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GRIEF IS THE SHADOW, and anger is the silhouette is casts...

Orion can’t stop thinking about Katrina Hoert. So much so, he stops at nothing to track her down. When he has his eyes on something he wants, he’s a force to be reckoned with. If she’s hiding, he’ll find her.

As it turns out, she’s not hiding at all. She’s just living her life back in her hometown.

Until Orion shows up at the school where she teaches.

Wary of Orion’s invasion, but curious as to why finding her mattered so much to him, Katrina invites him into her life. She’s cautious, and so is her father. They’ve gone through the worst kind of pain together. Orion can see they need help, and with his connections, he promises to do his best to find out what happened to her brother.

But nothing is ever that easy.

Someone in town has been watching Katrina.

When Orion catches wind of the danger the marine inside him rages to life. He’ll do anything to protect the woman he’s falling in love with, whatever the consequences may be. 
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Katrina
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MY HEART WAS FULL AND empty at the same time, if that was even possible. I was so glad he was on my side. He was my superhero. I didn’t know if he even realized how amazing he was. 

I had been standing alone for so long, I didn’t even know how to stand with someone else. Now that Orion believed me when I said there was something shady about my brother’s death, I felt validated. Someone was finally acknowledging there was something very wrong about my little brother’s death. I knew I wasn’t crazy. I had felt it in my gut. The other families of fallen servicemen and women were all given more than what we got. None of his squad came to talk to us. His command had never said a word. It was like they couldn’t get far enough away. Even the funeral was different than others. A handful of military were there. To me, that screamed guilt.

“What are you thinking?” Orion asked. 

I took a moment. “I’m thinking we need to find out what really happened. I’m thinking with your contacts, I might finally get to know the truth.”

“We will try,” he assured me. “We won’t let your brother’s death be in vain. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up too high. You of all people know how tight-lipped the military can be. If there is something worth hiding, they are going to circle the wagons.”

“I know,” I said with a nod. “But that file is more than I’ve gotten in five years.”

I watched Orion pull out his phone once again. “I’m going to call my contact back,” he said. 

“Is this going to cause you trouble?” I asked. 

The last thing I wanted to do was bring my drama to his doorstep. He was already going out on a limb for me. I didn’t want to make it bad for him. 

“No,” he answered. “If there’s nothing to hide, they shouldn’t have a problem with it.”

“But obviously there is something to hide,” I said quietly. 

“I’m only going to reach out to friends,” he said. I’m not going to go balls to the wall pissing people off. I’m just asking questions.”

“Thank you,” I said. 

I sat quietly while he called someone. I only heard his side of the conversation. He was asking for more information. It sounded like he was doing something sneaky. I hated that was what Blake’s death had become. It was being treated like a dirty little secret. 

As I sat there listening to him talk, I couldn’t help but wonder why he was so bent on helping me. He was a man with power, influence, and resources at his disposal—none of which he had any obligation to use for someone like me. Yet here he was, dialing numbers and speaking in hushed tones, trying to unravel the mystery of my brother’s death. I knew he was putting his business on the line. If he pissed off the wrong people, they would cancel the contracts. It wouldn’t matter if his products were the top-of-the-line. They would shun him, and he might very well go broke. 

My heart stirred as I listened to him raise his voice as he took up my fight. I quickly tamped down that feeling. I couldn’t afford to be distracted by emotions, not now. I had a mission to complete, and nothing—not even the relationship that was growing between us—could take precedence over finding out the truth about what happened to Blake.

But I couldn’t ignore the strange connection that seemed to be building between us. It wasn’t just the physical attraction, though that was undeniable. It was something deeper, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. It was a connection I had never experienced before. 

I sighed, pushing myself up from the couch. I needed to do something productive. Orion was busting his ass to help me. I needed to do something for him. I walked into the kitchen to make a snack. I was hungry. More like I had the munchies. I was a nervous eater. Orion got up from the couch and stepped outside. I pulled out a loaf of bread, meat, and cheese. I worked on autopilot, my mind racing at the thought I might actually get to the bottom of Blake’s death. 

As I made the food on a plate, I found my gaze drifting to the door. Memories flooded back, dragging me into the past.

I was sitting in the living room, papers scattered around me, red pen in hand as I worked through a stack of student essays. I had just started my teaching career. It had been a good day. It was the end of October. The leaves on the trees all around the lake were stunning. Life was good. I was happy. The sun was just beginning to set, casting a golden glow across the lake that I barely noticed as I focused on the task at hand. Grading papers wasn’t exactly thrilling, but it was something that had to be done. 

The knock at the door startled me. My father was in his favorite chair, watching TV. I got up to answer it. The memory of opening the door and seeing those Marines was not something I would ever forget. I stared at them, unable to say a word. My first reaction was to slam the door closed. If I didn’t hear it, it couldn’t be true. 

“Who is it?” Dad asked from his chair. 

I couldn’t answer him. 

“Miss Hoert?” one of the Marines asked. 

Then, I heard it—the sound of my father keening. There was no other word for it. The pain that tore from his throat still haunted me. That moment changed everything. 

“Mr. Hoert, I’m sorry to inform you...”

The pen in my hand clattered to the floor as the words registered. I looked up, just in time to see my father collapse against the doorframe, his face pale, his eyes wide with shock and devastation. The Marine chaplain who had delivered the news quickly moved to hold him up, his expression grim.

“No,” I whispered. “No, no, no...”

But the words couldn’t stop the reality that was crashing down around me. Blake was gone. I rushed to my father’s side, but he was barely aware of me, his eyes fixed on some distant point, as if he could see Blake there, just out of reach. The chaplain’s voice was a dull buzz in the background, something about condolences, about how Blake had died serving his country. But I didn’t care about any of that. All I could think was that he was gone, and there was nothing I could do to bring him back.

Tears blurred my vision as I clutched at my father’s arm, trying to keep him upright, trying to hold on to something—anything—that would keep me from falling apart completely. But it was useless. The world had shifted beneath my feet, and I was tumbling into a darkness I didn’t know how to escape. My father, my poor father was devastated. 

“My boy,” he had stammered, his voice choked, his eyes hollow. “My boy...” 

The words echoed around the house, bouncing off the walls before settling in the air like a death pronouncement. I remember clinging to him, the both of us collapsing onto the worn carpet as sobs racked through our bodies. The Marines stood at the doorway, helpless spectators to our grief and pain. I vaguely remembered their hollow words that were nothing more than a speech they had given countless times before. When they left, my father and I stayed on the floor trying to come to terms with the news.

A tear trickled down my cheek at the memory of that fateful day. I swiped at it angrily. No. I couldn’t afford to fall apart again, not now. I was so tired of living in pain. The military had taken too much from my family already, and I wasn’t going to let them take the truth as well. I had to be strong. I had to see this through, for Blake, for my father, for myself.

I finished the sandwiches and did my best to tamp down the emotions. All of it had bubbled to the surface after reading that report. All of my suspicions were proven right. I had convinced myself I was seeing things that weren’t there more times than I could count. Everyone told me it was something I should leave alone. I was supposed to accept what I was told and that was that. If only I could. My life would have been so much easier if I could have accepted their words. Blake was killed in action. Period. End of story. I wished I could be like my father and believe them when they said there was nothing strange about it. I wished I could accept the fact none of his squad offered their condolences because they were suffering. I couldn’t get my head around the idea that it was all that simple. 

Something was wrong. I had felt it from the very beginning. When I asked what happened, I was shut down. When I asked if anyone was hurt, I was ignored. They couldn’t and wouldn’t tell us where he was when it happened. They didn’t offer anything. Other families had been given some of the general facts. It was natural to want to know but they made me feel like I was crazy for daring to ask. The more they pushed back, the more my curiosity increased. I didn’t know if it was some sixth sense or just plain craziness, but I knew there was something wrong. 

I felt a wet nose brush my leg and looked down to see Lucky. “Hey, buddy.” I squatted down to give him some love. Dogs were such smart creatures. They sensed their human’s emotions. And Lucky, being a good and loyal friend, was no different. He whined softly, his big brown eyes full of concern, nudging his head against my hand for more petting. I gave him a soft smile and scratched behind his floppy ears.

Tears welled up in my eyes again as I stroked his soft fur, taking comfort in its familiarity. Lucky looked at me, tail wagging and shaking his whole back end before he pushed his head further into my hand as if he understood. 

The grief was undeniably overwhelming. It was like being stuck in a raging storm, with winds so strong it kept you trapped against a wall. I was stuck, unable to move away from the past. I was crushed beneath the weight of sorrow I couldn’t escape. The grief was a tangible thing. I could feel it squeezing me. It kept me from enjoying life. 

I wrapped my arms around Lucky, burying my face in his warm fur and letting the tears flow freely. He whined softly, licking my cheek as if trying to comfort me; in his own way he did. His presence was needed. Fostering dogs wasn’t just about helping out some canines down on their luck. They helped me as well. And my father would never admit it, but they helped him. 

“Okay, I have to finish the sandwiches, Lucky.”

I stood up and washed my hands. I used my shirt sleeve to wipe away the tears and composed myself once again. I carried the plate into the living room and sat down. Orion was still outside on the phone. I picked up one of the halves and took a bite, absently chewing without really tasting anything. I hoped Orion got answers, but I wasn’t going to count on it. 
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Orion 
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I PACED BACK AND FORTH on the front porch with the phone to my ear. Landry had given me another contact to reach out to. I understood Katrina’s frustration. They had me chasing my tail. I wasn’t stupid. I knew all the buzzwords being used. They were words that meant nothing. It was a word salad meant to make me think they were actually saying something when in fact, it was nothing more than a lot of big words strung together that didn’t mean shit. 

I waited on hold. I had a feeling I had been put on hold and the guy was sitting back watching TV or playing video games. It was another tactic to make me think he was actually searching for information. I took a deep breath, inhaling the damp air. It was so quiet. I wasn’t used to the quiet. Occasionally, I could hear something scurrying into the trees. The lake was shrouded in darkness with only the faint moonlight reflected off its still surface. The trees surrounding it cast eerie shadows across the yard and the path to the dock. There were solar lights on the edge of the dock, I assumed to keep anyone from falling off. The stars in the sky were brighter than I had ever seen. The sound of crickets and other creatures filled the air. They would all start up together and then suddenly go quiet. 

The man who put me on hold came back on the line. I wasn’t surprised to hear he couldn’t find anything. I ended the call, frustrated and irritated, but I wasn’t giving up. This was not over. 

I walked back inside and spotted Katrina sitting on the couch, a sandwich in her hand as she stared at the TV. I could tell she was trying to keep herself together, but I could see the tear that slipped down her cheek, the way she stiffened as if fighting to hold back the flood. Judging by her red-rimmed eyes, there had already been plenty of tears. 

She looked at me. “Oh! I’ll make you a sandwich. I made two but I ate one and the dogs took the other.”

“I’m okay.”

She got up and quickly walked back to the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to stay away from me or if she was embarrassed by the tears. I stood in the living room, debating whether I should go to her or give her space. 

I chose the latter and sat down on the couch, turning my gaze toward the flickering TV screen, though I hardly registered what was being shown. The silent tension in the room was suffocating. The sound of chopping and rustling from the kitchen sounded like it was being projected through loudspeakers. I looked over and saw her face was pale and drawn. 

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t just leave her alone. 

I walked to her. She was slicing cheese for sandwiches. With as much cheese as she was slicing, it looked like she was preparing to feed an army. I understood what was happening. She was focused on the task, her movements mechanical while she tried to distract herself. I reached out and placed my hand over hers, feeling the tension in her muscles as she paused. For a moment, she didn’t look up, just stood there, frozen. When she finally lifted her gaze to meet mine, her eyes were searching for answers. I wished I had an answer to give her. Unfortunately, I was new to this journey and had only managed to kick over a few rocks. There was a lot more that needed to happen before I could get her the answers she needed. 

I expected her to ask a question. She had to be wondering if I found out anything. But instead, she surprised me. She turned into my shoulder and let the tears come. It wasn’t a dramatic breakdown, more like the quiet release of something she’d been holding back for far too long. I felt her shudder against me as she cried. I did the only thing that made sense—I wrapped my arms around her, holding her as close as I could.

I didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything to say that would make this better. She needed to let it out. All I could do was be there while she did. I rested my chin on top of her head, feeling the soft strands of her hair against my cheek. I just held her, letting her know without words that she wasn’t alone. I didn’t offer words of comfort. They wouldn’t do any good and they were empty. I couldn’t make her a promise I would uncover the truth. I honestly didn’t know if I would be able to. I was being stonewalled as well. If the higher-ups were dedicated to keeping this buried, it would stay right where they locked it away. In the back of my mind, I suspected that was the likely outcome. I wasn’t going to give up on it just yet, but it was a brick wall. An unmovable brick wall. 

One of the dogs, Bingo, walked into the kitchen. I looked down at him, watching as he evaluated the situation. I had no doubt in my mind the dog would bite me if he thought I was hurting Katrina. Thankfully, he didn’t attack. He simply moved to sit beside her legs as if he was waiting for her to tell him what to do next. I was glad she had a few loyal friends, even if they were the canine variety. It was clear she had felt very alone for too long. 

After a while, her sobs began to subside. I could feel her breathing starting to even out. She didn’t pull away immediately, though. Instead, she stayed where she was, leaning into me like she needed a moment to gather herself before she faced the world again. I didn’t rush her. I liked being the shoulder she could literally cry on. 

When she finally pulled back, I loosened my hold on her but didn’t let go completely. I looked down at her, watching the way she bit her lip as if trying to keep the last of her emotions in check. Her eyes were red and puffy, and there were still tear tracks on her cheeks, but she seemed steadier now.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“What were you thinking about?” I asked quietly, wanting to know what had brought on the tears.

She hesitated, her gaze dropping to where our hands were still joined. I gave her hand a gentle squeeze, encouraging her to open up. It took a few seconds, but she finally took a shaky breath and began to speak.

“It was the day they came to tell us about Blake,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I was grading papers in the living room. Dad was settled in, content and happy. That is the last time I ever saw him at peace. I knew something was wrong the moment I opened the door and saw them. I didn’t want to believe it. Then my dad, he just collapsed. The sergeant had to hold him up. It was like the whole world just shattered in that one fateful second. Life stopped for us the moment I opened the door. It was like the world stopped turning for us. My father and I sat on the floor, right there, for hours. I honestly don’t know how long we were there. It was probably two or three in the morning. I swear, I saw my father’s spirit leave his body in those few seconds. He’s never been the same. I haven’t either really.”

She paused, and I could tell she was trying to keep herself from breaking down again. I rubbed my thumb over the back of her hand, offering what comfort I could. She was raw. Her pain oozed from every pore. I didn’t know how to take it away. 

“I’m so sorry, Katrina,” I murmured. I knew those words were inadequate, but they were all I had. “I can’t even imagine how hard that must have been for you. For your dad.”

She nodded, sniffing a little as she wiped at her eyes with her free hand. “It was devastating. It was like losing everything all at once. My brother was everything to me. And to my dad... I don’t think he’s ever recovered from it. I haven’t, either. How can you? When someone like that is just gone. We were told over and over there wasn’t any fighting in the area he was in. When we talked to Blake on the phone, he always called it going to work. His patrols were a job. I don’t know if he said it like that to play down the danger or if he really didn’t believe he was in serious danger. So many went over there and came back. Yes, I know some didn’t make it back, but those were fewer and fewer every year. It truly took us by surprise. We weren’t ready.”

I understood more than she realized. I knew what it was like to lose someone who meant everything when you weren’t expecting it. Losing my father had left a hole in my life that I’d never been able to fill. But this wasn’t about me, and I wasn’t about to shift the focus away from her pain.

“What about your mom?” I asked gently, sensing that there was more to this story than just her brother’s death.

Katrina’s expression darkened, anger flashing across her face. I could feel her pulling back emotionally, retreating into herself. “She left when I was a kid. Couldn’t handle the military life, she said. Couldn’t handle my dad, the way he changed after Iraq. So, she left, and it was just me, my dad, and Blake. My dad had just retired after almost twenty years in the service. He built this house, mostly with his own two hands. Said he needed a place where he could escape, where he could feel in control. I’ve been living here ever since, looking after him, making sure he’s not alone. Especially after Blake deployed.”

There was a bitterness in her voice that cut through the air like a knife. It wasn’t just grief—it was anger, raw and unfiltered. She had lost a lot.

“The military’s taken everything from my family,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion. “First, it took my dad, turned him into someone I barely recognized. My mother left because she couldn’t handle being a single parent and then dealing with my father’s PTSD when he got back after that last deployment. He was one of the first units in after nine-eleven. Then it took my brother, the one person I could always count on. And now... now I’m just waiting for it to take my dad completely. Because that’s what it does. It takes and takes and takes, and it doesn’t care what it leaves behind.”

I didn’t say anything for a long moment, just let her words hang in the air. There was so much pain in them, so much that I couldn’t even begin to ease. But I understood it, even if I didn’t share her hatred for the military. I knew what it felt like to lose people you loved, to feel like you’d been left with nothing but the pieces.

But I also knew that there was another side to this. A side that maybe she couldn’t see right now
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