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  Cabin Fever


Have a destination wedding, they said. The mountains are so romantic, they said. They’ve obviously never been a runaway bride. 

Olivia Love has it all. She’s rich, spoiled, and about to marry the man of her dreams—until she witnesses her fiancée with someone else, sending her on a little run. Down the side of a mountain. In her wedding dress.
When she finds a cabin in the woods, her relief is short-lived at discovering it to be empty. No phone, no heat, and no way back to her perfect little life. That is until a gun-toting mountain man fills the space and sends her heart rate skyrocketing.

Carter Fitzwilliam likes the simple things in life. His sheep farm, his privacy, and man’s best friend are all he needs until a smart-mouthed beauty in a white dress breaks into his cabin and threatens to complicate the hell out of everything.

Will these two opposites attract or push each other over the mountain?






  
  Get the Bonus


Make sure you get the  special BONUS SCENE from Cabin Fever + PEEK INSIDE Living Hell from the next book in the series when you sign up for my free author newsletter.






  
  ONE


Olivia 
"There it is again." I pushed my back against the solid and, hopefully, blood-thirsty-animal-proof front door. Despite the thunderous thumping of my heart, I kept my ears perked until I heard a click.
Never had I believed the clank of a doorknob snapping into the frame would sound delicious, calming, and triumphant all at the same time. If I could make out—using tongue, of course—with this door, I would. But there'd be splinters and that wouldn't be fun.
I wasn't what most people would call gutsy. My usual response was to run. If running wasn't an option, then find something to throw. I once encountered a spider. The nearest thing to me was a book of matches. I contemplated burning down the house, but my sister stopped me before the matches were in my hand. That bathroom had been dead to me ever since.
The wild, guttural cries that drove me to hobble with surprising speed into the cabin started back up. They sounded muffled now, farther away.
"Good door." I patted the wood, then attempted to hug the entrance in appreciation.
The air was crisp, despite having a roof over my head. My breath was a lingering fog as I exhaled with relief.
Don't people use heat here in the mountains?
Allowing my legs to give, I slid down the door. For the first time in hours, I sat. My knees creaked, and I winced from a shooting pain in my left leg but sitting my butt on the mud-stained wooden floor felt glorious.
Olivia Jane Holiday Love, you are safe.
I reveled in letting my limbs throb from spending a good part of the day trekking through a mountain. Looks like I won't need to exercise again for at least a decade.
Steam rose from the grimy lace that covered my chest as I tugged at the large pink parka I grabbed before racing out of The Lodge this morning. I rubbed the delicate fabric and gasped. "It's gone."
My engagement ring. Hot tears laid a trail down my cheeks as I remembered yanking at the ring in anger and leaving it right next to my purse. I had no money, no cell phone, and no fiancé.
It was all my fault.
"Damn it. What have I done?"
I knew exactly what I had done. There was no lying to myself. I had destroyed my life, possibly ruined my family's lives, and opened a hornets' nest of chaos so big I'd probably become a legend back in DC—and not the good type of legend, either. No. My tale would spread with hushed tones, secretive whispers, and wide eyes.
Did I have a choice? Yes. But I didn't have to run.
I wiped at my tears of shame and anger. My fingers covered in a filthy wetness. Laughter bubbled up from my throat. "Did you really believe Derrick loved you, Olivia? Like attracts like, as my father always said. Derrick was handsome. More than handsome . . . he looked like a runway model."
I hiccupped and lifted two fingers in the air. "And number two. Wait. Was I counting?" I shook my head. "It doesn't matter. Number two. Derrick was smart." My dad told me how he worked his way up from the mailroom to be distribution manager of my father's company, Love Foods.
"That brings me to number three," I lifted my middle finger, "everyone loved Derrick." Well, everyone but my sister, Bea. "He's the life of the party and the friend who would be there when you needed him."
I once saw him cradle a squirrel in his palm. It was in shock from almost being run over. Then with gentle ease, Derrick placed the creature on the grass.
"He's a freaking animal savior for God's sake! How did I react to animals? I ran screaming and hid in some stranger's home. Only to plop my dirty butt on their floor and start a conversation with myself.
"And last, but never least, Olivia, you have a unique ability to pick men that use you and never really love you. Some may call this ability a superpower if superpowers were abominable."
I let out a sigh and wallowed in the mess of my own creation for a moment. Then I looked up and faced the fact that I was in someone else's home.
"Hello?"
With a wince and a breath, I stood from the floor. With a quick scan of the sparsely furnished room, I did my best to brush the dirt from my white gown and brightly colored coat.
I took a step farther into the room. It smelled of pine, a spicy lavender scent, and a hint of smoke.
"Mental note, think of going into the fragrance industry. I will call my first scent Cabin Fever."
That was a good idea. Perhaps there's some stationery and a pen somewhere so I could jot the idea down.
There was a wood-burning stove immediately off to my left, cold and unlit. Along the wall next to it was a kitchenette. The cabinets, the counters, almost everything was made of the same wood as the cabin itself. The only thing not made of wood was the porcelain farmhouse sink.
In the middle of the room was a small, square table with two wooden chairs. I knew cabins were meant to be rustic, but it looked like an oak and a walnut tree had an inappropriate relationship.
"Is anyone here?"
There was only silence . . . and wood. Lots and lots of wood.
Did someone even live in this place?
As much as I had no desire to piss off the owner of this home, I didn't want to be stuck in the middle of nowhere alone, either.
Maybe they're out for the day. I turned to gaze through the small window by the door. The sun was disappearing behind the trees. It must be late in the afternoon. If the person who lived here went out earlier, perhaps he or she would return soon.
Then what do I say? Hi there! I hope you don't mind, but I broke into your house because I thought a pack of killer animals were after me?
I was almost sure that the person would think I was crazy and call the police.
At least if the authorities were contacted, I could go home. But did I want to go home?
No. Not really.
"Great, Olivia! Make up your mind. Do you want to be found or do you wish to remain lost?"
I rubbed at the tiny crease that rose between my eyes, willing for a clarifying answer. Nothing came.
A few strands of my golden hair stuck to my mouth as I shook my head. "Focus. Need to find someone or something to help me. Maybe there's a phone here."
And yes, I do talk out loud in times of stress.
Raising my chin, I limped toward the back of the cabin and noticed two doors.
There was no response when I knocked on the door to my left. Slowly, I turned the handle and pushed. A clean, empty bathroom was inside. One toilet, pedestal sink, mirror cabinet, and a white claw-foot tub. The décor: wood, naturally.
Opening the cabinet, I found it was empty. Not even a forgotten toothpick was left behind. The reality that the owner wasn't a minimalist but actually nowhere to be found was becoming heart-crushingly clear.
The other room might contain signs of a person inhabiting this cabin. Anything to let me know a person was here recently. But as I left the bathroom and opened the room across the hall, reality sunk in. This small bedroom with a bed frame, double mattress, dresser, and no sheets or clothing to be found was a bitter slap in the face.
I was alone.
That's okay. It's a cabin. I had shelter from the elements. There should be something here to keep me warm. Maybe discarded wood I could throw in the stove for heat. I'd never created a fire before, not even when I went camping with my friends in high school. We had servants for that.
It couldn't be that hard to start a fire, though. Just wood and a match.
I made my way farther into the cabin and discovered a back door. There's always chopped wood neatly stacked along the outside of the house in movies. I'll check outside. The floor underneath me creaked as I unlocked and pulled the door open. I stiffened when I heard the terrifying cries of the wild beasts again.
Slamming it shut, I twisted every bolt and lock on the door. In case all five of them failed, I grabbed a chair from the dining area up front and ran back to wedge under the doorknob. The wood could wait until later.
The chilled air might do me some good. My mother had a winter wonderland themed New Year's party where there was an ice sculpture garden. Even former president William Higgins showed up and commented that the brisk walk helped him feel revitalized. Maybe it would help me, too. I could use some revitalization!
I was secure in this cabin, had a mattress to sleep on, and I could huddle up into my coat to keep warm. What more did a woman need?
My stomach rumbled. Food. Apparently, I needed food.
I hadn't eaten since early this morning. Perhaps that small kitchenette had something that could see me through the night.
Taking a deep breath, I made my way toward the front to the small kitchen. Five cabinets. I opened every one. Nothing.
"Oh God, I'm going to die here."
My breathing picked up. It felt like I was losing oxygen despite my rapid breath.
I was an idiot. Who runs from their wedding during the middle of winter in the mountains of Maine in a wedding dress?
"Why didn't I take Bea up on her offer last night? I could be warm on a beach in St. Croix right now. But I hadn't found out the truth about Derrick yet. Now I'll never see my loving and slightly crazy sister again!"
Because I thought marriage to a man I believed loved me would make me happy. I learned my lesson. Love doesn't equal happiness. In fact, it made life terrible.
I spit on the floor and instantly regretted it. This wasn't my home. How barbaric to invade a residence and spit? What came over me? Just last week I gave the stink eye to my cousin Kiki for adding milk to her teacup before pouring in her tea. In my defense, Kiki was a bit of a black sheep. The best way to describe her life was sloppy.
I was ashamed of my actions then, but now I was horrified about how I was treating this stranger's home.
It was to be the happiest day of my life. Instead, the day had fevered my brain and turned me into an uncouth beast—much like the ones trying to gain access to my wooden tomb. I fell to my knees and didn't even care about the stabbing pain in my leg. Monsters were supposed to live in agony. I might as well get used to it.
Hungry, cold, and so very alone, I cried. "This is officially the worst day of my life."
Totally beating out the day, five years ago, when I was twenty-three and Sarah, the chef, was not in the kitchen. I was hungry, so I found a round piece of food on the counter. I figured it was fruit despite the funny smell and after peeling it, I took a bite. That was the day I learned what an onion looked like.
Wiping the tears from my face, I was surprised there were any. I figured I was too dehydrated to produce them.
"I could melt the snow outside to drink if I could only get outside without being attacked."
I leaned my head against the edge of the open cabinet and saw a glimmer out of the corner of my eye. Turning, I reached inside and felt something hard. Using the minuscule amount of energy I had left from my starved body, I pulled it out.
A can of red beans.
"I've seen movies of old-timey people eating beans from a can."
Hope burst from my chest as I gripped the metal in my fingers. This didn't have splinters, so I kissed it as if it was my high school crush, Jerad, now a New York runway model.
Once my lips were thoroughly bruised and cold, I wondered, "How do I open it?"
I looked for a button or a tab, but there was nothing but a hard lip that didn't peel back. This was a problem. I had food in my hand, but I couldn't get it inside my mouth because there was hard metal in the way.
Maybe if I found a knife, I could stab it open. I got up and searched. Thankfully, I found some weird tool that had gears and a knob. Having no idea how to use the thing, I did notice a sharp curved tip.
I commenced stabbing. But no matter how hard or at what angle I hit the lid, nothing happened to the can—which was obviously forged in hell.
I screamed and gave into my new barbaric ways by throwing in some curse words. That's when I lost it. You'd think everything leading up to this moment would cause me to go insane, but you'd be wrong. I was raised not to succumb to a meltdown unless there was good bourbon to drink, quality crystal to throw, and to make sure the bed was covered in the finest Egyptian cotton sheets for when I needed to roll myself into a cocoon and cry myself to sleep. 
There wouldn't be any soft as a butterfly's wing cocoon for me tonight. I'd make do with huddling in a ball, covering myself in a pink parka.
I beat on that can with the metal stabbing tool until I was sweating. When it was thoroughly dented, I moved to the taunting metal lip. After hitting it, I moved my hand back and noticed the can came with me.
Dangling the can in front of me, I gasped. The curved tip punctured a hole on the top edge. All I had to do was puncture several dozen holes and then I could eat!
I worked that tool better than Derrick worked his dick to a Porsche commercial. The guy loved cars.
After a minute, I was able to pull the top off.
"Yes! I won't die tonight."
Not even bothering to look for cutlery, I drove my fingers into the squishy beans and began shoveling them into my mouth. I didn't know if it was the dehydration and lack of food talking, but these tasted like they came from a four-star restaurant. Not five-stars, I wasn't that delusional yet. 
I engulfed half the beans when the door flung open. A huge man stood in the doorway with a rifle in one hand and a snarling dog at his feet.
Normally, I wouldn't judge someone on their appearance as my mother taught me that was bad manners, but he looked fierce and scary and like every villain in every cartoon movie I ever saw growing up.
I threw the can at him to defend myself as he stepped forward. He didn't need to duck because I had poor aim and it hit the ground about a foot in front of him. Beans splattered and the dog rushed forward, lapping it up.
He pointed at me and yelled, "I'm going to—"
That's all I heard because I blacked out. In a way, it was a blessing. I wouldn't be conscious for my death. Goodbye world. I had fun, except for my wedding day. Maybe Derrick would feel sleazy for cheating on me now that I was dead.
 






  
  TWO


Carter 
Who in the fudge-packing fudgsicles is this?
"Get out of my house!" I stood taller and rested my Marlin 336 rifle across my arm, taking a step into the room.
The woman didn't move. She was sprawled on the floor in a pink, white, and bean-covered heap next to my kitchen table.
I left the door open, in case I needed a quick escape. Looking back, Kitty was having an early dinner with the beans, trying to curl her tongue deep into the can. With each lick, the metal scraped over the floor and was pushed closer to the wall.
I'd let her enjoy her snack while I figured out what thief broke into my home to steal beans while wearing bright pink. Did she find the hidden stash of my belongings under the floorboards? Even if she did, she won't be leaving with them.
Moving closer to the breathing heap on the floor, I firmed my grip on my Marlin and tapped her knee with my foot. Just a nudge to see if she'd wake.
Nothing.
Pushing the hood from my head, I gathered a breath. "Shitake mushrooms, this is bad."
Realizing I was no longer in danger of being attacked by a deranged burglar with zombie-lust for cans, I moved back to the front door and closed it. Then I went to unload the rifle and put it away under my bed.
I came back out of the bedroom to find the woman hadn't moved yet.
"What am I going to do, Kitty?"
Kitty was now cradling the can between her paws, more concerned at retrieving the microscopic bean remains left than the intruder on the floor. I looked down and put my hands on my hips. "You're supposed to help protect this home. What kind of watchdog are you?"
Kitty lifted and tilted her angular head with surprise.
"Yes, I'm still here. This woman is still lying on the floor." I waved my hand. My dog glanced for a moment at the intruder before looking back at me, clearly unconcerned.
Sighing, I could hear my father's words in my head when I first chose Kitty from the litter to take home. "Don't pick the loud one, son, because the dog will grow up barking your ear off. And don't pick a boisterous one. That's a dog who will only care about playing. We need one that has enough energy to play but knows when to work."
And what did I do? In my infinite wisdom, I picked the runt. He never warned me against runts . . .. I'd since learned.
I moved back to the woman and crouched down to the floor. As I studied our new guest, I noticed her coat was ripped and dirty. Reaching over, I picked a tiny branch caught on a tear by her shoulder. The white skirt she wore was frayed and just as dirty as the coat.
Perhaps she came here out of desperation. To get away from someone who wanted to hurt her. There wasn't a whole lot of people on Fire Mountain, so it could easily attract shady types. I'd witnessed my fair share of characters hiding from the law. Was she running from someone wanted by the police, or was she wanted herself?
Those answers would come in time. What I needed to do was see if she required medical attention.
I brushed some golden hair from her face, surprised to see a woman so delicate and adorable lying there. Despite the smear of dried beans around her mouth, her skin was soft and as I rested my hand on her forehead, a spark of electricity shot up my arm.
I ignored the growing awareness of my body's reaction to her beauty as I realized she was burning up.
"She has a fever," I said to Kitty, not that my dog could understand or would care.
My hands massaged different parts of her body to see if she had any broken bones. Everything appeared fine, and she was able to throw that can though she won't be trying out for professional baseball anytime soon.
I didn't want to move her. Growing up, most of my life with just me and my father isolated in the mountains, he made sure I knew basic medical care in case something happened to either of us.
The closest hospital was forty-five minutes away. If something was life-threatening, I had to know how to help him until the ambulance arrived. He would still be alive if I had been here when he needed me most. Not off being young, stupid, and utterly selfish.
I stood and walked to the back door, pushing the mat aside. Lifting two loose planks from the wooden floor, I reached down and removed the things I had hid there this morning. I grabbed a blue blanket and my first aid kit.
Bringing what I needed back, I sat down beside the mysterious and fascinating woman. I sighed. She was striking. It's too bad she was an unconscious lump on my kitchen floor. I had seen many pretty women in my life. There were several in the town nearby at Fire Lake, and The Lodge on the other side of the mountain was always packed full of the beautiful elite visiting from afar.
But the woman with bean-stained lips was prettier than most.
My big fingers made the process of unfastening the tiny buttons that formed a line down her back almost impossible. Clenching my jaw, I gave up after the tenth attempt at the third button. I curled my fingers into the lace and ripped it in half.
My mouth watered as I stared at her creamy back, tracing my fingers over her skin.
Kitty barked, snapping me out of my lonely need to fondle the unconscious woman's back. My head whipped around to find my dog wagging his tail and nudging his nose at the can.
"You'll get dinner in a bit. I have more important matters to take care of . . . like the intruder you did nothing about."
Kitty barked again and walked over to help.
"It's about time you took an interest in this person. Hey, Kitty, stop that!"
She sniffed the woman's face and began to lick, focusing solely on the intruder's lips. I got to my feet, puffing up my body and slapped my hands together. Kitty stopped licking and came to sit at my feet.
"That's better. I need to check her for cuts or worse, then I can feed you. Stay." I held my palm up.
I got back to work on the woman and removed her boots and socks. Her feet were fine. They weren't broken and no signs of frostbite. I hesitated before lifting her skirt. I grabbed the edge of the white hem and realized there were layers. Gathering all the material, I was about to lift when I caught Kitty's scrutinizing tilt of her head.
"I'm not a pervert, Kitty. I have to see if she's hurt," I said causing Kitty's brow to wrinkle. "Stop looking at me."
Groaning, I ignored my overly judgmental dog and pushed the fabric far enough that the woman's legs were on display. The sheer covering she wore had mostly been ripped to shreds. Her silky skin looked clean, smooth, and good enough to lick.
Gah, stop, Carter. If Dad were alive, he would be ashamed that I was thinking of unmentionable things while trying to help an unconscious woman.
 My palm was sweaty as I gripped her calf to rotate her leg. If it was broken, she would have made a sound, even in her comatose state. I did it to the other leg and noticed a cut on her upper thigh.
It was deep and the area around it was swollen. Grabbing my kit, I found the hydrogen peroxide and poured a hefty amount over the gash. After I bandaged her up, I threw the blanket over her and went to find the phone to plug back into the wall by the kitchen counter.
I needed to call an ambulance. When I lifted the receiver to the phone, I heard no tone. I tried removing the plug and put it back into the wall, but it was still dead. The phone lines must be down due to the snowstorm that started earlier today.
"Looks like we will have a guest for a while. Since you like her so much, why don't you move her into the bedroom?" I glared at my dog and couldn't help but notice a few tail flicks. I guess the only way to my dog's heart was through beans.
"I'd better make the bed," I mumbled at Kitty.
I went back to the opening in the floor and removed the remainder of my things. After finishing up in the bedroom and putting everything back where it belonged, I grabbed a torn piece of cardboard I usually reserved for my wet boots and a towel.
Slipping the cardboard under her neck and wrapping the towel around her head and neck, I gently lifted her, doing my best to keep her head from moving. I expected her to be heavier because of all the fabric encasing her body, but there wasn't much effort needed to move her.
Once she was on the bed, I tucked her in and waved at Kitty, who had followed me into the bedroom.
"Come here, Kitty. I'm going to shut the door now."
She didn't budge. Her legs and paws pulled together as she sat to keep an eye on our patient. I smiled at how my dog cared for the injured woman.
But then I witnessed my dog lean her head on the bed and start to lick. When I moved closer, my dog's tongue was slithering over the woman's bean-stained fingers.
"You are unbelievable. She's lying here, maybe fighting for her life, and all you care about are the remains of beans. Get out." I pointed to the door, but my dog didn't move.
I resorted to bribing her with her true love.
"We're having sausages for dinner tonight."
My dog hopped up. Her paws had left the ground, she jumped with such excitement, and scurried out of the room.
After a filling meal of sausage and peppers with a side of my potato hash, Kitty and I rested. Actually, she curled up outside the door to the bedroom while I hunted for anything that would explain who this woman was and why she was in my home.
I took a flashlight outside and found footprints in the snow that I assumed were hers. They didn't come from the driveway but from the woods.
She couldn't possibly be a hiker. Not in her outfit. The boots she had on were nice, expensive, but not designed for trekking in the mountains.
The more I searched for clues to explain her presence, the more I was left with questions. If my father were here, he'd know what to do.
I miss you, Dad.
It's been two years, but it still felt like yesterday. I gulped at the biting air and stared into the dark woods. The noise from the animals was the only thing that reminded me of him. He worked hard to make our life comfortable, especially after the nightmare we ran from. My dad and I were a team. He taught me how to be a man, how to survive on my own, and how to enjoy the little moments.
Turning back, I walked up the three short steps to the porch. Knocking the snow from my boots, I stepped inside and removed them. Kitty was still curled up outside the bedroom.
"Don't get too attached, Kitty. She isn't staying. Remember what Dad always said. 'Everyone always wants something from you and most of the time it's not good. They'll hurt you the first chance they get. Trust in family.' That's you and me, Kitty. We don't know her and it's best if it stays that way."
 






  
  THREE


Olivia 
I was buried alive.
More wood. But what did I expect from a coffin? It's surprisingly roomy and smelled of bacon. Maybe this was hell? Forever hungry and tempted by the smell of delicious fatty meat, but never allowed to taste it.
An eternity to covet that which was denied in life, now in death.
"Curse you, Mother. If you had only allowed me to eat what I wanted, I wouldn't be subjected to an afterlife of baconless torture."
There was a bark nearby. Did dogs go to hell, too? As fearful as I was of wild animals, I loved dogs. It wasn't right to punish them for eternity.
I should speak with the head honcho about cursing animals like that. They could do what they wanted to me, but not helpless creatures. No one ever said hell was nice, but this was uncivilized.
I sat up and the blanket I hadn't realized was on top of me slid off. I saw I was in the bedroom from the cabin I found. I wasn't dead. Hell and the head honchos had to wait.
Shock followed my rush of relief, and then immediately it turned into fear. That man was out there. He was the bacon torturer.
He must have locked me in this room to do things to me. Maybe the bacon was part of his sick fantasy. He would place it all over his body and make me eat it off.
A tear fell from my eye because it would be hard for me to resist that meat candy. I'd eat it and he'd get his sick jollies, but I wouldn't give him the pleasure of me enjoying the food. At least after a few strips.
There had to be a way out of here. I glanced around the room and saw my boots by the door while my coat hung on a hook. Removing the warm gray blanket—which I noticed wasn't Egyptian cotton but something far scratchier—I tiptoed to the door.
My leg throbbed so I lifted my skirt and found a bandage on my thigh. My eyebrow lifted. "Why would a psycho killer want to heal my body if he was just going to torture and kill me?"
There was a tapping sound that moved closer, followed by a bark right outside the door. My eyes widened as I covered my mouth.
Crap. I needed to stop having conversations with myself, especially now that I'm being held against my will. I didn't want the monster to use my words against me for his games of torment.
"Kitty, did you hear something?" a deep voice called from behind the door.
I had to get out of here, and quick. Despite the throbbing of my leg, I shoved on my boots and threw on my coat. Looking around, I noticed light coming in from a tiny square window high up the wall. While it was minuscule, I felt confident I could get through it. And my mom thought my time obsessed with parkour wouldn't pay off.
I knew how to twist and squeeze my body to get through small spaces. That's a lesson every person should learn. You never knew when you would be held captive by a bacon torturer.
More than being able to twist my body, I could easily get to that window. I assessed the space and figured I could use the bed as leverage. Pushing off the wall, I ran and hopped up on the bed, leaping toward the window . . . but fell short.
I landed on the floor with a loud thud. More barks came from the door. I stilled and waited for them to subside.
"Let her get her rest. Then we can interrogate her." The man's voice sent a ripple of fear down my back.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I fought back a wail. Marrying Derrick was looking a lot more preferable than being stuck in this cabin. Curse my body's natural tendency to always choose flight instead of fight when faced with something bad. Maybe if I had stood up to my fiancé, I wouldn't be lying here about to die.
No time for feeling sorry for myself. I wanted to live.
I got up and after a few seconds of taking in the room; I came to the decision to push the bed closer to the window. That would decrease the distance needed to jump.
Walking around the bed, I secured my hands on the frame and pushed but it didn't budge. I tried again and leaned hard against it, throwing my body weight against the frame. Nothing.
Going to the other side, I pulled. That got it to move an inch. I groaned and tugged at the bed, panting by the time I had the bed in position.
There was no time to rest. I had to escape. I went to the door and pushed off, racing toward the bed. I jumped as if my life depended on it . . . because, well, it did.
When I landed, my fingers were gripping the edge of the window frame.
All I had to do was pull my body up with the tips of my fingers. The only problem was that I was never good at that part. It was the reason I gave up parkour. My fingers were weak, and the others in the class nicknamed me "princess fingers."
"What in the name of pickle fries is going on in here?" I heard the man's voice come from behind. I hadn't heard him come in the room as I struggled to pull myself up. He was a stealthy one.
"I won't let you kill me!" I tried to scream but was too out of breath.
It had been two years since I did parkour. I forgot how much strength it required.
"Kill you? Why would I kill you?" He didn't wait for me to answer. "Do you believe this, Kitty? I help the woman, make sure her cut didn't get infected, let her sleep in my room overnight—even after she broke into my home and stole my food. And now she thinks I'm going to murder her."
I slid down the wall, letting go of the window and rubbed my fingers.
"When you put it like that, it does sound a little ridiculous."
We stood in silence. I stared at the floor, nibbling on my lip while he folded his beefy arms. My misadventures through the woods seemed to have muddled my brain. I'd been rude since the moment I stepped foot into this wood lover's paradise.
"Let's start over." I hoped he'd take my peace offering, which was only my extended hand, but it was all I had to give.
I could almost feel the burn in my palm as his green eyes glared at my hand.
"I promise, I won't bite." My laughter faded quickly from my silly joke as the man remained unmoved.
He was tall and must have a trainer because his arms were cut. The scowl on the man's face seemed to add to his appeal. The combination of the dark look he was giving me, his dazzling green eyes, thick beard, and that flannel shirt molding to his rippling chest made him the perfect mountain man fantasy.
It's like he was made for a laundry soap commercial.
I gave up on the handshake and lowered my arm. "Look, I'm sorry. I was cold and lost last night. When I saw your cabin and heard those wild animals, I had to protect myself. So, I ran in here."
"What wild animals? I didn't hear anything last night." His eyes widened and he raced away. I couldn't help but notice the perfect shape of his ass in his fitted jeans as he left the room.
"Hey, wait . . . where are you going?" I heard the back door open and wondered if he was abandoning me. Scurrying after him, I yelled, "At least give me a little bacon before you leave me here to die."
He stood outside the back door, pushing his feet into a pair of thick boots. They were covered in mud and as I stepped closer, all I could smell was that I had been too quick to judge the brown mess on his boots. It wasn't mud, but feces.
I crooked my arm and covered my nose. What was out here?
Refusing to get any closer, I stopped by the door next to the dog.
"I don't even know your name."
I was going to do proper introductions back in the bedroom, but he raced off when I mentioned the wild animals. Who does that?
That's when I heard them. The crying beasts from last night, ready to rip apart any who got near. At least, I assumed that would happen based on their toe-curling screams.
I didn't know this man. Not even his name. Because he was kind enough to care for me, I couldn't stand by and watch him walk to his death. I reached out the door and my fingers curled into his flannel sleeve. "Don't go. They'll eat you alive."
A crease formed between his brow. "Who, the sheep? No, they eat grass and clovers. There isn't much snow on the ground, so I don't need to put out a bale for them. But if you say you heard wild animals last night that might mean a wolf was around."
I released my grip. Sheep . . . It was sheep I heard. My face warmed at how scared I was and thought death was near. My mother would always comment on how overly dramatic I could be. I liked to think I was preparing for the worst.
"It might not have been a wolf . . ."
He'd taken a few steps away, and I looked up to see a brown barn off in the distance. There weren't any trees back here, just the barn and a fenced off pasture. It was huge. The enclosure trailed for a while and curved down until I couldn't see it anymore.
The burly sheep farmer with the lumberjack arms and beard turned. "Then what did you hear? A bobcat? I should still check on them."
"Okay."
He continued on and I stood in the door, letting the cold air seep into my lungs. It burned, and despite the bright sun, I was chilled to the bone.
I deserved it. I had been nothing but a fool for the past twenty-four hours.
The dog stayed by my feet and I leaned down to pet its head. The fur was soft, and it kept licking my hand.
"You're a sweetie. Is your name Kitty?"
The dog barked, still lapping at my fingers. Honestly, it was getting a little gross. I loved animals but didn't want slobber dripping off my hand.
I removed it and the dog's gorgeous light blue eyes seemed to plead with me. He really liked kissing my hand.
"I tell you what. Why don't I go wash up in the bathroom and then we can find that bacon."
The moment I mentioned the meat candy, the dog jumped and ran toward the kitchen. I closed the door and went to wash up. When I opened the cabinet in the bathroom, I noticed an array of items that weren't there the day before.
I could have sworn there was nothing in here before. Was I hallucinating? Perhaps that's why I acted so strangely yesterday.
The man was back by the time I finished up in the bathroom and stepped into the kitchen. He stood over a pan on the wood-burning stove, lifting pieces of bacon onto a plate.
"How are the sheep?" I took a seat at the small wooden table.
"They're fine. I broke up the water for them as it froze overnight. But they were fine. I'll take them out to pasture in a bit."
"I'm Olivia, by the way. Olivia Love," I said to his back as he prepared a plate of food at the counter.
"Oh. Nice name."
"Thanks." I smiled and waited for him to give me his name. A sudden awareness came over me and I felt awkward, completely out of place in his rustic home.
My home—actually, my parents' home—looked nothing like this place. The most rustic thing they owned was an iron salt pot forged in the Tacaran volcano by the Quepuchean people in South America. They found it in a boutique on Rodeo Drive while visiting Los Angeles.
"When I found this place last night, I thought it was abandoned."
"When I go out for long periods of time, I hide everything. Make it appear like no one lives here. Most people think criminals frequent cities where there are lots of people." He shook his head before he continued, "But it's easier not to get caught in the middle of nowhere. Living alone, far from my nearest neighbor, it's best I give the appearance that this place is abandoned. That way if a thief, or worse, stumbles into my cabin, they won't come back."
I swallowed. He had a rifle in his arms last night. What if he had mistaken me for a robber? My eyes flickered up to his and a shiver ran down my back. His gaze was hard but for some reason, I wasn't scared. Was it disturbing that I was a bit turned on?
He moved back to placing food on his plate. I admired his body, clasped my hands under my chin and rested my elbow on the table. A woman would have to be legally blind not to notice the man had thick muscles in all the right places under that form-fitting plaid shirt and jeans. So what if he was a little scary? My body didn't seem to mind.
As he shifted, reaching for the delicious smelling food, I stared at his ass. I knew a lot of guys who paid doctors so they didn't have to lift a finger to get that kind of backside.
He arrived at the table with a heaping plate of food. My mouth watered as I stared at the bacon, eggs, and potatoes. I swallowed as I watched him shovel a forkful of food into his mouth.
"You know, Kitty, I think this is the best potato hash I've made."
My mouth fell open. Was I not going to be given breakfast? I wasn't familiar with etiquette up in the mountains, but where I was from, you offered guests food. Even if they were uninvited guests who ate your can of beans, then threw them at you.
He turned in his seat to watch Kitty. The dog sat still on a small dog bed by the stove. Kitty was so motionless, someone could mistake the dog for a stuffed animal.
"Good girl. Come get your food." The man threw some pieces of bacon and a heaping helping of potatoes into a silver bowl on the floor by the edge of the table.
The dog ran to the dish as if it were a race.
I watched as they both gobbled up their scrumptious meal while I sat with only my rumbling stomach to keep me company.
Once he was finished, he sat back and rubbed his extended belly. A belch escaped his lips and I frowned.
Men.
"Come on, girl, it's time to deal with some sheep." He got up after patting the dog's head and went to place the plate in the sink.
My frown deepened as I watched him leave. I was livid.
I stood and did something I had never done before; I berated another person for their uncouth behavior. 
"I said I was sorry for breaking into your home. But I honestly believed I was in danger. And as for the can of beans I ate, I was hungry. I hadn't eaten since breakfast yesterday. If you wish me to pay you for the beans, when I finally get a hold of my purse, I can pay you for them. How much is a can of beans? Thirty? Fifty dollars? Whatever it is, I will pay it."
The man stared at me as if I had beans dripping out of my ears. Here I was apologizing and trying to make things right, and he's acting like a jerk.
"I apologized. Told you my name and now I'm left standing here with no way to get back to where I was staying at The Lodge. Nor do I know your name. And then, on top of everything, you and your dog eat your breakfast in front of me without offering me even a tiny morsel of sustenance."
"Okay." Was all he said. I waited for more, but nothing came.
"Okay? Okay? I've had a pretty shitty twenty-four hours. I was running for my life and now I'm hungry."
"Then grab yourself a plate of food. I made plenty." He waved his arm toward the kitchen.
"It's about time you offered. Kind of rude you hadn't before. I was beginning to wonder if I was going to have to beg to get food for Christ's sake."
I moved over to the kitchen and found the white porcelain plates. Rustic, indeed. After I overfilled my plate with the food, I turned to make my way back to the table. But something large was standing in my way, the sheep farmer with no name.
"Excuse me, I'd like to sit—"
I was cut off with a glare and finger jab into my shoulder. "There will be no cursing in this house. It's the language of criminals. Now I know that I am no criminal, but the question is, are you, Ms. Love?"
I was shocked and couldn't speak, so I shook my head.
"Good. I am willing to feed you and keep a roof over your head as long as you are here. But understand that this is my home. Here, foul language is not allowed."
Okay . . . My eyes slid sideways, and
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