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  To those fighting a battle that no one understands or knows about. Stay strong and keep going. You are never alone.
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  Chapter 1


For the first time all day, Belle could finally breathe. As she curled up her feet on the sofa, a steaming cup of lemon jasmine tea between her hands, she basked in the comfortable silence. The rain outside had picked up and she had already spotted a few flashes of lightning through the speckled windowpanes, but that didn’t bother her. The thunderstorm added just the right ambience to help her relax.  
The last hour had been spent actively trying not to go over the events of the day. She didn’t want to rehearse every word, every action, or overanalyze all that had happened to her in the bookstore. All she wanted to do was let her mind go blank. With the christening sip of her tea, its aroma soothing her anxious mind, she resolved to do just that. 
On the coffee table sat her laptop and a lit lavender candle that added to the whole calming atmosphere she strived to create. She glanced to the screen and watched the four security camera windows with the black and lime-colored images of her animals in the barn. Three horses and a small flock of sheep all rested peacefully through the storm. There was the occasional stirring from an ewe or head toss from one of her mares, but nothing alarming. Just how she preferred it. A quiet night recuperating from the chaotic, stressful day.
Belle sunk lower against the mass of pillows and let the tea take effect on her rattled nerves. This was just another end to a long day that, to anyone else’s eyes, went off without a hitch. But to Belle, clad in her soft pajama bottoms and baggy Longhorn shirt, it was one of many that left her tired, drained, and in need of recharging. 
All day, every day, she put on the mask. The one that gave a friendly smile to everyone, the one that spoke the right words every time, and never showed how truly terrified she was to be facing a perfect stranger. She spent so much energy keeping that mask firmly in place to hide her true self that at the end of the day, all she could do was crash on the couch with her tea and wonder if this would ever get easier.
Here, in her home, she was safe to be herself. It was her haven, her port of call. Her nearest neighbors were at least half a mile away on either side of her expansive farm, the one that had been passed down through her family for generations. 
Everything in the barn and her two-story little farmhouse whispered the cherished memories of her childhood and a dozen childhoods before her. From the dining table in the kitchen that was made by her great-grandfather, to the wall of bookshelves in the living room packed with novels that had been collected over decades. Not to mention the three upstairs bedrooms that stored precious heirlooms dating back to her great-grandfather’s time when the house was first built. All of it embraced her and welcomed her into a safe place she would never trade for the world. 
She might have been alone here, but she was happy. Here, she was able to let down her long brown hair, freeing the waves and curls she tamed back every day in a ponytail. Here, she could let loose and be who she wanted to be and not have to fake her own existence for the sake of being polite and normal. 
Once she had drained her first cup, Belle begrudgingly stood from the sofa and made her way into the adjoining kitchen to pour herself another. Two more and she’d be ready for bed soon, the pacifying effects of the brew thoroughly cleansing away her anxiety. Her socked feet strode across the black and white checkered tiles, the ones her grandfather had laid when he first brought his new bride home. Her father once told the story of how she took one look at the patterned vinyl and demanded it be replaced. The project was completed in just two days before her grandmother made some comment about the cabinets, and they were replaced too. 
Now, dark wood offset the green countertops, giving the rustic kitchen a mis-matched look that Belle couldn’t bring herself to remodel. There was too much character here, and even the thought of replacing the old appliances made her feel a little sad. So, she tolerated the dryer that had a mind of its own in the corner with the washer, and the gas stove that didn’t always want to start, and the refrigerator whose icemaker broke when she was ten years old. 
No, she wouldn’t change a single thing about any of it. 
As she poured hot water from her overused kettle over a fresh teabag, she heard a loud crash followed by a peel of thunder. Belle glanced over her shoulder to the darkened window but saw nothing except the pattering of raindrops against the glass. 
She went straight to her laptop table and peered at the surveillance videos. She couldn’t see anything obviously wrong until one of the feeds showed that the barn door had come unlatched and banged furiously against the outer wall. This startled the horses and though there was no sound on the footage, she could hear all three mares knicker and the loud cries of the ewes over the pouring rain. 
With a sigh, she knew she’d have to wait to start on that second cup of tea until she fixed the door. But just when she was about to turn away, Belle caught sight of something in the camera. For just a moment, she thought she saw something moving outside of the animal pens. It was too big to be a sheep and stood upright like a person. 
She stared at the screen longer, her pulse racing as she tried to make sense of what she saw. Nothing moved again, but that didn’t keep her from spiraling into a panic. Maybe someone had broken into her barn. Her entire body went ice cold at the thought.
Another clash of lightning made the power flicker and she could see the bright green glow of the string lights flicker and die in the live video feed. Belle had convinced her father years ago to rig the barn with electricity so they didn’t have to take a lantern or flashlight with them if they had to check on the animals at night. However, that power had always been glitchy and unreliable at best. She had left the lights on to give some comfort to the animals during the storm, but who knew if they would turn back on. 
Donning her rubber boots and raincoat, she grabbed a flashlight from the hook on the wall and dove out into the storm as she tried to ignore every instinct to stay inside where it was safe and dry. 
Mud sloshed all around her pant legs, soaking them through until she felt the water chill her ankles and seep into her socks. Not even her boots could keep out the torrential downpour. Plump, cool drops splashed on her face, thoroughly dampening it despite the hood that concealed much of her head. 
The rain fell across the yellow beam of light, almost obscuring her view. Somehow through the darkness and haze of rain, she saw the barn door slapping against the front side of the barn with every gust of wind. 
Belle stopped to examine the damage, her shoes sinking into the deep puddles that had already formed on the ground. She knew for a fact that she had locked up the barn before going back inside that night. The padlock couldn’t have been knocked off by the wind and the key was still sitting on the kitchen counter. It had to have been broken by something. Or someone. 
Fear rose up in her throat, but she tread softly toward the barn doors. Belle swallowed hard as she inspected the lock and found that it, along with the latch, had been ripped completely off, and lay in the mud just in front of the entrance. Whoever had gotten in was either incredibly strong or had a tool sturdy enough to rip off the lock. 
When she shined her flashlight around the opening, she saw what the intruder must have used. An iron crowbar lay in the dirt just inside the threshold. It hadn’t been there before, but Belle recognized it as her father's. His initials had been etched into the handle when he forged it himself for a school project. 
Belle picked up the crowbar and swung the door shut behind her. She pushed back her raincoat hood and shined her flashlight around inside of the barn, willing for the beam to stop bouncing as her hands continued to shake. She swept it along the horse stalls, then to the sheep’s pen to the far back right corner, then to the old run-down Volkswagen opposite from them.
There was a thickness in the cool air that confirmed her suspicions that something wasn’t right. Whoever had broken into her barn must have still been there, lurking in the shadows where her flashlight couldn't penetrate. 
After another quick check with her light, she roamed to more closely inspect the barn. Nothing appeared to be missing in the way of supplies or animals. Yet, there was still an unease that filled her spirit. It just didn't feel right, and she hated the way her heart pounded against her ribs with painful urgency. 
Thinking that it might have been the storm making both herself and her animals nervous, Belle turned to leave, willing to dismiss what she saw on the camera feed as a moth or bug that got in the way of the lens. Maybe the wind had picked up a sturdy piece of lumber and knocked it against the lock to make it fly off instead of the crowbar she found. The wood of the barn door wasn’t new by any means and probably bore the beginnings of dry rot anyway. She couldn’t remember the last time the latch had been replaced, so it was possible that there was no intruder after all. That’s what she wanted to believe.
Then, she heard a sneeze. It wasn't an animal sneeze, as she knew them all too well. This was a human sneeze and it sounded distinctly male. 
Belle whipped around, crowbar poised and ready to throw or beat down whoever came near her. Her flashlight darted to all the corners, but still found nothing. 
Finally, she called out in the strongest voice she could muster, "Show yourself now or I'm calling the cops!"
It took a moment, but there came some movement from the stack of hay bales near the back wall. Belle, as shaky as she was, stood her ground and gripped her weapon tighter. Though her teeth were clamped tight, her ragged breaths came sputtering out from her nostrils. There was no hiding her fear, no matter how she tried. 
A man came forward with his arms raised in submission. He was shirtless, only clothed in a pair of battered jeans, torn and stained. His body made the air in Belle's lungs freeze. Residual rainwater dripped from his barrel-chest down his toned, rippling abs and curving along his narrowing waist. He had broad shoulders and beefy arms as thick around as her thighs, all muscle and power. 
Her flashlight stopped at his neck, but her eyes continued to roam upward. A pair of pure blue eyes sparkled from beneath dark brows. A beard covered his jaw and around his mouth, as black as the night sky. His equally dark, damp hair was slightly flattened and tangled by the storm, its tips grazing against the bare skin of his collarbone. 
But it wasn't the striking contrast of his hair and eyes that stunned her. It was the way he looked directly at her, ignoring the weapon she held, and the harsh light shining on his torso. He wasn't afraid, but neither was he on the offensive. There wasn't a hint of malice anywhere in his expression. There wasn’t a hint of anything. He met her stern gaze with a steady, gentle one that both intrigued and unnerved her even further. 
Yet, somehow, she couldn't look away, even if she wanted to. She would have given anything to drop her eyes in submission. Her mask wanted to come up, to protect her from this man and his hypnotic gaze. But, it couldn’t. Why couldn’t it? Maybe it was the long day or the tea she had drank earlier. It put her at a disadvantage, and she wasn’t prepared to face another person that evening. Exposed, caught off-guard, and terribly vulnerable. Anything could go wrong here, and she needed to be brave and detached. But the mask wouldn’t stick as long as this man was looking at her like that. 
They stood there, in a stalemate for what seemed like several minutes before he spoke in a deep voice that rattled her bones. "Are you still going to call the police?"
Belle blinked and realized that her eyes were burning from the strain of the stare. He had an accent that certainly placed him out of Arkansas. English, perhaps? No, it was closer to Irish or maybe Welsh. But it wasn't thick. It had a watered-down quality, like he had been in the states for too long. 
Instead of answering his question, she shifted her stance as if it would help her. "Who are you?"
His lips parted, ready to speak, but no words came out right away. For a second, it almost looked as if he were confused or thinking hard about something. "My name’s Leo Thompson," he replied in a lilting voice, though she could detect a quiver in it as if he were shivering in the cold. 
"What are you doing in my barn?" she demanded. 
He blinked a few times as if he were trying to keep up with the conversation and gave a subtle gesture toward the doors. "I needed someplace to stay while it rained."
"That's what homes are for," she snapped, feeling the stress of the situation finally override her fear. This man was obviously unarmed, otherwise he would have attacked by now. That is, if he wanted to. "You can't just crash into people's barns like this!"
Leo looked mystified by her outburst as a thin line formed between his dark brows. "Well, I didn't plan on being found either."
Belle bounced the crowbar in her hand to remind him that she was still in control. "I demand you leave immediately!"
"Will you still call the police?"
"Not if you leave peacefully."
Leo kept his hands raised to show that he wasn't trying to pull a fast one, and took long sinuous steps toward the barn doors, keeping his eyes fixed on Belle and her crowbar. When he came closer, Belle's heart began to pound at the realization that he was quite tall and even more muscular than she first assessed. 
Anyone else might have been intimidated. Of all people, Belle should have been intimidated too. Compared to her short and thin stature, he was a giant. Suddenly, her crowbar seemed like a useless weapon. If only she had a gun or pepper spray. This man could crush her with his bare hands, yet he submitted to her wielding a crowbar that might have only bruised him. 
As Leo came unbearably close, just a few feet away, Belle skittered backward. He had violated the carefully formed social bubble she tried to maintain, but her notice of it was slightly delayed, much to her chagrin. He seemed to take notice of this and stopped just as he was about to pass her by. 
"If it's any comfort to you, I took nothing."
Belle nodded. "I appreciate that."
Leo slowly lowered his arms to his sides and finally broke eye contact to turn toward the doors. As soon as his eyes, two perfect sapphires in the dark, had peeled away from her, Belle sensed an ache inside that she couldn't explain.
For some reason, she felt a prodding in her soul. This man must have had nowhere to go. Why else would he be breaking into her barn? She had been too quick to judge. She didn't know whether it was the need to feel those eyes on her again, or the subtle nudging to help this man who was so obviously in need, but Belle knew she couldn't let him go just yet. 
"Is your home far from here?" she asked quickly before he had a chance to open the barn doors. "I can drive you there, if it's too far to walk."
Leo turned to face Belle. Once more, she was taken breathless. 
"I have no home to go to," he stated rather plainly, as if it weren't a tragic thing to be destitute. 
"So, you're homeless?"
He shrugged his broad shoulders. "In a manner of speaking."
Belle felt irritation rise up in her and there was little stopping it from spewing out now. "Do you have a home to go to or not?"
A flash of amusement came across his face and Leo shook his head. "No, I have no home."
Belle shifted weight from one foot to another and realized that she had lowered her crowbar. If this man had no place to go and she wouldn't let him stay in her barn, he was likely to go to one of her neighbor's barns and take shelter there. Some people around Levi would not take kindly to intruders. Mr. Johnson would shoot first and ask questions later. Either that, or he would freeze to death in the woods. Summer was coming to a close and even if it wasn’t raining, nights were growing colder and colder.
Belle didn't want to take responsibility for any harm that came to Leo if she could help it. 
But, what was there to do? She couldn't let him stay on her property, even if he just slept in her barn for the night before moving on to the next place. Looking him up and down one more time, he didn't strike her as the homeless type. The thick stubble around his face was well trimmed and his hair was not unkempt besides what the rain and wind had done to it. His pants were worn out, but she had seen many laborers and ranch hands wearing jeans in worse condition. 
After a few silent moments of deliberation - Leo waiting patiently for her to continue - Belle sucked in a breath and nodded at her decision. "There's a homeless shelter in the next town over. It's about twenty miles... Are you hungry?"
Leo's eyes diverted to some unknown spot behind Belle before he replied, "As a matter of fact, I am."
"I have some food up at the house. You can dry off there. I also should have a shirt you can try on. If it fits, you can keep it. The shelter might not give you clothes."
At first, Leo said nothing. He seemed puzzled, as if he didn't understand exactly what she was offering. Belle moved toward the door anyway, keeping a tight hold on her crowbar in case he had a change of heart. She wasn't about to wait around for him to figure it out. "Come on.” 
She flipped her raincoat hood up. The high winds outside tugged at the door, but Belle held it fast until Leo joined her, standing so close she could smell the raindrops and earthy scent of soil on his jeans. 
After Belle let the wind throw the door open, Leo darted out into the storm toward the general direction of the house. She stayed behind to latch the doors together with a bit of spare rope from inside the barn, but found it difficult to keep a hold on both her flashlight and the crowbar. 
By necessity rather than logic, she dropped the piece of iron into the mud and lashed the doors together. When she turned, she saw Leo standing by the back door, drenched in the rain with the soft amber glow of the kitchen light shining through the windows to illuminate his outline. He didn't even bother to shield himself from the effects of the storm as he stood tall like a sentinel and waited for her. 
Knowing she had his attention, she waved him around to the front of the house where the porch would give them adequate shelter. Belle jogged across the stretch of grass between the barn and the house. Leo obeyed her signals and followed.
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Leo standing just at the top of the porch steps, a wall of raindrops pouring down behind him like a waterfall backdrop. 
"Stay out here. I’ll bring you everything."
He took a step forward, and looked like he was about to protest, but thought better and nodded. Belle wasn't about to let this strange man into her home, ruggedly handsome or not. Too many things could go wrong and she wasn't about to take that chance. 
Belle ducked into the house, stripped off her muddy boots and dripping raincoat, and hurriedly fixed a plate of the same spaghetti leftovers she had earlier that evening. While the meal was reheating in the microwave, she went upstairs to find him a shirt. 
She kept many of her father's personal possessions after he passed away and there was bound to be something that could fit Leo’s burly frame. Inside her bedroom closet was a box filled with photo albums, trinkets, and a few shirts and polos he used to wear to church on Sundays. 
With nimble fingers, she combed through the stack and found a suitable black, button-down shirt. She tried not to breathe in too deeply, knowing the scent of her father’s old cologne still clung to the fabric. The microwave dinged downstairs and she scuttled her way back into the kitchen with the shirt and a bath towel draped over her arm. 
Even as she was pulling out a fork and spoon, Belle began to wonder why she was doing this at all. He was a stranger, and potentially dangerous. Even if he was homeless, it might have been easier to drop him off at the shelter with a twenty-dollar bill and let him figure it out from there. But, for some reason, she was willing to sacrifice her own food and a priceless sentimental keepsake to this man who had barged into her life so suddenly. 
Maybe it was how he had looked at her in those first few seconds. Or maybe because, deep down, she felt sorry for him. An old scripture from her childhood came to mind. The one about feeding and clothing the poor. Did she do this out of good Christian charity? Or did a more lustful element play into her decisions tonight? She shook her head sharply at the notion. Leo was hot, but nothing trumped her anxiety these days. Not even charity. It had to be something else. 
Stepping out with everything, she saw Leo leaning against one of the white posts, staring out into the stormy weather. A light mist was blown under the porch and gently played in his dark hair. Lightning flashed in the distance and startled her out of the daze she had fallen in while watching him. 
She flipped on the light and Leo turned around. His eyes raked over her from head to toe, then locked onto her eyes. But, the subtle shrug of his eyebrows that might not have been intentional at all, was not lost on Belle. He had checked her out and a little color rose to her cheeks as she remembered her informal attire. She must have looked like she was ready to crawl into bed. Her raincoat and rubber boots couldn’t hide her pajamas anymore. He seemed to completely ignore the food and clothing until she wordlessly handed them over to break the awkward silence. 
The tips of his fingers grazed against her skin in the transfer. Belle was not a romantic by any stretch of the imagination, but she couldn't deny the electricity that pulsated from his touch. She swallowed hard and crossed her arms over her chest as she watched him set the plate down on one of the deck tables and dry himself off. 
Her eyes roved over his body, watching the way the porchlight shined against his smooth, tanned skin. With better light to see him by, she began to notice more things. 
Such as, before he slipped on the shirt, she saw numerous faint scars along his arms and torso. 
Without thinking, she asked, "Where did you get all those scars from?"
She winced. Not only was she getting too personal with this stranger, but now he knew where Belle had been looking. 
Leo glanced at her while fastening the buttons, leaving the top few open to leave half of his chest exposed. It was a tight fit around the arms, but after he tucked in the tails into his damp jeans, the shirt appeared to suit him well. As he rolled up the sleeves, he replied, "Various places."
Belle accepted that, even though she desperately wanted a better answer. Leo took up the fork and began to twirl noodles on the plate as he slowly ambled away to lean against the porch railing again. 
"Do you want something to drink to go with that?" she asked, desperate to fill the silence. 
Though he might have been starving, Leo ate rather slowly, taking his time to chew and twirl his fork. Once his mouth was empty, he said, "No, thank you."
Belle couldn't help but make note of how calm he was, as if he were completely contented. He behaved as if he had visited her farm several times, leaning against the railing so casually like he belonged here. A few neighbors came and went, like Mr. Johnson who helped her with her sheep or Mr. Levinson when she needed repairs to her barn. But few lingered as Leo did. It was like he had leapt from being a stranger to a friend over a plate of spaghetti. 
Then, it dawned on her that she knew his name, but he didn't know hers. That might as well have been a good thing. She didn't want him taking her name and using it to his advantage somehow. Her family name held so much weight in Levi because of her father that anyone would willingly offer up favors if she so much as hinted at it.
While Leo ate, Belle turned her attention to the storm around them. If she was correct, the downpour seemed to be lightening up already. But the hush between them was too much. Belle felt her nerves tighten like a wound-up spring. 
"How long have you been homeless?" 
Once more, Belle knew she had crossed a line. But she began to realize that a strange thing happened sometime between this moment and when she had stepped into the barn. The consciousness of her actions was there, but there was little to no filter to keep her from blurting out the things she knew should not be said. It was as if, for several minutes, she had been her candid self with Leo. What was worse, she couldn’t stop.
Leo paused, mouth full of noodles and ground beef, and looked up to her with raised brows, as if he hadn't expected her to ask such a probing question. Belle hadn't expected it either. Once the words were out, she wanted nothing more than to duck inside the house and hide. 
Yet, she stood firm with her arms crossed defensively and waited, her gaze locked onto his with a boldness that she rarely exuded. 
Leo swallowed down what he had in his mouth and replied, "A long time."
"You don't sound like you're from around here.”
He seemed to recognize the question in her statement and nodded. "I was born in Scotland."
Belle had been close when she assumed Ireland and that gave her some satisfaction. "When did you come to the states?"
Leo eased his shoulders back from the hunched position over his plate. "A long time ago."
"How long is that?" she inquired, knowing full well that she was stepping over the border between curious and interrogative. 
A shadow passed over Leo's eyes, giving him a dark and brooding look without a flicker of facial muscles that Belle could consciously detect. "A long time," he repeated. 
Belle was getting nowhere. The way he had totally shut her out did not startle her, but it did deter her from asking anymore questions, however much she wanted to. 
This man intrigued her on a level that she had never known before. Yes, he was handsome, but there was something more to it than just attraction. He had an air about him that made her want to know more, to peel back the layers he was so obviously strapping down. She couldn’t recall a time when she cared this much about anyone. Most of the time, she was too scared to get close, too scared to talk and ask. There were still plenty of things she didn’t know about the coworkers she had been with for years, because she couldn’t gather the nerve to get past the little things.
"The shelter is a good place," she stated. "Members of my church volunteer there a lot."
Belle watched a tendon in Leo's jaw jump at the mention of the shelter. He resumed eating and lowered his gaze to his food, giving her nerves a reprieve. She turned away to watch the rain once more, mostly to prevent herself from staring at Leo. 
"I've been to shelters before," he said, drawing her attention back to the mysterious Scotsman.
"Where?" There she went with the questions again. What had come over her?
He aimlessly pushed around a few bits of beef on his plate. "Many places."
Belle blinked and leaned all of her weight on one leg, making herself look particularly sassy. "Forgive me for saying this, but you don't look like a homeless person at all."
Leo glanced up briefly. "Oh?"
"I imagine homeless people as being dirty and shabby. You don't look like that. I mean, you are kind of dirty, but not as dirty as I would have thought."
One corner of his mouth tilted up. "Aren't you stereotyping a wee bit?"
Belle wanted to laugh at his choice of words. She had never heard anyone use "wee" in a sentence without mocking intent. 
"I might be. But if you've been homeless for a long time, how do you stay clean cut? I would think your beard would be pretty long and scraggly."
Leo chewed and gulped down the last of the spaghetti. "They do have shaving supplies at most shelters, as well as showers."
Having never stepped foot in a shelter or offered to volunteer, Belle learned something new. If homeless people were provided the basic hygiene amenities, why did she see so many men on the side of the road looking like bums? 
She nodded and took the empty plate from him. "I guess I learned my lesson about judging a book by its cover."
When she met Leo's stare, she felt her insides churn again.
"I suppose you have," he replied softly before she turned to disappear into the house. 
Belle was filled with conflicting emotions as she grabbed her keys that were sitting on the kitchen table. Even though Leo's presence made her so undone, she didn't look forward to dropping him off at the shelter. 
It didn't seem right, somehow, to just ditch him there. If what he said was true, and that he had been homeless for a long time, he didn't need another shelter. He needed a job and stable situation. She wondered if there were any companies in town that were hiring.
Not only that, but something in her spirit didn't want to let this man go. She wanted to know more. Why was he in the states? How did he come to Arkansas? And why did he affect her so strongly, this man that she barely knew, but felt so comfortable to be around. Belle had never felt that way with a stranger. 
She wanted to know how Leo had cracked her defenses. Was it coincidence or was there more to those beautiful blue eyes than he was letting on? 






  
  Chapter 2


After half an hour of riding shotgun in the girl's pickup truck, they finally arrived to the homeless shelter. The ride had not been a smooth one and Leo didn't have to look at the odometer to know this truck had seen better days. From the noise coming from under the hood, he could tell the engine needed work. Or better yet, scrap the whole thing and replace it with something new that didn’t knock and grind so hard. 
From the looks of it, the shelter was like many Leo had visited over the years. He'd been to big city shelters and small local operations, experiencing the best charity and the worst scrutiny from their volunteers. 
It had been a couple of weeks since his last visit to a shelter. If it weren't for the rain and this woman's desire to help, he would have gone much longer. Leo wasn't sure how to feel about that. This region of the country didn’t lack in barns, abandoned or not. If he had been a little more careful with that lock, he would have been able to stay the night on a comfortable pile of hay and slip out at dawn when the weather cleared. 
Yet, he was almost thankful for the way things worked out. He slid a glance in her direction as she parked the truck along the curb. 
When he first saw her in the raincoat, hair disheveled from the wind and rain, and angry scowl fixed on her face, he thought she was strikingly good-looking. When they came to the house and he saw what had been concealed under the coat, he was even more impressed, and pleasantly amused. 
She was short, like a skinny adolescent, but he hadn't imagined she would be so unlike the child he had suspected her to be. No, she was all woman with the right curves in the right places to make his heart beat a little harder in his chest. He had seen more voluptuous women in his time, but no other ever pulled it off with grace, making each movement alluring without even meaning to. 
He was especially taken by her green eyes. Even in the dim glow of the dashboard controls of the truck, he could make out the beautiful emerald, rimmed in a slightly darker shade. Her eyes reminded him of the rolling hills of pasturelands in Scotland, the only thing he missed from the home he could never return to. 
Her personality aroused his interest as well. The way she tried to defend herself with only a crowbar was laughable. He had faced down plenty of opponents with more dangerous tools and come out without a scratch. She posed him no threat. Her mild reprimands about him breaking into her barn didn’t faze him in the least. 
What caught his attention was the way she changed her mind so suddenly. He had been content to leave that barn and walk for a few more miles in the rain until he found another. But, she wouldn't let him. He wasn't the type of man to argue against a hot meal and fresh shirt when it was offered. 
He wondered what might have tipped the scale in his favor, if he had anything to do with it. The way she badgered him with questions was bothersome, but hardly anyone had asked them before. No one cared. The men who paid him under the table for odd jobs sometimes showed this kind of curiosity, but they didn't seem quite as concerned as she did. They asked, because they didn’t want to be slapped with fines or a lawsuit. She asked, because she genuinely wanted to know.
Yet, he couldn't determine - besides in the way that she had blushed only once - if she was attracted to him in the same way. Leo hadn't seen her truly smile yet and she made no effort to flirt or make her feelings known the way women did when they were around him. It was refreshing, yet disappointing, that this girl didn’t even try. Part of him wanted her to.
More than any of this, Leo felt something when he was with her. She somehow muted the constant white noise of rage and hatred, leaving him in a silence he hadn’t experienced in years. He could breathe, think, feel. He didn’t want to climb out of this truck as long as she was in it. He had a feeling that the moment he did, everything would come crashing down again.
The lass let out a puff of air as if she were preparing herself for a difficult task and pulled out a small notepad from the middle console. He watched her take a pen and scribble down a name and telephone number. 
"I know the shelter will take good care of you," she began, "but if you need anything else while you're in the area, give me a call."
She folded up the sheet of paper and handed it to him. As before, he purposefully let their fingers touch as he took it from her. He then unfolded the paper and read her name. 
"Belle," he said. It suited her well. 
She shrugged. "It was my dad's choice. Annabelle Rose is my full name. My mom picked my middle name and she said it always had a sing-song kind of ring to it.”
He wasn't sure why she shared that with him, but folded up the paper and gripped it tightly in his fist, afraid to put it in his damp pocket where it might get ruined. He wanted to keep that number, if for nothing else than to remind him of her kindness. 
"I appreciate everything you've done for me tonight."
Satisfaction bloomed in his chest when he made her blush for the second time since they’d met. 
"You're welcome." Belle lifted her chin and gave him a nod. "I wish you the best of luck."
He gave her a friendly salute and climbed out of the truck. The storm had moved on, leaving the air humid with a hint of fuel exhaust from her truck. The sound of the old, rattling engine drowned out the traffic noise roaring through the streets. 
He stepped onto the sidewalk, but didn't hear her zoom off into the distance like he half expected her to. Turning, he saw that she had been watching him leave, probably to make sure that he was actually going to go inside the shelter. Even at the last minute, she displayed her unease. 
A few cars sped around her truck and blared their horn to complain that she was blocking traffic. Leo hurried to the shelter doors and waved to her one more time. 
Watching her pull away from the curb, red brake lights shining through the dark, Leo felt a strange ache that he hadn't felt in many years. 
People came and went in his life, but he never permitted them to stay. He wasn't the man to keep attachments. It was safer that way for himself and for those around him. If he ever made friends, it was short-lived before he moved on to the next town. He was a nomad and always would be. There was no other way.
Yet, Belle had gotten to him somehow with her spunk and tender gaze. She was ready to take on a man twice her size with a flimsy crowbar, then turned around and gave him a shirt. He assumed the previous owner of the shirt was her brother or maybe a boyfriend that didn’t live with her. That latter guess twisted the knife in his gut and sobered any potentially romantic thoughts he might have had.
Out of all the women he had known, she would forever stand out, boyfriend or not. 
Leo waited until he could no longer see her tail lights and turned to the shelter. He tugged on the handle, but the locked door wouldn't give way. Peeking through the glass pane, he saw the lights were on in a room far down a narrow hall beyond a reception desk. 
A shadow passed and he banged on the door, making the glass rattle. A few seconds later, an older woman came and poked her head out. 
"I'm sorry, sir. We're full for the night and it's past our check-in time."
Leo sighed and looked past her as if to check if she were lying. He nodded and turned away back to the street. This wasn’t totally unexpected. It had happened to him several times. He waited until the volunteer shut and lock the doors again before shoving his hands into his pockets. 
Glancing up and down the street, he saw plenty of closed retail stores, restaurants, and other establishments, but no hotels. Upon a second sweep, he saw neon lights about half a mile away, blinking red and blue, and advertising for good times and good beer. 
He reached down into his back pocket and pulled out a fistful of cash. Leafing through the moistened hundred dollar bills, he reasoned he might have enough to do what he did best nowadays.

      [image: image-placeholder]Leo had amassed a sizable crowd around the table. It was poker night at the bar and evidently, it was a community event. Out of the six men who joined the game in the beginning, nearly four hours ago, only one more remained who was willing to deal another round with him. The other five were still in the bar, but had folded and chosen not to play him again. The only reason they stuck around was to see if anyone else could beat the stranger. 
Leaning back in the rickety wooden chair, he fingered the five cards in his hand, keeping their faces hidden from the others who crowded him on every side, especially from the woman who had her arms draped around his shoulders. 
He had done a fine job of fattening his pockets even more than they already were. The man who sat across from him had lost the most. With a few thousand dollars sitting in the pot on the table, waiting for a winner to be declared, his opponent had a hard time keeping his cool.
In fact, they all - in one form or another - gave away their hands too easily. Leo had gone up against more seasoned players before and this crowd proved to be less of a challenge. 
The man stared intently at his cards, raking his sweaty hand through his tousled hair. The way his eyes shifted between his hand and the pot, Leo knew that he was debating on whether to raise or fold. They had gone back and forth for a while now and Leo was growing a little more impatient with each passing moment that the man refused to act.  
He took a sip of the beer he had been nursing while the woman slipped her hand past his open collar to stroke his bare chest. Leo was in no mood for her games. Not because she was a distraction, but because she had no chance of earning the money that sat on the table after he had won it. Leo knew these schemes all too well. 
In addition to that, he could think of no other woman than the one who had dropped him off in this town earlier that evening. Checking the clock on the wall, he saw it was well past midnight. His thoughts wandered back to Belle and the farm. She must have been in bed by now. Or was she still awake and maybe thinking of him? He hoped that she was. 
"Can I give you an IOU?" the nervous man asked. 
Leo turned his attention back to the game and shook his head. "No IOUs." He leaned forward, gliding from the woman's hold and flipped his cards down, keeping their values hidden. "But, I’ll make a deal. This is the last round. If your hand wins, I’ll give everyone their money back." The man looked a little relieved. "If I win, you give me the keys to the shiny Harley outside in the parking lot and you can keep this pot." Leo had already won enough from the previous games that these winnings would be straight icing. 
The man's eyes went wide. "My bike? You want my bike?"
Leo shrugged and leaned back again. "I need something to get around in. I fancy the bike. You can fold now and I take it, or you can stick it out and see if you can win it all back for your mates."
The crowd shouted their opinions on the matter, but Leo kept his gaze aimed on the man whose eyes darted wildly around the room. After a hasty deliberation, the man pulled out a set of keys from his pocket and tossed them into the pot. 
Leo laid down another hundred-dollar bill from his original stash and leaned his elbows on the table again. 
"Time to reveal, lad. What do you have?"
The man laid his hand down to reveal four of a kind in the form of nines. Leo nodded his acknowledgement of the hand while everyone else shouted for joy. Little could beat that. 
Leo let them have their small victory before flipping his cards over in one smooth roll of his wrist. The crowd exploded in groans of dismay at his royal flush of hearts. The man who had lost his motorcycle bolted from the chair, shouting obscenities. 
"You cheated! No one can be that lucky!"
Leo cocked his head, discovering that the man had a backbone after all. "No, lad. I don't cheat," he said as he plucked the keys from the pot. That was all he was interested in.
Leo saw the man reach around behind him and even in the smoky air of the bar, he saw the flash of something black in his hand. Before the gun could be pointed at him, Leo vaulted over the table, grabbed the man by his wrist and swung him around to plant his face into the smooth lacquered table top. 
He wrenched the gun away and tossed it to the floor. Shouting erupted through the crowd as they realized what had just happened. Swinging him around again, Leo threw him against the wall. By now, people were scattering out of the way to avoid being dragged into the fight that wasn't theirs. The bartender kept a close eye, but didn't interfere just yet. 
The man staggered a bit to regain his balance, the half a dozen beers he had guzzled taking its toll on his body. Leo wouldn't let him fall or run, and pinned him to the wall with his thick forearm pressed against the man's thin neck. He could feel the rapid pulse against his taut muscles.
Leo came in close, their noses almost touching. "You got a
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