morgan Holland, was trash. That’s what everyone saw her as. She came from a trash daddy, couldn’t speak well, wasn’t book smart, didn’t have nice clothes, and she’d been raised too deep in the swamps to ever be a real townie. If someone shook her hand like that and told her it was okay to be what she was, she would’ve looked that shocked, too. 
 
    It was a good moment for her, seeing that people who were different in this town could still be accepted. 
 
    After a kill. 
 
    Holt had a right to snap them illegal bait poles. Gator season wasn’t for several months still, and Dad was hunting illegally the swamps at night, still killing gators, still skinning them out and selling the hides and meat. She got it. Holt liked the gatahs—he was one of them in a way. He was trying to protect them by destroying the bait poles. And Dad would kill him for it. 
 
    “Fuck it.” She wrapped up her money, set it gently back in the floor, and then covered it all up. She put her bed right back in the divots of the worn wood floorboards, grabbed a hoodie, and walked straight out of the house before she could chicken out and change her mind. Her old Chevy was sitting in the yard, beckoning her. Sometimes she just drove to escape her head. Tonight was gonna be one of those nights, but with a mission. 
 
    She jumped in, started the engine, and tossed it into gear in a rush. Don’t chicken out. 
 
    She hit the gas and fishtailed out of there, made it through the woods as fast as she could without slamming into a tree. Took her ten minutes to get out of the swamps and to the main road and then another ten to get to the entrance of Holt Lachlan’s territory. There was a split in his driveway, the right one pointing to his swamp tour business and the left one telling her not to trespass. She took that one, straight to the gatahs nest. She was probably gonna die tonight. If Holt didn’t eat her, her daddy was definitely going to figure out something was amiss when she wasn’t waiting at home with his dinner. 
 
    There was an old blue Ford Highboy in the yard, parked up next to an equally old cream and brown Bronco. She pulled up next to the blue pickup and got out, made her way up to the porch, opened the screen door. Don’t chicken out, don’t chicken out! Morgan knocked on the wooden door, and then she stood back. 
 
    Please be here. Please let Holt be here and not out in those swamps with her Dad hunting him. 
 
    Bre Hayne, the reporter and Holt’s mate, opened the door. She was a pretty redhead, freckled, wearing an oversize T-shirt with the Lachlan Swamp Tours logo on it and shorts so short, Morgan could barely see them under the hem of the shirt. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Morgan asked with a frown. 
 
    “Uuuuh. Shit, I didn’t think this through.” And she wasn’t good with words. Morgan kicked at the whitewashed porch floorboards with the toe of her flip flop. “Um, is Holt here?” 
 
    “No, he’s out at the moment.” 
 
    Heart sinking to the chipped pink nail polish on her toes, Morgan asked, “He’s in the swamps?” 
 
    Bre’s face closed down, and the smile faded. “Who wants to know?” 
 
    Morgan cracked her knuckles. Don’t chicken out. “It’s just I think he’s being hunted. Can you call him back? Get him out of the water?” 
 
    Bre chewed her bottom lip, her eyes steady on Morgan. “Whose hunting?” 
 
    Morgan shook her head. Couldn’t give up her family. Couldn’t be that big of a traitor. “Just…trust me.” 
 
    Bre shook her head, her red locks twitching with the movement. “There’s no calling him back.” 
 
    “I’m Morgan,” she blurted out, dropping her gaze to the porch. “Morgan Holland.” 
 
    “Seamus Holland’s daughter?” she asked. Smart woman, learning the names of the community this fast. 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Don’t call me ‘ma’am.’ I’m probably the same age as you. You can call me Bre.” She asked suddenly, “Morgan, is this a trick?” 
 
    Morgan looked her in the eye so this woman could see her honesty when she murmured, “No ma’am. I mean no…Bre. I saw your video in Tacky’s. It was good. If he makes it through tonight, can you tell him to be careful? Stay out of the southside of the swamps for a week if he can. Let things die down.” 
 
    “There’s no telling that man anything. When he’s Changed, the animal is in charge.” 
 
    Morgan bit on her lip and backed toward the porch stairs. “My dad’s gonna be back soon, and he’ll see me missing.” 
 
    “Morgan? Are you okay to go home? Do you want to stay here?” 
 
    “I wish,” she blurted. “Shit. I wish a lot of things. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Morgan looked down at where Bre was resting her hand protectively over her stomach. “For my family puttin’ yours at risk.” 
 
    Bre dropped her hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yeah. Good night, okay? And good luck with everything.” Morgan made her way down the stairs and into the yard. She shouldn’t have come here, but now that she’d chosen Hell, she might as well do it thoroughly. She trusted Bre. She was a smart woman, and she would know things. “Hey, Ms. Haynes?” 
 
    “Bre, please.” 
 
    Morgan cleared her throat and said softly, “Bre. Can you give a heads-up to Liam, too?” 
 
    “You know Liam?” she asked, making her way to the edge of the stairs. 
 
    “No. Not really. I just know it would be sad if Holt and him weren’t in the swamps anymore. You have a good night.” 
 
    Morgan ducked her head and then turned around and made her way back to her Chevy. As Bre stood on the porch, cupping her still flat tummy, Morgan gave a two-fingered wave and did a U-turn, then drove away from the Lachlan house. 
 
    Well, tryin’ to be the good guy, she’d chosen to betray her family. Hopefully, something good came out of it, because if Dad ever found out she’d talked to the shifters, she would pay dearly. 
 
    But tonight…the risk felt worth it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Liam sat in the back corner of Tacky’s in his favorite booth, watching her. 
 
    Morgan Holland. Yeah, he knew who she was, but up until this morning when Bre had called him, and mentioned her name, he hadn’t paid too much attention to her. He didn’t pay attention to any girls in this town. He couldn’t afford to get close to any of them. If they figured out what he was, it would put him in danger, sure, but it would put them in danger, too. His alligator was big and dominant and at the age and maturity where he wanted a mate to protect. If he got close to a townie girl and she left him? Well…Liam couldn’t afford to deal with the aftermath, and neither could the town. So Morgan Holland got lumped in with all the other off-limit girls that dwelled in Uncertain. 
 
    Liam studied her. She was perhaps a little different. If he was honest, maybe he had paid a little more attention to her in the past than most, and here was the reason why: three years ago, almost to the month, they’d shared a moment. Oh, he knew who she was, because she’d seen his gator late one night, and as far as he knew, she hadn’t told anyone about him. 
 
    Morgan was pretty. She was Seamus Holland’s daughter, age twenty-something, a swamper girl through and through. Probably got her looks from her mother because his dad was uglier than a mangy swamp rat. She had a thick accent, threadbare clothes, and old sneakers to go with her Tacky’s apron. She was curvy with an hourglass shape he’d always appreciated. She had her mouse-brown hair pulled back in a high ponytail today, and it still reached her shoulders. She didn’t wear much make-up other than mascara, but she didn’t need it. Those moss green eyes could level a man without much help. He wasn’t sitting in her section; he’d purposely chosen one outside of it so he could watch her. 
 
    She was submissive, he could tell. She kept dipping her gaze when her tables talked to her. Mostly kept her attention on the pad she was writing orders on. Her cheeks flushed pink on a dime. Her smile was pretty, but it was tight. Morgan was a worker. She didn’t stop moving, just went from one table to another, constantly bringing out food or drinks, or giving her orders to the cook through the kitchen window. The other servers would hang out and chat between busy times, but twice he saw Morgan walk up to the hostess and ask for extra tables when she slowed down. 
 
    His own server had left him alone after bringing him a beer and a burger basket. He’d been on empty with his beer for ten minutes, but she was busy talking to someone near the kiosk. He could hear her laughter from here. If Morgan was serving his table, he bet she would’ve had another beer out before he’d taken the last sip of the first one. 
 
    When Morgan bustled his way toward the bathroom that was near him, he leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table, and smiled when she saw him. Her green eyes went round as the moon, and she skidded to a stop. Just locked her legs and quit moving. 
 
    “H-hi,” she stammered. 
 
    “I got an interesting call this morning. Do you have a long enough break to chat?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I’m just taking a restroom break, and then it’s back to my tables. Took me half an hour to make sure they were all caught up so they don’t need anything…while…I…pee. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk about peeing with you.” 
 
    Liam chuckled. Funny girl and she got flustered easy. Cute. “It’s fine. Everybody pees. When do you get off work?” 
 
    She fidgeted, shifting her wait from one foot to the other. “Uuuuuh, why?” 
 
    He nodded once. “To talk.” 
 
    Morgan looked behind her quick and then came closer. “Look, mister, I can’t be seen with you.” 
 
    “You got a reputation to protect?” he teased. 
 
    “I got my safety to protect.” 
 
    Her answer ripped the smile right from his face, and he swallowed a growl down. “Who would hurt you?” he asked low. 
 
    “That’s not your problem. I gave my warning. I wish you luck.” And then she made her way into the bathroom, the door swinging closed behind her. 
 
    Well, hell, that hadn’t gone like he’d thought. 
 
    His phone buzzed with a text, so he pulled his attention away from where Morgan had disappeared to check the message from Holt. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Liam frowned. Hunting. Send. 
 
    Hunting what? 
 
    A girl. Send. 
 
    Leave that swamper girl alone. I need to talk to you. 
 
    Huh, he’d guessed about Morgan. Maybe Holt wasn’t as dumb as Liam thought he was. Talk to me about what? Send. 
 
    Man, I never ask you for anything. I need to talk to someone. I’m fucking asking for help with something. Stop being a prick and just meet me. I came up to the car lot but you aren’t here. 
 
    Holt Lachlan needed help with something? From Liam? He needed to invest in snowshoes because Hell was officially freezing over. 
 
    It’s my day off from the lot. Meet me at the gas station. Send. 
 
    What gas station? 
 
    The only one in town you fuckin’ idiot. Send. 
 
    Oh. Okay see you in ten. 
 
    Morgan bustled past him, and he lifted his finger to say something, but she ignored him completely. Huh. He wasn’t used to girls ignoring him. He didn’t know why, but it made him smile a little. Up until the point when he saw one of her tables emptying change out of their pockets for a tip. It couldn’t be more than $0.75 tip for four people. When Morgan saw it, she looked disappointed but still told them thank you as they walked out ignoring her. 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    She scooped the pennies and nickels off the table and put them into a change pouch she pulled from her apron, then she cleared off the table, a look of utter defeat etched onto her face. All four of the men had gotten big meals and talked filthy to her while leaning back in their chairs and staring at her ass. They’d ordered two drinks apiece so that ticket had to be big, yet they gave her the change and lint from their pockets? That’s all she got for putting up with them for an hour, running around getting them everything they asked for? 
 
    Fuck them. He didn’t know why it made him so mad, but it did. He stood up and pulled a twenty out of his wallet. He’d already paid and tipped on his meal, but as he walked by Morgan’s table, he tossed the money on the table and made his way out of the restaurant. 
 
    “Hey, assholes,” he called to the four roughnecks loading into a new Ford. “If you can’t afford to tip? Don’t go out to eat.” And this was the part where his dominant gator temper was going to get the best of him because one of them was dumb enough to turn around and square up. This was gonna be fun. 
 
    “Liam!” 
 
    His name on Morgan’s lips froze him in his tracks. What the hell? Liam tried to move toward the jackass glaring at him by the truck, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “Not even fuckin’ worth it,” the man yelled. 
 
    Liam didn’t swallow the rumble in his throat this time. Morgan stomped right around him like a tiny, furious tornado and held up his twenty. “What is this?” 
 
    “A tip?” 
 
    “Take them sunglasses off so I can look at you directly while I light you up.” 
 
    “Not the best idea right now—” 
 
    “I’m not talking to a man who wears sunglasses inside like some cocky—” 
 
    Good and pissed off, Liam ripped off his sunglasses and let her see what he was hiding. His gator was riled up, and his eyes would be bright greenish gold with long reptile pupils. 
 
    She gasped and staggered back a few steps then held. She looked at an old Chevy truck in the parking lot as if she wanted to run. But then she lifted her chin, straightened her spine, and closed the gap between them. She wouldn’t meet his eyes—she was staring at her ratty sneakers—but she wasn’t using those sneakers to run either. She pressed the twenty dollar bill into his hand. “I ain’t no charity case. I only take what I earn.” 
 
    And that right there wasn’t the only thing he wanted to know about her. But right now, it was all he needed to know. 
 
    She left him speechless as she strode back inside, leaving him holding his money and his sunglasses, and equal parts pissed, baffled, and interested. She’d just come out here and clipped his legs out from under him and then walked away like it was nothing. 
 
    She’d yanked his monster to a stop with one word—his name. Maybe she wasn’t just a swamper’s daughter. Maybe she was a witch, too. 
 
    No woman had ever done that to him, and the man in him wanted to hate that control she had over him. 
 
    But the beast in him kinda liked it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Holt Lachlan was freaking out. 
 
    Liam could tell that much the second he pulled into the old gas station. The owner, Jasper Sutherland, was sitting outside in his lawn chair, making sure no one drove off without paying. He was drinking a beer and staring at Holt, who was parked to the side of the pumps, pacing in front of his old Bronco and talking to himself. 
 
    Liam parked beside him and counted to three on a steadying breath before he plastered a smile on his face like he cared about whatever-the-fuck was up with Holt. He shoved his door open and meant to say something in a concerned tone, but honestly, his animal didn’t do feelings, so it came out as a gruff, “What in Satan’s ballsack is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Ha!” Jasper laughed out across the parking lot. Old coot had good hearing. 
 
    “This wasn’t the plan,” Holt said, running his hands through his burred hair. 
 
    “Plans change?” Shit, Liam wasn’t good at this. Should he pat his shoulder? 
 
    He reached out to do so when Holt paced close to him, but Holt growled and snapped his teeth with an audible clack, so Liam dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    “Look, I’m not a mind-reader, so let’s cut out this weirdness and just tell me what’s—” 
 
    “Baby gatah.” Oooh, his accent was thick right now. Holt was really freaking out. “Baby gatah, she’s got a baby in her. My baby. I did that to her. Liam, what the fuck am I going to do?” 
 
    “Uuuuh, I think you already did it?” Liam avoided the urge to make a jerking off motion because Holt’s eyes looked psychotic right now, and big dominant alligator shifters like him didn’t need to be provoked. “Congratula—” 
 
    “Don’t you even fuckin’ say it.” 
 
    Liam cleared his throat and frowned. “Hey, Jasper?” 
 
    Sluuuuurp. Jasper stopped drinking at his can long enough to yell, “Whatever lover’s quarrel you freaks got goin’ on, I ain’t want no part of it.” 
 
    “Can I buy a beer?” 
 
    “Ten bucks,” he said without even a millisecond of hesitation. 
 
    “Aw, for fuck’s sake, Jasper, they’re two bucks inside!” 
 
    “But they ain’t this convenient and they ain’t this cold,” he said, gesturing to a Styrofoam cooler. His smile was missing three teeth. 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes closed and prayed for patience as he nodded. 
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    Liam barely opened his eyes fast enough to catch the beer that wa launched at his face. Ice flung from the top when it made contact with his hands. “Dammit, Jasper, what if I hadn’t caught that?” Liam demanded. 
 
    “All-state fancy schmancy running back for this town, and we ain’t seen a season as close to state as when you two freaks were playing football for us.” Jasper sneered, but maybe it was his attempt at a genuine smile? “I trusted you to catch it.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Liam muttered, handing it over to Holt. 
 
    And Holt, that classy gator, bit a hole in the side of that beer, pulled the tab, and shot-gunned the whole thing in three gulps. 
 
    “It’s noon,” Liam said. 
 
    Holt made the aaaaaah sound and chucked the empty against the wall of the gas station. It bounced off and into the trashcan beside it. 
 
    “It was sure fun watchin’ y’all play basketball, too!” Jasper called out. 
 
    Damn small towns, nobody forgot anything. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Liam asked. He didn’t really care, but he’d heard humans ask questions like that. 
 
    Holt closed the gap between them and lowered his voice. “Liam, I didn’t want babies. I thought Bre couldn’t even have them, and that was part of the deal.” 
 
    “Okaaaaay. Why don’t you want babies?” His voice sounded robotic, but again, he didn’t care about any of this. Morgan’s face flashed across his mind. She had feelings. Maybe he should practice on Holt. With a bit of emotion behind it, he tried to sound like he cared as he asked again, “Why don’t you want babies?” 
 
    “She’s gonna leave, man. She’s gonna see how hard this is and leave.” 
 
    “Not if she has a girl,” Liam pointed out. “She’ll be human.” 
 
    “Oh, you know damn well she’s carryin’ a boy. Lachlans always have boys. She’s carryin’ a shifter. A monster.” 
 
    “You ain’t a monster, and I’m not a monster, so watch where you’re tossing that word.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Holt hissed out. “Do you remember how hard it was raising us? On Gram? On your parents? Where are they, Liam? Huh? Where did your parents go? Where did mine go?” 
 
    Anger sizzled through his veins, and he lowered his voice. “Your dad died, Holt. He didn’t quit on you.” 
 
    “And my mom? Your mom? How long did it take them to figure out they can’t raise gator boys?” 
 
    “Chhhh,” Liam spat out, giving Holt his back. He shook his head at the woods beside the station. He didn’t like scratching at those memories. “Bre’s different.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Holt’s voice was hoarse, and now Liam got it. He’d never seen Holt scared before. This is what fear looked like in a creature that had been groomed for loneliness but let himself fall in love. 
 
    Love? Had he ever thought of that word before? 
 
    This awful feeling snaked through his gut, and Liam swallowed hard, trying to get it to stop. This empty…longing. What the hell was happening to him? 
 
    He and Holt hadn’t been friends since they were boys. Mostly, their animals fought if they Changed too close together in the swamps, so they kept clear of each other, but he didn’t want Holt to… Fuck, he didn’t even know. He didn’t want Holt to…feel? Feel bad? 
 
    Liam leaned against the fender of his old mustang and crossed his arms. “Look, I’m gonna be shitty at this, Holt, but I’m gonna try. This whole feeling shit thing you’re making me do is uncomfortable, and I don’t want to do it again after today. But here’s my honest thoughts. Bre is fuckin’ awesome, and anyone who watched her news story could tell she’s sure devoted to you. And hell if I know why. You’re terrible. But she sees something in you that made her loyal. How did she tell you she was pregnant?” 
 
    “I caught her crying in the bathroom. I don’t know what to do with the tears. I just sat on the floor and pulled her into my lap. She curled up in my arms and blurted it out.” 
 
    What would it be like to have a woman feel so safe that she would curl up in Liam’s arms? He couldn’t imagine it. “Was it sad tears or happy tears? Because I think with humans they can do both.” 
 
    “It was…worried tears?” 
 
    “Worried,” Liam repeated. Oh good, there was a third option. He was having so much fun with this rocket science. 
 
    “She said she was scared I was going to be mad.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, that’s good. She wasn’t sad, just nervous you would be disappointed.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “She didn’t want you to be disappointed that she was pregnant. Right?” 
 
    Holt’s eyes went big. “I don’t fuckin’ know,” he said on a breath. 
 
    Liam frowned. “Well, how did you react?” 
 
    “I went to the car lot, and then I called you.” 
 
    “Youuu…left her there? While she was crying?” 
 
    “Dude, she’s going to leave! Did you miss that part? I panicked, man. I just kissed her on her face sixteen times like a psychopath and carried her to our bedroom. I set her on the bed and, I dunno, drove to the car lot. I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Cool. Cool, cool, cool, this is the moment I realize I’m the smartest out of the two of us.” 
 
    “Liam, stop joking, I’m freaking out!” 
 
    Liam reared back and punched him. Just blasted him across the jaw. As hard as he could, he aimed for a knockout. Holt went down but caught himself on one arm and then stood back up, the dust of the gravel parking lot stirring up around them. The rumble in Holt’s chest and the color of his eyes said he was nice and pissed. “What—the fuck—did you do that for?” he asked, rubbing his jaw. 
 
    “Well, do you feel better?” 
 
    “No! I’d feel better if I hit you back!” 
 
    Liam let off a sigh-growl. He stood to his full height and lifted his chin. “One shot, make it count.” 
 
    Boom! Holt clocked him. Liam flew backward and hit the rear end of his mustang. Pain, pain, pain! Fuck, he had a mean right hook. Liam spat blood that was seeping into his mouth from a split lip. Panting, he stood up straight again. “Now do you feel better?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Y’all are fuckin’ weird,” Jasper enlightened them. 
 
    “Holt, you’re going to make a great dad,” Liam said suddenly. 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    Liam wiped his bloody mouth. “When we were kids, you always stuck up for me. You defended me if anyone messed with me, and I looked at you like an older brother instead of just a cousin, you know? I know you’ll protect Bre. Your gator won’t let anything happen to her. I see y’all when you’re out. The way you move around her? The way she moves around you? That woman knows she’s safe. She’s gonna give you a boy, and he’ll grow a Lachlan gator inside of him. There’s nothing you can do about that.  But do you want to know the most important part of your son? I’ll give you a hint, it ain’t the gator.” 
 
    Holt shook his head and shrugged one shoulder slightly. “What’s the most important part of him?” 
 
    “The man you teach him to be.” 
 
    Holt bit his lip and frowned down at the pavement for a few seconds before he said, “I have an admission.” 
 
    “Well lets fuckin’ hear it since it’s therapy day.” 
 
    “I hope he looks like Bre.” 
 
    Liam scrunched up his face. “Don’t we all. Nobody wants your ugly mini-me running around town.” 
 
    When Holt shoved him in the arm, Liam didn’t even growl. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Holt said. “I never wanted to put the Lachlan curse in a kid, and now I sure don’t want to lose Bre if things get too hard. But maybe, sometimes, it’s not so bad to think about having a kid with her. She’s special.” 
 
    “She ain’t gonna leave you,” Liam predicted. “I’m calling it. She’s different, man. Now it’s your job to mentally prepare her and have her back and help her raise that gator boy. Help her be the best Lachlan mate since your Gram. Here’s what you need to do—humans are sensitive and I don’t think you should’ve left Bre alone, thinkin’ you’re disappointed in her because of that baby in her. You get her some flowers or something, and you say you’re sorry for walking out like that. You support her, and you wrap your head around being a dad, and you never stop working on being a good mate for her because that woman deserves the effort. We’re gonna have a baby in the Lachlan house.” Liam smiled. “That in itself is pretty cool.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Holt asked, his eyes hopeful. 
 
    Liam nodded. “Yeah, man. You’re lucky. Not all shifters find what you did.” Geez, why did his voice sound all sad and mopey when he said that? Get it together, self. 
 
    “You can keep your ten bucks,” Jasper called. “This is the best show I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Holt snorted. He hooked his hands on his hips and looked at Liam. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. Seriously. Ever. This was terrible.” 
 
    “Should we hug now?” 
 
    “Fuck off, never call me again.”  
 
    “I’m gonna be a dad,” Holt muttered under his breath as he got inside his Bronco. But this time, he didn’t sound so freaked out. More like…awed. 
 
    As Holt drove away, Liam bit back a smile so his cousin wouldn’t see it in his rearview. Liam had made someone feel better. And it was Holt. He would never admit it, but deep, deeeeeeep, down inside…he still thought of him as a big brother. 
 
    And for some super-dumb reason, he suddenly felt like telling someone about this talk with Holt. And not just any someone. A human who would understand feelings. A girl—Morgan. The girl who had given him a warning about poachers and turned down his money out of pride. 
 
    He wanted to test her and give her something real to see if she kept protecting him or hurt him with it instead. 
 
    Think of the devil and she shall appear. Before Holt was even out of the parking lot, an old clunker Chevy truck pulled in, and behind the wheel was none other than the girl he’d just been thinkin’ on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Eeeeeerk. Morgan’s brakes screeched as she jerked her truck to a stop. 
 
    “Yer too far away from the pump,” yelled Jasper, the old swamper who owned the only gas station in town. 
 
    Well, duh, but she’d stopped short because the man of her nightmares was standing leaned up against an old silver mustang, lookin’ back at her with as much shock in his face as she currently felt surging through her chest. 
 
    Jasper yelled, “Morgan, my ass ain’t puttin’ this beer down to pull a pump to you that won’t reach. Piss or get off the pot!” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” she muttered, easing her truck up to the pump. Frowning, she griped through her rolled down window, “Jasper, you don’t have to put down your beer anyways because I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “You’re poor.” 
 
    Morgan nearly choked on a sip of sprite she was sucking from a straw. “W-what’s that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “It’s got everything to do with me not trusting you deep swampers to not run off with my gas. Every drop costs me money. It’s gonna cost you money, too.” 
 
    “I don’t need to steal your gas!” She was utterly offended and done with all men for the day. 
 
    “Jasper, shut the fuck up and let her pump her gas,” Liam yelled. 
 
    Oh, jiminy Christmas, he was coming this way. She needed a sink hole to disappear into, quick. 
 
    “I changed my mind!” Jasper said to Liam from his lawn chair. “I want that ten dollars now.” 
 
    She’d had a crappy shift, got hardly any tips, and she had to go home now and cook for Dad and his dumb friends. Her feet were sore as hell, she’d fallen off a shelf in the freezer when she was trying to get down a bag of French fries, and her leg felt all bruised up. Her hair was a mess, her face was a mess, her life was a mess. And now Hot Liam, the sexy, calm, cool and collected gator-man, got to see her at her worst. Fan-fuckin’-tastic. 
 
    She got out of the truck just as Liam reached for the gas pump. 
 
    “I don’t need your help, and I swear to God if you try and pay for my gas, I’m gonna skin you gator-style and dump your carcass in the swamp.” 
 
    Liam pursed his lips. “Well, no one will ever mistake you for a lady.” He turned the pump handle toward her and muttered, “I was just handing it to you. Wasn’t going to pay for your gas. I learned my lesson in the parking lot of Tacky’s. You don’t need anything from anybody. I won’t step on that delightful little personality trait again.” 
 
    “Well…” Morgan frowned. “Good.” Actually, it was good he had listened and, truth be told, that had shocked the hell out of her. 
 
    “I don’t need someone to save me,” she mumbled, jamming the nose of the pump into her gas tank. “I can save myself.” 
 
    Liam leaned on the side of her truck and canted his head. His sunglasses were back on, but even so, she could see the glowing gold color peeking through the lenses. Terrifying man. 
 
    “What happened to you?” he asked softly, studying her. 
 
    Morgan gave all her attention to the numbers on the pump, going up way too fast. 
 
    “Seriously, what happened?” 
 
    With a huffed sigh, she said, “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “What has happened in your life that you don’t need anything from anyone?” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened my whole life,” she said without meaning to. This was the part where she was supposed to zip her lips, pump her gas, and drive away from him. He asked direct questions that were none of his business. But then again, he was a stranger with secrets that she could use against him, and it made him safer in a way. She could tell him anything, and he couldn’t hurt her with that information because she could tell the whole town what he was. 
 
    She quit pumping the gas right at five dollars because that’s what she could afford after today’s slow shift. It would get her to and from work for another two days. She replaced the nozzle on the pump and turned to him. Then she let him have it. “Nothing’s happened. I’m in the same house I was literally born in, watching the same river out my bedroom window, cooking for the same men, putting off a proposal from the same boy I’ve been puttin’ off since I was eight. I sleep, I eat, I cook, I work, I help my dad pay for his swamper house, and most days I don’t hear myself talk outside of the restaurant. I’ve been invisible since the day I was born.” 
 
    “You ain’t invisible to me,” Jasper enlightened her. “I can see you plain as day. You’re holding a five dollar bill.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jasper,” she and Liam said at the same time. 
 
    Morgan lowered her voice. “I used to pray for help to get out of my life, and no one ever came to my rescue. Don’t work like that for swamper’s daughters with no futures. So somewhere along the way, I stopped prayin’, and now I will do it on my own.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Stop bein’ invisible.” 
 
    Liam’s lips parted, and he stood up straighter. “Me, too,” he rumbled in a gritty voice that should’ve scared her. 
 
    “You’re curious why I told Bre to warn you about poachers, right? That’s why you keep talking to me?” 
 
    He nodded. “Mostly that.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think you’re bad. I just think you’re trying for the life you want.” She shrugged up one shoulder. “You have a right to it. There. Now you know, and you don’t have to talk to me anymore.” 
 
    She handed her five dollar bill to Jasper, then she walked around, climbed in her truck, and turned the key. The engine roared to life. 
 
    Liam leaned his elbows onto the open passenger’s side window. God, he was easy to look at in this light with that chiseled jaw and hair that was messed up on top just right. He pushed his sunglasses up onto his head, and his lips set in a grim line that made him look like he never smiled. “You ain’t invisible to everyone, Morgan.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, lost in those inhuman gold eyes with the long, reptilian pupils. Monster, but his words said he wasn’t as monster as everyone supposed shifters to be. 
 
    “Who’s the boy?” he asked low. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The boy you been puttin’ off since age eight. No should mean no. You have a right to the life you want, too, you know. He shouldn’t be pestering you like that. You want me to get him to leave you alone?” 
 
    She chuckled and shook her head. “Cal is determined, mister. No one’s gonna put him off.” 
 
    There was a low rumble that filled the truck. Sounded like one of those noises from a dinosaur movie. Chills rippled up her forearms, and she gripped the steering wheel harder to keep her hands from shaking. Maybe he was as monster as everyone supposed after all. 
 
    “Theeere’s that fear in your eyes,” he murmured in a gravelly voice. His lips turned up into a smile. “Fearless poacher’s daughter. You scared of me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said honestly. 
 
    His smile fell. “You don’t have to be. I would never hurt you.”  
 
    Shocked, she believed him. He’d said that oath directly to her with a steady voice, lookin’ her right in the eyes. She knew liars. She lived with them and could tell a lie a mile off. This man wasn’t one of those. He clapped his hand on her open window and then stood back, allowing her to leave. “I’ll see you real soon, Morgan.” 
 
    He wasn’t a liar. Not a liar at all. So before she drove off, she allowed herself a few more seconds with him. “Do you like what you are, Liam?” 
 
    He shook his head slow. 
 
    “You called me a poacher’s daughter. I don’t much like what I am either. Just so you know. You ain’t invisible to everyone either.” 
 
    What had possessed her to say that? She watched the surprise flicker across his face, and then she ripped her attention away from him and hit the gas. She couldn’t afford to spend another minute around him. He was stirrin’ up feelings she didn’t understand. Making her feel not-so-alone, and that was crazy. They weren’t the same. He was a terrifying alligator shifter, and she was the daughter of a poacher. And that poacher wanted Liam dead. 
 
    This was a tightrope she couldn’t afford to walk. It was burning both ends, and she would never make it to one side or the other. 
 
    Handsome monster, watchin’ her leave. She couldn’t take her eyes off him in the rearview mirror. She was supposed to hate him. To want him dead. That’s who she was raised to be, but if Dad ever got ahold of him, she would be very very sad, and she had a feeling that sadness would stretch on for her whole life. 
 
    Liam was too interesting for his own good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” Dad asked. 
 
    Morgan wasn’t even all the way in the door yet. He’d been sitting at the table with the lights off and startled her. Usually, he was out hunting right now. Cal was sitting next to him, leaned back on the back two legs of the chair, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “I was workin’ my Tuesday shift. Just like always.” 
 
    He made a show of looking at his watch that hadn’t worked in two years on account of the battery dyin’ and he never replaced it. It was a gift from her mom, though, and he was sentimental about it. “Your shift ended an hour ago.” 
 
    She shifted the bag of groceries to her other hip and arched her eyebrows. “I got gas, and I picked up stuff to make dinner tonight. I also peed and washed my hands after my shift and that took an extra five minutes. Couldn’t find a parking spot close at the general store so I had to walk farther and that added an extra minute. Takes a good twenty minutes to drive out here. You want me to detail my whole day?” 
 
    Dad stood in a rush and slammed his hand on the table so hard she yelped. “Don’t you sass me, you ungrateful little bitch. Cal got a call today. Guess from who?” 
 
    The paper bag of groceries crinkled in her hands as she gripped it tighter. “I…I don’t know,” she whispered. 
 
    Cal cocked his head to the side. “Bobby Marks called and said he saw you at Tacky’s talkin’ to someone we wouldn’t approve of. Said you two looked real chummy. Can you guess who he’s talkin’ about?” 
 
    “I didn’t talk to him. Liam talked to me.” 
 
    “Don’t you fuckin’ call that animal Liam, like he got a right to a name. You throwin’ him any attention is disgusting, and I’m not raising some whore daughter animal fucker—” 
 
    “Enough!” she screamed suddenly. Her blood was boiling. Her veins were on fire, and it took everything she had not to throw the bag of groceries at his face. 
 
    “You watch how you talk to me,” Dad said, striding for her. 
 
    Oh, she was gonna get smacked by the look on his face. His cheeks were red as cherries, and the sweat on his brow was clinging to his long greasy hair. His blue eyes were blazing. He blasted his hand against the door and it slammed closed behind her. 
 
    “I give up everything for you, Morg,” he growled. “Your momma left because you were too much.” 
 
    Fuck. Her anger melted away like it had never existed at all. It was replaced by that bone-deep pain of her knowing he was right. How many times had her mom been disappointed in her, checked out on her, didn’t want to tuck her in, didn’t want to play with her, didn’t want anything to do with her until the day she’d left. I wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Not to that one. She’d jammed her finger at Morgan with one hand, gripped her suitcase tighter in the other. Frizzy blond hair whipping in the wind as she loaded up their old El Camino. She’d never looked back as she drove away, and afterward, she never called or wrote. Morgan tried not to think about it, but this was what Dad did to bring Morgan back in line. He dug deep into those old hurts and made her feel like she owed him. 
 
    A stupid, stupid single tear trickled down her cheek, and she sniffed and wiped it quick on her shoulder. “I’m not an animal fucker,” she gritted out. “I didn’t talk to him on purpose.” 
 
    “Are you with us or against us, Morgy?” Cal asked from where he was standing now, arms locked on the table. God, she hated that nickname. Hated the way it sounded on his lips. 
 
    Her chest heaved with fear because Dad was still standing way too close, glaring her down. She couldn’t meet his eyes if she tried. 
 
    “Well?” Dad growled. “What’ll it be, Morg? You gonna make us question your loyalty? With us…or against us?” 
 
    Her bottom lip trembled. She wasn’t ready yet, didn’t have enough saved to escape this place. She had to put her head down and get through a few more months until she could be on her own. Until she could leave all of this behind. Be invisible a little while longer. 
 
    She swallowed hard and hugged the groceries to her like a shield. Her voice cracked as she murmured, “With you.” 
 
    “Good,” Dad said. “Now, she’s ready. Go on, Cal.” 
 
    With a frown, Morgan looked up at Cal, who was closing the distance between them fast. 
 
    “You have my blessing,” Dad said. And then he yanked Morgan’s left hand off the bag, and Cal shoved a gold band on her ring finger. She tried to pull away, but Dad had a steel grip on her wrist. It hurt. His eyes flashed with anger when he felt her resist. 
 
    Cal didn’t ask her to marry him. He told her, “Now we can finally get this out of the way.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    A loud knock on the back door rattled the house, and Dad and Cal made their way to it. Dad didn’t look back even once as he grabbed his rifle off the pegs on the wall and left out the back where his friends were waiting. Cal only paused at the door, hand gripping his gun. “You’ll learn to be happy, Morg. We were meant for this from the time we were kids. No more fightin’ it. Don’t you dare say a word to that shifter again. You’re mine, Morgy. Don’t you forget it.” His cold eyes tightened in the corners just before he walked out and slammed the door behind him. 
 
    The bag of food fell from her arm and hit the floor. The weight of that ring felt like a hundred pounds on her hand. Shocked, she stared down at the scuffed-up shackle on her finger. “But…I don’t want to be yours.” Did her wants matter? They never had before, but lately she’d been wanting more for herself than to die in these swamps as a poacher’s wife. 
 
    The tears were pourin’ now, like rain drops in that first spring storm. She had no power to stop them. 
 
    The boat engine sounded outside, revved and then faded as they went out hunting for the night. Hunting. It wasn’t really hunting, though. They would go kill anything that would feed their bellies or get a penny for hides. Gators were at the top of that list, but it wasn’t legal right now. It wasn’t the season to hunt them. Dad and Cal and their friends saw themselves as better than the law. Rules were made to be broken and all. 
 
    The ring was so damn heavy. Her heart was so damn heavy. 
 
    They would expect dinner the second they walked back through that door in a few hours, but they could make their own damn food for once. 
 
    She left. 
 
    Tonight something was breaking inside her. Who cared if she got screamed at or cussed at or smacked for not cooking dinner? Her life was over anyway. Nothing would hurt much anymore from here on. Not when she flipped the switch and turned her emotions off. That’s what she would have to do to get through this. 
 
    The ring on her finger wasn’t a ring at all. It was a bullet aimed right for her heart, and she’d never learned to duck. 
 
    Tonight, she needed to breathe and wrap her head around everything. Tonight, she wanted to be far away from here. 
 
    Morgan didn’t know why she drove where she did. She just got in her Chevy and pushed the gas pedal until she’d burned through about half of her gas. She ended up somewhere that shocked the hell out of her. 
 
    Once upon a time, she’d come out here to the edge of the swamp, on an overgrown trail, hoping to escape her life for a little while, and she’d seen something that had changed everything. She’d seen Liam Change here. 
 
    There were tire marks but no other cars but hers, so Morgan pulled a wide loop and backed the truck up to the edge of the water. There wasn’t much swamp grass here, and there were rubs from alligators’ tails. Big ones. If she was lucky, one would lunge out of the water and eat her. She’d rather be gator shit than stay tethered to Cal for the rest of her life. 
 
    She left the music on and the headlights on high, got out, pulled the old rusted tailgate down, and hopped up. 
 
    From here, she could see exactly how big those slides were from an alligator’s body and tail on the muddy bank. This was the kind of sign Dad looked for when he was doing his illegal hunting. He would see slides on a bank, and set up a couple of bait poles in the big gator’s territory, and check it later. And if he had a gator on the hook, he’d put a bullet through his head and sell it to some shady men a couple towns over. 
 
    Were these slides from Liam? A stupid, silly-girl part of her hoped they were. She wouldn’t be so alone then. Two creatures, neither one fitting into the world around them, silently sitting here in the dark together. She wished. She should be terrified, but right now, she didn’t feel much at all. Just this creeping numbness that was replacing the shock and sadness. 
 
    She twisted the gold band on her finger, shaking her head at how messed up everything had gotten. 
 
    Another country song came on. A classic. It meshed with the frog chorus. In the illumination from the taillights, the bugs were gathering. It was beautiful and peaceful out here, but her home was a cage. This place was her sanctuary and her Hell. 
 
    The sound of water rippling made her look up just in time to see the lights of her truck reflected in a gator’s eyes. A big one if the width between them said anything. 
 
    It closed its eyes and sank down beneath the gently lapping waves. Morgan waited for chills to ripple up her skin, but she didn’t get scared at such a powerful animal getting so close. She’d seen way too many dead ones in Dad’s boat. Humans were the real monsters. 
 
    The gator didn’t surface again. She knew because she watched for it. Minutes passed, and she lapsed back into her own mind. Drawing her knees up against the cool night air, she hugged her legs tight and rested her chin on her knees. 
 
    “I saw you here before.” 
 
    Morgan gasped and jerked her attention toward the deep voice that had interrupted her melancholy thoughts. 
 
    Liam stood there, on the edge of the light from her truck, no clothes on and dripping water. He covered himself with his big hand and strode toward her. His hair was soaking wet, and little water droplets fell as he sat on the tailgate next to her. 
 
    “You’re—you’re—” 
 
    “Bare-ass naked.” He twitched his head toward the woods. “I park farther in. Started doing that when you busted my Changing spot.” 
 
    Blinking hard, Morgan swallowed audibly and looked carefully ahead so she didn’t see his giant dick peeking out from behind his hand. He had a lot of muscles. Like…a significant amount of abs, and his chest was perfectly defined. His shoulders were shaped like boulders, and he was as tall as a tree and just as powerful. And he was wet. And now she was getting wet, but she was going to keep that little gem to herself. 
 
    “Y-you saw me?” 
 
    “A few years ago, I came out here pissed off. I’d just gotten into a fight with Holt from Changing too close to his territory, again. It was one of the first times I’d Changed here, and I was out of my mind with rage. Just wanted to kill anything. It’s like that sometimes. The older I get, the more my gator matures, the harder it is to stop the rage. So I came out here, first time, desperate to give the animal my body so I could stop aching. And I saw you. You were leaned up against a tree, crying.” Liam looked over at her. “Crying like you are tonight. And I had this moment where I didn’t care if you saw me Change. I didn’t care if you told the whole town what I was. I didn’t care if the town came after me, killed me, strung me up. I was just…” 
 
    “Tired?” 
 
    Liam nodded. “Are you out here because you’re tired, too?” he asked softly. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Liam sighed and wrapped his hand around hers. She just…froze. It felt good. Felt terrifying. The numbness thawed with every second they sat there tethered together by touch. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, pulling her hand up and staring at the shackle on her finger. 
 
    “I didn’t say yes, but Cal wasn’t really asking. He was telling me. Him and my dad made the decision.” 
 
    “That you’re engaged?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Do you want to be engaged?” 
 
    She huffed a laugh. “Yes. Someday.” 
 
    “To him?” he growled. 
 
    “No.” And damn that tear that just couldn’t help itself from falling. She was so tired of crying tonight. 
 
    Liam ripped the ring off her finger so fast he blurred. Then he chucked the damn thing into the swamp with a soft plunk when it hit the waves. “Then you ain’t,” he growled. 
 
    And when he looked back at her, his eyes were glowing gold and he had those scary long pupils. 
 
    “He’ll kill me for losing that ring,” she whispered. 
 
    “No, he won’t,” Liam said with such confidence she couldn’t help but believe him a little. “I won’t let him.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you go out of your way to protect me?” 
 
    “Because a few years ago, I came out here ready to sabotage my life by letting a stranger watch me Change into something I knew she couldn’t understand. And I waited, Morgan. I waited and watched you, stayed up nights thinking that any minute now, the town was gonna come with their pitchforks and axes and drag me out of my home and put an end to me.” He squeezed her hand. “But you never told anyone, did you?” 
 
    Morgan let off a shaking breath and shook her head. “Not a soul.” 
 
    “Because of that, and because you gave Bre a warning for me, I trust you. That’s a big thing for me, Morgan. Trust. It doesn’t come easy to a creature whose sole instinct is survival. Do you trust me?” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “I shouldn’t trust any stranger.” 
 
    “Am I a stranger? You know more about me than anyone else in the world.” 
 
    “That’s sad. I barely know anything about you.” 
 
    Liam shrugged up his shoulder. “I don’t need anybody to know me. I need to stay steady and protect territory and…” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    Liam cleared his throat. “And apparently I need to protect you. Like you’ve been doing for me.” 
 
    “Cal and my dad found out you talked to me at the restaurant. A townie saw us and called them up. My dad called me an animal fucker.” 
 
    Liam belted out a laugh that echoed through the swamp. “Your dad’s a real gem, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s somethin’, but he ain’t shiny,” she muttered. 
 
    “You’re smart enough to know the shit he says doesn’t hold any weight, right?” 
 
    “Tonight, he reminded me that it’s my fault my mom left.” 
 
    Liam stiffened beside her, and his hand squeezed hers even tighter. “Well, that can’t be true.” 
 
    “It is, actually.” She huffed out a humorless laugh. “I guess I can tell you stuff since I know your big secret.” 
 
    “I suppose you can, and I’ll take it to my grave, so long as you take mine to yours.” 
 
    “That sounds fair.” She crossed her legs at her ankles and huffed a sigh. “She couldn’t stand me, Liam. Never looked at me like a momma should. Some people are not meant to be parents and to her, I was a burden. She accidentally got pregnant, and they didn’t have the money to pay to…you know.” 
 
    “Abort?” His voice was all gritty and angry. 
 
    “Yes. That. She let me know that part when I was nine. By the time I was ten, she was packing up. She was open about me being the reason she couldn’t be happy in the swamp anymore. She said I sucked the soul out of the place she loved.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he murmured. “That stuff is hard to get over.” 
 
    “It is if you have your asshole dad throwing it in your face all the time. He has these rose-colored glasses on when he talks about her. He talks like she was an angel and they had the greatest love story. But I remember. They fought like cats and dogs, always throwing shit at each other, breaking everything, screaming they hated each other. I think no other woman could put up with my dad’s shit, so he just latched onto the memory of her. But it’s made-up memories, you know?” When she looked over at him, she put the palm of her hand over her eyes out of politeness and decency. She wasn’t raised fancy, but she knew some manners. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Trying not to look at your dick.” 
 
    He snorted. “Just look at it and get it over with.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do it. My clothes are way in the woods, and I’m about to mooch a ride from you so I don’t have to walk. You get to deal with my naked ass for a while yet. Peek. I’m not modest. It’s one of the perks of being a shifter.” 
 
    She huffed three quick breaths and glanced down, squeaked because it was freaking huge, and then pulled her hands over her eyes again. 
 
    “Used to it yet?” he asked with a grin in his voice. 
 
    “No! Liam! No man has any right to have that much dick.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “I’m serious! You could kill a girl with that.” 
 
    Okay, now he was cracking up, and Morgan was trying to hide a smile. 
 
    “Fuckin’ sword,” she muttered under the sound of his laughter. “And what is happening? Do you have a boner?” 
 
    Liam grinned down at himself and then back at her. “You look pretty. I can’t help it.” 
 
    “I look pretty? I’m still in my work clothes, I smell like French fries, and I’ve been crying. What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Look, I’m a red-blooded man, you’re hot, my cock doesn’t care if you’re crying, you’re wearing that little V-neck T-shirt that has your tits playing peekaboob, but I’m trying to be a gentleman. I’m serious, you look pretty, all soft and vulnerable, in the light of your badass pickup, out in the swamp I love, lookin’ right at home. And plus I love the smell of French fries.” 
 
    And now she was laughing. Men. Seriously. 
 
    “You really threw my engagement ring in the swamp.” 
 
    Liam snorted. “That wasn’t an engagement ring. That was a noose. Probably got it from the dollar store, gonna turn your finger green anyway. I did you a favor. Someday a man is gonna give you a pretty ring for the right reasons, Morgan. A ring you’ll be proud to wear. You hold out until you get the man you deserve. You verbally fileted me twice today. Go use that attitude on your dad and Cal. Don’t you let them push you, or I’ll get involved.” His voice went quiet and dangerous. “And trust me when I say I’m a last resort. I’m a nuke. You only ask me for help when you don’t care about people dying. Fix it or I will, Morgan. Either way, I’ll have you safe.” 
 
    Truth be told, she was utterly shocked at his oath to protect her, and that little tingle in her chest cavity was getting bigger. No man had ever made her feel safe. And he was part gator. That fact was clear as day since he was still covered in water droplets from Changing in the swamp. She’d seen his gator eyes when he was swimming. He’d just warned her that if she needed it, he would kill for her. Danger, danger, danger. But she couldn’t help but feel safe with him anyway. 
 
    He interrupted her thoughts. “I’m gonna take you somewhere.” 
 
    Morgan sat up straighter. “Where?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise. We’ll go get your mind off whatever you went through tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t. I have to go back.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Morgan opened her mouth to explain, but none of her answers seemed good enough. Because Dad would be mad she didn’t cook his dinner? So. Because Cal would be mad that she wasn’t where she was supposed to be? So. 
 
    “You’re a twenty-five-year-old woman—” 
 
    “I’m way older than that. I’m twenty-nine.” 
 
    “Old lady,” he joked and flinched away when she swatted his arm. The smile faded from his face, and he tried again. “You’re a twenty-nine-year-old woman, who really doesn’t have to answer to anyone. Not your dad, not Cal, not me, not Jasper at the gas station, not anyone in this town. Fuck. Everyone. You do you, Morgan. The power people have over you? You give them that.” His eyes flashed that pretty gold. “Take that power back. The second you realize you’re the one feeding their control over you is the second you can learn how to set yourself free.” 
 
    She wanted to sit there for a minute and be awed and let his genius words sink in, but a mosquito bit her, and he smacked it on her arm. There was a little splat of blood smeared with the bug carcass, and Liam muttered, “Only a few billion more to go.” He hopped off the tailgate and meandered to the passenger’s side door, his big dick swinging, and the moment was over. 
 
    He turned down the radio when she climbed behind the wheel and directed her to a gap between the trees. The trail wasn’t very worn, but her truck made it just fine. 
 
    “You said it ached,” she murmured over the sound of the music. “It hurts to turn into an alligator?” 
 
    “Feels like dying.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart dropped. “Every time?” 
 
    “Yep. You get used to it, though—the dying part.” 
 
    She repeated it again, “You really threw my ring in the swamp.” 
 
    Liam chuckled. “Ask me if I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Liam Lachlan, I don’t think you’ve ever been sorry for a single thing in your entire life. You don’t seem like a man who does things he’ll regret later.” 
 
    “Oh, I have regrets, but they mostly belong to the animal. I learned long ago to stop beating myself up for something the gator does.” 
 
    “You don’t have control?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “If you turned into—” 
 
    “It’s called Changing. If I Change.” 
 
    “If you Change into it? Into the gatah? Would he hurt me?” 
 
    “No.” He said it without hesitation and then rolled his head against the headrest to face her. “I told you, you’re safe. You’ve been safe from my gator for years. He figured out you were protecting us before I did. You know anything about wild gators, Poacher’s Daughter?” 
 
    It made her prickle at being called that. “I know about killin’ ’em.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” he growled, a rumble filling the truck. “You’ll have a big male for each stretch of the swamp. He’s king, and he’ll fight off the other big ones. Keep the females safe, protected. Keep them his.” 
 
    “Is that what you do? You set up a territory and claim women?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “No. I’m a man, too, Morgan. I know when it’s just the gator’s instincts. I don’t need a bunch of females.” He relaxed into the seat and lifted his chin, stared straight ahead at his mustang illuminated in the headlights of her truck. “Never gave into the instinct until you.” 
 
    Well, that froze every word right into her throat. His animal was protective over her? A stranger? Am I a stranger? 
 
    She pulled the truck to a stop beside his car. “You’re a dangerous man,” she murmured, gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    “Not a danger to you,” he said. 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    He searched her eyes, his hand on the door handle. “What do you mean? I told you. I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “Won’t you? The gatah and the poacher’s daughter. We are from different worlds, Liam. I was raised to hate and kill you. And you were raised to hate and kill people like my family. You scare me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her middle to try to stop the fluttering there. “Because of how you make me feel.” 
 
    And there was a moment. Neither moved, and they just looked at each other, his eyes blazing that inhuman color. The butterflies in her stomach were the only things that moved in the cab of her truck. Everything else had frozen, as if time had stopped. And then slowly, the corner of Liam’s lip lifted just enough to form a crooked smile that rendered her breathless. God, this man. The smile fell, and a slight frown furrowed his dark eyebrows. He broke their gaze, pushed on the handle like he would leave. Her heart dropped. 
 
    “You said we’re from two different worlds, but that doesn’t matter. Not to me,” he murmured. “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms tighter around her stomach. She should lie. She should tell him to go, so she could figure out how to un-complicate her life. But she wasn’t a liar. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    He rounded on her, his big strong hand going straight to her neck where he gripped the back of it as his lips crashed onto hers. 
 
    The fire she’d felt earlier was reignited in a moment. Just the touch of his skin set her ablaze. 
 
    With a soft, needy noise in her throat, she slid her hands up his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck. He angled his face the other way and slipped his tongue past her lips, and this was everything. It was the first easy thing she could remember in her entire life. It was natural, as though he’d kissed her a hundred times and knew her already. His mouth moved against hers so smoothly, and she smiled against the tickle of his whiskers. He tasted so good, and when a rumble emanated from his chest, she stopped, eased her lips from his, and searched his bright gold eyes. He was breathing just as heavy, flushed, and looking at her as though he was just as shocked. And the prehistoric growl he was making rattled on. She pressed her palm against the firm line between his pecs. “I can feel it,” she whispered. 
 
    “My growl?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Your heartbeat.” 
 
    The tightness at the corners of his eyes softened. “Not from two different worlds after all.” 
 
    She wanted to cry again, but this time it was because she was so happy. So relieved to have shared an easy moment with a man she liked. With a man who was winning her heart, a heart she thought could never be won. She’d hardened it just enough for this moment to never happen for her. Yet Liam and come in and held her hand, asked if she was okay, and made her laugh on a terrible night. And now he was looking at her like she wasn’t invisible. 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him again softly. He smiled against her lips and lapped at her tongue slowly, rhythmically. His hands stroked her cheek, her throat, traced the V-shape of her T-shirt neck.  
 
    And she did the same for him—touched him—memorizing his body with her fingertips, tracing the curves of his muscles and the long lines of raised scars that decorated his chest. 
 
    Liam hooked his hand behind her left knee and pulled her over onto his lap like she didn’t weigh anything. She melted against his skin. He didn’t try to take her clothes off, only hugged her and kissed her gently. And she could feel it. He was siphoning away her sad bits and putting her broken pieces back together one by one. Gentle monster. Did he know what he was doing? Did he know he had magic? 
 
    He was creating a sweet addiction. 
 
    Morgan cupped his cheeks, rested her forehead against his, and closed her eyes. She shook her head slowly, nuzzling him. He allowed it before he leaned in and kissed her lips again. The growling was getting softer. His hands traced every part of her, but he didn’t push for more. She could feel his hard cock between her legs, separated from her skin by her jeans, but he didn’t move to pull her clothes off. He just…coveted her. 
 
    “You want more, don’t you?” he gritted out. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen like this,” he whispered against her ear. He nipped her earlobe and gripped the back of her neck firmly enough for her to gasp at how good it felt. “When you ask for me to be inside of you, your head will be clear. You won’t do it with tear stains on your cheeks, and you sure won’t get fucked in this truck. You’ll give me time to make you feel good, somewhere comfortable. You’ll come to me knowing that if you ask for all of me, there won’t be any turning back.” He eased back and kissed her again. And again. 
 
    Her entire body was tingling. She leaned forward to play his game and whispered into his ear, “You sure you don’t want to prop me up against the tailgate and fuck me from behind?” 
 
    “Fuuuuuck.” He said the word on a growl. “Morgan, get out of the truck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be a gentleman. Get out of the truck.” 
 
    But whatever he’d done to her body made her feel drunk, or high, or…something. He opened the door, and she poured out like a bowl of gravy on a pile of mashed potatoes. Her legs didn’t work right, so when she hit the ground, they buckled and she went down to her knees. 
 
    Liam hopped out like he had no problem with his legs at all, and now his eyes were glowing in the dark. He stood in front of her and offered her his hand to help her up.  
 
    She was sitting there in the grass between him and the tire of her truck, looking up at this sexy, monstrous man, and she wanted to stay lost. It felt good not to think for a little while, and how damn long had it been since a man had touched her? How long had it been since a man’s touch made her feel like this? Never. 
 
    She reached up for his hand, but instead slid her fingertips down the length of his thick, hard shaft. Liam pitched forward with a groan, locked his arms against her truck. Eyes closed, he whispered raggedly, “I’m trying to be a good man.” 
 
    “Maybe tonight I need the animal,” she murmured. 
 
    There was a loaded moment, his shoulders heaving, him standing over her, his dick twitching right at eye level. She stroked him again and brushed his balls with her fingertips, and the groan he let off was the sexiest sound she’d ever heard. She felt powerful for the first time ever. Big, dominant man, gripping her truck so hard the metal creaked. Letting her do anything she wanted. She slowly ran her nails down the insides of his powerful thighs, down to his knees, to the insides of his calf, ankles, and back up.  
 
    His breath was shaking now. “God, what are you doing to me?” he asked. 
 
    She gripped him hard and stroked down, back up, down, back up. He moved his hips with her. This was the sexiest thing she’d ever been a part of, and she didn’t want it to end. So big, so hard, swollen with wanting. She’d done this to him. 
 
    On and on, she stroked him, faster, harder, reveling in the noises he made, the way his muscles tensed. Morgan didn’t have her mind anymore. She was living for the moment, from one stroke to the next. She could tell he was close. He was leaning into her now. She lifted up on her knees, and when she slid her mouth over the head of his cock, he threw his head back and yelled her name. He gripped her hair and thrust into her mouth, then tensed. And she could feel it. Could taste it. His release pulsed into her mouth and down her throat. 
 
    She was so turned on, so wet. He was moaning as he finished emptying himself into her mouth. And then he did something that shocked her. He released his grip on her hair, dropped down to the ground, turned her, and pulled her into his lap. Her back was pressed against his chest and her legs braced on the tire of her truck when he unsnapped the button of her jeans. And then he slid his hand under her panties, through the wetness he’d created, and pushed two fingers inside of her. She arched back and moaned his name as he whispered against her ear, “Your turn.” 
 
    Her body quaked as she thrust her hips to meet his fingers. His hand was so strong, pressed against her just right to hit that feel-good spot. He pushed his fingers deep inside her, over and over, faster and faster. Feet against the tire, she reached behind her and gripped the back of his neck as her body broke apart completely. The pressure exploded inside, her body pulsing hard with her release. But he wasn’t done. He pushed his fingers into her until he’d drawn out every throbbing wave of release. And then he kissed her neck, nipped it, kissed it, nipped it, as she sat there wondering what the hell kind of sorcery this man had attained to make her come so hard and fast with just his fingers. 
 
    She had this sneaking suspicion that if she looked in the mirror right now, she wouldn’t recognize the woman who looked back at her anymore. She felt changed from the inside out. 
 
    This…being held, being appreciated, having a man care if she felt good... This was what she wanted. Not the building storm of her old life. 
 
    “You want to know something weird?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I want to know everything, even the weird stuff.” 
 
    “Earlier today, Holt was talking about how Bre curled into his lap and let him comfort her, and I wondered for the first time ever what it would feel like if a woman did that to me. How it would feel to know a woman knew she was safe with me.” 
 
    With a smile for the dark, Morgan inhaled deeply and asked, “And? How does it feel?” 
 
    “Do you feel safe?” he asked against her ear. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She could hear him swallow hard and he rested his cheek against hers. “Well, that changes everything.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she murmured, closing her eyes just so she could feel the strength of his arms around her, and the breeze against her skin, and the rasp of his whiskers against her cheek. Just so she could appreciate the sensation of him. “Liam?” 
 
    He was just sitting there with her on his lap, holding her close, rocking her gently to the soundtrack of the frogs. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go home yet. I want to do some living.” 
 
    She could feel his cheeks swell with a grin, and there was pride in his voice when he said, “Thata girl.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Whose boat is this?” Morgan asked from the front. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Liam said, just to watch her reaction. 
 
    “Liam,” she hissed, spinning around on him. “You can’t just take people’s boats in the swamp. That’s the number one rule. That’s how you get shot!” 
 
    Liam shrugged and steered them toward the left split in the river. “People are shooting at me all the time anyway.” She was so easy to tease, looking at him like she was concerned for his safety and well-being. It was fun, but his inner gator didn’t like him worrying their mate. Mate. Shit, this girl didn’t know how deep she’d gotten them into. “Morgan, I’m kidding. The boat is mine.” 
 
    She sat up straighter and frowned. “Oh.” 
 
    It was dark but he had excellent night vision. A bonus to being a freak. 
 
    She asked, “You have a swamper boat?” 
 
    “I grew up here, remember? Everyone has a boat.” 
 
    “But…you had it tied to a dock. And there was another boat there. Was that your dock?” 
 
    “Yep. And the other boat, and the ten acres to the west of that dock.” 
 
    “What?” she whisper-screamed. 
 
    He chuckled because she was so damn cute. Her cheeks were still flushed from what they’d done up against her truck an hour ago. 
 
    “Woman, I have to Change. I would rather do it near my own legal territory. I’ll buy the next lot over when old man Mac decides to sell it to me. I’ve been asking him for years.” 
 
    “So you’re expanding your territory. You must be rich.” 
 
    “Rich? No. I’m a car salesman. I live simply, though, and I’m a saver. I buy land when I have enough saved up. Been doing it since I was in my early twenties.” 
 
    “Oh. How old are you now?” 
 
    “Thirty-five.” 
 
    “And still unmarried.” 
 
    “Un-mated,” he corrected her. 
 
    “Old maid,” she joked, her pretty little eyebrows arched high. She locked her arms on the metal seat she was sitting on and leaned back. “Also, I don’t understand why you put a shirt on. It’s hot, and I want to look at your abs some more.” 
 
    “My abs? That’s what you want to stare at?” 
 
    “That or your belly-button.” But she couldn’t get through saying that without giggling. “You have a very sexy man-button.” 
 
    She was funny, made him laugh and, hell yeah, a sense of humor made her even sexier. Tough girl, independent girl, funny girl, sexy-as-hell in the sack, beggin’ for his dick. A growl clawed up his throat, and he gave her a toothy smile. 
 
    “You thinkin’ about what we did back there?” she asked cheekily. 
 
    “Woman, I’ll be thinking about that until the day I die. That was so fuckin’ hot.” 
 
    “You taste good.” 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” he rumbled in approval. 
 
    He really liked this side of Morgan, the open side that said whatever she wanted. The one with her walls all torn down, just living for the moment and having fun. 
 
    He was about to test her in a big way, though. 
 
    “Whose house is that?” she asked, pointing to the houseboat with outdoor light strands illuminating the upper and lower deck porches. 
 
    “That would be Raina Lachlan’s house.” 
 
    Morgan gasped. “The witch?” 
 
    “My grandma. Kind of.” 
 
    “What do you mean kind of?” 
 
    “Her husband was my granddad, but he had my dad before he met Raina. She didn’t have much to do with my dad, but when my parents left, she helped raise me like I was her flesh-and-blood grandson. So to me, blood related or not doesn’t matter. She’s my gram.” 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Morgan said, her eyes round. “She’s…she’s…the witch of the swamp, controls all the gators, and she got that dark magic, and I’m…I’m…” 
 
    “You’re what?” 
 
    “A poacher’s daughter!” 
 
    “No,” he assured her. “You’re Morgan. You’re with me. You’re safe. Oh, look, it’s Holt’s boat. He and Bre must be here tonight.” Her test just got a whole lot bigger. 
 
    Morgan chewed on her thumbnail as he steered them closer. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because I trust you. And you should see the real side of what your dad has been hunting all this time. They’re good people, just different.” 
 
    “And if Holt eats me?” 
 
    Liam hid a smile and shrugged. “You’re a tough woman. You’ll probably kill him first.” 
 
    She looked flattered. “It actually makes me feel good you have that much faith in—” 
 
    “He’ll probably choke on you as you go down.” 
 
    “Liam! Oh my God, that’s a terrible thing to say.” 
 
    He was cackling under his breath, though, and she couldn’t hide her smile. “You’ll do just fine. Just…” He turned the boat sideways to tie it off on Raina’s porch. “Don’t get cursed by Gram.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Don’t get cursed by his gram? By Raina Lachlan, the known witch of the swamps? The one from the bayous with the black magic? Morgan’s family was four unbroken generations of gator poachers, and Liam had brought her to the mother-freakin’ gator witch! “I said I wanted to do some livin’, not some dyin’,” she hissed out as he rocked the boat climbing onto the porch of Raina’s houseboat. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, tying off the boat and offering her a hand. “If you get cursed, I know someone who can undo it.” 
 
    Relief swirled around in her chest. “Oh, thank God. Who?” 
 
    He grinned brightly. “My gram.” 
 
    She let off a very human growl. “This is the worst first date in the world.” 
 
    “It’ll get better with moonshine.” 
 
    “Great,” she muttered, slipping her hand into his. She climbed out of the boat like a pro, because this was her life, doing outdoorsy swamper shit. She’d watched many a city person tip a boat in her years living in Uncertain, but she was as sure-footed as a Billy goat on a mountain in these things. 
 
    Her palms were sweating by the time Liam lead her across the houseboat porch and around a set of plastic lawn furniture. By the time he knocked on the door, she was wringing her hands and feeling nauseous. The witch and a couple gator shifters. How bad could this party be? Very…very bad. 
 
    A dog barked from inside, and it sounded like a fuckin’ gargoyle. Chills rippled up her spine and her hands started shaking worse. “I don’t think I can do this,” she whispered as she watched a shadow approach the door through the window blinds. 
 
    “I can hear your heart racing. You’re panicking,” Liam murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Hey,” he cut her off. Liam rested his hand on the small of her back and told her, “You’re with me. You’re okay.” 
 
    “Swear you didn’t just lure me here to kidnap me to get back at my family!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have cared about your pleasure earlier if that was my plan,” he muttered, plastering a smile for the statuesque woman who opened the door. 
 
    Well, how was she supposed to respond like a normal person after he said that? Okay, touché, he wouldn’t have fooled around with her and been all sweet and gentle if he was planning on feeding her to his family…right? 
 
    Raina Lachlan was a rare beauty, mixed race, tall woman with curves and a pair of red horn-rimmed glasses over her light brown eyes. But her smile fell off the face of the planet when she saw Morgan. 
 
    “Child, what are you doing bringing her to my part of the swamp?” she asked Liam softly. “Do you know who her daddy is?” 
 
    “She ain’t her daddy,” he clipped out. 
 
    The dog inside barked again, and then Holt and Bre appeared behind Raina, shushing the monstrous German Shepherd who was scrabbling its giant paws against the wooden floors and baring its teeth at Morgan. 
 
    “Fargo, stop it!” Bre exclaimed. She looked up at Morgan and shook her head apologetically. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He’s never like this.” 
 
    “He senses evil,” muttered Holt Lachlan, Bre’s fiancé…husband…mate…whatever-he-was. 
 
    Raina stood aside and watched Morgan like a hawk on a rat as she said, “Come on inside, the both of you. I’m sure curious about why you’re here.” 
 
    “Same,” Morgan said low as she stepped past the snarling dog. Bre had a hold of his collar, but Holt was standing there with his arms crossed, not helping, as if he was fine with his dog eating Morgan. Asshole. 
 
    “This was a mistake,” she murmured to Liam as he pulled out a chair for her at the table. 
 
    “Sit down,” he rumbled, his eyes sparking that inhuman gold. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do—” 
 
    Liam leaned down, gripped the back of her chair, and had his face within inches of hers. “Morgan, I’m doing my best to keep my gator in control and not rip Holt a new asshole and destroy this fuckin’ house. My instincts are up, I don’t like when you’re uncomfortable, I’m about to eat that fuckin’ dog if he even looks at you rude, and I brought you here for a reason.” 
 
    “What reason is that?” Raina asked softly from right behind them. 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes closed for a second and sighed, then straightened up. “Because y’all are my family. And I wanted her to meet you.” 
 
    The fire in Raina’s eyes faded. “You like this girl?” 
 
    “Woman,” Liam corrected. 
 
    Raina sighed heavily and gestured for Holt and Bre to join them at the table. 
 
    Holt’s eyes filled with fire, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Raina cut him off before he even began. “I ain’t askin’!” she barked. 
 
    A rumble rattled the air, and another one answered, emanating from Liam. 
 
    “You want to fuckin’ go?” Holt asked him, squaring up, only a couple feet separating them. 
 
    Raina got between them, shoved them both back, gripping each of their shirts in her clenched fists. “You boys ain’t gonna fight on family night.” 
 
    Holt jammed a finger at Morgan. “She ain’t family.” 
 
    Liam jammed a finger at Bre, “Then she ain’t either. Family isn’t always blood, Cousin. Thought you’d already figured that out.” 
 
    “Holt,” Bre whispered, and the effect on him was immediate. The tension left his shoulders as he looked down at his mate, still holding Fargo’s collar. “She warned us about her daddy. She gave me a warning for Liam without asking for anything in return.” 
 
    “Yet,” Holt said. “She ain’t asked for anything yet.” 
 
    And that was enough. Morgan slapped her thigh. “Holt, I ain’t ever asked for anything from you or your family, and I never will. I like doing stuff on my own.” 
 
    “That, I can say is true,” Liam said low. “She would rather gnaw her own arm off than ask anyone for help. I learned that quick.” 
 
    The back of her chair creaked from his tightening grip, so Morgan did something she would’ve never seen herself doing in a million years. She slid her hand to his wrist and massaged a little circle right on the inside. She comforted a riled-up man instead of putting her head down and going invisible. And the darndest thing happened. The tension in his body relaxed, too, and the rumble that was in his chest from the moment they walked in the door finally faded away. 
 
    Liam was looking down at her, searching her eyes, the hard lines of his clenched jaw softening. And when she forced herself to look away, Holt, Bre, and Raina were staring at the place her hand held Liam’s wrist. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Raina murmured. “You did figure out how to tame a monster, now, didn’t you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “A gatah-man will only calm for one.” Raina made her way into the kitchen. “Now, we’re gonna play some spoons, drink some moonshine, and have a good night.” Only she didn’t pour the moonshine right away. In the loaded silence of the small houseboat, Raina poured a shot of whiskey and drank it down with her back to them. She shook her head and then brought over a glass jar of ’shine and a small stack of red solo cups. 
 
    Fargo was still growling, his eyes locked on Morgan, but Holt brushed his fingertips on the top of the dog’s head and said, “She’s all right. Go on, lay in your bed.” 
 
    The threatening noise died to nothing in the dog’s throat, and he did as he was told. He trotted over into the corner, did one circle on an oversize dog pillow, and laid down, his narrowed eyes steady on Morgan. He didn’t blink. Just glared. 
 
    Well…that was fuckin’ weird. There was something about that dog. Something…more. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Bre murmured, shock on her face and her fingers still outstretched where Fargo had trotted away from her grip on his collar. She took a seat directly across the table from Morgan while Holt slowly sat across from where Liam was settling into the seat next to Morgan. Raina seemed happy to stay busy and not sit at all. 
 
    “I have a memory of you, Raina,” Morgan said softly, peeling at the corner of a napkin that had been sitting at her spot at the table. 
 
    “I know which one you’re about to say, but you go on and tell the boys and Bre,” she said as she poured moonshine into the cups. 
 
    Morgan chewed the side of her lip and dropped her gaze to the napkin. “Once upon a time, there was this little pipsqueak ten-year-old swamper kid. She wanted to keep up with the boys, so she took a dare. The dare was to egg the Lachlan House where a witch lived and not get caught. Be fast. Not get cursed.” Morgan inhaled deeply and met Raina’s eyes. “And she did. She egged it. Used two cartons of eggs, making a mess on the door and the porch and even the witch’s car. The boys praised her like she’d done something amazing. It was the first time the little girl felt special. So she snuck home, climbed through her window, got in bed, and went to sleep feeling like she’d won some prize. Feeling brave. But the next morning, she was makin’ breakfast for her daddy and some of his friends, and she dropped an egg on the floor. Her dad got pissed, and she rushed to clean it up. But as she was kneeled over cleaning it off the floor, the victory of the night before sure started tasting mighty bitter. She started thinking about all the wrong she’d done to the witch the night before. Started thinking about how hard it was going to be for the witch to clean all that up. Soon as her dad left that morning to hunt, the little pipsqueak swamper girl snuck out again with towels and a trash bag for the eggshells. If she was lucky, she could get it all cleaned up before the witch woke up. Only when she got to the Lachlan House, the witch was already cleaning with two little boys.” She glanced at Holt and Liam. “I didn’t have much to give to make up for it, and I didn’t know how to say a sorry that was big enough. So I went and got my two favorite marbles from a bag of them in my room. The big ones with swirls of color. I put them in a little box and wrote a letter, but I wasn’t good at writing, so I just put two words on it and left it on the doorstep.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Liam murmured, staring at his clasped hands on the table. He looked up and gave her a small, crooked smile. “All your note said was ‘I’m sorry.’” 
 
    She nodded. “I was pretty sure I got cursed that night for my devil-deeds on that witch because things got real bad in our house. A few months later, my momma left. So from then on, I stayed far away from that witch and her grandsons.” 
 
    Raina sat at the head of the table, right beside her. She slid her hand over Morgan’s and said, “Do you remember the food that kept showing up on your doorstep after your momma left?” she asked. 
 
    Well, that sparked a memory. Morgan sat up straight. “Yes. In glass dishes. The fancy kinds. Casseroles, gumbo, barbecue chicken. My dad was in the drink from my momma leavin’, and I didn’t know which way was up. He wasn’t hunting, there was no money, I was ten and trying to keep us fed, and then the magic food started showing up. One pan of food every few days. Just as we ran out of one, a new one would appear. I waited up a few nights to try and catch who was doin’ it, but I always nodded off too early.” 
 
    “I didn’t curse you, child.” 
 
    No. She’d blessed her instead. Morgan dipped her voice to a whisper. “I don’t know how we would’ve made it if it wasn’t for you feedin’ us. You know who my daddy is? You know he’s a poacher? You know he goes after the gatah-men? The shifters?” 
 
    Raina dipped her chin once. 
 
    Baffled, Morgan shook her head. “Then why would you make food for him?” 
 
    “It wasn’t for him. It was for you.” Raina squeezed her hand gently. “A little pipsqueak swamper kid egged my home, but then she came back and gave a present and an apology.” She twitched her head toward Liam and used his words, “Liam’s right. You ain’t your daddy. Never were.” 
 
    Well, fuck a duck, now Morgan’s eyes were tearing up and her lip was quivering and everything she thought she knew about everything was getting all blurred. So she did the only thing she could do to stop the sissy-baby emotion from leaking out of her face and chugged that Solo cup of moonshine. And it. Was. Delicious. 
 
    “Apple pie flavor?” she rasped out around the burn in her throat. 
 
    “It’s the best one I make,” Raina said. 
 
    “It’s the only one that won’t poison you,” Holt enlightened her. And then he chugged his. Raina downed hers but Bre only stared into her cup with wide eyes. 
 
    Liam tinked the lip of his cup against Morgan’s and gave her the prettiest smile she’d ever seen on a rugged man. And then he drank his, too. 
 
    When they looked at Bre, staring at her cup like it was a slug, she blurted out, “I’m going to have a baby.” 
 
    Raina’s gasp was immediate, and she snatched the drink right out of her hands. “A baby?” she crowed, her smile lighting up the room. She pulled Bre into a back-cracking hug as she made a whole slew of happy “ooohs” and “aaahs” and “oh my Gods.” 
 
    Liam slid his arm around the back of Morgan’s chair, and she leaned into his side. He was looking at Holt, but whatever he saw on the proud daddy’s face, well, he seemed to approve if his smile was anything to go by. 
 
    “Maybe it’ll be a girl,” Raina said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t care either way. I just want him to be okay,” Bre gushed. “I didn’t even know I could have a baby! I tried with an ex, but it never happened, and now I’m going to be a mom and blub-fuff-kilgs-duddle…” She sobbed something unintelligible into Raina’s cushiony boob. Her shoulders were shaking with her crying, and it pulled at Morgan’s heart so much. 
 
    She stood without thinking and hugged Bre, too. “You’re gonna make a great momma,” she whispered. 
 
    “What if I don’t? What if I’m terrible and I can’t keep him safe and the first time he turns into a little alligator, I—” 
 
    Morgan cut her off and pushed her back to arm’s length, gripping her shoulders. “Girl, the fact that you’re worried you won’t be? The fact that you’re already scared you won’t cut it? That’s good-momming already. And look at them boys behind me. They won’t let you be bad at it. They’ll just fuckin’ eat you if you’re terrible at raising a gatah-boy.” 
 
    When Bre eased back a little and smiled at Holt, the tears slowed. 
 
    “And furthermore,” Morgan continued, on a roll now, “you got a great-grandma witch who can curse the shit out of anyone who messes with your kid. You aren’t alone. Plus, I saw how you went after the whole world in that news story to protect your man. You got half of Uncertain stickin’ up for shifters now. Heaven help anyone who messes with your people.” Morgan squeezed her shoulders gently. “You’ll do just fine.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m going to make you some orange juice,” Raina said. “Morgan, you drink her ’shine.” 
 
    “But…I’m already buzzing,” Morgan muttered, releasing Bre. Apparently no one heard her but Liam. 
 
    The dog was barking again, but not in aggression, thank the Lord. He just sounded excited. Raina was a storm in the kitchen, heating up biscuits and pouring OJ. Holt pulled Bre into his lap from where he sat, a big old grin on his face and the mushiest look in his eyes as he whispered something in Bre’s ear. And Liam…hot, sexy, smoldering Liam…sat leaned back in his chair, rocked back on two legs, head cocked, his smile looking downright feral as he studied her like she was a good steak and he was hungry. 
 
    Her stomach dipped with an instant excitement. God, she was in trouble. That man demanded way too much of her heart’s attention to escape him clean. 
 
    He twitched his head. Come here. 
 
    And like an infatuated schoolgirl, she came a-trotting over. His chuckle was deep and filled her soul as she sat next to him and nestled into the space he created by holding his arm out. He reached forward and drank half of Bre’s moonshine, then handed her the cup. 
 
    “I don’t want to drink after you,” she teased. “I’ll get your germs.” 
 
    He snorted and whispered into her ear, “Woman, you still have my cum in your throat. That excuse will never fly with me.” He bit her earlobe gently, and she did her best to stifle the gasp. And as heat flared up into her cheeks, she drank down the last half of Bre’s moonshine. 
 
    She’d never felt so much emotion in one day. She had hell to pay tomorrow with leaving the house, and she had to figure out what she was going to do about Cal. But tonight, she was buzzing. She’d had a man she liked take care of her body and then bring her straight to his family. The moonshine was potent so she was already relaxing. She was warm and safe against Liam’s ribs, and as she looked around at everyone smiling and chattering, the atmosphere warm, like she always imagined a real family to be, she decided that tonight she was just going to enjoy life. 
 
    Tomorrow would have to take care of itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Did she know? Could she tell? 
 
    Liam’s heart was beating so fast as he drove her back to his Changing woods, the ones he always used now because she’d seen him there. The ones he used because he didn’t feel so alone when the pain took him. When the gator took his skin. 
 
    Could she tell how hard it was for him to look away from her? 
 
    One hand guiding the wheel of his mustang, Liam slid his other to her thigh and squeezed it gently. Morgan did the cutest thing and rested her hand on his, right on top, like she wanted him to stay there, touching her. Him. Monster. Invited to touch a strong, funny, quiet, independent, amazing woman. A human woman. She really wasn’t afraid of him. Not even after the stories Gram had told of when he and Holt had started Changing into the dominant male gators they were now. When they’d started fighting and bleeding each other for territory. She hadn’t been scared. She’d been wide-eyed, but she’d smiled and held his hand under the table. 
 
    The gator and the poacher’s daughter. 
 
    Did she realize how amazing he thought she was? 
 
    “I’m not good with words,” he admitted over the sound of the country song she was humming along to. 
 
    She was relaxed, tired, her smile slower. 
 
    “I ain’t either. I learned to be real quiet around boys except when I’m working at Tacky’s.” 
 
    “You don’t ever have to be quiet around me,” he murmured, squeezing her thigh again. God, he loved her accent. Deep swamper, deep south, that bayou drawl. 
 
    “If you ever have babies, I hope they talk like you,” he said before he could change his mind. 
 
    Her pretty soft green eyes did that round shape again, and there was that slow smile. “I never thought about babies. Too much to do before I could be good at being a mom.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” he responded. He disagreed, but it was too soon to voice that. His gator didn’t scare her like it should, but she was a tough one. Sometimes the tough ones got flighty with emotions. Sometimes they bailed if things got too serious too quick, and Liam wasn’t in the mood to test that right before he dropped her at her truck. 
 
    It was four in the morning. “I wish you could stay a little longer. Watch the sunrise over my Changing place. It’s a sight.” 
 
    She rested her head back against the seat and leveled her eyes on her truck that appeared in the headlights through the trees. “For as much as I want to escape the situation I’m in, I sure love the swamp. There is no prettier sunrise than right here in Uncertain. I believe that.” 
 
    “Someday we’ll watch it together,” he promised. 
 
    But the smile drifted from her face as he pulled up next to her truck. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing in the world is wrong tonight. It’s tomorrow I gotta worry about.” She chewed her bottom lip, and trouble swirled in her eyes. 
 
    Liam didn’t like it, wanted to prolong this night when they could forget about the rest of the world, the rest of their problems. He slipped his hand to her neck, gripped it gently, dragged her gaze back to his. “We will have that sunrise, Morgan. Someday. I swear it.” 
 
    She lifted his free hand to her lips and pressed a kiss there, right on his knuckles. “I’ll think about it all the time. Goodnight, Liam.” She pushed the door of his car open and then closed it when she got out, turned back around and leaned into the open window. “Thank you,” she said, a soft frown furrowing her dainty brows. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For sharing your place. For letting me meet your family. I know that was a big sign of trust, and I haven’t earned it all the way.” 
 
    “You have.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I still gotta poacher’s last name, Liam. You took a risk letting me in. I won’t forget it.” 
 
    “You saying you’ll keep protecting my secrets?” he asked, teasing, hoping for a little smile to return to her pretty pink lips. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    “Always,” she said.  
 
    A promise for a promise. He would give her a sunrise with no troubles someday, and she would protect him like she’d done for months. 
 
    God, did she know? Did she know her value to a man like him? 
 
    “If you ever need anything,” he rumbled, the gator unsettled at their impending separation, “you call me.” 
 
    “I don’t have a cell phone.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” he rumbled again. “I’ll see you real soon, Morgan.” 
 
    There was that little smile. “I’ll see you real soon, Liam.” 
 
    But her voice didn’t hold the same conviction his had. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like her walking away when he didn’t understand what was wrong. He needed to dig deeper into her father and Cal. See how dangerous they really were. See how big a threat they were—not to him…but to Morgan. 
 
    She mattered. 
 
    Did she realize? 
 
    Did she realize how she really mattered to him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Dad was in the drink. 
 
    When her headlights graced the front porch of their house, Morgan could see him sitting there on the porch, holding a bottle of cheap whiskey. It was half-empty. He took another swallow of it as he glared at her through the front window of her truck. 
 
    She wasn’t a runner, but it was pretty damn tempting to make a U-turn and get the fuck out of here. 
 
    Steeling herself, she pushed open the Chevy door and made her way to him. Slowly. 
 
    Why couldn’t she meet his eyes? All night long, she’d felt different from her bones outward with Liam. She’d felt confident and safe, but it was different now, facing reality on her own. She’d always been on her own but, damn, it had been a relief to feel safe for a little while. 
 
    Safe with a dangerous, murderous, dominant gator shifter. Ha. She was ten times more scared of her dad than of Liam. 
 
    “Where you been?” he asked. 
 
    “Clearing my head.” 
 
    “Clearing your head,” he repeated slowly. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Dad leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Clearing your head with who?” he asked, raising his bushy brows nearly to his hair line. 
 
    She didn’t answer. Just stood there with her head drooping. 
 
    “With who?” he yelled suddenly, standing. 
 
    Morgan jumped, and she hated it. Hated being startled by someone who should be nicer to her. Hated being scared by the man who should’ve always taken care of her, not bullied her into this…this…quiet, submissive… “With whoever I want,” she gritted out, lifting her eyes to him so he could see the hatred there. “Since you seem to be confused on how proposals go. It’s my choice whether to marry Cal or not.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he scoffed. 
 
    “It is. It always was. I been saying no for years, and you never opened your goddamn ears long enough to hear me. I don’t want him.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Dad stood to his full height and threw the glass bottle against the porch railing so hard it shattered into a million pieces. “Who do you want to ask my for blessing then, girl? Cal is swamp. He’s a hunter—” 
 
    “Poacher!” 
 
    “So the fuck what?” Dad yelled, his face turning a shade of red she only saw when he was a bottle in. “It’s an honest living.” 
 
    “Honest? Honest? You take animals without tags, when it ain’t the right season for it. You don’t pay for conservation. You take from the swamp and sell the carcasses. You’re a taker, Dad! So is Cal. I don’t want no taker!” The last five words she screamed so loud her throat went scratchy and the words echoed through the woods. 
 
    Dad froze, the veins in his forehead popping, the rage in his eyes infinite. “Well, I sure kept food on the table with my dishonorable living. If it wasn’t for me, you ungrateful little bitch—” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be working so hard to keep electricity running in this shit-shack.” Her voice shook, but fuck it all now. “If it wasn’t for me, you would’ve died in a puddle of your own whiskey vomit a hundred times over. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have food on your table every night, and if it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have anyone to blame for mom leaving except for yourself.” Morgan made her way up the stairs, about ninety-percent sure she was gonna get hit, but when Dad charged, he only slammed his hand on the door and kept her from going inside. She flinched. Weak. 
 
    His face was so close to hers she could smell the drink on his breath. “What’s happened to my baby girl that she would talk to me like this?” he whispered. 
 
    Morgan was shaking so bad. She closed her eyes, her hand gripping the knob of the screen door. “Let me pass.” 
 
    “Whose been filling your head with these lies, baby? Who? We’re happy here. We’re a family. Me and you and Cal and the boys. Whose trying to take you away from me?” 
 
    She’d seen him switch tactics like this before. He was just as dangerous pretending to be patient. He could flip that fury-switch any second, and she needed to be in her room where she could lock the door. “Let. Me. Pass.” 
 
    He grabbed her jaw and yanked her face toward him. “Look at me,” he growled. “Look at me!” 
 
    Breath trembling, she opened her eyes and forced her tears back down. 
 
    “You will marry Cal. It’s what’s right for our family. He’s been patient and good to you, and I’ll see you with someone you deserve.” Dad was slurring. “You’ll stop this nonsense, creepin’ out late at night, not doing your chores. You’ll go back to being a good girl, Morgan, won’t you? I forgive your mistakes today because you have your momma’s fire in you. It ain’t your fault, but I won’t let it ride again. It’s safest for you to do as you’re told. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?” The last words were a growled threat that chilled her blood. 
 
    Her stupid lip trembled. 
 
    He slammed his hand on the door, and she jumped. He screamed, “Do you understand?” 
 
    And the weak woman in her nodded to something she didn’t agree with. She never hated herself more than in this moment. 
 
    “Good girl,” he murmured, releasing her jaw as he shoved her face away. “Now, get on to bed. You have work today, and me and Cal need you to earn lots of tips. Cal dropped his rifle in the water and lost it tonight while we were hunting the big gator. You know the one I’m talking about, don’t you? Not Holt. I mean the big-big one. Couldn’t find him, but we will. Don’t you worry, Morgan, we will. We got new information about him. Someone close to him has been giving away information. Betraying him. We know where he Changes into the gatah now. Got traps all set, and they ain’t nothing you ever seen. He can’t escape long. Need a new rifle, though. A bigger one so it hurts more when we close in on him. The way I heard it, if you kill them shifters when they’re turned into their animals, their carcasses stay animal. Gonna skin us a fourteen-footer.” Dad twitched his head toward the big tree in front of the house, the one with the ropes hanging from a thick branch. “Just imagine it, baby. Him all strung up, never to bother these swamps again. Bleedin’ as we take his hide from him. He gonna make us rich. You know how much a shifter gatah will go for on the right market? Gatah boots from a shifter. Bones for the dark magic. Teeth for the bayou witches. Meat as a delicacy because it has to taste different…right? It has to. I’ll let you try some. Go on in, honey. We all gotta big day tomorrow.” 
 
    Those tears she’d held in all this time didn’t stay put any longer. Two of them trickled down her cheeks as she fought not to retch. As she fought to keep her face straight, because that’s how she protected Liam, by acting like she didn’t know anything about anything. “Okay,” she whispered brokenly. And then she pulled open the door and made her way numbly to her room, her dad’s attention boring into the back of her neck until she closed the door softly behind her. And locked it. 
 
    Her timeline had changed. 
 
    Tomorrow was a big day, but not because of work, and not because of Dad’s planned shifter hunt. It was because she would figure out a way out of this Hell. Tomorrow was day one of the rest of her life. 
 
    She didn’t know how she was going to do it, but no matter what, one of these nights real soon, when all the boys went on their night hunt, she was going to leave this place and never look back. 
 
    Over her cold, dead body would she ever see Liam’s gator hanging from the killing tree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Money was the problem. 
 
    Morgan rested her elbows on her knees as she cleaned another fish on the front porch. Cleaning fish was one of her least favorite chores, but she had lots of experience doing it. 
 
    How could she get out of here as soon as possible? She could leave this house, sure, but she couldn’t post up anywhere in town without enough for a deposit. If she stayed in the motel a couple towns over, she would eat through all the money she saved in a couple of weeks. And as tempting as it was to drive as far as her gas would get her and settle in the farthest place away from here…she still needed money to start her new life. 
 
    And then there was Liam. 
 
    Now, it stole her breath away just to think about never seeing him again. What did that say about a girl like her? Getting attached to the first man who was nice to her? 
 
    She could hear her dad shuffling around inside, moving around dishes in the kitchen. Oh, he wasn’t cleaning them. He never did that. Cleaning dishes fell under her list of a million jobs. Like right now? She was supposed to be getting ready for work, but he’d caught a string of catfish this morning and tossed them on the porch while she was pulling on her shoes. He’d grunted out, “Clean them before you go.” 
 
    Sometimes, she strongly disliked him. The last thing she needed to make big tips was to smell like a dead fish. 
 
    Whatever notions she’d had of getting out of here clean and easy was squashed the second she heard a loud engine rumbling up the long drive. 
 
    It couldn’t be. 
 
    Morgan gripped her knife harder and wiped a flyaway wisp of hair from her forehead with her wrist. And sure as shit, here came Liam’s mustang, roaring up the last stretch of dirt driveway like he didn’t give a single care if her dad heard him. 
 
    Shocked, all she could do was stare in horror as he stepped out of the car and grinned at her. He even did the hot-boy, two-fingered wave. He wore sunglasses over his eyes and a thin white V-neck shirt that showed the top of the perfectly chiseled line between his pecs. His strong, long legs were encased in jeans that hung juuuuuust right on his hips. And that smile… God damn, the smile on that man. This was very very bad, but don’t tell that to her hoo-hah. Her lady bits were slow-clapping as she stared at that sexy man walk toward her with the confidence of a predator. 
 
    “There isn’t much else sexier than a woman who knows how to clean a fish.” 
 
    With a slow blink, Morgan looked down at her hands, one holding a long knife, the other holding a five-pound, half-cleaned catfish. She was covered in blood and guts and sweating, her tank-top sticking to her like a second skin. It was literally the most unattractive she could imagine looking or smelling. 
 
    “Yeah right,” she said low, hiding a smile. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said, striding up the porch stairs to her. “You keep surprising me. The more I learn about you, the more I like you.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and ducked her gaze, hiding the fire in her cheeks. “You like me?” Good grief, she sounded too hopeful. Be cool. 
 
    “You know I do,” he murmured, hooking a finger under her chin. “You don’t have to hide those eyes from me.” 
 
    “My dad is here,” she whispered. 
 
    The smile dropped from his face in an instant. “Good. He’s the one I came to see. Cal, too, if he’s around.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she hissed. 
 
    “He can try,” Liam rumbled. He pointed to the door. “Are they inside?” 
 
    “Just my dad. Cal is at his place, probably sleeping off a hangover. I don’t know why I said that. You don’t need to know about his habits.” 
 
    “Actually, I do, so I appreciate that.” He yanked open the screen door and gestured for her to go first. “I’ll let you introduce us. Manners and all.” 
 
    But Liam didn’t care about manners. She knew he didn’t. Not with her dad. This man had marched into poacher territory with both middle fingers up. 
 
    This was a dare, not politeness. 
 
    Liam held the door open for her gallantly.  
 
    “Oh my God, this is happening,” she muttered to herself as she dropped the fish in the bucket and wiped her knife on the towel she had draped over her knee. With a huffed breath, she stood and made her way inside, wiping her hands on the towel. 
 
    “Dad,” she announced loudly, because if they were going to Hell, they might as well do it thoroughly, “This is Liam Lachlan—” 
 
    A frying pan came sailing right at her face, and before she could do more than squeak in fear, Liam’s giant hand plucked it from the air easily. And then he chucked the pan right back at the man who’d thrown it. Dad barely ducked fast enough, and it crashed through the window over the sink. And Liam wasn’t done. He barreled down on her dad so fast he blurred from the living room to the kitchen. Liam was just a streak. Just a smear. And then his hand was around Dad’s throat and he’d slammed him up against the wall. “You could’ve hit Morgan, you fuckin’ asshole.” 
 
    Dad blasted his fist against Liam’s face, but all that happened was his sunglasses flew off and Liam’s gold gator eyes bore holes right through Dad. 
 
    She’d never seen fear in her dad’s face before this moment, but staring into the feral eyes of his demise, he looked like he would piss himself. Liam dragged him upward against the wall until Dad’s boots left the floor and he made choking sounds. 
 
    Morgan tried to find a shred of pity for the man who raised her, but couldn’t. “Daaad…this is Liam Lachlan. Liam, my father, Seamus Holland.” 
 
    Liam’s voice couldn’t be mistaken for human when he growled, “Pleasure to meet you.” He released his iron grip on her dad’s throat and let him fall to the floor in a gulping, gasping pile. He yanked him up by the shirt collar and dragged him to a chair, dumped him unceremoniously onto it, and then jerked the chair next to him out from under the table. With an empty smile, he sat down next to Dad. 
 
    “Get my gun!” Dad shouted at Morgan. 
 
    But something had changed from last night to this morning. She wasn’t alone to get bullied right now. She was about as safe as a person could be with her own personal bodyguard shifter staring down her father. 
 
    “Polite decline, Dad.” She wiggled her fingers. “I got fish guts on my hands. Don’t want to mess up your weapons. Y’all need anything, you let me know.” 
 
    She made her way into the kitchen to wash her hands, her ears trained on the boys. 
 
    “I just wanted to introduce myself so you could see the exact kinda man talkin’ to your daughter.” 
 
    Dad lunged again, swung his fist, but Liam easily avoided him, and with the momentum, Dad went flying forward across the table. Liam grabbed his shirt and shoved him back in his seat so hard it rocked back on two legs. Splaying his legs and arms, Dad barely caught his balance before he hit the ground. “Fuck!” he screamed. 
 
    Liam slammed his open palm against the table so hard it split right down the middle and sagged in the center. “I can’t wrap my head around how a prick like you raised a woman like that,” Liam said, jamming his finger at Morgan. 
 
    Both boys glanced over at her, so she did the only thing she knew to do. She waved. Everything was on fire, nothing was okay, the swamp was going straight to Hell. “Honestly, I mostly raised myself,” she offered softly. 
 
    Dad’s face went a shade of red she’d never seen before. “You fuckin ungrateful bit—” 
 
    “Finish that insult, and I’ll eat you where you sit, old man,” Liam growled in a terrifying voice. “Think I won’t? Fuckin’ test me.” 
 
    Dad sure looked furious, but he didn’t finish the last couple letters of his favorite cuss word, so there was progress. Looky here, maybe an old dog could be taught new tricks after all. 
 
    “Now, I’ve known about you for a long time,” Liam said, relaxing back in his chair. “My whole family knows your name.” He snarled up his lip and said, “That’s not a good thing, Seamus. And now I’m in a conundrum because you’re in my swamp, hunting me, aren’t you? I’ve been watching you and your friends setting your pathetic traps, out there in the dark trying to avoid the game warden with your little pea shooters trained on my waters. Do you know how many successful shots you would need to actually kill me? Way more than you would ever get off before I snapped your fucking boat in two and dismembered every one of your trash friends. I could fill these swamps with your blood and have the gators destroy the evidence, and do you know what the police would do?” Liam leaned forward and whispered in a dangerous voice, “Absolutely nothing. Do you know why? Because you are nothing, Seamus. You are scum. You and your friends and Cal are thorns in this town. No one would miss you when you’re gone. The world would be a better place.” His face lost its hardness, and he gave him an empty smile. “Now, if you want to test my theory, you go on, keep messin’ with your daughter. Keep poaching. Keep doing your night hunts. Keep getting closer to me. But I promise if you find me out there, the last thoughts you’ll ever have are deep regret. And no one will avenge you when you’re gone. Your life has been a waste up until now. Your death would be a waste to.” 
 
    “Get out of my house,” Dad snarled. 
 
    Liam cocked his head and studied Dad, then nodded. “Morgan, you ready for work?” 
 
    “She ain’t goin’ with you!” Dad screamed. 
 
    “Hmm. Seems that would be up to her, not you. Morgan?” Liam asked her directly. “Would you like me to give you a ride to work?” 
 
    She tried to answer with a strong “yes,” but her voice broke and sounded weak, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “Yes. That would be nice.” 
 
    “It’s a date then,” Liam rumbled. 
 
    She could practically feel the fury coming off her dad in waves. She should be scared of the consequences of this little meet-up, but right now, she was so damn attracted to Liam the Badass-Gives-No-Fucks-and-Threatened-To-Literally-Eat-A-Man-For-Her Lachlan. She would have, like, eight of his babies right about now. So she put on her bravest face and nodded. “It’s a date,” she repeated. And as she walked to her bedroom to grab her work clothes, she uttered over her shoulder, “If you need food tonight, you can make it your damn self.” 
 
    “Bring an extra pair of clothes,” Liam called out. 
 
    Okay. Her hands shook as she grabbed her Tacky’s work shirt, her serving apron and purse, a pair of cutoff shorts, and an extra T-shirt. It had a picture of a mosquito with the words Bite me and had only cost $3, but if Liam thought she was cute gutting a fish, she was pretty sure she couldn’t un-impress him. What else did she need? Her thoughts were frazzled as she looked around the room. Okay. Purse, keys, check, check. She still smelled like a fish so she sprayed on some fruit spritz she’d bought at the dollar store and made her way back to the living room. 
 
    “You’re going to regret this,” her dad said lightly. His demeanor sure had changed. He was leaning back in the chair, his hands linked behind his head, a cruel smile twisting up his lips. His throat was still bright red where Liam had choked him, but Dad didn’t seem to feel it. “You’re both going to regret this.” There was a promise in his voice that scared her. She’d never known her dad to quit a hunt. Not ever. 
 
    Hand gripping the door handle, Liam stood half-in, half-out of the open doorway. He murmured, “She isn’t alone anymore.” He brushed her elbow and waited until she stepped onto the front porch to tell him, “If you fuck with her, you’re fucking with me.” 
 
    Dad’s smile grew bigger. “Good to know. We’ll be seein’ you real soon.” 
 
    Liam shook his head and huffed a laugh. “Do what you want, Seamus. I won’t lose an ounce of sleep over the outcome.” 
 
    Liam let the door bang closed behind him, and to steady herself, she took his offered hand, slipped her palm against his strong one, and intertwined their fingers. It felt so good, she closed her eyes for a moment and sighed at the relief. Safe. She was safe. It wasn’t just her against the world or her against her lot in life. He’d come in and backed her up, made it clear she wasn’t to be messed with, or the consequences would be brutal. 
 
    The gator in him was rumbling now, the feral sound joining the song of the cicadas. He opened the passenger side door for her and waited until she was buckled before he shut the door. The independent woman in her sure didn’t need a man to coddle her, but truth-be-told, it was kind of nice to have someone care about her comfort. 
 
    The two bucket seats in the back of the car were full. There was a blue cooler, and in the other seat was a duffle bag. “What’s all this?” 
 
    He shifted into first gear and eased out of the dirt driveway, then reached behind his seat to the floorboard. He set a brown paper bag in her lap. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    His eyes sparked a brighter gold, and his pupils got even longer. He was excited. “Presents.” 
 
    “Liam Lachlan, I’m not the kind of girl who needs prese—oooooh,” she crooned as she saw the food container from the best damn pancake restaurant in the world. MommaCakes was printed on the top of the Styrofoam box. MommaCakes was a couple towns over, and she rarely got the chance to go out there. 
 
    “Didn’t seem like flowers would be your thing,” he muttered, shifting gears and giving the mustang some gas. Her stomach dipped a little. 
 
    “Pancake presents are definitely my thing,” she said, popping the lid. She sniffed it and groaned, rolling her eyes heavenward. Even the butter smelled like heaven. There were little containers of syrup, and she already knew the flavor just from the color. MommaCakes made a special vanilla and brown sugar syrup that was to die for. It was the color of whiskey. 
 
    And underneath the box of food was something else in the bag. She pulled out the small black box and opened it up. A little cell phone sat inside. 
 
    “Wait, what is this?” 
 
    “It’s not charity, so get that mad look off your face, woman. I had to watch you walk away last night when you were sad and scared, and it took everything in me not to come kidnap you last night and get you out of that damn house just so I could get a few hours of sleep, knowing you were safe by me. I don’t like when you’re scared. It makes me…protective. The phone is more for me than you. I just want you to be able to call for help if you need to. Just…please don’t fight that one. It’s a little burner phone. It’s got thirty minutes on it. Dirt cheap, but it’ll put my instincts to rest a little. The gator…” He inhaled deeply and shook his head. “He cares very much.” Liam looked over at her with such seriousness in his blazing eyes. “So do I.” 
 
    She gripped the phone. “This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s sad.” 
 
    She giggled and shook her head. “No, not just the phone, the pancakes and picking me up for work. What you did back there?” Morgan jammed her thumb at the back window where the house was disappearing into the woods. “With my dad? No one has ever stood up to him before. And you came in like a damn stick of dynamite and didn’t back down an inch. It was…it was…” 
 
    “It was what?” 
 
    “Important. Seeing you have no fear with my dad…makes it easier for me to see him differently. It makes him less intimidating.” 
 
    “Good. You shouldn’t ever have to feel scared, Morgan. No woman should. Now, I have an important question.” 
 
    “Uh-oh, sounds serious.” 
 
    “It’s very very serious.” 
 
    Morgan stopped pouring syrup all over the pancakes. “Okay, I’m ready I think.” 
 
    “Is there any way you can get your shift covered this morning so we can go fuck off for a while?” 
 
    “Like miss work for a booty call?” she asked. 
 
    “No! God, no, Morgan…” Liam laughed. “Not that I would ever turn that down, but no.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t have to be into work for three hours, and I planned an adventure. But only if you can get off work. Otherwise, I’ll take you straight to Tacky’s and stop pestering you and we can do the adventure day some other time.” 
 
    “I…I’ve never missed a shift before. I mean, of course I know lots of people who could cover… Hell, they might already be overstaffed for a lunch shift. I just… I never played hooky for work.” She clenched her fists in her lap. You know what? Yeah. She could at least call and see. She never got a day off. Never ever. She picked up everyone’s shifts and worked herself to the bone at her job and at home. She had stuff to do, money to earn, but this had been one helluva week, and she really wanted a surprise adventure with Liam. And that was new for her—wanting things for herself. 
 
    She opened her new phone that was already charged and everything. She was used to using her co-worker’s phones when she needed to make calls, but she figured the phone out fine and called Tacky’s. Meredith, the manager, answered. 
 
    “Hi, Meredith, it’s me.” She cleared her throat. “Morgan. Holland?” 
 
    Meredith chuckled. “I know who you are Morgan. I see you every day.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Well, I’m so sorry to ask this, but—” 
 
    “You need a vacation day?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered on a breath. 
 
    “We had a bet going how long you could keep working like you do without asking for a day off.”  
 
    Someone called out, “Pay up!” in the background. Ricky the busboy maybe? 
 
    Morgan sighed in relief. “It’s really okay?” 
 
    “Please. Take the day off, Morgan. It’s nice to see you aren’t actually a robot. You make the rest of us look bad.” 
 
    Morgan laughed and then said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yep. Have fun today. Relax. You deserve it. See you tomorrow.” And then the line went dead. 
 
    “I can go. Oh my gosh, I can go,” she gushed. “I feel like my dad just let me go to a swamp party past curfew.” 
 
    “You feel bad to the bone?” 
 
    “I feel so bad!” she crowed, stomping her feet real fast on the floorboard. 
 
    “Thata girl.” Liam shifted gears and peeled out onto the main road. Then he gassed it and hit the next gear hard. The engine roared, and Morgan’s stomach got dropped off somewhere behind them. She squealed a laugh and steadied the carton of pancakes as he went faster and faster. 
 
    He yelled, “Whooooo!” out the window, and hang it all, this was dangerous and fun and exciting and she was alive!! 
 
    “Whoooooooooooooo!” she screamed out the open window. 
 
    By the time he slowed for a curve in the road, she was in a fit of breathless laughter. She didn’t even recognize the sound. Had she ever laughed like that in her whole life? She couldn’t remember a time. 
 
    Liam had done this, started these changes in her. She could feel herself opening up like a flower in the morning sun, and she loved it. 
 
    Trouble was a cloud over her life. It had always been there, growing, getting darker with each year that passed. She hadn’t ever figured out how to escape the rain, but despite the building storm,  she was happy. And thoughts that important should be said out loud, so she did. “I’m happy.” 
 
    “God, woman, I wish you could see yourself right now. The way I do.” He glanced at her and then away to the road, back to her, then to the road again. His eyes were bright and his smile so big it filled up her whole heart. “Pink cheeks, fire in your eyes, your hair wild and whippin’ around your face in the wind. And, holy hell, Morgan…that smile.” 
 
    She giggled and shook her head at how lucky she was to have found a moment like this. 
 
    When they passed the turnoff for Liam’s Changing place, she asked, “Okay gatah-man, where are you taking me to?” 
 
    “Somewhere I’ve never taken anyone.” 
 
    “Anyone?” 
 
    “Nope. Not even other shifters. No one.” 
 
    “To your lair?” 
 
    He nodded, but she’d only been teasing. “Really? You’ve never taken anyone to your house?” 
 
    He shrugged up one shoulder then slid his shifting hand to her thigh and rested it there. “I’ve only lived there a couple years. I don’t let people in very easily.” 
 
    “Because of the animal?” 
 
    “Partly. And partly because it’s hard for me to trust anyone. I had to hide what I was for so long, it was just easier to keep acquaintances instead of make friends. It was easier to not have connections with people. You don’t let anyone down that way.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have let people down just because you’re a gator, Liam. You’re so much more than the animal.” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    “Yeah! Look what you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Woman, you won’t let me do anything for you.” 
 
    She shoved a huge bite of pancake in her mouth and groaned. Around the bite, she said, “Thas not true. You stuck up for me today. And make me more confident. And you make me take breaks for fun.” 
 
    “I’m a bad influence is what you really mean,” he joked. 
 
    “I’m serious.” She cut off another piece of pancake and fed it to him without thinking. It was just natural, and he opened and chewed and kept talking without missing a beat, as if she’d shared her food with him a hundred times before. 
 
    “The way I am with you,” he said. “That’s not a side people get to see. It’s kind of terrifying, actually. I have these moments where I panic because I think if you see too much of me, you’ll run. But then in the next breath, I want to test you to see if you’ll run. Kind of messed up, huh?” 
 
    “No. I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He glanced over at her. “How?” 
 
    “Because I do that, too,” she admitted softly. “And so far, you haven’t run.” She slipped her hand into his. “And I’m not running either.” 
 
    His eyes went soft and turned from gold to a shade of blue she’d only seen in a summer sky. “You even shared a pancake with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know you’re special when I share my food,” she chirped, forking him another bite. “And I know I’m special because you offered to eat my father.” 
 
    Liam snorted and laughed. “Romance.” 
 
    “I swooned.” 
 
    “Please. I can’t see you as the swooning type. Do you know how hard it was to pass the flower aisle in the store this morning when I was buying that dang phone? What’s your favorite flower?” 
 
    She pointed the fork at him. “Guess.” 
 
    “A weed.” 
 
    “Correct. Dandelions are my favorite. And they’re free. You’re off the hook for expensive flower romance. Just pick one of those little yellow flowers for me, and it’ll be you telling me you like me every time you give me one.” 
 
    “Deal,” he murmured as he turned left onto a gravel road, right past a mailbox. 
 
    They passed a No Trespassing sign, but those were pretty common on private property in these parts. As they drove through his woods, she put her hand out the window and caught the breeze, the rumble of the powerful Mustang engine rattling her chest.  
 
    Her pancakes forgotten, his hand strong around hers, rays of sun filtering through her open window, she took a mental picture of this moment. 
 
    Up ahead, there was a small singlewide trailer on the edge of the water. The siding was painted an olive green, and there was no porch, only stairs that led to the front door. There was a big dock behind the mobile home with an airboat tied to it. 
 
    “I filled the cooler in town,” he murmured. “I want to take you out on the water today. Show you my animal’s favorite places.” 
 
    “Another share. Is it a test this time? To see if I’ll run?” 
 
    “Not this one. This one is because I like showing you things I’ve never shown anyone else. It’s like jumping off a cliff into dark water, and you don’t know how deep it is. It’s exhilarating and terrifying, anticipating how bad it’s gonna hurt or how good it’ll feel when you hit that water.” 
 
    She understood what he was saying. But was she the deep water that would cradle him when he fell? Or was she the shallow kind with the rocky bottom that would break him? 
 
    It was in this moment she decided something big. No matter what happened with her life, and her future, she was going to be deep water for him. 
 
    You can jump, Liam. 
 
    He made her happy, so no matter what, she was going to catch him. 
 
    A gift for a gift. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “You ever been on one of these things?” he asked over the noise of the airboat engine. 
 
    Morgan was so damn cute in her shorts, camo Carhartt hat, one of his oversize flannel shirts, and her hair pulled back in a low, messy bun. She wore a pair of his sound-cancelling earmuffs.  
 
    She was securing the cooler in the seat next to her with a bungee cord but looked back at him and lifted one side of her earmuffs. “Huh?” 
 
    He laughed. “I asked if you’d ever been on one of these?” 
 
    “Not since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. I’m used to the slow boats, so go easy on meeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee—” 
 
    He hit the gas and blasted them forward over the water. He had a plan, and that was to break his new rider in fast. Scare her a little, let Morgan survive a couple of fast spins and straightaways, and then when he eased off the gas, let her enjoy the adrenaline rush. And that’s what he did. He maxed out the speed on the big straightaway and eased up enough to spin them a couple times without tipping. The whole time, he was laughing because Morgan was holding onto the rail in front of her and screaming like a banshee. He came out of the turn and hit the right split in the river, then blasted them down toward his favorite honey hole. There was always prey there, so his gator liked to go there first. 
 
    She tossed him a feral look over her shoulder. “Liam Lachlan, that was ridiculous!” She grinned. “Ridiculously fun.” 
 
    Adventurous girl, did she even know how beautiful she was when she let loose? 
 
    This girl. She filled his head, his chest, gave his animal purpose. 
 
    That last part, that last realization, was big. 
 
    The gator had been easier to manage the last couple of days. Quieter. Watchful, like he’d been when Liam was younger. He could almost feel the gator maturing inside of him as his purpose shifted from fighting everything to fighting for something. 
 
    For Morgan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Morgan’s legs were wobbly as she hefted the half-empty cooler off the boat and set it on Liam’s dock. He tied off the boat and stood, offered her his hand, and she took it as she stepped onto the dock. 
 
    “That was so much fun,” she gushed. “I feel like I just saw parts of the swamp no other human has seen before!” 
 
    Liam pulled her earmuffs off her ears on the last word so she could hear how loud she was talking. Cracking up, she posed this way and that. “Are you super attracted to me when I wear a man’s clothes?” 
 
    He pulled her camo baseball hat off and put it on her backward. “Only my clothes. Yeah. Hell, yeah, I think that’s sexy.” 
 
    He bent suddenly and tossed her over his shoulder. She squealed at how fast and powerful he was, then yelped when he smacked her ass. 
 
    “Wait! What about the cooler?” she cried, gesturing to the worn blue icebox. They’d had lunch at one of his favorite spots and drank half the waters out of it, but still. It could mold if they didn’t empty the ice out. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get it later. Gotta get you first.” 
 
    She giggled as he yanked the back door to his mobile home open and walked them inside. Oh, it felt good in here. The window unit air conditioners worked way better than the ones at her house. She slid down his body and wrapped her legs around his waist, and then it was her turn to spin his baseball hat backward. She didn’t need the bill of that thing poking her in the face when she kissed him. 
 
    And kiss him, she did. He met her lips gently at first, brushing his tongue so softly against hers. Liam set her on her feet and pushed his flannel shirt off her shoulders, dragging his fingertips down her arms as he took it off. He took her hat off, then reached around the back of her neck and pulled the hairband out of her tresses, releasing them to fall down her shoulders. 
 
    His lips never left hers as he eased her back against the wall. The rumble in his throat was the sexiest thing she’d ever heard. The animal in him called to her. Let her know she was enough. Let her know she satisfied him. She felt like the queen of the swamp when she was with him like this, under his touch, under his care. 
 
    Her body was on fire for him. Morgan pushed the hem of his shirt up, up, leaning out of his kiss so she could pull it over his head. His hair was mussed and his smile soft and crooked. His eyes were the color of the sun, and those long pupils that should’ve scared her only made her love him more. 
 
    Love. 
 
    Fuck. She was in trouble. Love was off limits. She’d sworn to herself she would never love anyone. Love gave people power. 
 
    “Are you deep water or shallow?” she whispered. 
 
    He searched her eyes. “I guess you’ll just have to jump and find out.” 
 
    Morgan rested her palms on his chest and dragged downward, over the mounds of his abs, to the button of his jeans. Click. The sound of his button unsnapping sent a shiver of excitement through her. His hand went back to her neck, and his lips crashed onto hers. He drove his tongue deep into her mouth, and she clutched onto his back, pulled him closer. Desperate to touch his skin, she slid off her shirt and rushed to undo the clasp of her bra. Liam yanked it off from her arms and threw it on the ground, and then he was grinding against her hips, pinning her to the wall. His dick was so hard, but there were still too many layers separating their skin. She unfastened his jeans and shoved them down his hips. 
 
    He uttered a hushed curse and shoved her shorts down to her ankles. He spun her so fast, her stomach dipped, and suddenly she was facing the wall, her hands splayed, one of his hands gripping one of hers as he maneuvered his long, thick shaft in the space between her thighs. 
 
    “Everything in me wants to take you like this,” he growled in her ear. “I want to bend you over and fuck that tight little pussy just like this. But I won’t for our first time. Not like that. I’m gonna play with you a little bit, though. Show you what’s to come.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the moan that escaped her throat. Please. 
 
    Arching her back, pressing her butt against him, she reveled in the sound of that low rumble that vibrated through his chest and brushed her skin. She reached between her legs and pressed his dick against her sex. Already so wet, it slid against her easy every time he rolled his hips. His hand went to her throat, but his grasp there stayed gentle. He gripped her hip with his other hand, dragging her back against him every time he shoved forward. 
 
    It felt so damn good, having him rub against her like this. Already, she was gasping, bouncing back onto him as the pressure built. 
 
    “Liam,” she huffed out. “Liam, I’m—” 
 
    “Come for me,” he growled right against her ear. He bit her lobe gently. “Do it, Morgan. Come against my cock.” 
 
    Her body exploded, and with her hand, she held his dick tighter against her sex so he could feel the throbbing he’d caused there. 
 
    “Goooooood girl,” he rumbled in a gritty voice that drew chills from her arms. Sexy, sexy monster. He spun her around, and there was the devil in that smile. “My turn.” 
 
    He carried her to the sturdy dining table and laid her down, climbed up on it with her and hovered his body just inches from hers, his legs splayed under the backs of her knees. He kissed her neck, her collar bone, the tip of her shoulder, then back in toward her nipple, building the anticipation as her body pulsed on with the aftershocks of her orgasm. She was sighing again, moving her hips, pleading for more. She wanted everything. When he pressed the thick head of his cock right at her entrance, she whispered his name. 
 
    He drew her nipple into his mouth, sucked, then lapped at it with his tongue, building the inferno in her again with every lick, every suck. 
 
    She gripped his hair and held him close, moved her hips with him as his dick slid into her. 
 
    “Oooooh,” she moaned, closing her eyes to the world just to fully appreciate the sensation of touch right now. His hands coveted her body, kneading her skin, gripping her hips, resting on the back of her neck. His fingertips ran down her neck to her arms, and then he lowered his body to hers and kissed her lips. And the second he pushed his tongue against hers, he pushed deep inside her. 
 
    Nothing…nothing…nothing had ever felt so good. 
 
    Nothing mattered. 
 
    Nothing existed. 
 
    Just her and Liam and this bond they were building, and that’s what this was, right? She could feel her soul tethering more tightly to his with every thrust inside her. 
 
    “Liam, Liam, harder,” she panted out as he consumed her body. She was on fire, but the flames felt incredible. She could burn forever with him. 
 
    He bucked into her faster now with more powerful thrusts, filling her utterly, connecting them completely. His hand went rough on her hip, his fingertips digging in as his breath hitched. He was losing it now—that tightly held control he’d had by the truck last night. Another vulnerability, another share. 
 
    And she was there, too, digging her nails into his back. He gritted his teeth and blasted his fist against the table beside her shoulder, and she could see the perfect, powerful curves of his tensed arm. So. Damn. Sexy. She was staring. Dominant man. Strong man. She was safe. Safe, safe, safe… 
 
    Liam thrust into her deep and then hesitated as his dick throbbed, spilling warmth into her. And she was done. Another release came right on the tail of her last, her body throbbing from her core down. Who was yelling? Her? Was that her making that sound? 
 
    She would be mortified except for Liam seemed to love it. He bucked hard a few more times, spilling himself completely inside her. He slowed, then finally stilled. His hand was gentle on her throat as he whispered, “Now…you own the animal.” 
 
    She didn’t know what he meant. Only that it was big, and that was okay with her. She would take good care of the animal, like he took care of her. 
 
    There was something pulsing between them in the places their skin touched. Liam kissed her again, but the harshness had left his lips. Now, he was only coveting her. He was saying he cared without words, and it was enough. It was more than enough. 
 
    This was the foundation of a good life. She’d never had a chance at one before, and it had taken a shifter, a monstrous reptile shifter, to come into her life and point at her and say, “She’s mine, and anyone who messes with her will be demolished.” 
 
    Someone had her back. 
 
    You own the animal. 
 
    Silly man. Silly animal. Didn’t they see? 
 
    They’d owned her first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The last two days had gone smoothly. Too smoothly. 
 
    Morgan was suspicious as hell and working double shifts, partly to stay out of the house and partly to make as much money as humanly possible to get the hell out of dodge. Dad had avoided talking to her or even insulting her. He’d stayed out with his swamper friends most of the time she was awake. They were both avoiding the hell out of each other, but that wasn’t Dad’s way. He liked confrontation too much to stay quiet. 
 
    Something was definitely up. 
 
    “Helloooo? Earth to Morgan.” the busboy, Ricky, said from behind her. “Did you hear me?” 
 
    Morgan finished dumping the ice bucket into the top of the soda machine and climbed down the small stepladder with the confidence of a sure-footed goat. She’d done that move about a bajillion times in her seven years serving at Tacky’s. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve been like that all week.” The dark-haired twenty-something hooked his hands on his hips and studied her. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    No. “Yes.” 
 
    “Okaaay. Well, just so you know, if you ever need anyone to talk to, I’m here.” 
 
    “She don’t need nobody to talk to, you limp-dicked little wuss, so move along,” Cal said from somewhere behind Ricky. She’d recognize that insult anywhere. ‘Wuss’ was his favorite word. He wasn’t very creative. 
 
    Ricky heaved a sigh. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. You have a visitor.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” she said with an empty smile. 
 
    Ricky gave her a sympathetic smile and shook his head as he pushed the swinging kitchen door open and disappeared inside. 
 
    “What do you want, Cal?” she called, testing the ice maker. It had been acting weird this whole shift. 
 
    He walked into the little café area and leaned against the open doorway, arms crossed like some picture of a model he probably saw in some nudie magazine. Platinum blond hair and piercing blue eyes, and he could have the attention of any swamper girl in these parts, so she didn’t understand… “Why do you want me, Cal?” 
 
    He frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why…do you want…anything to do with me?” 
 
    He lowered his gaze to her hand. “You aren’t wearing your ring.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask me, Cal. You told me I was wearing it.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So that doesn’t work for me. Why do you want me?” she asked again. “You could have any girl you want out in them woods. Why me?” 
 
    “Because I know I can have them. You’re a challenge.” 
 
    “What an empty answer,” she murmured, good and done with everything. “Do you feel at all, Cal? When you look at me, do you even like me? Or am I just something to take up your headspace from one mediocre day to the next? Is the chase really that fun?” 
 
    He snarled up his lip and slammed his hand on the soda machine, right next to her face. “No, okay? I don’t feel. I don’t feel like you, or like those pussy-boys I see eyeing you, or like any of these weak townies. I’m tougher. You hold my attention and have since we were kids. Where’s my fuckin’ ring?” 
 
    She’d lowered her chin to her chest when he’d slammed his hand near her face—an old habit for her old self. She wasn’t her old self anymore, though. So she lifted her eyes and leveled him a look when she said, “It’s in the bowels of the swamp. Maybe a gator ate it.” 
 
    His nostrils flared with his furious breaths, and for a second, she thought he would smack her. He’d never done that before, but he got closer and closer to it. Brutal men did that—eased into hitting. 
 
    “I know who you’re talkin’ about, you disgusting little bitch. Every time I show up to the house now, you’re late from work or not there at all. Your daddy told me who came to visit the other day. It’s becoming real clear whose side you’re—” 
 
    “My side, Cal. Mine. I don’t give a shit about anyone’s side but mine right now. First time ever. The answer is no. Nah, that’s not enough, because you’ll see that as a challenge and keep on me. The answer is hell-fucking-no. I wouldn’t wear your ring if you paid me a million dollars and gave me a yacht to do it. I was never a challenge, Cal. I’m a mother-fucking no.” 
 
    His fists clenched at his sides, and his smile clashed with the angry red creeping up his neck and into his cheeks. “We’ll see about that, Morgy. You’re feelin’ brave right now because you think you have a choice. You think you got options.” He leaned closer and gritted out, “A year from now, you won’t even remember his name.” 
 
    Cal eased back and turned to leave. Over his shoulder, he said, “I’m sitting in your section. Bring me a beer, bitch. You know what kind I like.” 
 
    Morgan inhaled a shaky breath and wrapped her hands around her stomach. Didn’t matter how tough she got, she would never be comfortable around an angry man who didn’t have a moral compass. 
 
    Cal was the monster, not Liam. 
 
    By her calculations, she needed $168.48 more to have enough for the deposit and first month’s rent. She could make the first month’s rent and all the others if she was out of dad’s house and not having to pay the bills there. It was the deposit she needed, though. So…soooooo close to freedom. She’d already contacted Marsha Levinston, the landlord of a little one-bedroom duplex that was still available just a few streets away. 
 
    $168.48. 
 
    She could do this. She was so close. 
 
    $167.79, after she got done serving Cal his beer and the fried catfish basket he ordered. That asshole always tipped her exactly $0.69. At this point, she wouldn’t even be mad if Liam ate him. 
 
    Liam. She pulled the little cell phone he’d gotten her from her apron pocket and hit the only speed dial number she had saved. 
 
    “Hey, I was just thinking about you,” Liam answered. 
 
    And just that like that, seven words changed the way her heart felt. Anger gave way to happiness. He had her back. There was always going to be some life stress. Dad. Cal. Work. Money problems. But even steadier was Liam. Over the last week, he’d become such an important part of her day. 
 
    “I think I’m almost out of minutes on this thing,” she murmured into the speaker. 
 
    “I’ll get you loaded up with more.” 
 
    “I like that you were thinking about me.” 
 
    “Chhhh, woman, you’re impossible not to think about. Can I take you out tonight? After you get off work?” 
 
    “Well, I picked up a late shift. Wanna come up to the bar after you get off work?” 
 
    “Watch you sashay around in your little booty shorts and that hot apron? Hell yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, but you know the deal.” 
 
    “No tips over twenty percent. Stubborn. How much you got left?” 
 
    “I made thirty-seven dollars so far this shift, so a little over two-hundred left.” 
 
    “Atta girl. I’m so damn proud of you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Anyone else I know would ask for help, but you started this on your own, and you’re finishing it your way. Makes me love you that much more.” 
 
    “Love?” she whispered, facing the wall so no one would see the blush in her cheeks. 
 
    “Shiiiiit. Yeah. I meant to say that when I was lookin’ at your face. What do you look like right now?” 
 
    “I’m smiling.” 
 
    “Good. You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m always good. I just…I guess I wanted to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Mmm. I just stepped out of the office, but I can try to leave a few minutes early. I’m selling that black Silverado that was parked up front—” 
 
    “Oh my gosh! You’re busy with a customer. I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Stop it. Morgan, it’s easy to step out for a call. I’ll always step out for your calls. No harm. I love seeing your number pop up on my cell. Now, go on, badass, get closer to that duplex. Go free yourself. I’m right here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “See you soon. Bye.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    Morgan hung up and put on her professional face, marched out to her tables, took care of the three she already had, and then made her way to Cal’s with a Budweiser and a fake-ass smile plastered to her face. 
 
    This shift was going to be a good shift, no matter what. Because at the end of it, she would get to see Liam and feel that familiar sensation of safety that she was growing so addicted to. 
 
    As per usual, Cal treated her like crap, was high maintenance, loud, let everyone in the whole dang restaurant know that she was unsatisfactory at meeting his needs, but she was already mentally prepared for that. She pocketed the sixty-nine cents and happily watched him leave. Her other tables were kinder, and that’s where she put her focus. The positives. The nice people, because they existed. The second she had stepped out of the mess of her life and opened her eyes to the helpers of the world, the nice ones, the caring ones, her view of the world had changed. There was more out there than controlling men or family who didn’t really act like a family should. There was more than her poacher’s-daughter life in the swamps. 
 
    She was so damn close to freedom she could taste it. 
 
    Cal stayed an hour, watching a football game on the big TV behind the bar and drinking a half dozen beers.  He gave her a strange smile—one that was much too confident—and told her, “You should really turn it to the local news tonight, Morgy.” He gestured to the big TV before he approached her slow. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothin’ at all. Just sayin’ sometimes the news has real interesting stories on it.” 
 
    He pulled her in suddenly, and when he tried to kiss her, she slapped his face on instinct. Just open-palm defended herself. He flinched back and raised his hand, but he didn’t let it fall. He laughed instead, a hallow sound, and said, “You’re making this too fun.” 
 
    And then he left. Just walked out without looking back. 
 
    “You’re okay, right?” Ricky asked from behind her. 
 
    “I…” She frowned out the window as Cal’s old Dodge pulled out of the parking lot. “I don’t know.” Something was happening that she didn’t understand. Dad had been acting too happy and cool with everything the last couple of days, but throwing in snide remarks every chance he got. And now Cal was hinting at something? Both of them combined were still as dumb as a box of bricks, so what the hell was going on? 
 
    She growled and delivered a tray of beers to one of her tables, and then went back into the café area to make a call. 
 
    She was good with numbers. Dad always said she got that from her momma, and Bre had given her a paper with her number on it the night she’d spent at Raina Lachlan’s houseboat. 
 
    Bre didn’t pick up the first try, so Morgan tried a second time. 
 
    “Hello?” Bre asked. 
 
    “Hey, it’s me. Morgan Holland. Um…Liam’s…whatever-I-am?” 
 
    “Hi! Oh my gosh, sorry I didn’t pick up the first time. I didn’t recognize your number.” 
 
    “It’s completely okay! I just…I feel like something’s happening and I don’t understand it, but I think it has to do with something on the news.” 
 
    “The news?” 
 
    “Yeah. This doesn’t make any sense. I shouldn’t have called you—” 
 
    “No, no, no, Morgan, instinct is important. Who said what?” 
 
    “Cal, this guy I grew up with just told me to watch the news. He hates Liam. Said it would be interesting.” 
 
    “Where’s Liam?” 
 
    “Work.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Tacky’s. Also work.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m in town. I’m headed to Liam’s car lot. Everything is probably fine! I’m gonna make some calls and put our minds at ease. Call Liam and give him a heads up, okay? Just tell him what you’re feeling. And then I’ll be there in ten.” 
 
    “Okay. Bre?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not thinking I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Morgan, it’s different for us. We always have to be ready, even if it turns out to be nothing. You did good. I’m gonna call my station and see if there is anything going on with us. I’ll be right there!” The line went dead.  
 
    Morgan blew out a steadying breath as she dialed Liam’s number. It wouldn’t connect, though. Dammit. She was out of minutes or something. But when she asked to use the landline behind the bar, Liam didn’t pick up, and the instinct that had told her something was wrong consumed her chest completely. She felt an echoing hollowness there. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Morgan grabbed her purse from behind the hostess stand and bolted for the front door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ricky called from behind her. 
 
    “To make sure everything is okay.” To make sure Liam was okay, she was okay, her future was okay, and his life was okay. Because right now, it felt like everything hung in the balance, easily toppled by one wrong move. 
 
    She threw her purse in the passenger’s side of her truck and turned over the engine. It didn’t catch the first time, and she panicked. “Come on, come on, come on!” The second turn of the key, and the engine roared to life. 
 
    Then she peeled out of the parking lot, headed straight for Liam. 
 
    That man had her back—she knew it down to her bones. 
 
    But she had his, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Liam shook Bard Frederickson’s hand and said his goodbyes. “You got a helluva truck,” he called as the man walked toward his new truck with a stack of paperwork folded in his hand. 
 
    But something was happening outside. The back corner of the parking lot was cluttered with unfamiliar vans, all parked willy-nilly, and there was a small crowd gathering outside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked Bill, the other sales associate. 
 
    “Hell if I know. That all started happening a few minutes ago, but I don’t want nothin’ to do with anything. I’m off in five minutes. Not my circus, not my monkeys.” 
 
    What Bill was really saying was he was already mentally clocked out for the day, and it was up to Liam to deal with the circus and the monkeys. Great. 
 
    He shoved open the door and strode right toward trouble, and trouble it was. It was too late to turn back. News reporters with microphones had gathered around Cal and Seamus. 
 
    Shit. Liam came to a stop just in time to see the blue and red flashing lights of Uncertain’s two patrol cars as they pulled into the parking lot. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    He knew both police officers in town, so he would address that first and avoid whatever Seamus and Cal were up to. He waved at Officer Lanley, who came to a stop right in front of him. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” he asked. “And why the hell do you have your hand on your weapon?” 
 
    “We got a call from Seamus about his daughter being mistreated.” He cleared his throat. “Molested.” 
 
    Liam was struck utterly dumb. Utterly and completely speechless. “Aaand, who are they accusing?” he gritted out, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “You. It’s a serious accusation, Liam.” 
 
    “Yeah, but look at the source!” He jammed his finger at the trash humans talking animatedly to reporters. “Seamus and his little minion are fuckin’ poachers. They’re the scum on the underbelly of this town, and you’re gonna listen to them?” 
 
    “You think I want to do this?” Langley whispered. “This makes us all look bad. But they say she’s pressing charges.” 
 
    “She? You mean Morgan? My girlfriend, not my fuckin prey?” Couldn’t be. There’s no way she would do this. They had to be manipulating her or…or…something. She wouldn’t have worked him this well, wouldn’t have hurt him like this. Right? She was deep water. Deep water, not shallow. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what kinda stuff you shifters do when you pair up, but you can’t force a girl—” 
 
    “I never forced anyone! Are you fuckin’ kidding me? I would never do that! You’re a shitty human being to not know the difference between right and wrong like this. The system’s failing. You gave those scumbags a platform, and they ain’t truthful, man. They’ll say whatever to gain the rights to hunt me and my kind, and you know it.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lanley said, shaking his head at them. “We didn’t give them any platform. They called the news stations, not us. I thought we were coming here to lock you up for a night and get to the bottom of all this.” 
 
    Liam could hear it on the wind—wisps of their interviews. 
 
    Cal: “She has marks on her throat from that monster’s claws on her, forcin’ her to do horrific acts of fuckerying…” 
 
    Seamus: “And then he came into my home with weapons and threatened my life…” Seamus crowed into a camera lens. “Well, humans, it’s time to rise. Ain’t nobody needs to be scared of the likes of that animal…or any other! We need to kill them all…” 
 
    Cal: “Y’all been callin’ ’em Keepers of the Swamp, while we’ve been out there doing the tireless, thankless work. Keepin’ them shifters in line. Keepin’ them from killing our livestock, our friends, from abusin’ our women! They ain’t the heroes that reporter Bre-bitch made them out to be. We are! You’re fuckin’ welcome...” 
 
    Reporter: “Sir, can you watch your language? We can’t use any of this footage if you fill it with—” 
 
    “I’ll talk how I like,” Cal yelled. “Bleep me out for all I fuckin’ care. I’m passionate about keeping my woman safe from the claws of that…” 
 
    “Liam?” Lanley carefully said from behind him. Just over the roaring in his ears, Liam could hear the officer unsnap the button of his gun holster. 
 
    He was walking, though, one foot in front of the other, out of control of his body. Did he even want control right now? He didn’t know. 
 
    They want to kill you, the gator taunted him. Taint your bond with Morgan. Kill Holt and Bre, too, as soon as they figure out she’s carrying a gator. Kill everyone and everything you love. Take Morgan from you. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Liam growled. 
 
    You kill them first. Protect what’s ours. 
 
    Everything was bathed in shades of crimson. Red parking lot, red cars, red reporters. Cal and Seamus were red. Red dead red dead. 
 
    Someone was screaming his name. A woman. Bre? Two people were screaming his name now. Familiar voice. 
 
    Finish it. 
 
    “Liam! Liam, no!” Morgan? 
 
    Too late to stop now. 
 
    No more room for angels on his shoulders. 
 
    Only devils. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Morgan skidded into the parking lot of Fellerman’s Car Lot, nearly up on two wheels. She’d never driven so fast in her life to get somewhere. 
 
    Bre was here, pulling into the other entrance at the same time. Morgan jammed her foot on the brakes and skidded to a stop. What the hell was happening? 
 
    In the right corner was Cal and Dad, doing some kind of interviews. With news reporters? Liam was talking to the police, but his eyes were on Cal. He wasn’t wearing sunglasses, and his eyes had no human emotion at all. The gator had him, gold in the eyes with long pupils, and he looked like he was hunting. As she threw her truck into park, he turned and began walking toward the reporters, but his gate was off. It wasn’t human. He was walking with the stealthy grace of a predator. 
 
    “Liam!” Bre screamed. 
 
    Morgan couldn’t take her eyes off Liam to see what Bre was doing, but she had the right idea. They had to stop whatever was happening. Whatever Cal and Dad were doing was bad for Liam. 
 
    She left the motor on and the door open, just jumped out and sprinted for him, but he was fast. “Liam! Liam, no!” she screamed as he closed the gap to Cal. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    It was an awful, empty, devilish smile that she didn’t recognize. 
 
    And then something horrible happened. There was a smattering of loud, echoing pops that sounded like gunfire. She hunched, terrified, but it wasn’t gunfire at all. It was the breaking bones of the man she loved as the gator ripped out of him. And, oh, whatever she’d imagined his animal to look like…it wasn’t this. 
 
    He had to be at least eighteen feet long. The armor that covered his body was painted with blue, green, yellow and black hues that made him look like a camouflaged work of art. Long spikes delved down his back in two rows, and his tail whipped powerfully as he hit the ground on all four massive webbed feet. His mouth was open, his eyes trained on the crowd in front of him. 
 
    “Oh, fuck a duck,” she murmured, pushing her legs harder as she rounded a row of used cars. Her shoes slipped on some loose gravel and she nearly went down, but she caught herself by her palms on the concrete. She ignored the scraping pain. “Liam! Look at me! It’s me, I’m here!” she screamed. 
 
    But if he heard her, he didn’t respond at all. He was in the hunt and faster than any living thing she’d ever seen. He charged the reporters—no, he charged Cal and Dad. 
 
    People were screaming. So was she. “Run!” she yelled. “Everyone run!” 
 
    They scattered, abandoning cameras, news vans, microphones… 
 
    Dad looked afraid again as he and Cal dove under a truck. The Gator hooked his claws under the sidestep of it and flipped it end over end, right over the top of the three trucks beside it. The crash was deafening. Now there was gunfire. Cal and Dad were on their backs, unloading clips into Liam. The sound of the bullets hitting him echoed through the lot. The gator flinched back, but his eyes were still intent on the pair of men he’d unearthed. 
 
    Who was screaming? Who was screaming in rage and terror? Her? It was her. 
 
    Whatever was happening, Dad and Cal deserved the consequences. They had come here to goad his animal out of him, and they’d come prepared. They had an arsenal of weapons. They shot until they had no ammo left. The realistic, logical, tough-girl swamper in her said they deserved Liam’s teeth. But if Liam lost control and killed them with all these reporters as witnesses, he didn’t stand a chance, and neither did any other shifters. 
 
    Bre must’ve been thinking the same thing since she was pulling on Cal’s arm, trying to drag him backward toward another truck. Liam let off a roar of fury that chilled her blood, and he turned back toward them, mouth open, a row of razor-sharp teeth promising death to them both. 
 
    It was her job to protect him. Her job. 
 
    She pushed her legs harder and jumped, falling onto Dad. She turned just as his teeth came down. “Liam, it’s me!” she screamed. 
 
    He hesitated, just for a moment, but it was enough. Something blurred in her peripheral and hit him in the side like a cannon ball. 
 
    It was a dog. 
 
    A German Shepherd. 
 
    “Fargo?” Bre murmured from beside her. 
 
    The dog had latched onto Liam’s back armor and was shaking his head viciously. Liam spun and snapped his jaws with an audible clack, but Fargo was fast. Like…unnaturally fast. 
 
    There was more screaming, and then Holt was here, his face red with rage. 
 
    “He’s got control. Off!” he yelled, and Fargo released him immediately. 
 
    Holt pointed to Bre and Morgan. “Bre and Morgan, get back from them. Fargo?” He twitched his fingers at Cal and Dad. “Fuck ’em up.” Fargo bolted for them. 
 
    Bre and Morgan scrambled away from Cal and Dad, and Fargo sank his teeth into Cal’s arm, shook him hard enough to rattle his soul, if he had one. 
 
    Liam’s monstrous gator backed up slowly toward the building away from the onlookers. His mouth open, he was hissing loudly. More breaking bones and, holy fuckin’ shit, Holt had Changed, and now there were two Lachlan gators in this small parking lot. He backed up with Liam, but charged two steps forward anytime anyone got too close. He was…he was protecting Liam. 
 
    Morgan watched in horror as a trail of smeared blood painted the sidewalk where Liam had backed up. 
 
    And rage took her. Rage at everything. Her whole life was hurt by Cal and Dad. Any shred of affection or respect she ever had for them evaporated. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she turned to Cal. 
 
    “Help me!” he screamed as Fargo dragged him backward by the arm. 
 
    Help him? Like he’d helped her ever? He was a thorn in her life, and now he’d aimed to kill the man she loved. Her shot at happiness. That’s what men like Cal and Dad did. They sucked the happiness out of someone. Drained them until they felt like they had nothing, all so they could feel in control of something. Of someone. 
 
    “Fargo,” she murmured. “Off.” 
 
    The dog released him just as she lost her shit. Cal looked relieved for a moment until she fell on him and blasted her fist against his face over and over. Who was screaming? Was that her? Was that her making that awful sobbing sound? 
 
    “Morgan, stop!” Dad yelled. But when he lunged for her, Bre stepped between them. 
 
    Fist throbbing, Morgan gripped his shirt and shoved him back on the ground. “I hate you for what you’ve done. If I lose him because of you, I’ll make sure your life is just as unhappy as mine. For eternity.” She looked at her dad. “Yours, too. You couldn’t just let me be okay, could you?” Tears were streaming down her face. “Fuck you both.” 
 
    “Morgan,” Holt called, his voice echoing with worry. They were by the building now, blocked by a couple of trucks. 
 
    She stood and jogged for where Holt and Liam had Changed back into their human skin, Liam propped up against the wall of the dealership, Holt blocking most of his body. Fargo trotted on one side of her and Bre on the other.  
 
    “And fuck you, too,” Morgan yelled, finger at the reporters who were gathering like vultures. 
 
    The police were with Liam and Holt. “We have to take him in,” Officer Lanley murmured. “We need to get him some help.” 
 
    Liam was Changed back, and he was a mess. More tears because Morgan knew just how bad it was. People didn’t come back from what Dad and Cal had done to him. 
 
    “Doctors can’t help him,” Holt said. “Get the other side of him, Morgan.” 
 
    Breath hitching, she angled herself under Liam’s arm, and her heart absorbed the pained groan Liam gave off as she and Holt aimed him for Morgan’s truck. 
 
    “Well, we have to do something!” Lanley exclaimed. 
 
    “Y’all have done enough,” Bre said somberly as they left them behind. 
 
    The parking lot was destroyed. Cars were overturned, people were picking up equipment, some were hugging. One of the officers was arresting Dad and Cal, but Morgan couldn’t be bothered enough to care about their plight. 
 
    Bre and Fargo jogged to her old blue Ford High Boy, and Holt dragged Liam into the bed of Morgan’s truck. 
 
    “I’m gonna pass out soon,” Liam said hoarsely. 
 
    “I know,” Holt murmured. “Morgan get in.” 
 
    “I’m staying with him,” she said, climbing into the bed. 
 
    Holt didn’t argue, just closed the tailgate and ran to the driver’s seat. And as Morgan cradled Liam’s head in her lap, Holt took off. 
 
    “Morgan,” Liam said. His voice broke, and he swallowed hard. “Everything is gonna be okay.” 
 
    “Not if you leave.” 
 
    “If I leave, you leave,” he whispered. “Leave this place and start fresh.” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Morgan—” 
 
    “I said stop it! Don’t you fucking say goodbye. You’ll always be a part of these swamps, and I’ll be here with you. I’ll be here with you. I’ll be here with you. You promised,” she sobbed. “You promised me a sunrise.” She leaned down and hugged him tight. “I love you.” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she eased back by inches to find he’d closed his eyes. He was still breathing, though, and as long as there was breath, there was hope. 
 
    “If a doctor can’t help,” she called through the suicide window. “What will?” 
 
    Holt pulled onto the main road, tires spinning, and then he glanced at her through the rearview with ghosts in his eyes. “A witch can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The next hours Morgan would only remember in flashes. 
 
    The drive to Liam’s house. 
 
    Raina waiting on the front porch. 
 
    Her face when Holt and Morgan brought Liam inside. 
 
    Liam on the table. 
 
    The row of leather pouches Raina had spread across the kitchen counters. 
 
    The plants hanging from the ceiling and burning in bowls. 
 
    The smell. She gagged on it at first. 
 
    The sound of metal hitting a pan as she and Raina pulled lead from Liam. 
 
    The way she counted his breaths. 
 
    Fargo sitting with his head resting on her leg. 
 
    Raina pointing to him. “You go get me something living now, you hear? I don’t care what it is, just make sure it’s still living.” 
 
    “He can’t understand you,” Bre said from the couch. 
 
    “Can’t he?” Raina had clipped out. 
 
    Fargo had trotted to the door, and Holt had let him out. 
 
    Raina pointed to Holt. “Get me something alive from the swamp water.” 
 
    “What for?” Morgan had asked numbly as Holt left without a word. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Dark magic?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” was all Raina had said. 
 
    The lack of fear in Morgan’s chest. 
 
    Bre saying, “Morgan, do you need a break? Maybe you shouldn’t see this.” 
 
    Raina’s answer for her. “She’s family same as you, Bre. You’re both my girls. Y’all can see what you like. He gonna be fine. He’s very strong—gatahs are. It’s in their genetics. Gatah-men? Even stronger.” 
 
    The word family. 
 
    The way Raina had said it with such conviction. You’re both my girls. 
 
    The way Liam’s hand felt as Morgan held it through the ceremonies that followed. 
 
    The numbness. 
 
    The fear. 
 
    The hope. 
 
    Bandages. 
 
    The smell of dark magic. Bayou magic. 
 
    Sleeping Liam. 
 
    The way Raina and Bre hugged her so tight and promised everything would be okay, just like Liam had. 
 
    How pale his skin was. 
 
    The blood in the bed of her truck when she went outside for a breath of fresh air. 
 
    The fear of losing him. Losing his future. Losing hers. 
 
    Bre watching news footage on the television in the living room. 
 
    That old gas station owner, Jasper Sutherland, did an interview. “We as a town want the reporters to stay out. We’re a close-knit community, and y’all listened to the wrong people just for the shot at a story. Shame on you for intruding. We won’t be standing by for that anymore. You want to get yourself ate up, you try to intrude on the lives of the people here again.” When had Jasper become so well-spoken? “You got one of our own hurt, possibly killed tonight, just for a story. That’s enough. Y’all want a story on them swamp shifters, you ain’t gonna find it here. You’ll find a whole pissed-off town who is good and tired of the outside world interferin’.” He nodded to whoever was standing off-camera holding the microphone. “That’s all we have to say.” 
 
    The video panned to a crowd of unhappy-looking townies staring down the interviewer. Don’t mess with Uncertain. For the first time ever…she was proud of where she came from. 
 
    In the span of what felt like a year, one night passed. One long night. She didn’t sleep, only laid beside him while the others slept in the living room. Raina checked on him every once in a while, but the tension faded from her more and more with every check-in. Little by little, there was more conviction in her voice when Raina repeated, “Everything will be okay.” 
 
    And little by little, Morgan relaxed into the knowledge that maybe, just maybe, it would. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let her know,” Bre murmured into the phone. She sighed as she hung up and knocked lightly on the open bedroom door. “You still awake?” 
 
    Morgan pulled her ponytail holder out of her hair and shook it out, the chair creaking under her shifting weight. “I don’t think I could sleep if I tried.” She watched Liam’s bandaged chest rise and fall again and tried to smile at Bre. At least she thought she was smiling. It had been a long day. Her entire body felt like putty. 
 
    “That was Officer Lanley, and he advised us to go get your stuff from your dad’s house.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re about to let him and Cal go.” 
 
    “What?” Morgan straightened her spine as fury blasted through her veins. “Fuck that. Let them rot in there!” 
 
    “Well, they have a lawyer.” 
 
    “Bullshit. They can’t afford toilet paper. Where did they get a lawyer?” 
 
    “From an outside party. Someone saw the news footage and apparently took an interest in their plight and is paying the lawyer fees.” 
 
    “You mean someone anti-shifter?” 
 
    Bre nodded. Her eyes were so tired, and she cupped her still flat belly. “It would appear so.” 
 
    Oh, gosh, here Morgan was angry over Dad and Cal, and Bre was pregnant, still awake, worrying over Liam right along with her. She’d helped today, even tired. She’d put herself at risk for her and Liam. “Are you okay?” Morgan asked her. 
 
    Bre shrugged up one shoulder. “It makes me sad that anyone anti-shifter even exists. I’m gonna have one, and I already love him so much, but the world scares me.” 
 
    “Don’t let it,” Morgan said. “You got Holt and Raina, who is fuckin’ terrifying and can, like, hex everyone apparently. And Liam and me. Fargo, too. And this town is getting more and more protective of what they’ve got here. Of the gators.” 
 
    Bre leaned against the doorway. “You’re right. Our support system is growing. Tonight was meant to damage us, but there are just as many news stories defending us out there as the bad ones. Come on, I’ll go with you. Lanley said he can only put them off a couple more hours, but your dad and Cal are spewing some hate from their cells. You shouldn’t be anywhere around that when they come home.” 
 
    “Well…what if Liam wakes up?” 
 
    “I’ll be right here,” Holt said, appearing behind Bre in the doorway. 
 
    “Yeah, and how do I know you won’t eat him in his weakened state?” Morgan teased. 
 
    “A few months ago I would’ve,” Holt deadpanned. “Things are different now. I’m…” He swallowed hard and brushed a strand of Bre’s hair from her face. “I’m different now. Just…make quick work of gathering your things, okay? Take Fargo with you. I don’t like us all separated right now.” 
 
    “I don’t have much from my old life,” Morgan said. “Not that I want to keep. I have some money stashed away to help me start over, though. I need to get that out.” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll drive,” Bre told her. She turned and kissed Holt goodbye, and it was such a tender moment as he rested his hand on her belly that Morgan almost looked away just because she felt like she was intruding. 
 
    Morgan laid a kiss on Liam’s forehead and whispered into his ear, “I’m coming right back to you.” 
 
    The drive to her old house took an eternity. Everything had changed, and nothing felt familiar or comforting about the woods around it anymore. The deeper they drove into the swamp, the more detached Morgan became. 
 
    “You know you’re gonna figure everything out, right?” Bre asked as she pulled up to the dark house. “Liam won’t let you fall. None of us will.” 
 
    “Do you think Raina really meant it earlier? About being part of the family?” Morgan asked as they got out of the old High Boy. 
 
    Fargo jumped out of the bed and trotted up to the door, sniffed around, but didn’t alert them to any danger. He just scratched at the front door like he wanted to be let in. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. She doesn’t attach to anyone lightly, but when she does, she’ll protect them at all costs. I’ve seen her get protective of me, and now she does it with you. Sometimes family isn’t blood, Morgan. Sometimes it’s the people you gather around you who you can trust, who have your back, who cheer when you triumph, and who cry when you cry.” 
 
    Morgan smiled to herself in the dark as she pushed open the door. She liked that. 
 
    The lights were bright when she flipped the switch, and immediately she knew something was wrong. Her box of old pictures and trinkets was shattered at the entrance of the hallway. 
 
    “No,” she murmured, bolting for her room. The hallway was cluttered with the shards of her belongings. She stepped carefully over the mess, and then her gaze went right to the thing that had mattered the most in the world to her—the floorboards where she’d been stashing her treasure. 
 
    The bed was moved to the side and the floorboards destroyed, and when she waded through the chaos to look inside, all that was left was the plastic bag her money used to be in. 
 
    Cal and Dad had done this. 
 
    She sat heavily on the creaking bed, staring at the abyss where her escape money used to be. 
 
    “Did they…?” Bre looked so worried from her place at the doorway. “Did they take the money?” 
 
    “They took everything,” Morgan whispered. “I saved up for so long so I could get out of here.” 
 
    “Morgan, look at me.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered, her chin resting on her chest. 
 
    “Look at me,” Bre gritted out. “They didn’t take everything. They tried, but they didn’t. Me and Holt have a guesthouse that is just sitting there, waiting for you.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” she asked, stunned. 
 
    “You can pay us if you want, but it’s yours.” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Hell, yeah. Look, they tried to break you, and they didn’t, Morgan. Liam is going to be okay despite their treachery. And that money you lost?” Bre shook her head, fire in her eyes. “It’s just money. Look at you. You’re different now, aren’t you?” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “Yeah.” And then again stronger, “Yeah,” She was. The changes had started the day she’d put that first five-dollar bill in the floor. And Liam had just pushed the process along faster by believing in her. That’s all she’d needed—to believe in herself and to have one person see what she was trying to do and be proud of her. 
 
    Cal and Dad had lost. 
 
    Here was the thing about a woman learning her power. If she got knocked down, she had the confidence to stand back up again. Even if it happened slowly, Morgan knew she would get back on track. Sure, she would mourn what they’d taken, and she wouldn’t ever forget this feeling of being stolen from, but it wasn’t the end of her life. And it wasn’t the end of Liam’s. Things were about to improve, and she didn’t want the bitterness or anger of her old life to taint her new one. 
 
    She was different. She was stronger. Her limits had been tested, and she was still here. 
 
    Morgan looked back down at the hole. No matter what, she was going to gain back everything she lost…and so much more. 
 
    And Dad and Cal would always be just the same. Thieves and poachers, users and takers. They had no shot at a happy life because they focused on hurting others. 
 
    She’d found Liam and had a bright future despite them. 
 
    She. Would. Be. Happy. 
 
    She was the lucky one. 
 
    They’d lost. 
 
    Morgan had found what mattered—people who really cared. 
 
    She’d already won. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The first streaks of gray and pink were painting the horizon when Bre parked her High Boy, Beetlejuice. What a terrible name for a badass truck, but hey, it was Bre’s pickup, so it was Bre’s choice. 
 
    Liam’s home sure was beautiful this time of day. Even exhausted, she was stunned. She shouldered the plastic bag of her few belongings and made her way to the front door. Only she was met by Raina. The woman looked tired and pale, but her smile held genuine joy. “He’s waiting for you.” 
 
    Through the haze of exhaustion, Morgan set the bag down on the grass. “Liam’s awake?” 
 
    It was the relieved tears in Raina’s eyes that opened the floodgates of Morgan’s heart. All she could do was utter “Thank you” through her tightening throat as she walked around the corner of the house. 
 
    And there he was, standing with his back to her on the dock behind his home, a blanket around his shoulders, the corners of it lifting in the breeze. His hair was mussed and his legs splayed, as though he was trying to keep his balance, but when he turned, she recognized him down to his soul. His smile was back. The real one, not the animal’s snarl. 
 
    Morgan’s lip trembled so she bit down to stop the movement there. She made her way to the end of the dock, the sound of the crickets and lapping waves her sunrise song. 
 
    The blanket slipped a little as he held out his hand to her. “I was hoping you would make it in time,” he murmured in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “In time for what?” she whispered. 
 
    “The sunrise I promised you.” 
 
    She tried to keep her emotions in, she really did, but tonight had scared her so badly. It had changed her. Everything was different except for one thing—how much she loved Liam. 
 
    He pulled her in front of him and hugged her from behind, rested his cheek against hers as they stared at the dawn together. His whiskers tickled, and she tossed up a silent thank you to whatever power existed that he was okay. 
 
    “The war is just beginning. I’m not finished with your dad, Morgan. Or Cal. You should know that.” 
 
    Fargo came to sit right beside her, and she brushed her fingertips along the fur on his head. “I know you aren’t.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be the man who takes your family away, but I can’t let them… I can’t…” 
 
    “Shhhhh,” Morgan said, nuzzling her cheek against his. “They aren’t my family, Liam.” She turned in his arms and looked up into his face so he could see the truth on her face. “You are.” 
 
    He searched her eyes for a moment before he leaned down and kissed her lips. When he eased away, he told her, “You have me. You won’t ever be alone. I know you need to do some things on your own, but I’ll always be here.” 
 
    She cupped his cheeks. “I’ve lost my home, and they took all the money I saved. Ask me if I’m happy.” 
 
    He rested his forehead against hers. “Are you happy?” 
 
    “The happiest I’ve ever been,” she admitted on a breath. “And it’s because of you. Liam Lachlan, you have me, too. You have me for always.” 
 
    She’d lost everything she thought was important, but at the same time, Liam was showing her a life that was more valuable. He’d given her so much more than she’d ever thought. 
 
    Holt and Bre, Raina, and even a crazy, giant-ass guard dog. 
 
    He’d given her a safe place to land. 
 
    Confidence. 
 
    A stark belief in herself. 
 
    And then he’d gone and done something amazing. 
 
    He’d shown her how to love and given her real, unconditional love in return. 
 
    She, Morgan Holland, would never be just a poacher’s daughter again. She would never be invisible. She would never lose herself or her voice. 
 
    Liam wouldn’t let her. 
 
    She, Morgan Holland, was his deep water. 
 
    And he was hers. 
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