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			Chapter One

			What started as a light rain became sleet and then ice. Belle wished she’d checked the forecast before she headed south from Kansas City into the Ozarks to spend Thanksgiving with the family she’d never met. Her trusty Toyota slid a little as the roads acquired a coating of ice, but she managed to correct the slide and stay on the road. The unfamiliar two-lane highway had more hills and curves than the interstate, and she still had miles to go. At some point, according to the directions she’d been given, she would leave it for an unmarked county road, then to a dirt road leading to her grandmother’s house. The lines of the old song she learned in grade school, ‘over the river and through the woods, to grandmother’s house we go,’ flitted through her head, but she shook the tune away, concentrating on driving.

			Through the heavy precipitation, Belle saw a turnoff for a county road on her left, so she took it. She had nothing but the directions she had scribbled onto a sheet of paper to guide her way. The back road proved to be more treacherous than the highway as it wound tight around the hills and across an old iron bridge above a creek or small river. Her tires spun on ice as she exited the bridge, but once more, she regained control. Her hands held the steering wheel in a vise-like grip, sweating beneath the leather gloves she wore. She reduced speed to decide whether she should turn onto a tiny track, barely wide enough for a car or travel up a steep, graveled hill when her Toyota skidded. 

			Belle shrieked but couldn’t get the car to stop or remain on the road. It traveled in a wide circle, crashed through a barbed wire fence on the right, and came to rest half in a ditch, just short of a large tree. Heart pounding, nerves rattled, Belle unfastened her seat belt and took a deep breath as she reached for her phone. When she turned it on to call for a wrecker, no service was available.

			“Damn!” She slapped the dash with one hand in frustration. 

			Should she get out of the car or not, she wondered. Ice still fell, tinkling like glass as it coated her windshield and the car windows. Footing was probably precarious, and if she fell, there was no one to pick her up or offer a hand. The warmth of the car had already begun to fade. Belle buttoned her coat and put on the knit hat she’d tossed into the passenger seat back on her head. She tried the phone again without luck. 

			Great. I’m stuck in the car on some back road in an ice storm. I might freeze to death before anyone finds me.

			No traffic traveled the road in the frigid weather. At first, Belle did her best to remain positive and calm. She drank the rest of the still warm coffee in her Thermos but wished she had stocked the car with the items recommended for winter travel, a blanket, a first aid kit, snacks, and extra ice scrapers. She had one scraper but doubted it would be easy to clean the windows now. Besides, with the car not running, the ice froze on contact with the glass and coated it.

			Belle started the motor every half hour and let it run for five minutes. She didn’t dare go longer, concerned she might run out of gas. After two hours, she was shivering and hungry. Fatigue set in, but she refused to sleep, remembering something she had heard, true or not, that people freezing to death often go to sleep but never awaken.

			Just past the three-hour mark, the ice continued to fall as it grew darker. Although it was not quite evening, the heavy cloud cover brought dusk early. Belle blamed herself for not checking the weather report, her birth family for inviting her to meet them, and God for not delivering her from this mess. In a moment of panic, she thought she would scream, and if she did, Belle doubted she would be able to stop. Shivering, she fought off fatigue, and a harsh thump interrupted her pity party thoughts, and when it repeated, she sat straight up in the seat. Then she realized someone outside was pounding on the driver’s side window. Belle turned the key and lowered the window. A man stood there, dressed for the weather in layers, a Carhartt coat, gloves, a heavy scarf around his neck and a black ski mask over his face. All she could tell was that he was tall and broad shouldered.

			“Come with me,” he said, his breath puffing through the mouth slot in the ski mask, a cloud in the frigid air. “You’ll freeze to death if you don’t.”

			Belle grabbed her purse, stuck her phone in her jeans pocket and managed to open the door, although her fingers fumbled. Maybe she should be wary, but right now, he offered the rescue she needed. As she stepped out, her foot slipped on the slick road, and she would have fallen if he hadn’t swooped her up into his arms. “Hang on,” he told her. 

			“I will, but I need my suitcase and laptop bag!”

			He retrieved both from the back seat and then carried her to an older model Ford truck and deposited her on the passenger side. He returned for the bags, then climbed in beside her and pulled away, slow but steady. “I’m Nicholas Reilly. I live down this lane, so I’ll take you to my house. The power’s out, but I have a fireplace and plenty of wood, so you won’t be cold. Soon as the storm lets up, I’ll pull your car out of the ditch.”

			“I’m Maribel Barbier,” she told him. “My last name sounds like “Barbie,” but it’s French and has an extra ‘r’ on the end. I prefer to be called Belle. Thank you – I’m glad you came by. I thought I was in some serious trouble.”

			“You’re lucky you didn’t end up in the creek, and you may not be out of the woods yet. The way you’re shivering, I’m concerned you may have hypothermia, but I think once you warm up, you’ll be okay.”

			She wondered how he could see to drive but realized his windshield, unlike hers, was clear. The truck’s heater made the cab cozy, and she closed her eyes, savoring the warmth.

			“Don’t go to sleep – we’re almost there.”

			The truck traveled down a long lane so narrow that tree branches hung over it, and some scratched against the vehicle as it passed. Belle forced herself to be alert and peered out as they approached a house. It loomed tall in the evening shadows, two stories high with a wide front porch and a fieldstone chimney on one end. Smoke trailed from it, and as she opened the door to step out, she caught the tangy scent of woodsmoke on the breeze.

			When she tried to stand, her legs wobbled, and before she could move, Nicholas Reilly caught her and carried her into the house. Belle cuddled against his broad chest, although she tried to see her surroundings. 

			They entered a room with a staircase at the rear and little furniture. An open archway led into a larger room where a fire burned in the hearth. Two recliners flanked a long sofa before the fire. He placed her in one of the chairs and scooted it closer to the fireplace. Then he fetched some blankets and quilts, covering her with some of them.

			“Are you wet or just cold?”

			“C-c-cold,” Belle replied. “I didn’t get out of the car.”

			“Smart thinking. Do you want soup or some hot apple cider?”

			“I’d love a cup of lemon tea.”

			“No can do, precious,” he told her with a light laugh. “No caffeine yet. If you want soup, there’s tomato, chicken and rice, or beef broth.”

			“Chicken and rice. If I had tomato, I’d have to have a grilled cheese sandwich with it.”

			“That may happen later.”

			He lit a coal lamp that stood on the mantle, then two candles. “Power’s out from the storm, but the stove is propane,” he told her. “So, I can heat soup and cook. If it wasn’t, I could still cook over the fire if necessary. Get comfortable – when you’re warm enough, shed the coat. I’ll be back.”

			Belle sat back in the recliner. He’d shucked some of his outerwear, but he still wore the ski mask, and she wondered why. Although she knew they were warm, it made her think of armed robbers, but Nicholas didn’t seem the type. By the time he returned with a lap tray bearing a mug of soup with a few crackers, she wasn’t as cold.

			As he placed the tray across her lap, she looked up and saw his face, revealed since he no longer wore the ski mask. She stifled a gasp as she schooled her expression to remain bland. “Thank you,” she said. 

			“You’re welcome.”

			He sat down in the other chair with his own bowl, and as she ate, Belle sneaked glances in his direction, noting the burn scars that disfigured his face. His left eye pulled a little lower than his right, reminding her of the way a hound dog’s eyes drooped. Ridges of scar tissue crisscrossed his face, some stark white, others still red. His face lacked the usual shape, and, in some places, it almost appeared that his flesh had melted. His chin seemed abrupt, and his lips on one side were more than a little twisted. His dark hair was cropped short, military style, and she noticed that part of the right ear was gone. The scarring continued down his neck and along his arms, although his hands, though scarred as well, were dexterous as he used the spoon to eat soup.

			The poor man, she thought, he must have suffered so much. He must have been a handsome man and still was once you looked beyond the scars. Guessing at his age, she figured he probably served in Afghanistan. He had to be in his mid to late thirties, maybe early forties, not too distant from her own age of thirty. His scarring wasn’t new – he must have been burned a decade ago, maybe more.

			As if he read her thoughts, Nicholas said, “In case you’re wondering, I’m a Marine who served in Afghanistan. Freedom isn’t free. And now that the US pulled the troops out and the Taliban took the country back immediately, it leaves me wondering if my sacrifice even mattered, mine or any of the men and women who paid with their lives.”

			“That doesn’t make what you gave any less,” she said without thinking. “You paid the cost, no matter what happened afterward.”

			He nodded. “Whatever, but hey, at least I came home, and it wasn’t in a body bag. No one had to play Taps over me. It’s all good, so save your pity.”

			His tone, which earlier had been kind, became harsh, tinged with bitterness.

			“I don’t have any,” Belle said. Her heart ached for him. “I’m just glad you brought me here, Nicholas.”

			“Would you have come if you’d known I was dragging you to the Beast’s Lair?” he asked, voice harsh.

			“Beast’s Lair? What are you talking about?”

			He waved one arm. “That’s what I named this place. It fits, don’t you think? My little niece, Teagan, loves that Beauty and The Beast story. She decided when she was about three that I must be the beast. She calls me Uncle Beast even now. I don’t have the heart to tell her that there’s no rose dropping its petals or magic spell that will restore me even if I find a woman who loves me, which won’t happen. She’s five now, almost six and still believes in fairy tales. I don’t – do you?”

			“Sometimes,” she replied, although her mouth went dry. His sarcasm tainted each word as he spoke. What anguish he still must hold, she realized, and his scars must run more than skin deep.

			Nicholas lifted his soup bowl to his lips and drank the remainder, slurping as he did. She thought he displayed poor manners on purpose to highlight the fact he was a “beast.” 

			“I’m not surprised,” he said, when he’d finished. “After all, your name is Belle, right? Oh, my niece would be delighted if she knew you were here. She would expect you to be wearing the same dress as in that Disney movie and want you to sing with the furniture or teacups.”

			Hot words bubbled up, but Belle decided to take the high road and not say them. After all, no matter how messed up this guy might be, he’d brought her out of the ice storm, let her get warm and offered soup. “This is good,” she told him as she spooned up the last few bites. “Did you make it?”

			She knew he hadn’t, but her effort to turn the conversation around worked.

			“Hell, no,” he said with a faint grin. “It’s store brand, chicken and wild rice. You’re just cold and hungry. Are you getting warm?”

			“I am, thanks,” she told him. She set the lap tray on the floor and folded back the covers he’d brought. Belle unbuttoned her coat and removed it along with her gloves. She walked over to the fireplace and held out her hands. “The fire is nice, especially tonight.”

			Nicholas nodded as he gathered up the tray and his bowl. “Do you want something else to eat?”

			“I’m good for now.”

			“I can make that tea you wanted earlier,” he told her. “And there’s cookies, oatmeal raisin. They’re not from the store – my sister, Suzanne, made them.”

			“I would love both, please,” Belle answered. “Thanks.”

			“De nada.”

			Despite the circumstances that put her there, it proved to be a pleasant evening. Belle sat in the chair with her feet tucked beneath her in a favorite position. She sipped the sweet lemon tea and nibbled at the cookies, basking in the warmth from the fireplace. Nicholas, whose mood had mellowed a little, sat in the other chair nearby. It would have been near perfect until she remembered that her grandmother had expected her.

			“Do you have a landline phone?” she asked.

			Nicholas shot her an inquiring look. “It’s in the kitchen. Why?”

			“I was on the way to my grandmother’s. She might be wondering what happened to me.”

			“Your grandmother? Are you from the area?”

			She would rather not tell the story but shook her head. “No, I’m from Kansas City, well really from just north of there, St. Joe, and I’ve never met her. I was adopted when I was four months old. I found out who my birth parents were last year, so my grandmother invited me to come for Thanksgiving. It will be the first time I meet her or any of my father’s family.”

			Nicholas stared at her. “Wow. That’s complicated. Will your parents be there?”

			Belle shook her head. “I don’t know. My birth mother is deceased – my birth father is Ethel’s son, but he lives in Oklahoma.”

			“That sucks,” he sounded like he meant it. “C’mon, the kitchen is through here.”

			He carried the coal oil lamp through the dining room and put it on the kitchen table. The phone hung on the wall beside the back door, a classic 1960s Bell black phone with a cord stretched to twice the original length. It was a rotary dial, and after Belle got the number from her purse, she dialed it, amused at the uncommon act.

			“Hel-lo.”

			“Ethel?” She called her grandmother by her first name at the woman’s request. It would have seemed hypocritical to call her grandma or grandmother and, worse, to call her Mrs. Simpkins.

			“Yes, who is this?”

			“It’s Maribel. I’ve been delayed by the weather, but I wanted you to know I will make it on Thursday.”

			She saw no need to tell the elderly woman that her car had slid off the road or that she’d taken refuge with Nicholas Reilly. That would complicate things, and Belle wasn’t one who liked complications.

			Ethel sighed with relief, audible over the phone. “That’s good. I was a little worried when you hadn’t arrived, but it is just Tuesday, so I thought you might have waited until the weather improved. My electric is out right now, so I won’t be doing any cooking just yet, but hopefully, it will be back on by Thanksgiving Day.”

			“I hope so, too.” As always, she was at a loss for what to say to this woman she’d never met, her unknown father’s mother. “I’ll see you Thursday, with any luck at all.”

			“I will look forward to it. Feel free to bring Nick if you want.”

			Wondering if the woman possessed psychic powers, she asked, “Nick?”

			“Nick Reilly, of course. I have the Caller ID.”

			“Oh. Okay. I’ll see.”

			Belle hung up the phone and turned around to find Nicholas behind her.

			“Everything okay?”

			She nodded. “Her power is out too, but yes. She invited you to come to Thanksgiving.”

			His eyes widened, his jaw went slack, and his mouth opened wide. “She what?”

			Belle fought the urge to laugh. “She has Caller ID, so she knew where I was calling from, and she said to bring you to dinner.”

			Nicholas recovered his usual bland expression. “I don’t do holidays, not anymore. I’ll probably get a take and bake pizza or nuke a turkey TV dinner.”

			She shrugged. “It’s your call. I just hope she’s a decent cook. Doesn’t your family miss you at the table?”

			He turned around and pretended to check the fridge. “My family, except for Suzanne, lives in Texas, most in the little town of Rusk. My parents are there, and my brothers aren’t far away, one over at Shreveport, the other in Palestine, Texas. My grandpa Reilly is still alive, living in Rusk, too. I’m not even going to list the aunts, uncles, and cousins except for Timothy. We’re almost the same age, less than a year apart. In a lot of ways, he’s more my brother than the ones I was born with. We stay in touch. I’m close to some of the other cousins, too. The family might miss me, but it’s the old me, the one without scars and an attitude. I went there for a month after I was out of the service, but I couldn’t handle the pity or the way my dad ignored me.”

			“Oh.” His tendency to dump bombshells about his life with a few sentences disturbed her, along with his notion he was unwanted. Belle ached to reassure him that he still had worth, that he wasn’t repulsive, but she didn’t know how.

			When he turned back to face her, she stepped forward until they stood just paces apart. In the flickering light that cast tall shadows on the wall, his features were softened, although she could still see the scars. Belle touched his cheek, her hand caressing some of the ridged scars. Nicholas’ hand shot out and covered hers.

			“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t mock me.”

			“I’m not.” She stood on her toes to be taller and leaned forward to kiss him. She meant it to be just a brush of her lips against his, but once her mouth touched his, a wild heat seized her. She let her lips linger on his, searching and seeking. Her hands rested against his chest, and for the first moments, he remained still. Then Nicholas put his arms around her and took command of the kiss. He brought his lips against hers hard and hot, taking her mouth with hunger. Her body came to attention, a sweet heat swirling through her blood. Her nipples perked, and her pussy heated. She tasted desire, and she thought he did too, until he ended it.

			“Let’s go get some sleep,” he said. “Unless you want something more to eat.”

			“No, I’m tired.”

			They didn’t undress. Belle settled into one of the recliners, and he sprawled on the couch. They both piled on the covers, and before he lay down, Nicholas poked up the fire and added more wood.

			Marooned with a stranger in an unfamiliar house in a weather emergency, Belle should have been wary and on edge. Instead, she drifted to sleep as comfortable as if she slept in her own bed. The last thing she remembered was his husky whisper, “Good night.”

			She didn’t think she answered, but she slept long and hard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Nicholas was hot, burning with heat. The desert sands radiated back the harsh sunlight, but there was more. He could smell the burning fuel, the melting rubber, and he roused. Despite incredible pain, he found his feet and stared at the Humvee, now overturned and in flames. He tried to call out the names of the others, but he couldn’t. For a few minutes, he couldn’t remember, and then he did, riding with three other Marines on patrol in Helmand Province, a routine task until they must have hit a roadside bomb. There were moments of chaos as the vehicle exploded, then rolled, ending up in flames. Had he crawled away or been thrown? He couldn’t remember, and that bothered him, but the pain grew stronger, his face, his neck, his chest. Over it all, he could hear the roar of the fire, and he screamed. 

			He woke on his feet in his living room, throat dry from yelling. Nicholas caught his breath – he was panting as if he’d run a race - and oriented himself. He was home. He was stateside. The power was out due to an ice storm, which explained the lamp and the dimness. Okay, he could deal with that.

			“Nicholas?” the quiet voice cut into his thoughts with the force of a bull whip. Christ Jesus, he’d forgotten that he had rescued a woman and brought her home. “Are you all right?”

			She placed one tentative hand on his left shoulder, and he flinched. If it had been anyone else, he would have thrown her away from him with force. He surprised himself when instead, he reached over and put his hand over hers.

			“Yeah, just a dream.”

			“A nightmare.”

			“Yeah.”

			“PTSD.”

			He realized she wasn’t asking questions – she had pegged what he’d experienced.

			“What do you do for a living?” he asked, curious. It wasn’t every woman who could recognize PTSD. “Are you a nurse?”

			She shook her head. “No, I’m a writer. I was a reporter, but newspapers have been going belly up so fast that I became a broadcast journalist for radio. I do a lot of freelance writing, too, and my grandfather spent time at the Harry Truman VA medical center in Columbia. I learned a lot while he was there. Are you okay?” 

			His heart continued to pound like a galloping stallion, and he had the shakes, a common after-effect of his nightmares. “I will be.”

			Her deep blue eyes met his, and he realized she was an attractive woman. Her hair, tossed up on her head in a messy bun secured with a clip, was auburn, and her oval face featured dainty features except for her full, lush lips. She was speaking, and he had to focus on the words, lost in her looks.

			“If you want me to make some coffee, I can,” Belle offered. “If you have meds, I can go get them for you. I can cook breakfast, depending on what you’ve got. Or, I can leave you alone until you want company, whatever you need or want.”

			Fuck me then, he thought, turn me inside out and every which way but loose. That might help as much as anything. If he said that, though, she’d probably run as fast as she could or call for help. Aloud, he answered, “I don’t do meds – I was prescribed Paxil, but it made me sick, so I tossed them. Some coffee would be good if you think you can wrangle the stove, but you’ll have to use bottled water. I have a well but the pump’s electric. I won’t go back to sleep again.”

			“It’s morning anyway,” she told him. 

			Nicholas thought about trailing her to the kitchen but didn’t. She could find the coffee and the stovetop pot without much difficulty. There were a few gallons of water to make coffee. If she wanted to cook, he had bacon, eggs, and bread for toast if she made it old-school style in the oven. Although the electricity was out, if she opened the refrigerator quick and didn’t dally, it should be fine.

			He poked up the fire, added another log, and settled back in the recliner as the room warmed up. Although he never fell back asleep after a nightmare episode, Nicholas almost dozed off until Belle handed him a cup.

			“I put in sugar but no cream,” she said. “I didn’t see any.”

			“I don’t use it – thanks.”

			Nicholas tasted it and nodded. She’d brewed it strong, which was how he preferred it, and added the right amount of sugar. The coffee helped evaporate most of the lingering angst. They’d eaten light the night before, and when his stomach growled, he realized how hungry he was. He rose, prepared to find her in the kitchen, when he caught sight of his face reflected in the mirror above the mantel. He’d forgotten it was there and had been accustomed to avoiding it. Most of the mirrors in the house he’d taken down or broken in a fit of resentment. His scarred face, red in places, marred with ridges of twisted skin, his mishappen lips, and the rest of his disfigurement shocked him. For too brief of a span, Nicholas had felt normal. He’d forgotten what a freak show he’d become. Reality surged through him, dark and difficult. His emotions rose, a strange shame mixed with anger and regret. 

			What could she have thought? Does she think me a Beast like little Teagan does or a monster like Frankenstein? 

			His hunger vanished, and in rage, in fear, he lifted his fist and hit the mirror with it. The glass shattered with a tinkling sound as he roared a wordless cry of protest. The noise brought Belle dashing from the kitchen.

			“What was that? Did something break?” she cried, then halted when she saw the shattered glass. She stared from the broken shards to him. His fist was crisscrossed with small cuts and had begun to bleed. “You broke it? Why?”

			“I didn’t like what I saw,” he said and knew as he said the words how lame they were.

			Belle sighed. “I thought a tree branch fell and broke a window or something. It frightened me.”

			Sick at heart, his stomach twisted with nausea, he said, “And I don’t?”

			In the gray early morning light that filtered through the windows, Nicholas watched her eyes narrow, then go wide with shock. “No,” she told him. “You don’t. You’re hurt, though. Come with me, and let me take care of your hand. You’re bleeding, and there’s probably glass in the cuts.”

			Nicholas gazed down at his left fist and the blood oozing from a dozen small abrasions. Each one stung, and his hand hurt. “It’s all right – never mind.”

			She touched his arm with gentle fingers. “It’s not, Nicholas. For the love of God, come to the kitchen, and I’ll take care of it. I was on my way to ask if you wanted something to eat.”

			He shook his head back and forth, then he let her steer him through the dining room into the kitchen. She had the oven on with the door ajar so that the room was cozy. She had also lit the old candle stuck in a wine bottle for more light, although the windows without curtains let the daylight provide natural illumination. He took a seat at the small table while she dug through drawers and cupboards.

			“Do you have tweezers?” she asked. “Alcohol or peroxide or antibacterial cream and some adhesive bandages?”

			“Maybe in the bathroom.” He inclined his head toward the one across from the walk-in pantry. 

			Belle found most of what she needed and retrieved her purse for the remainder. She heated some water on the stove in a saucepan, then washed away the blood, which had slowed. Then she picked a few bits of glass from his flesh and dabbed it with rubbing alcohol which burned. He grimaced and groaned. She smeared some of the cream over it, then slapped a couple of adhesive bandages on the largest cuts.

			“There. Does it hurt much?”

			“Naw, not really. I’ve had worse.” Nicholas didn’t know what prompted him to say that, but the words were out, and he couldn’t pull them back.

			“I imagine you have.” Her tone was mild as she put away the first aid supplies. “Would you like another cup of coffee or maybe something to eat?”

			His gut loomed empty. “Maybe. I think there’s bacon and eggs in the fridge – just be quick hauling it out. If the power doesn’t come back, I’ll have to put it all outside or something so it doesn’t go bad.”

			Belle topped up his cup, which was his favorite mug with a Marine Corps devil dog image on the side, one of his few possessions from his former life. Most of the time, he tried not to think about his years as a Jarhead. Until he’d been injured, he had loved the Corps, but nearly dying and 18 months of recovery had tempered that affection. Now he wished he’d stayed in college, had a different career, and still had an unblemished face. Nicolas remembered though the old nursery rhyme that if wishes were horses, beggars would ride and knew he was fucked. There wasn’t going to be a do-over or a second chance. I’m a fucking idiot for having her here, crazy. She’s not going to want to stick around, and I already like her, probably too damn much. I need to get her car back on the road and wave good-bye as she drives off to meet her grandmother. I can’t run with this thing. If I were still a good-looking Marine, I’d want Belle, but now that I’m a scarred, bitter son of a bitch, it’s better to quit before I get in too deep to get out.

			Lost in thought, he’d failed to hear a question she asked. “What?”

			“I said, how do you like your eggs? I’m going to fry them in the bacon grease unless you want something different.”

			“That’s fine – I like mine over easy,” he said, dismissing everything he’d just decided. He’d see about getting her on her way after he ate. 

			Nicholas sighed when she delivered a plate with three strips of crisp bacon, three perfect over easy eggs and two slices of toast she’d made in the oven smeared with butter. He inhaled with pleasure. He hadn’t eaten like this in a long time and never at this table. The warm, tasty food made him sleepy, but he vowed he would stay awake. Belle chattered as they ate while she cleared the table and heated bottled water to wash the dishes. At the sink, he watched as she reacted to the scene outside.

			“Wow!” she cried, gazing through the window. “Nicholas, it’s beautiful outside, like a winter wonderland. Everything is coated in ice until it looks enchanted.”

			He’d seen it before, but he rose to peer around her. The sun shone today in a sky as brilliant blue as a robin’s egg in a spring nest. As she’d noticed, every tree, limb, fence, and surface were coated with ice. It sparkled like diamonds in the sunshine, and although it was still cold, it would start to melt. The power lines drooped, weighted with the ice. The ice would melt, but it might take time for the repair crews to restore electricity. 

			“It’s pretty,” he said. “But it may take days before the power is back. Once it melts, though, maybe we can get your car back on the road and get you on your way.”

			As he said the words, Nicholas knew it was the right plan of action but something within balked. He liked her company and would hate to see her go, leaving him to his solitary existence.

			“Oh,” she said, but her tone wasn’t as happy as he expected.

			“It will be a while yet, I’m sure,” he said. “I’m not getting out until I can be sure the roads have melted. It was treacherous last night, and I’m not taking any chances.”

			Her scent, a blend of sweet perfume, citrus shampoo, and pure woman, wafted into his nose as he stood behind Belle. It roused his desire, and his dick responded, growing hard and longer within his sweatpants. Nicholas ached to touch her and did, first caressing the soft skin at the nape of her neck above her ponytail with gentle fingers, then kissed her there. Her skin was cool against his coffee warmed mouth, and he shivered at the contrast. Goose bumps formed on her skin, so he thought she liked it. She turned around and gave him her mouth, her arms stretching to lock around his neck.

			Her mouth took his with eagerness, her tongue straying from her mouth into his, which made his cock harder. Her lips caressed his and nibbled. Belle moved her mouth from his and went lower, kissing his throat with the same hungry nibbling. Her teeth gnawed at this neck, skirting the worst of the scars as he shuddered. No woman had shown such desire for him since he returned from the sandbox. Her fingers fumbled until they undid the buttons on his flannel shirt, then she kissed him at the top of his chest, shoving down the thermal undershirt he still wore.

			“Belle,” he said, groaning with want. “Maribel.”

			She glanced up. “Yes?”

			“What are you doing?”

			“Finishing that kiss from yesterday.”

			Nicholas almost told her to stop, but he wanted her too much. 

			“It takes two to get that accomplished,” he said. He planted his hands on her lovely round butt and pulled her closer so she could feel how hard he’d become. As she kissed his neck and chest, he took her mouth and kissed it hard, his lips lingering on hers with heat. She tasted like breakfast, and he liked that. 

			As he Frenched her, she undid his shirt all the way and used her tongue to lave his nipples. Each came to attention, hard and so proud they ached. He thought he might shoot his wad before they progressed any further, especially after she kissed the scars on his chest, each one rough and ragged, with slow, sweet kisses that demonstrated she didn’t find them repulsive.

			He couldn’t wait much longer, or he’d come, so he unzipped her jeans and lowered them. Then he lifted her long enough to heist her ass onto the kitchen table, rattling his coffee mug in the process and held her in place as he nailed her. He shoved his hard dick into her wet, waiting pussy and moaned with pleasure as it slid deep. She moved in a way that caressed his cock, and as the sensations rolled through him, the anticipation and need spiraled out of control. At the same time, he locked his lips on hers and kissed deep until it burned.

			In those moments, there was nothing but his need, his want overpowering all else. Nicholas didn’t think about the ice storm or his damaged body or that he’d wanted to run her off before his emotions engaged. For now, his cock ruled him, and the emotions took a back seat to the driving force that brought them together, locked in passion.

			“Come,” he said. “Come, Belle, let me take you all the way.”

			She made small sounds that encouraged him more. Her cries brought him closer to orgasm as he pumped back and forth in her body, supporting her against the hard wood of the tabletop. 

			Everything exploded at once in a wild rush of fever, light, and extreme pleasure so deep his body trembled and shook as if an earthquake had struck. He cried out. His voice was hoarse and harsh as she screamed, her hands gripped tight against him. She clung to his sleeves as they rode the powerful sensations, spiraling them both higher and wilder. He came, pouring his seed into her, her shrieks ringing in his ears, his own wordless outburst mingled with hers.

			Afterward, his legs shook, and he thought he might drop her, so Nicholas staggered into a chair and pulled her onto his lap. He cuddled her close, his heart full, but he wasn’t sure what words, if any, should be said. He hadn’t experienced such a glorious release since he’d been injured, and if he were honest, never one of such magnitude. He hadn’t even thought about a condom, and he knew there were none in the house.

			Belle’s head lay against his chest, and he stroked her hair which had come loose from the ponytail. He kissed her, his mouth gentle. She murmured to him, tiny sounds that reminded him of a kitten.

			“Good follow through on the kiss,” she said when she could speak.

			He realized he’d ravished her and tasted regret, certain she would loathe him and want to leave, despite the ice. But she’d liked it, and that filled him with wonder, so he spoke with honesty.

			“I thought so myself. That was incredible.”

			“Awesome.”

			“I didn’t have a condom,” he whispered, worried he’d break the mood, but she made a soft noise of mirth.

			“I get birth control shots,” she told him. “So it’s good, Nicholas, all good.”

			He would take her to his bedroom for another round if it weren’t so frigid upstairs. He would enjoy the luxury of sprawling out in comfort. Still, there was the sofa in the living room, so he gathered her up to carry her there when he paused.

			“Somebody’s coming,” he said.

			Belle paused. She didn’t see or hear anything to indicate anyone approached. Belle unwound from his arms and stood, pulling her garments back in place as Nicholas did the same. He buttoned his shirt and ran a hand through his hair.

			“How do you know?”

			He shot her a look. “I pay attention. Can’t you hear the car?”

			She didn’t, but a few minutes later, someone pounded on the front door with a powerful and urgent fist. At the same time, the wall phone began to ring.

			“Shit,” he said. 

			“I’ll get the door if you’ll answer the phone,” he said. “It might be your grandmother – I don’t get a lot of calls.”

			Her face remained flushed, but she nodded.

			Ignoring the ringing phone, Nicholas dashed through the house.

			“I’m coming, I’m coming.”

			He jerked open the front door to find the local sheriff on his porch. He’d met Sheriff Will Kingston several times, including during his few visits to the local VFW post. Nicholas didn’t know him well, but from what he’d observed, the man was ramrod straight, an old jarhead, and tough. In his dark brown Stetson, he reminded Nicholas of a frontier lawman. His brown uniform was crisply pressed beneath his sheepskin coat, so he looked professional.

			“Good morning, Nicholas,” Kingston said.

			“What can I do
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