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        By Lisa Carlisle

      

      

      

      A Beauty and the Beast-inspired Navy SEAL romance!

      

      Leo: I hide in my Vermont cottage so nobody can see me.

      I've seen the stares. I read their contemplation in their inquisitive expressions-how did I get those scars?

      I refuse to spend the holidays with my parents as I'll bring everyone down. Worried about me, they send a caretaker. That's not going to happen. I'll turn her away at my front door.

      When Rosanna arrives, she's not the matron I expect. She's young, pretty and curvy. And she comes with food to prepare dinner.

      Hmm, it's been a long time since I had a home-cooked meal. Maybe I can tolerate her here for just one night.

      

      Rosanna: I'll do anything to avoid spending another Christmas with my stepfamily and this temporary job gives me an excuse.

      When I arrive at the remote stone cottage in the woods, I'm stopped by a man with a scarred face and deep scowl. Leo turns me away. He didn't agree to this arrangement.

      I don't have a backup plan. What am I going to do?

      Fortunately, the groceries I brought to prepare dinner buy me some time. Leo agrees to let me cook for him (how generous) and to stay for one night.

      Only we're hit with more snow than expected, and I'm stuck there if I don't want to freeze to death.

      Leo will let me stay on one condition-never enter his studio.
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      ROSANNA

      “What do you mean you’re not coming home for winter break?” my father asked. His voice grew so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear.

      I winced. Even though I’d planned on telling him about this, the shock in his voice tugged at my heart strings and left me feeling guilty.

      “Dad, I found a job over holiday break. It pays well and will make it easier for me to finish my last semester. I can’t pass up this opportunity.”

      Since the café I’d worked at had just closed down, I had to make money during break somehow. College was expensive. College in Boston, when you didn’t have a full-time job, was even more so. My father didn’t help with my finances. He couldn’t with the way my stepmother and stepsisters burned through every dollar he earned, so I was on my own.

      “But it’s Christmas,” he said in a wistful tone. “You have to come home for the holidays. It’s a time when you should be with family.”

      I cringed. Maybe that was his family, but they’d never treated me as one of them. This job opportunity gave me an escape, so I wouldn’t have to be with them. I didn’t know what my father saw in Evelyn, his second wife. She was attractive and took care of herself, but that was what irked me—she only seemed to care about appearances. If he wanted to find someone who was the exact opposite of my mother, he succeeded. And Evelyn’s two daughters were just like her. They lived for shopping and reality TV; two things I didn’t care about. Whenever they brought up those topics, they teased me about my lack of knowledge. They looked down at their lowly, younger stepsister as if not knowing those things made me uncultured.

      “Who would choose books over the real world?” They’d mock my love of reading. Since I had a book with me at all times, they had plenty of opportunities to glance down at my choice of paperback or my e-reader with disdain. As for my choice of studying for a master’s in creative writing, that provided endless fodder for additional mockery. “You’ll never make any money writing. You’re wasting your time on something that won’t get you anywhere but tired and broke.”

      Maybe so, but I’d rather take that route than the one they followed. They called themselves “influencers,” although I think you had to have a decent-sized audience to make that claim. The last time I’d checked their social media profiles, they hadn’t had much of a following.

      I’d do anything to avoid spending the holidays with my stepfamily. That’s why I had to convince my dad to let it go.

      “Dad, it’s only one Christmas. I can’t pass up this chance. My sublet is ending.”

      “You can stay here.”

      A month with my stepsisters? Eek, no. “And I need a job. Not only did I find one, but I’ll be in a cottage in Vermont where I’ll have time to figure out what I want to write for my project.”

      I needed to write a novel or collection of short stories to graduate. Daunting. Although I’d known that requirement since I had enrolled, it now loomed over me. I’d written short stories and longer papers, but an entire book?

      Maybe it was easier to go and deal with my stepfamily after all.

      No, that was just fear talking.

      “You can figure out what you want to do here,” he countered.

      Amid all the chaos and drama that surrounded my stepsisters, I wouldn’t be able to accomplish that without earplugs. “I’ll call on Christmas morning. You’ll see my face, and it will be just like we’re in the room together.”

      He snorted. “Not exactly.”

      Time for me to pull out my last excuse. It was one I hated to use, but absolutely true, and he knew it. “You know I don’t feel like celebrating Christmas much anymore.”

      Not without my mom. That was her favorite holiday. She loved Christmas and would spend the weeks before it listening to holiday music while she baked and decorated. Without her exuberance, the festivities had never been the same.

      “I know, Rosie.” His voice softened.

      I maneuvered the way to the end of the call. He wasn’t happy about my decision but didn’t try to talk me out of it again. After I ended the call, I pumped my fist in the air. Yes! I could avoid my stepfamily’s constant reminders of how strange I was. I didn’t fit into their world and didn’t want to.

      I finalized arrangements over the next week and moved my stuff to my friend Daniel’s apartment. He had enough room in the basement to store my belongings until next semester. Then it was time to trek to Vermont.

      A family had hired me as a caretaker for their son, Leo. He’d been injured in the military and had spent the last six months living alone in their cottage in the mountains. They’d wanted him to come home for the holidays, but he’d refused.

      I could relate to that. But his mother had sounded perfectly nice, and nothing like my stepmother. This woman sounded like she worried about her son. That’s why she hired me to make sure he ate, had fresh air, and so on. It sounded like something a caring mom would do. Like what my mom would have done.

      There was a downside. Of course, there had to be. His mother warned that he could be irritable. He couldn’t be worse than my stepmother and stepsisters, though, right? I envisioned an older guy who’d bark at me about my cooking or some other minor transgression. Maybe his parents were exaggerating, and he wasn’t so bad. After all, families could be your staunchest supporters—or your harshest critics.

      I pictured a quaint, cozy cabin. It might be kind of strange staying there with the grumpy stranger, but I’d deal with it.

      Aside from making sure he ate healthy meals and took care of himself with basic hygiene, as well as taking care of the house, I was free to do what I wanted. I’d have plenty of time to sketch out ideas for my novel. If I was lucky and inspired, I might even start writing it.

      My trek started with a bus from Boston. It was a slow crawl north through segments of high traffic. At least it wasn’t the Christmas eve pandemonium, which we’d have next week. Once in Vermont, the traffic died down, but one slow driver on the single-lane road held everyone up. I ignored the grumbling from other passengers on the bus to focus on the rolling hills and snow-covered caps of the Green Mountains. What a magical landscape; so different from the tall buildings and concrete in the city.

      The skies grew darker as we continued, an indication of the impending snowstorm tonight. Four to eight inches of snow were expected. I’d chosen to arrive before the storm rather than being slowed down by the cleanup afterward. Unfortunately, the darkness cast an ominous mood for the journey. I tried to brush it off as trepidation in venturing into the unknown, but it still weighed on me.

      When we arrived at the bus station, I stored my bags in a locker and then walked over to a nearby market. Since I didn’t know if the cottage was stocked with food, I used the food allowance provided to pick up ingredients for a few meals and staples. Once I had two bags full of groceries, I grabbed a taxi, picked up my bags, and continued to Leo’s house.

      We drove away from the bus station and down residential roads. The longer we drove, the more land separated each house. Soon there were more trees than signs of people.

      We turned onto a narrow dirt road that had some snow patches and then continued on a long winding stretch uphill. As we left signs of civilization, my heart beat faster. I attempted to shake off a prickly sensation as just nerves.

      The driver pulled up to a house with two levels covered in gray stone that stood on an empty patch of land surrounded by snow-covered evergreens. English ivy crawled up the stone and crept around the second-floor windows. Smoke drifted out of the stone chimney and disappeared in wisps into the cloudy gray sky.

      This was the cottage? It was more like a castle in the middle of the forest.

      I swallowed. Why did the tall gray walls seem imposing? Was it because the house was much larger than I expected?

      A sense of foreboding gripped me. I’d be alone out here with a stranger. Perhaps I’d been gullible to be lured here by the promise of the well-paying job.

      No. I gripped the door handle. My anxiety was the effect of watching too many horror movies. I suppressed the urge to tell the driver I’d changed my mind.

      Instead, I said, “Thanks,” and forced myself to climb out of the car.

      The view of the snow-covered mountains in the distance was incredible, even muted by the hovering fog. The scent of pine trees and freshly fallen snow was a refreshing change from the smog of living in the city. I gathered my bags and stared up at the house ahead.

      The driver turned the car around, kicking up snow, and left. A gust of wind rustled through the trees, and snow cascaded off branches. I should have asked him to wait. After all, I might have the wrong address or Leo might not be home or… I swallowed. A light was on, so he must be home. It must be my nerves kicking up again.

      I hunched, bracing against the cold air that bit at my exposed skin. Living in a remote house during a Vermont winter might have seemed more magical in fantasy than reality. New England winters could be harsh.

      I bit my lip and then groaned. Holidays with my stepfamily were harsher.

      After taking a deep breath, I pushed myself toward the front door that was flanked on either side with stone columns. This was an opportunity. I was just scared of the unknown. I wouldn’t run away without knowing what was on the other side of those doors.

      LEO

      I didn’t need anyone taking care of me, let alone some stranger invading my private space.

      I’d come to my family’s cottage to isolate myself and was making it my own space. They hadn’t come here for at least five years before I did, and it had shown signs of abandonment. They said I could live there if I fixed it up. That’s how I’d been spending my time since the summer, and I had no plans to leave. Besides, nobody should have to spend the season with a brooding grump like me, especially during the holidays.

      Just because they still owned the house didn’t mean they could control my living situation. Why would they hire someone to come to the cottage and babysit me like I was a child? I was almost thirty years old, damn it. Although, sometimes I felt at least twice that age.

      That was courtesy of being in the military for a decade and seeing too much as a Navy SEAL. Gone were the days of me being a gung-ho teen who thought he could make a difference in the world. Had I accomplished a damn thing in the end? Debatable.

      The woman would be arriving soon. I pictured a matronly type who was around my mother’s age, ordering me to eat my vegetables. What kind of bullshit was that? I cooked for myself and kept my place clean. Hell, I knew how to survive living in the wilderness.

      Had my mother warned this caretaker about my scars? Brutal slashes marred the left side of my face. Whenever someone saw me for the first time, they tried not to stare, but I knew. They saw and they speculated about what happened.

      I didn’t even know myself. I remembered the blast and then nothing. When I woke in the hospital with souvenir gashes on my body, I couldn’t remember what had happened.

      Then I learned the news—two SEAL buddies on my team weren’t as lucky as me.

      Or maybe they were—they didn’t have to live with the aftermath. The torment, the nightmares, the survivors’ guilt. I was only feet away from them. How could such a short distance between us leave us with such different fates? Were all of our lives decided by chance? Or was it all predestined? Answers I’d never know.

      I walked over to the mirror in the bathroom, the only one I tolerated on the main floor, and stared at the hideous scars. Once upon a time, women called me hot. Not anymore. What a cruel joke. I couldn’t even smile without looking like a freak since the scar stretching to my mouth curled with distortion.

      It wasn’t as if I had anything to smile about, anyway. I closed myself off, away from the world, living like a hermit. If I stayed here alone, no one would be forced to endure my ugliness, both inside and out.

      I was happier on my own.

      Maybe not happy, but existing.

      I found solace in the solitude. Alone in the forest, I didn’t have to deal with anyone. I went for long hikes and breathed in the clean mountain air. When autumn arrived, I embraced the changing of the seasons and the magnificent colors of the forest. The brilliant fall foliage was something I’d missed during my time away from Vermont. Winter was almost here, and we’d already had snowfall this month. Patches of snow remained on the ground. With the snowfall expected overnight, I should be able to go cross-country skiing tomorrow.

      My parents had wanted me to come home for the holidays. They lived a couple of hours away over the New York border, near Lake George. They didn’t know what they were asking. If I walked into a party, my scowl would bring down any festive vibes.

      I had nothing to celebrate this year.

      While in the military, I’d looked forward to any holidays I could spend at home with family. It didn’t always happen. When it did, I cherished it. But that was before the incident.

      I’d spent the last ten years of my life as a SEAL, and now I wasn’t one. I was an average schlub with no prospects, no future, and nothing to look forward to. I was plagued by nightmares about an incident I didn’t even remember. The question that sounded in my mind every morning was what now?

      All I had was military experience accompanied by trauma on both mind and body. I was nothing anymore. No one.

      And nobody would want to be around me and my negativity, so it was best that I stayed here. Alone.

      For my parents to send someone to look out for me wasn’t acceptable. When I relayed this to my mother, she said it was too late, and it was already arranged. It wasn’t healthy for me to be by myself, especially during the holidays. She’d hired someone, and the caretaker was on the way.

      Wonderful. The trip would be a waste of time. As soon as the woman arrived, I’d tell her there was a mistake because I didn’t agree to having someone live in the cottage with me, and she needed to leave. Sure, I might feel slightly bad about her trekking all this way, but we all faced tough lessons we had to swallow. The sooner she learned that, the less likely she’d expect anything from anyone. Because when it came down to it, we were all alone in the end.

      At the sound of a car approaching, I walked over to the window. A dark blue SUV navigated down the dirt road. A woman climbed out of the back seat. I couldn’t see her face as she was concealed by much of the car. She appeared to be pulling things from the backseat. How many bags was she bringing?

      After the driver pulled away, I had a better view of the woman. She was younger than I expected—maybe early twenties. Her hair was long and brown, tucked under that black hat and cascading in waves over a button-down, yellow peacoat. She had wide, innocent eyes and a heart-shaped face. Pretty.

      Not what I’d been expecting.

      It didn’t change anything. I didn’t want her here. She had to leave.

      She had a carry-on suitcase, backpack, and two large grocery bags. After struggling to lift them all, she abandoned her luggage on the stone path to carry the groceries first.

      She headed to my front door.

      I should have run out and stopped the driver before he drove off. My hesitation cost me. Damn curiosity. I could have asked him to stick around while I explained the situation to her. Then she’d climb her pretty little self back into the car, be on her way and out of my life.

      Now, I had to deal with this young woman struggling to carry bags. A gentleman would rush out and help her.

      I wasn’t a gentleman. Not any longer.

      I was a beast.
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      ROSANNA

      Here goes. I dropped the grocery bags in front of the red door, which appeared more like a warning than a welcome. I then claimed my carry-on luggage and backpack. Raising my wavering hand, I lifted the lion-head brass knocker and rapped on the door. It sounded much louder than the light, friendly knock I’d planned.

      The door flew open, and I gasped, taking a step back.

      A man stood in the doorway, staring at me with a grim expression. He was tall, towering over me by around a foot, and muscular—that was noticeable even through his black sweater. He was younger than I expected, maybe in his late twenties, with dark hair and arresting blue eyes.

      A long scar stretched down one side of his face, crisscrossing a smaller one that curved toward his mouth. An instant pang of empathy rose within. I knew he was a Navy SEAL who had been injured and could only guess that his scars were connected to a brutal experience.

      He didn’t fit what I’d pictured, save for the surly expression. He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

      “What are you gasping about?” he barked. “My scars?”

      What a way to make my entrance—drawing attention to his wound. “N-no,” I stammered. “You opened the door so quickly. I—I—uh, wasn’t expecting such a quick response.”

      His mouth twisted with disdain. “I don’t have time for screwing around.”

      So much for a warm welcome. He didn’t even invite me in but joined me outside. What was that about?

      “I’m Rosanna Carreiro.” I gave him a pleasant smile. “Your family sent me here.”

      He scowled and turned away. “Against my wishes.” He exhaled from his nostrils with a whoosh. “I’ve taken care of myself for the past ten years. I don’t need a caretaker now.” He patted his scarred cheek. “Look, I even remembered to shave,” he added with sarcasm.

      Okay then. I’d been warned that he wouldn’t be friendly but wasn’t prepared for such a curt welcome.

      That was all right. I wouldn’t be scared off so easily. I rubbed my arm. “Why don’t we go inside to chat?” Plus, we’d be able to get out of the cold. The mountain air had a clean, refreshing scent, yet also the cool bite of the impending storm. I had a coat, hat, and gloves on, but he didn’t. Although he wore a dark gray sweater, jeans, and black loafer-like slippers, I doubted they were warm enough to ward off the chill.

      He arched his brows and scoffed, “Chat? What do you think this is, high school? I don’t chat.”

      I sighed. Sure, I’d expected some pushback, but I hadn’t even made it across the threshold.

      “I’m sorry you came all this way, but as you can see, I don’t need your services. Why don’t you call for your driver to return? I’ll be happy to pay for your trip from wherever you came and your earnings for the next two weeks to make up for the inconvenience.”

      Frustration added to the weight of my heavy backpack with my laptop and books. I removed the pack and put it beside the other bags. “I didn’t come all this way just to turn around at your front door, Mr. Ricci.”

      “Mr. Ricci?” he repeated with a smirk. “No need for the formalities. It’s Leo.”

      “Okay, Leo.” I planted one hand on my hip. Travel irritation combined with this rudeness cut on my nerves. “I see you’re not crazy about me being here, but you didn’t hire me. I made an agreement with your parents. To fulfill my promise to them, I’d at least like to make sure you’re doing okay. See if you need anything. Note if the property needs any upkeep.”

      “It doesn’t. I have everything under control.”

      “Since it was a long bus ride here, I’m not thrilled about turning right back around to head back home, especially with the storm coming in tonight. Why don’t you invite me in out of the cold so I can at least put this food away that I bought? I can then make us a cup of tea or cocoa or whatever you’d like to drink. If you don’t want to talk, fine. But I’m not leaving until I at least fulfill my obligation to your parents to see that you’re well and everything here is okay.”

      Leo gaped at me for several seconds. His lips twitched into a hint of a smile, which reached up to his eyes, making them twinkle. Without that broody expression, he looked handsome despite the scars. He must be self-conscious about them to point them out upon meeting me.

      He barked out with a quick laugh. “You’re a tough one in that little package, aren’t you?”

      Little? I might be short at five foot three inches, but with my ample curves, I wouldn’t describe myself as little.

      I exhaled and stared back at him. “Only when I’m pushed and need to be.”

      He raised his chin a notch and assessed me for a few seconds. “You made your point about what you said you’d do, and I respect that.” He opened the door and stepped aside. “Besides, I don’t like to see food going to waste.” He motioned for me to enter and bent forward in a mock bow. “Welcome to my humble abode, Ms. Carreiro.”

      I shot him a look at his sardonic hospitality. “Thank you for the warm welcome,” I returned, my tone matching his.

      Then I lifted a couple of bags and entered the cottage. The shift from the cool breeze outdoors to the warmth of the cottage was abrupt, and I shuddered. The open living space was large yet cozy, complete
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