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Chapter 1


The morning air lay thick across the bayou, heavy with humidity and the smell of rotting vegetation. Tara White leaned over the side of the rented jon boat, her fingers trailing through the dark water, watching the way the surface broke around her hand like oil. The motor idled low, a steady putter that disturbed the quiet just enough to feel like trespassing. 
A great blue heron stood motionless on a cypress knee twenty feet away, its neck a sharp question mark against the green gloom. She smiled, cut the motor, and let the boat drift. This was what she'd come for. The silence that wasn't really silence—the buzz of insects, the distant call of something she couldn't name, the water lapping against the hull like a slow heartbeat.
Her bare feet rested on the wooden seat, calloused soles warm from the morning sun that filtered through the canopy in long, amber shafts. She'd stripped off her sandals the moment she pushed off from the dock, wanting to feel the wood grain under her skin. The faded tank top clung to her shoulders, already damp with sweat, and her cutoff shorts rode up as she shifted, revealing the deep tan line where her thighs met the hem.
She'd been saving for this trip for two years. Two years of double shifts at the diner, of watching the same four walls while the bayou played behind her eyelids. And now she was here, drifting through a cathedral of moss-draped cypress, the water so dark it looked like liquid charcoal.
Her hand found the cooler she'd packed that morning. She cracked a bottle of water, drank half of it in one long pull, then poured the rest over her head. The cold hit her scalp, ran down her neck, and soaked the collar of her tank top. She shivered, laughed at herself, and tossed the empty bottle back into the cooler.
"Stupid," she muttered, her drawl slow and easy. "Gonna run out of water before noon."
But she didn't care. The heat felt good. The sweat felt honest. Everything in her life had been air-conditioned and sanitized for so long that the swamp felt like the first real thing she'd touched in years.
She pulled the starter cord on the motor. It coughed, caught, and she guided the boat deeper into the maze. The channel narrowed, the trees closing in until their branches interlaced overhead, blocking out the sky. The water turned the color of tea, stained by tannins from a thousand fallen leaves.
A log floated past. She nudged the boat around it, then froze. The log had eyes. A gator, maybe eight feet, its ridged back breaking the surface like a spine of stone. It blinked at her, slow and indifferent, then sank without a ripple.
Her heart hammered. She grinned.
"Okay," she whispered. "That was worth the drive."
She let the boat drift again, watching the water for any sign of movement. A turtle slid off a sun-warmed root. Dragonflies hovered in pairs, their wings catching the light. She reached out and touched a strand of Spanish moss that hung low enough to brush her shoulder. It was damp, soft, and smelled like earth and decay.
She brought her fingers to her nose, inhaled. The odor was rich, almost sweet—like compost after rain. She liked it.
Time lost meaning. She wound through channels that seemed to double back on themselves, the cypress knees rising from the water like the fingers of drowned giants. She saw a snake swimming, its head a dark V cutting the surface. She saw a raccoon picking its way along a fallen log, its paws delicate and human-like.
She pulled out her phone to take a picture, but the screen was black. Dead. She'd forgotten to charge it last night. She stared at the blank glass for a moment, then slipped it back into her shorts pocket. Good. No distractions. Just the swamp.
A low rumble rolled across the sky. She looked up through a gap in the canopy. The clouds had shifted while she wasn't watching—gone from white and puffy to a bruised, purple mass that stretched from horizon to horizon. The air changed. The buzz of insects stopped. The birds went silent.
Her stomach tightened.
"Shit."
She twisted the throttle. The boat lurched forward, the bow lifting as she cranked the motor to full. She needed to find open water, a dock, anything—but she'd wandered too deep into the maze. Every channel looked the same. Every turn led to another tunnel of green gloom.
The first raindrop hit her shoulder. Then another. Then the sky opened.
It came down in sheets, so thick she could barely see ten feet ahead. The water around her erupted in a million tiny explosions, the sound so loud it drowned out the motor. Her tank top turned transparent in seconds, plastered to her skin. Her shorts clung to her thighs. The rain ran into her eyes, her mouth, her nose.
She blinked, wiped her face with a wet hand, and kept the bow aimed at where she thought the main channel was. But the rain was disorienting. The landmarks she'd been using were gone—swallowed by the gray curtain that had fallen over everything.
A flash of lightning. The crack of thunder came a second later, too close. The hair on her arms stood up.
She needed shelter. Now.
Through the rain, she saw it—a massive cypress, its trunk wider than her boat, its roots sprawling into the water. The canopy was thick enough that the rain barely reached the ground beneath it. A hollow formed by the tree's roots and a tangle of exposed wood created a space just large enough to crawl into.
She aimed the boat at the nearest root, cut the motor, and let momentum carry her the last few feet. The hull scraped against wood, and she grabbed a branch to steady herself. The rain hammered her back as she stepped out of the boat, her bare foot finding purchase on a slick root.
The hollow was dark, dry, and smelled of wet bark and something else—something metallic, like old blood. She didn't stop to think. She crawled in, pulling herself under the overhang of roots, her body shaking from the cold shock of the rain.
Inside, the air was still. The sound of the storm became muffled, distant. She sat with her back against the trunk, her knees drawn up to her chest, trying to catch her breath. The water dripped from her hair, her chin, her fingertips. She was soaked to the bone, her tank top and shorts clinging to every curve.
She looked around. The hollow was larger than she'd thought—a natural cave formed by the tangled roots. The ground was dry, covered in a layer of fallen leaves and cypress needles. The walls were rough bark and exposed wood, the ceiling a web of branches that filtered the gray light into a dim, green glow.
She pulled her knees tighter to her chest, the wet fabric of her shorts sticking to her thighs. The hollow was dry enough that her skin had stopped dripping, but she was still cold—that deep, bone-chilled cold that comes from being soaked through and sitting still. She reached into her pocket, pulled out the ziplock bag she'd stuffed her phone and wallet into before the rain hit. Dry. She let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding.
The storm hammered the canopy above, a constant roar that made the hollow feel like a drum. She could see the rain through the gaps in the roots—sheets of it, so dense it looked like smoke. The water level in the bayou was rising. She could hear it, a soft lapping that crept closer with every minute.
She unzipped the bag and pulled out her water bottle. The last few swallows were warm, tasted of plastic, but she drank them anyway. Then she sat, bottle in hand, listening to the storm and watching the water rise.
Minutes passed. Or an hour. She couldn't tell.
The cold was seeping into her bones, making her shiver. Her tank top was still damp, clinging to her skin, and every time she moved, the fabric brushed her nipples, which had gone hard from the cold. She was aware of it. Couldn't help but notice it, with him watching her like that.
The rain didn't let up. If anything, it got worse. The wind picked up, driving the rain.
​






  
  two
Chapter 2


Tara's eyes cracked open to gray light filtering through cypress branches. She'd fallen asleep against the tree's rough bark, her tank top still damp, her body stiff from the cramped position. 
A shadow moved across the opening. Large. Blocking what little morning light seeped through the canopy.
Her breath caught. Not a human. This shape was bigger, broader, wrong in a way that made her hindbrain scream before her conscious mind caught up. She pressed herself back against the trunk, her heart slamming against her ribs as her eyes strained to focus through the dimness.
The shape shifted, and light caught it.
Green. Mottled, dark green, layered with moss that hung in thick strands from broad shoulders. A head turned, and she saw eyes—yellow, slit-pupiled, fixed on her with an intelligence that made her stomach drop. The creature was massive, easily seven feet tall, its body thick with muscle beneath a hide that looked like river stone draped in vegetation. It stepped closer, and the ground seemed to shake.
Tara's hand scrambled for something—a stick, a rock, anything—but her fingers found only mud and root.
"Easy, chère."
The voice was low, rough, carrying a Cajun drawl that rolled like deep water over stones. The creature's mouth moved, lips peeling back to reveal teeth that were surprisingly human, if yellowed and sharp. "Didn't mean to scare you."
She stared. It spoke. It fucking spoke.
"What—" Her voice cracked. She swallowed, tried again. "What are you?"









