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        Even the hardest heart has its weakness

      

      

      

      Keeton Grey is an Eastern Mountain Lion Shifter with a serious people problem. As in, he hates all of them.

      

      Betrayal is a bitter pill to swallow for most, but for Keeton, it’s damn near impossible. Choosing to live in seclusion, he finds his peace of mind disrupted when an injured hiker stumbles onto his property.

      

      After she catches her fiancé cheating, Marilena Sorelli needs a break from life. Not much of an outdoor girl, hiking alone proves unwise after Lena takes a serious tumble. She meets her rescuer in a nearly seven-foot-tall giant with piercing green eyes and a beard that makes her fingers itch to run through it.

      

      Will the beautiful interloper crack this rugged Shifter’s heart of stone, or will self-imposed isolation be his future?
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      Keeton’s Mountain Lion hissed angrily as he boarded the plane for the States. Three months on Moongate Island did nothing to repair his faith in people. Shifter or human, they pretty much sucked.

      True, he was no longer being blackmailed by the sniveling cretin who’d been part of his last black ops assignment. Fucker had stepped on a landmine deep in the jungles of a place Keeton was not at liberty to name. Not even in his own head.

      Fucking hell.

      Yeah, it meant he could return home now, but to who? Keeton had no family waiting for him. His few friends were back on the island, but that was no place for his inner feline. The beast craved the hills and valleys of the New Jersey forests he called home.

      He’d bought a hundred acres of forest off the beaten paths of New Jersey’s Panther Mountains years ago. Even commissioned the building of a cabin deep in the woods. The design was environmentally conscientious and entirely sound. Two stories high, it had its own generators, additional solar paneling, and wind turbines for power, and indoor plumbing.

      He wasn’t an animal, for fuck’s sake. But even if Keeton was going to avoid people, he didn’t have to be uncomfortable doing it. Eyes closed, he sat seemingly at ease, but he was keeping tabs on every living thing around him on the plane.

      Once a soldier, always a soldier, his two commanders, Callan McGregor and Landry Smyth, had said that often enough. Both men were Shifters, a unique Alpha and Omega pair who’d completed their Triad once they’d found their mate in Sage Freeman, a smart mouthed human female. That had been Keeton’s cue to leave the island he’d called home for eighty-nine and a half days.

      They hadn’t kicked him out or anything. On the contrary. But he was restless and antsy. The island could no longer contain his need for isolation.

      Memories of the disgust on Bruce Taylor’s face when he’d seen Keeton lose control of his shift during a particularly bloody battle were forever ingrained in his brain. The human male had been a new recruit in the special ops task force where Keeton had served his country for the last five years in secret.

      Dismantling dictatorships and stopping atrocities the likes of which he could hardly put a name to before they could ever see the light of day had been his job, and blackmail was his reward.

      He’d kept the fact that he’d unwittingly told the secret about Shifters to the human from Callan and Landry until the night Bruce had died believing Keeton was the only one of his kind. The two men had investigated his claims, making sure that he never downloaded or emailed the proof he’d recorded with his phone the night Keeton lost control.

      The half a million dollars he’d sent to Bruce’s offshore bank was nothing. He didn’t care about the money. It was simply the point of it all. The man had not trusted Keeton because of his dual nature. And he’d lost his life as a result.

      “We need to stick to this route, Bruce,” he growled at the human who’d become increasingly toxic to their two-man operation.

      “Think I’m gonna trust a fucking animal. I’ll go this way,” the man argued.

      After a few more minutes of trying to convince him, Keeton threw his hands up. His beast scratched at his skin, the animal sensing something was not right. The sounds of the explosion and Bruce’s bitter cry rang in his ears, but he died before Keeton could ever hope to reach him.

      It was his fault. He was the reason Bruce had died. After pledging his life to help save lives, he’d brought death instead.

      Keeton was better off on his own.
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      What the actual fuck?

      Lena sat behind the wheel of her SUV in the now filthy wedding dress she’d so lovingly bought in utter and complete shock.

      Was this real life?

      Like, did that actually just happen?

      She looked up and squinted at the bright headlights from the oncoming traffic, trying desperately to shield her vision from their halogen glares. What the hell was she doing sitting outside with her trunk full of her still-packed suitcases and garbage bags of clothing and other random doohickeys and knick-knacks she grabbed before hightailing it out of there? Most of her furniture and things were still in storage.

      Thank God for small favors, she thought. But seriously. How the hell had she wound up here? She retraced her steps in her mind and was no closer to an answer. After all, she did everything right. She’d started a business and was finally making a profit. Lena had found the right sort of guy and even gotten him to propose.

      Cary was a lawyer. Smart as a whip and a real smooth talker. She’d agreed to go out with him immediately, flattered as she was by the tall, slender blond’s attentions. Hell, she’d even given up carbs for the fucker. He’d insisted her weight was a negative reflection on him, and he was up for partner. Had to make a good impression.

      After he’d proposed and laid out his plans to “fix” her, Marilena had simply smiled and agreed. Her mother told her for years she was too chubby to appeal to any man. At the time, Lena had simply ignored her. She’d always relied on her brains and optimism to get her through the tough times, but the truth was she’d always been a bigger girl.

      She was a chef, for fuck’s sake. Food was a lot like life. It could be vibrant and fun, but there were consequences. Such as those to her hips and belly from a love of all things chocolate.

      Sigh.

      Still, she tried. For Cary and for her mother. Yes, Marilena loved blending cuisines from all over the world to create tempting and tasty treats her customers loved for their parties and events. She worked damn hard at it too, despite her mother’s criticisms. For some reason, her trim parent thought fat equaled lazy.

      But Lena was not lazy. She’d even agreed to Cary’s demands to work out five times a week, despite not losing a single pound over the last few months of killing herself. She enjoyed exercise, chub and all, but honestly, she preferred nature walks to spin class.

      “I don’t have time to go hiking with you,” Cary said every time she brought it up.

      “Okay, dear,” was her only reply.

      And yet, it wasn’t enough. Nothing she did or sacrificed was enough for the golden fiancé she’d been so proud to bring home to her disbelieving mother. That same parent who’d refused to let her come home tonight, insisting she apologize to that scoundrel.

      “Try to work things out, Lena. Who else is gonna want you?”

      Imagine that? Lena apologizing for Cary sticking his dick in another woman. Ha! That would be the day. Her mind wandered to the events that led to her pulling up at the Oasis Beachside Resort down in Maccon City.

      The Jersey shore town had been her home away from home during college. She’d always felt good there. Accepted. Even lusted after by the many handsome locals. And that was something out of the ordinary for all her experience during her years in culinary school in Connecticut. But back to her reality as of a few hours ago.

      Marilena Sorelli walked into the apartment she shared with her fiancé on her tiptoes. She was so excited to surprise Cary. Switching her flight to the redeye, just so she could show him the incredible gown she’d bought while she was away, had taken most of her savings, but it was worth it.

      Her fiancé was overly concerned about her weight. Especially with their upcoming nuptials, and she really couldn’t blame him. Lena was a size sixteen on a good day, but try as she might, there were some things she could not lose. Like her thick thighs, big butt, and larger than average breasts. Go figure she’d go for a guy who wanted runway model thin in his significant other.

      But he’d asked her to marry him, so she must mean something to him. Right? She was determined to make Cary happy. Luckily, the Las Vegas Foodie Con she’d attended, hoping to learn how to expand her catering business, was also home to a famous plus-size designer whose gowns were to die for.

      She was so lucky to run into Ava Marrow in the lobby of her hotel. The vivacious woman had agreed to see her last minute, claiming she had the perfect dress for Lena’s figure. And boy, did she ever!

      The gown was incredible. Marilena looked fabulous in it if she said so herself. Yes, she knew it was bad luck for the groom to see the bride in her dress before the wedding, but that was just an old superstition!

      Slipping inside the door, she stripped out of her travel clothes and donned the dress, hoping to catch Cary as he woke up. He was a real stickler for schedules and insisted the alarm be set for the same time every single day. Weekends too.

      While she expected the chimes of the antiquated alarm clock, she did not expect the sight that greeted her when she walked into the room.

      There he was. Her neat as a pin, perfectly poised, and often boring if she were being honest, fiancé. He was laying in the middle of their king-sized bed with a bucket of ice holding an empty bottle of champagne, a dish of strawberry stems, and Dawn. His stick-figure secretary.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? You had food in bed?”

      Lena’s shriek of outrage over the fact that he’d fed his other woman a bowl of plump strawberries in bed when he freaked out if she so much as drank water while sitting beneath the covers might have seemed irrelevant. But it was all in the details. Which was why, after she caught the two of them in flagrante delicto, she grabbed the bucket of ice and upended it over Cary’s cheating head.

      A few choice words, and okay, yes, she might have tossed the bowl of strawberries at him as well while Dawn went running for cover.

      “Lena! I thought you weren’t coming home ‛till this afternoon,” he yelled while she hurled strawberries, crackers, and the bottle of spray cheese the SOB had been feasting on at his head.

      “I wasn’t you, big jerk!”

      “Dawn and I just happened, it wasn’t planned. You are being unreasonable⁠—”

      “I’m being unreasonable? You had your dick in another woman, Cary. I don’t think I’m unreasonable. Goodbye.”

      “You can’t do this! What will the partners think?”

      “Honestly, Cary, I don’t give two shits what they or you think. It’s over.”

      She’d tossed his ring at his head, grabbed whatever she could, then left. Filling her trunk and pulling over on the side of the road to call her mother, whose only response was that Lena shouldn’t have surprised him.

      Sigh.

      Thank goodness the motel had a vacancy. She wiped her face as best she could, grabbed her suitcase, and checked in.

      “One room, Miss Sorelli?” Joelle Flint, Manager, her nametag read, furrowed her dark eyebrows as she handed Lena her key.

      She was young and sweet, Lena thought as she signed the credit card slip. The woman did not mention Lena’s current state. Or the fact she was wearing a strapless wedding dress at ten o’clock in the morning in late Autumn in New Jersey and had obviously been crying.

      “Hey, is everything alright?”

      “Yes,” Lena said and sniffed softly. “Well, I mean, I just dumped my lying, cheating fiancé. My mother thinks I should apologize to him, and I hung up on her for the first time in ever. All my stuff is in storage. And I have no idea what I am going to do. But I am okay. I think.”

      Her smile faltered, but that didn’t stop the young woman from coming around to the front of the desk. She took one look at Lena, then wrapped her up in a surprisingly strong and quick embrace.

      “You look like you needed that,” Joelle said, and Lena couldn’t stop a sob from escaping her lips.

      “Sorry,” she said, trying to stem the flow of tears that fell even faster.

      “It’s okay, really. Now, I don’t recall my mother because she and my dad died when I was young, so, I really don’t know what one is supposed to act like, but I can guarantee from the way my sister Maggie raised me, that your mother sucks.”

      “Ha! She does,” Lena replied, laughing through her tears.

      “Look, I can tell you’re a good person, and this guy, hell, you’re better off without the rat!”

      “Thank you. Truth is, I feel kind of relieved,” she whispered her secret and covered her mouth immediately.

      Oh, my!

      Did she really just say that?

      And worse, did she mean it?

      Yes. She did. Her eyes widened at the truth behind those words.

      “Sister, I don’t blame you one bit,” Joelle replied, smirking as she handed Lena her key card. “Will there be anything else?”

      “Yes,” Lena thought, her gaze roaming around until it landed on a stack of shiny new brochures.

      “May I please have one of those pamphlets for Panther Mountains?”

      “Of course. You know, there are some lovely trails there this time of year. The foliage is beautiful.”

      “I bet.”

      “Here you go,” Joelle said, handing her the tri-fold paper. “You’re gonna be okay, Marilena Sorelli.”

      “You know, something? I think, I am.”
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      What the actual fuck?

      Keeton stalked through the woods, feline senses on high alert. The sounds of soft whimpers and bitten back moans reached his sensitive ears. This patch of forest high in the Panther Mountains was his domain.

      My territory.

      His Mountain Lion snarled loudly. The sound caused the source of those devilishly intriguing noises to stifle a gasp. He wanted to laugh, would have if he wore skin and not fur, but regardless of the person’s attempts to quiet themselves, Keeton was very much aware of their presence.

      The notes in the air turned sour with fear and he puffed out a breath, scrunching his feline nose in distaste. Lemony tart was not his favorite flavor. He was more a rosewater and honey type Mountain Lion. Aptly named the ghost cat, Keeton crept forward. Really, he should just roar and scare the piss out of the trespasser, but something elusive about the man held his interest.

      Unable to resist, he snarled once more, even louder than before. The stranger yelped, then gasped again, as if the sudden movement jarred something out of place. Whatever. A man could crawl with a broken leg. He’d seen it often enough when he’d been on active duty. He listened for the rustle of leaves, nodded satisfactorily as the interloper started moving off his property. Then crash, boom, thud, and more whimpering.

      Hmmpf.

      Served the ingrate right. Keeton would harbor no intruders in his inner sanctum. He sniffed the air, hissing at the decidedly human scent that reached him. But where he expected some hot shot male foolish enough to walk onto his property despite the warning signs, he’d posted every hundred yards since his return to US Soil, the floral notes on the air told him it was a woman who dared invade his domain. A woman who he was fairly sure had injured herself on the rocks hidden beneath the layers of slippery leaves that had fallen between bouts of rain the last week or so.

      Shit.

      He couldn’t leave a woman out there all night. The sun would set soon, and he still had to go back for his change of clothes before he could let her see him. First, he’d better make sure she was not in any real danger.

      He leapt onto a sturdy limb from a nearby birch tree. Creeping forward stealthily, Keeton balanced his long, muscular body on the branch that dangled over the rocky patch of ground the woman had stumbled upon. Hair the color of a desert sunset, a sort of rusty gold caught his eye, but that wasn’t the only thing about her that dazzled.

      The female wore a pair of well-worn jeans that hugged her curvy frame. She was leaning over a backpack, its contents now spilled across the forest floor, and she tried earnestly to gather them up silently. From what he could see she had a toothbrush, shampoo, some clothes, bug spray, and fuck, was that a taser gun?

      She was completely adorable. Everything inside of him swelled with the need to go to her. To make sure she was unhurt, keep her safe from harm. Once she had her belongings, he feared he missed his chance. But the sweet looking woman bit her lip and cried out as her ankle refused to support her, and she slumped back to her knees.

      Grrr.

      He fought his cat’s urge to run to her, turning back instead for the nearest of his secret stashes of clothes spread throughout the mountains. He would give her the aid she required, but he needed to be dressed to do that.

      The sooner he helped her, the sooner she would be gone. Off his property. Out of his life. Then Keeton wouldn’t have to worry about the very real dangers she posed to his lifestyle. No, he wouldn’t think about that now. Refused to even say it aloud.

      He shrugged on his jeans and flannel, using his long stride to his advantage just in case she managed to try to wander off. Foolish woman could get herself really hurt. True, he was the fiercest beast in the land, but not the only one. There were plenty of black bears, a few wolves, and several coyotes in the Panther Mountains.

      Wild creatures who were generally wary of his turf, but the area she’d fallen was near the edge of his territory. There was no telling who or what she’d run into if he didn’t get to her in time.

      Keeton inhaled a deep breath, picking up the floral hints of the female’s scent along with the distinct tartness of fear. His Mountain Lion roared inside of him. The beast didn’t want the woman scared. He pressed against his skin, scratching, and clawing for Keeton to move faster. He didn’t want to startle her any further, so he purposely made noise, changing his stealthy animalistic tread for that of his noisier, less graceful half.

      “Hello? Is someone there?” she cried out, and her husky voice was like a balm to his soul.

      Grrr.

      Keeton paused, allowing the dulcet tones to wash over him. Something was different about this woman. Sure, he had his fair share of trysts. Nothing but bodies in the dark to satisfy an itch, a natural urge he could no more control than he could his need to shift.

      He should not think such thoughts. Could not afford to even imagine indulging in the seductive female who needed his help. No. He would simply walk her back to her camp. She must have come on a tour or some such thing. They were frequent this time of year, but never came this far out.

      He should know, having spent the last eighteen months alone in his cabin. No one for miles except the occasional hikers who wandered too far from civilization to prove something to themselves. Keeton had no time for those people. No time for liars and fools.

      She’s neither, his beast whispered insistently in his mind’s eye. But he refused to heed the animal. Just as he refused to acknowledge the hardness in his jeans at the sight of her soft, flushed skin when he made himself known.

      “Oh! You scared me.” She laid a hand over her chest and closed her eyes, relief easing her muscles.

      He wondered what she would do if he told her. He was the most dangerous thing out there. Cocking his head to the side, he watched as she struggled to stand. Not quite trusting himself to touch her just yet. His Lion was far too close to the surface for that.

      “I’m so glad you’re here. I twisted my dang ankle,” she said, still talking although he hadn’t uttered a word. “And I think I heard a bear or something just a little while ago. Damn near peed my pants.”

      The strange woman exhaled a breath and leaned over to grab her bulky backpack. She shouldn’t try that on such slippery terrain, but before he could utter a warning, she was halfway to tipping over and landing on that gorgeous rump of hers.

      Shit.

      He darted forward on sure feet. Never had a problem with the leaves and rocks himself, but he was a Shifter, and this was his territory. Keeton knew the terrain like the back of his hand.

      “Oooh!”

      “Here, I got you,” he grunted, and the raspy sound of his voice surprised even his own ears.

      The stranger looked up at him with enormous hazel eyes, the color of which he couldn’t pin down. One moment green, the next russet, circled in black with flecks of gold throughout. He was hypnotized. Forgot he was holding her for a moment, but the feel of her soft, honey scented skin snug against his was enough to wake his innermost longings.

      “Thank you,” she whispered the words, the soft rustle like leaves in the wind.

      Her voice had a calming effect on his Mountain Lion, but her ultra feminine body, well, that had the opposite effect on him. Too hastily, Keeton pushed away from her, causing the petite beauty to wobble unsteadily.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, clutching his flannel with her fingers.

      He should’ve let her fall, but there was no fucking way he’d do such a thing. He steadied her with firm hands, stepping back so as not to brush his suddenly rock hard cock against her softness. She was everything beautiful and bright that he’d forgotten about the world when he’d locked himself away in the mountains.

      “I’m Marilena, but everyone calls me Lena for short. It’s spelled L-E-N-A but pronounced lay-nah. Throws everyone, but my dad was Italian.”

      She shrugged and cleared her throat. Perhaps she was uncomfortable with silences, but Keeton had grown used to them. He simply watched as she bit her lower lip, releasing her hold on his shirt. She was still wobbly, so he held out his hand. An offering that she took with a grateful smile.

      Keeton grunted indifferently, but it was a ruse. A storm of lightning like zings zipped up and down his body. Like electrical currents zapping him into awareness. He grabbed the backpack before she could reach for it once again, shrugging it onto his free shoulder while keeping a firm grip on her waist.

      “Thanks,” she repeated, but he couldn’t talk just yet.

      Keeton was trembling from head to toe. His heart was pounding so hard, he thought the blasted muscle was going to beat him to death.

      What was she just talking about?

      Her name?

      Marilena.

      Beautiful.

      “Keeton!” He snapped. “What?” He closed his eyes and took a calming breath before turning their full force on her. Fuck, but she was so lovely. He pushed the Lion down, willing the creature to be still when he opened his mouth next to speak.

      “My name is Keeton Grey.”
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      Oh, my.

      Goodness gracious.

      Sweet mercy.

      Marilena was not exactly a nature girl. And yet, the second she’d seen the brochure in the hotel's lobby, the one she’d driven to after that disaster with Cary, it was like she just knew. Like a big old neon arrow had pointed right at the glossy little thing saying, ‘go on girl, this is your destiny’.

      Well, her destiny had a completely fucked sense of humor. First off, chubby chicks did not dig walking for miles in the woods, uphill for fuck’s sake, without her GPS. Yeah. Who knew? There were no cell towers in the Panther Mountains.

      She should’ve known something was wrong when she’d stopped at the little mini mart before the trails began and the attendant had laughed at her when she told him which one, she was going to take.

      “That’s an expert trail, miss. Takes eight hours to get to the top and then you gotta make camp. See how the dots on your map are red? Red means only hiking enthusiasts should attempt. You might wanna start with something more your speed. There, try the trail marked out in green on the other side of that map. That’s the ticket for a city girl like you.”

      Next, the beady-eyed little cretin had pointed to a tiny circle marked out in green dots labeled appropriate for ages twelve and under. The jerk.

      Hmmpf.

      Nothing like throwing down a gauntlet to get Lena’s panties in a bunch. Determined to prove even a fluffy girl like her could make it to the top of the expert trail, set up camp for the night, and start back down in the morning, she’d purchased a one-person tent, some protein bars, and extra waters, and started at daybreak.

      Eight hours came more quickly than she thought, as her frequent stops made it difficult to keep to that time. But what could she say? Her need to pee won out more often than not. Even now she did not think she was anywhere near the campsite.

      But the sun was already low in the afternoon sky and Lena was hungry, cold, and tired. She decided one wooded area was as good as another, but three strikes and she was too humiliated to try again. The first area she tried to pitch her tent was against a tree where some pretty angry squirrels were preparing for the coming winter.

      Little buggers thought she was trying to steal their nuts and had retaliated by crawling up her thigh and chittering like mad. Lena had dropped to the floor and rolled to get the beasties off, but dang, they sure were feisty.

      The second effort had resulted in her pushing a stake through a fire ant mound beneath a pile of leaves. Again, she went running for the hills. Literally.

      After another twenty minutes of walking, Lena finally tried her latest attempt. Panther Mountain was so beautiful and peaceful. She knew it was a series of mountains, but still called it in the singular as the locals did. The storekeeper hadn’t been wrong when he’d said the trail she’d chosen was for experts, but she couldn’t let the mountain beat her. And she sure as hell wasn’t about to let another man tell her what to do with her life.

      Yes, she’d been foolish, but she could survive a night under the stars. This was her opportunity to spend some time alone with her thoughts. After countless hours of going through what she’d walked in on just a few days ago, Lena still felt one thing above all the betrayal and anger. Relief.

      It was simple as that. Marrying Cary would have been a terrible mistake. He was the only one of her boyfriends her mother had ever liked. That alone should have been a red flag. She grinned at the thought and shook her head, searching for a clearing between the ever-thickening forest. The aches in her muscles now went all the way down to her bones. She had to rest for the night.

      There’d been a few signs hanging up, claiming this section of woods was private property, but Lena saw no such details in her map. It was probably some kids playing pranks. So, she’d gone through a dense stand of tall pines and found paradise. A clearing. One that looked peaceful under the faint light from the rising moon glowing overhead.

      Of course, slipping on the damp rocks hidden beneath the fallen Autumn leaves and spraining her dang ankle was not high on her list, but it happened. But what had she expected with her luck? Just when she thought all was lost, with the sky darkening and the sounds of roaming animals approaching, he showed up.

      The man was a mountain himself. He was a giant, for sure. The tallest, widest human being Lena had ever seen. Her heart skipped two beats at his silent approach. For a moment, she’d thought she’d dreamed him up.

      “Oh! You scared me,” she’d said.

      Then after that, she damn near talked his head off. Lena babbled when she was nervous, and Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Sexy made her nervous as hell. His eyes sparkled like green emeralds, his hands were big and sure as he steadied her when she almost tumbled head over teakettle once more.

      If anyone could make a fool of themselves at the most inopportune moments, it was her. So, grinning self-deprecatingly, she took his hand, grateful for the aid. He slipped a sure arm around her waist and shrugged her knapsack onto his back. Then he introduced himself.

      “My name is Keeton.”

      Some things were coincidence, others were hard earned through work and years of searching. Then there were those things that the universe itself seemed to drop at your feet.

      Like gifts, Lena often thought.

      When Keeton said his name, she felt tiny sparks of electricity flit up and down her spine. Then her ankle rolled, but before she could go down like a ton of bricks, or one large overly fluffy girl, the mountain of a man swooped her into his arms before she even touched the ground. Lena had a moment of panic.

      She didn’t want him to carry her, to feel her weight so keenly. But he barely even slowed down. Walking at an unhurried pace while he held both her and her bag firmly in his firm grip. She’d never felt so small or protected before in her entire life. Maybe that was why instead of telling him to put her down, she simply wrapped her arms around his neck and held on.

      “I have a cabin,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice that did funny things to her insides.

      The deep tones sort of turned her into a warm pile of goo. She nodded her head, swallowing the nerves that threatened to spill out. This was crazy.

      He could be an axe murderer.

      Or some crazy survivalist hiding from the government.

      Or a ridiculously handsome man living alone on a mountain, starved for sex, and looking to scratch his itch with a chubby chick born and raised in Hoboken, New Jersey.

      Gulp.

      Before she could find her voice to ask for more information, they were there.

      “Oh, wow!” Lena gasped as he carried her effortlessly along the cobblestoned walkway that led to an enormous two-story log cabin style house.

      “When you said cabin, I thought you meant like a one room shack in the woods,” she murmured.

      “Why did you think that?” Keeton cocked his head to the side and looked curiously at her.

      “Uh, I don’t know. I think I can walk,” she returned, a little embarrassed by both her supposition and the vulnerability she felt in his embrace.

      It’s not an embrace, Lena.

      She scolded herself often whenever her flights of fancy were bound to get her into trouble. If she started thinking of this man in terms of embraces, Lena was liable to throw herself at him.

      What kind of soul searching would she accomplish then when he laughed her right out of his beautiful home?

      Sigh.

      The sky opened up just as he lowered her onto his covered porch, and Lena gasped, turning too quickly to see lightning crack through the suddenly black sky.

      “Easy,” Keeton said, moving closer. His enormous body blocked Lena from getting wet by the raindrops that splattered on the rocks he’d used to decorate outside the cabin.

      It was the perfect blend of wild and tamed. The building itself seemed more part of the landscape than she’d thought at first, and the result was beautiful.

      “Come inside,” he said.

      “Are you sure I won’t be intruding?”

      “No,” his green eyes glowed as he spoke, and she swallowed at the pure turmoil she saw in them.

      Something deep was going on with her reluctant host. An inner struggle she wasn’t sure she was supposed to see. Common courtesy demanded she go find somewhere else to wait out the storm and call for aid, but Lena didn’t have that luxury. She was stranded in the forest with no cell service, an injured ankle, and a thunderstorm raging. Keeton Grey was her only hope. And he wasn’t done answering her, she realized when the hard line of his mouth opened once more.

      “In fact, I’m positive you’re intruding, Marilena Sorelli,” he growled the words. “But come inside anyway.”
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      Heaven.

      I am holding heaven in my arms, and it’s sweet and soft, and fuck me, I don’t deserve it.

      Mine, his Mountain Lion chuffed happily with his mate in his arms.

      Keeton had walked through the familiar forest with the sweet smelling woman in his arms, and yes, he took the long way home just to prolong the contact. It was the most content he’d ever felt his inner beast.

      It was slightly overwhelming to think a single female could render his powerful and solitary inner animal as docile as a fucking kitten. But there it was. The cat was purring, for fuck’s sake. Lying belly up in that metaphysical plane where he dwelled until Keeton called his fur forward, deep within his mind’s eye.

      He’d never, ever seen the beast do that before. And it wasn’t like there were other Eastern Mountain Lion Shifters around to help with this sort of thing. Loners in the wild, and unlike many other Shifter subspecies, his kind did not dwell in large groups or Prides. Fact was, there weren’t very many of them around.

      Occasionally, they teamed up with other Shifter groups, like he did with others in the military and after in the mercenary groups he worked for. Callan and Landry were an Alpha and Omega pair who’d allowed him to heal some with them on Moongate Island, and yes, it had helped his cat.

      But the need to retreat from the world had been strong. His sense of betrayal too deep to rejoin humankind, he sought refuge here. The very last place he’d ever expected to run into a female, let alone his mate.

      She was his. He knew it from the moment he first caught her scent. But she was human. Knew nothing of Shifters and fated mates. And he was a fucking hermit. She’d be much better off without him.

      Rrroooaaarrr!

      His cat really did not like that thought. The beast scratched and clawed at him from the inside out, but he batted down the animal and turned to help the female hobble over to the sofa.

      “I don’t suppose you have a phone.”

      “Have a cell phone, but you can’t get reception here.”

      “Then why do you have it?”

      “There’s a spot about eight miles down the trail you were on. I can get reception there when I need to.”

      “Well, I am still grateful for your help. Especially now that it’s raining.”

      “I’ll see about calling in some help for you once it lets up. That alright?”

      “Uh huh. Ooh.” She winced, and he moved to steady her as she lowered herself onto the cushions.

      “Let’s see that ankle,” he said.

      He might not be willing to trap her in the mountains with him as his mate, but he could help her. If it was broken, he’d carry her down the mountain himself once the storm passed. There was no way he’d risk a single thing happening to her.

      Should’ve bought that quad, he cursed himself silently for not purchasing the all-terrain vehicle one of his contractors had suggested after construction was complete. But Keeton was a Shifter, he needed no help to move up and down the mountain. He just never counted on guests.

      “Ouch.” She bit her lip as he undid her laces and tugged gently on her ankle high hiking sneakers.

      The things were brand new, expensive, not the footwear he expected a seasoned hiker on the expert trail to wear. In his gut, he knew she was no experienced backpacker. Her skin was too fair, her equipment still had tags. This was one hell of a trek for her to take on her own.

      What is she doing out here?

      Marilena sucked in a sharp breath as he peeled off her sock to reveal her swollen ankle. It was turning a deep shade of purple, worrying him for the moment. His cat hissed. The creature did not like her injured at all and was ready to lay waste to the entire mountain for damaging his mate. Keeton hushed the silly beast.

      Focusing instead on every nuance of movement the female made, he turned her foot slightly. Careful not to cause her further pain, he was sure to keep his movements steady and slow so he could assess the damage. As a soldier and mercenary, Keeton had experience with rendering first aid in the battlefield. And he’d never been more grateful for the experience than he was now.

      “It’s bruised, but it’s not broken,” he grunted.

      “Oh, thank God!”

      “Let me get you some ice.”

      He released his hold on her foot reluctantly. Practically had to force his fingers to open. Nodding slightly at her wide-eyed stare, he left the room. He hurried to the kitchen to grab some ice and then to the bathroom to get the first-aid kit. Catching his face in the mirror, he stopped and stared.

      What the fucking fuck is wrong with me?

      Too many things to count, for sure. He looked like a crazy person. For the first time in his life, his beard was over six inches long and his hair hung down to his shoulders in a shaggy mess. She must think him some kind of savage.

      Fuck it.

      She’s better off without me, anyway.

      Mine, snarled his cat, and he shook his head to quiet the sound of his inner beast.

      He was not about to take advantage of an injured woman under his roof. Could not find a single reason why she would benefit from being with him. But maybe, just maybe, he could offer his animal a taste of being near her. Something to remember while he lived out the rest of his days deep in the mountain and away from society. Now that was a compromise, if ever he heard of one.

      Keeton walked back to the living room to find Marilena had removed her other shoe and sock, her jacket and sweatshirt as well. She was unbuttoning her pants when he made some noise to alert her to his presence.

      “Oh,” she said, blushing a pretty shade of pink. “I wanted to get changed. I hope you don’t mind. I sort of tore my jeans when I fell.”

      Keeton frowned and walked over to her, eyes intent on the two tears he somehow missed at both knees. He placed the first aid kit on the coffee table, then moved it back so he could get closer to her.

      “Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      “I don’t think so, but these jeans are cutting into my waist. I have a pair of yoga pants in my backpack.”

      He grabbed the backpack and opened it, finding the black stretchy pants among her things. She sure had packed lightly, and not at all for the rough terrain. Definitely a novice. Again, he wondered what had made her climb up this way.

      “If you could hand me that blanket...” She pointed to the crocheted afghan that sat on the armchair facing the fireplace, and he moved quickly to grab it.

      He waited as she draped it over her waist, not telling her it was useless since not seeing her didn’t stop him from scenting her, and it was her scent that drove him wild with need. He swallowed down his baser instincts and concentrated on helping her get comfortable.

      “How can I help?”

      “I think I can lift myself up if you wouldn’t mind, tugging down my jeans? I am so sorry to ask⁠—”

      “It’s no trouble,” he cut her off, waiting for her nod as he reached beneath the blanket to hold on to the denim at her waist.

      He closed his eyes, praying for patience, and pulled the material carefully so as not to rip it clean off her. Fuck, he’d never had his control tested like that before. The sound of her pulse racing when he put his hands on her, the warm breath that tickled his ear lobes as he leaned in, and her honeyed scent that increased with his nearness.

      She wanted him. Keeton cursed the Fates even as the knowledge made his chest, and other parts of him, swell with pride. It was the way of these things he’d often heard from other Shifters, even if he never experienced it himself. When the Fates matched up a pair, desire and need would often increase until they consummated the relationship and claimed one another.

      Mating fever, or so it was termed between Shifters. He never realized a human could feel some of the effects as well.

      Why else would this beautiful woman even consider him?

      A whimper escaped her lips as she lifted onto her elbows and her one uninjured foot, and the leash he held on himself broke.

      “Let me help,” he grunted and wrapped one arm around her waist, lifting her and tugging on the jeans the rest of the way past her hips.

      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “No need. Better now?” he asked as he slid the fabric carefully off her bruised ankle.

      “Yes.” She nodded and grabbed for her other pants.

      “Wait. Let me make sure you aren’t cut first.” He waited for her assent, then lifted the blanket to her thighs.

      Keeton frowned at the myriad of scrapes marring both her knees. He grabbed the first aid kit and cleaned them first with antiseptic wipes before applying antibiotic ointment and one large bandage on each.

      “That should do it,” he murmured.

      “Thank you,” she said, and he noted her breathing was easier.

      Next, he helped her guide her legs into her pants, but she stopped him before he could lift her again. He frowned, but did as she asked, turning around to give her some privacy.

      “I’m so sorry for all this, and I can’t thank you enough. Maybe I could write you a check?”

      “You want to give me money for helping you?” he asked, a little shocked.

      “Well, in my experience no one does anything for free⁠—”

      “I don’t expect a reward for simply being decent.”

      “Most men I know would,” she replied, and his beast came roaring to the surface once more.

      “What men do that?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Men like who?”

      “My ex-fiancé, for one. He’s a slimeball attorney.”

      “A lawyer? No wonder,” he murmured.

      “I know, right? My mom introduced us. I should’ve known better.”

      “How did you get engaged to him?”

      “I don’t know. He asked, and I was so surprised I said yes. I think I thought it was my only shot. Doesn’t matter now. It’s over. I, uh, caught him cheating.”

      “Fuck. Look, I’m sorry, but it seems like his loss.”

      “Yeah, right.” She snorted.

      “I don’t know who you’ve been dealing with, but real men don’t take money from women just for helping them out. And they don’t cheat. Not ever.”

      “I suppose you’re right about that. Still, I feel like I should do something for all you’ve done.” She shrugged, still blushing prettily.

      “How about you rest here a minute? Let me fix you dinner, Marilena. Afterward, we can talk.”

      He handed her the ice pack before leaving the room. Keeton was sure it wasn’t her intention to flirt, but that vulnerable look on her face as she asked him if there was something she could do for him damn near set him off. The bulge that was hopefully hidden behind his zipper and flannel was begging him to take her up on her offer, but he cursed himself ten times a fool.

      She wasn’t offering to sleep with him, for fuck’s sake. Even if she was, he would not treat her that way. Besides, if Keeton allowed his desires to take over, there was no way he could guarantee he wouldn’t claim the female.

      Keeton was too fucked up to inflict himself on anyone permanently. Look at him. Like a fucking coward he ran to the mountains, hiding away from the entire world because some asshole discovered his secret and blackmailed him.

      No. That was only half the reason. It was the disdain on the now dead man’s face, the way his lips had curled, and eyes filled with hatred when he spat the one word guaranteed to pain any Shifter.

      Animal.

      He’d called Keeton an animal while demanding money to keep silent.

      The Shifter secret was too big to let pride stand in his way. And it was not his alone to keep. So, he paid, then told his commanding officers about the situation, fully expecting to be kicked out of the unit. But he wasn’t, and the other man had died in battle, not trusting Keeton to keep him alive cause he was just an animal.

      No, he would not inflict himself on this beautiful woman. He couldn’t live with the possibility of her rejecting him. He was man enough to admit that, even if only to himself. Not a chance. He would simply have to content himself with feeding her and tending her injuries.

      It was all he had to offer the lovely human female.
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      Lena looked around the sparsely decorated living room. The cabin was beautiful, but it felt so lonely, she thought, and a pang of sadness constricted her heart. There were no photographs or paintings, no color to break up the monotony of browns and tans.

      Her gaze kept returning to the raging storm beyond the enormous floor to ceiling windows that faced the covered porch and the grassy field beyond. She heard Keeton moving about the kitchen. Quiet and self-assured, she couldn’t imagine the mountain man needing anything at all, but still. She seemed to sense his loneliness, and it hurt her.

      Silly, she knew, but she wanted to help somehow. Whatever had caused him to run away and hide from the world couldn’t be that bad, she mused.

      But what if it was?

      Truthfully, she knew nothing about him. And yet, she had never felt so safe in her life. She must be really desperate for attention. Lena cursed herself for that thought. It was her mother’s voice, not hers, that crept into her thoughts. Worming its way in whenever she was feeling peaceful or at ease.

      “I hope you like stew.” Keeton’s voice penetrated the stark silence, and she jumped. “Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “No, no, please, you are fine. That was my fault, I got lost in my head.” She shrugged and sat up, breathing in the aromatic stew he set on a bed tray over her legs.

      “This smells wonderful!”

      “Thanks.” He shrugged, clearly embarrassed by her praise. “Nothing to it.”

      “I smell fresh rosemary and is that cinnamon?”

      “Yeah, just a pinch.”

      He was really blushing now, but Lena was in her glory when discussing food. The first bite was heavenly. She could not stop herself from moaning aloud. The meat was tender.

      “Is this rabbit?”

      “Um, yeah. Is that okay?”

      “Yes.” She grinned. “I like rabbit. I imagine you do a lot of hunting up here.”

      “I do,” he replied, and she smiled at him, hoping to ease some of his tension.

      “It’s delicious. So, is this like a weekend getaway?”

      “The cabin? No, I live here.”

      “Like year round?”

      “Yes,” he said, placing his fork down beside his large bowl. “I built this place about two years ago and have been living here ever since.”

      “You never go into town?”

      Keeton shook his head, and Lena’s heart squeezed once more. Whatever ghosts filled his past and sent him running for the hills, she sure as hell hoped they would let up and leave him be. He was a good man. She could tell. Lena was sort of an expert after wasting so much of her time with the wrong kind of man.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He seemed genuinely curious, and she realized then she’d snorted aloud at her own self-critique. There was something so open and honest about him, although she could tell he was keeping something to himself. It wasn’t her business, she knew, even so, she was curious.

      “I was just thinking that I wasted a lot of time on the wrong man, and for the first time in a long time I feel, well, un-anxious, if that’s even a word.”

      Thunder crashed outside, the storm turning violent as she ate her dinner with the mysterious mountain man whose dark green eyes held such secrets she could hardly even imagine. Maybe she was wrong to trust him so blindly.

      But what choice did Lena really have?

      “I think it’s good that you feel at ease, Marilena,” he said after a brief pause.

      She could tell she’d pleased him with her statement, though she had no actual idea why. What should he care for her comfort, or discomfort for that matter? And yet, this stranger had showed her more kindness since she’d met him than Cary had in all of their months of living together and being engaged to be married.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve felt that. My mother is always telling me how foolish I am and constantly correcting me. She doesn’t necessarily approve of my life choices.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, for one thing, I’m overweight and had to be unforgivably obvious about it by going into the food industry. You see, I run a catering business, and I am not sure what she finds worse, that her fat daughter likes food or that she’s made it her life’s work.”

      “Apologies to your mother, but she doesn’t know what the hell she’s talking about,” he replied in a firm tone that made her heart skip a beat.

      “Well, you hardly know me.” She shrugged.

      “I know we don’t really know each other, Marilena, but it doesn’t take a lifetime for me to look at you to see you’re beautiful.”

      “Ha, now you’re being nice,” she said, embarrassed now that she brought up her looks.

      “Even if I was, it’s true,” he returned earnestly. “From what I can see, you look exactly how a woman should. The fact you are passionate about your work only makes you more genuine, and damn lucky too. Few people can say that.”

      “I guess that’s true. I mean, my mother has never worked a day in her life, so I don’t expect her to understand how I feel when I am on a job. I mean the feeling I get when I am catering a wedding or anniversary party, something that brings people together to celebrate, is simply unparalleled. My food helps those families enjoy themselves. Food brings people together, and I am proud of my work.”

      “See, right there.” He pointed with his fork. “I’m looking at you, watching you talk about your work, and you are radiant.”

      “Oh, um, thanks.” She licked her lips, a bit shy of his praise.

      “I’m sorry if I overstepped,” he blurted. Again, she’d swear he sounded sincere. “I think anyone who makes you feel uncomfortable or like doubting yourself isn’t worth your time. You shouldn’t even consider them.”

      “You know, you are really easy to talk to for a giant mountain man.”

      “Um. Are you finished?” he asked abruptly.

      Lena nodded. Cheeks flushed, she wiped her mouth on the napkin and replaced it on the tray. Watching him walk away, tray and empty bowls in hand proved more interesting than the storm, despite the brilliant flashes of lightning that illuminated the sky.

      OMG, I can’t believe I said that.

      She scolded herself silently. Lena really had a way of sticking her foot in her mouth time and again.

      Brilliant.

      Truly.

      Full and no longer in pain, she lay back and sighed. It was foolish, silly, and a little naïve on her part. Totally unreal that she felt so perfectly peaceful with the enormous stranger, and yet, as her eyelids grew heavy, she realized quite unsurprisingly that she trusted Keeton Grey.

      Trusted him to keep her safe and dry from the storm outside, but, a little nagging voice whispered inside her sleepy head, who would keep her safe from the storm of emotions threatening to burst free inside her?
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      Keeton returned to the living room to find the object of his growing affection sleeping soundly on his sofa. Much as he’d like to leave her be, the couch was no place for a lady to slumber.

      He steadied himself. Touching her was like holding a live wire, asleep or not. Every single inch of him seemed attuned to her body. He wanted to make her feel good, to satisfy her every desire and craving, and yet, it was not his place. She was not his. He would not claim her.

      He’d staked out his life in the Panther Mountains long before he’d ever stumbled upon the gorgeous creature, and there he would stay, long after she’d gone. Back to the world where she belonged. But while she was there, he could at least make her comfortable. He owed her that.

      Keeton leaned down, scooping her up gently. She snuggled closer into his chest, sighing contentedly. The soft sounds stroked his cat and his ego. Both beast and man proud that she sought him out, even in sleep, for comfort.

      We could give her more than just comfort.

      We could bring her to such heights, show her pleasure she’s never experienced.

      No. He shut down that train of thought. Keeton was far more interested in her well being than in his carnal desires. The beautiful Marilena deserved more than he could deliver in the one night she would share a roof with him. It was better this way.

      All night long, Keeton paced the cabin. He was restless, emotions a mess. She would be gone soon, and he could get back to his secluded lifestyle.

      He brewed some coffee and turned on the small radio he used to keep up with the world whenever he felt too isolated. But the news was not good.

      That night had brought down part of the mountain in a mudslide the likes of which he’d never encountered. The pass was unreachable until further notice. Fuck, he hadn’t counted on that complication. And what was worse, the thunderstorms currently raging were soon to become ice and possible blizzard conditions.

      It seemed an unseasonably cold front was hitting the Garden State, and the Panther Mountains were going to see the worst of it. Fuck. He should have gone out in the rain last night and called a rescue team to come get her. What was he going to do now? Stuck inside with her for days was going to be a veritable nightmare.

      He banged on the counter and sucked in a breath. He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t be trapped inside with her for the unforeseeable future. It was impossible. Keeton just wasn’t sure he could control himself, much less his beast.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Fuck. When had she come into the room? He turned around to face her, unprepared for the concern marring her otherwise soft features. Cursing himself a fool, he walked over to her and held out the chair.

      “What are you doing out of bed?”

      “How I got in bed is the real question,” she said with renewed laughter that lightened his heart.

      “I didn’t want you to get a cramp on the couch,” he murmured as she eased into the chair.

      Keeton grabbed a stepstool and a few clean kitchen towels and propped her injured foot on top. Lena tucked her hair behind her ears, looking anywhere but at him. At first, he was confused, then he realized he was shirtless.

      She likes my body, he thought with pride, and something else swelling inside him.

      “Coffee?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He grabbed a mug and poured her some, offering her the can of evaporated milk he’d recently opened. He preferred it to powdered creamer. Though he had fresh supplies brought in every few months, it had been a while between deliveries.

      “Thanks,” she replied shyly. “So, any news about getting someone up here to get me out of your hair?”

      “Oh, um, actually, I was just listening to the radio. It seems the storm brought down some of the mountain. The path where I usually get reception is unreachable. I mean, I could try⁠—”

      “No! I mean, no, please. I don’t want you getting hurt. But, well, do you mind? Me having to stay another day?”

      “Truth is, Lena, you might be stuck here for more than a day. We’re getting a cold front too. They are predicting snow and sleet. A couple of feet of it by tomorrow night.”

      “What? I mean, I wasn’t even wearing a jacket last week!”

      “I know. It’s global warming. Too much stress on our planet is wreaking havoc with weather patterns. I promise, I’ll keep you safe,” he said, meaning to assure her.

      “I know that, but I feel so bad intruding⁠—”

      “Don’t give it another thought. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I swear, I’ve never met a man like you. Look, I am going to take you up on your offer because I have no choice really,” she said and laughed a little. “I will be undoubtedly cutting into your supplies, so I insist you take me up on my offer to pay you.”

      “I won’t take money from you,” he growled, cutting off the sound so as not to frighten her.

      He could not help it, though. His cat was incensed that she would try to pay him. It was his honor and privilege to care for her.

      Mine.

      Mate.

      Shhh.

      He quieted the angry cat and refocused his attention on her. Not hard to do since she was the only damn thing he’d been thinking about for the last eighteen hours.

      Grrr.

      “Okay, fine. No money. But I insist on cooking today. Deal?”

      He waited a beat. Not completely happy with her decision to work off her imaginary debt to him, but Keeton tried to see it from her perspective. She was independent, proud, and totally adorable. He had no wish to take any of that away from her, so he agreed.

      “Fine, but I get to assist you.”

      “Okay.”

      Surprised by her ready acquiescence, he looked up and froze like a deer in headlights. Marilena was smiling at him, and it was like the sun peeking through the clouds after weeks of nothing but rain. He swallowed down his desire, trying for calm when he felt anything but.

      Her iridescent eyes glittered at him from across the table. A gorgeous combination of rusty bronze and moss green, she blinked them slowly behind long, thick eyelashes. His heart squeezed in response at their otherworldly beauty.

      Keeton had never seen a woman with her coloring. Golds and greens like some Celtic goddess, though her name screamed her Italian heritage. Must have been the Vikings, he mused.

      “What are you thinking about that has you grinning so?”

      “Nothing,” he replied.

      “Come on. Tell me. I love a good story with my coffee.”

      “Well, I was just wondering about you.”

      “What about me?”

      “Your family is Italian, right?”

      “Yes,” she answered, seemingly pleased with his interest. “I have Italian blood on both sides of my family. Though my mother is third or fourth generation American, my father was born in Italy.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I didn’t know him well, though,” she answered, looking down at her mug.

      “Must be the Vikings,” he said, and rapped his knuckles on the table.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “Your eyes and hair. Must be the Vikings.”

      “I don’t get it.” She laughed, clearly game for his explanation, and damn, but he was charmed.

      Loved seeing that smile on her face, and the good humor glittering in her eyes. He wanted to make her smile again and again for as long as he was able.

      Forever.

      His Mountain Lion seemed to think that was a possibility, but Keeton refused to enter that dream.

      That way lies madness.

      She was beautiful and vibrant. He could not bear to think of her wasting away on a mountain just to be with him. It was unthinkable to even ask it.

      “Well? What Vikings?” she asked, interrupting his inner turmoil.

      “Oh,” he said, remembering where he’d left off. “There was a guy from New York in my first special ops unit⁠—”

      “You were in the military?”

      Keeton stilled.

      Shit.

      He hadn’t meant to reveal anything about himself to her. But she was just so easy to talk to. How could he harbor secrets from his fated mate? Impossible. Resigned, he nodded and continued his tale.

      “Yeah. Anyway, he was almost as tall as me, with this crazy white-blond hair and bright blue eyes. All the guys ribbed him about not really being Italian. Finally, one night we were waiting for orders to move forward on an enemy encampment. Dangerous territory. There were these really evil militant fuckers trying to take over the government of a small nation. They were heavily armed and had these animal-like pens filled with civilians surrounding their enclosure for protection against us⁠—”

      “That’s despicable,” she said, and her outrage on his behalf did something inside of him. He looked at her long and hard before continuing his story.

      “Yeah. It was. So, we were waiting in the sweltering heat of this jungle, the air was so thick it was like my aunt’s giblet gravy on Thanksgiving. Everyone was tense, agitated with all the waiting. Then New York, that’s what we called him, well, he turned all seriousness waving his hands for everyone to look at him. ‘I got it,’ he said, ‘I know why I’m so tall and blond that none of you bozos believe I’m Italian. It was those damn Vikings!’ Hell, we all laughed so hard our commanding officer wrote rips for all of us. But it was good. We relaxed, waited for our orders, and got the job done without one civilian casualty.”

      “Wow,” she said, leaning on the table.

      “Shit. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable—” Keeton apologized, not knowing why he felt the need to tell that damn story to begin with.

      “What was his name?”

      “Who?”

      “New York.”

      “Oh. His name was Rafael DiMare.”

      “Did he make it home?”

      “Yeah. He did.”

      “And so did you.”

      “Yes,” he replied cautiously, watching to see her next move.

      Marilena stood up, not looking at him. Her wavy hair was a tangle down her back and
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