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Emily tightened her bootlaces, ignoring the numbness settling into her fingers. It didn’t seem to matter which direction she walked; she was hopelessly lost. Looking behind her, her footprints were already gone, quickly covered over by a layer of fresh snow. The clothing she’d worn hadn’t done a thing to keep her warm and she wouldn’t be surprised if she froze to death. She bit her lip and braved the storm, hoping eventually she’d find some decent shelter. 

As she clambered through the snow, her negative internal dialogue kicked in and reminded her how stupid she had been to think roughing it in a cabin for two weeks in winter would be the perfect way to finish her novel. Her publisher had talked her into taking a vacation for a change of scenery and to clear her mind. With her deadline approaching, she needed complete concentration to deliver the next novel in the series. Reluctantly, Emily gave in and packed her bags. 

Northern Maine was nothing like New York City, but she couldn’t deny how beautiful it was. The brochure had said her cabin would have all the touches of home, and it didn’t lie. The furniture was nice and it came fully equipped with dishes, silverware, and a fully functional bathroom. Her cabin was situated between the legendary Northwoods and the beautiful Moosehead Lake region. The idea of seeing mountains and lakes sounded wonderful, but she wasn’t enthused about the prospect of meeting moose, bears, or any other wilderness 

animals if she could help it. Emily made up her mind to go and spend all day inside. She wished she had done just that. 

The first day had gone well enough and she’d added an extra eight thousand words to the manuscript. By the second day, she not only missed the ping of her computer when a new e-mail message came through, but she missed the daily grind. Her life was comprised of routine. All of a sudden, she was holed up in a much too quiet place and far away from the good old New York traffic, sounds of cars honking, construction workers drilling, and walk signals. She realized that no matter what, she was a creature of habit and desperately wished she were back home. 

Her stomach gurgled for the umpteenth time and she wished for a French vanilla cappuccino, or anything to warm her insides. 

Now, thanks to her inexperience and nonexistent sense of direction, she was lost in the middle of a snowstorm, cold and hungry. 

A distinct smell traveled along with a powerful gust of wind that nearly toppled her over. It was the scent of wood, herbs, and if she wasn’t mistaken, lamb. She followed the sumptuous aroma until she came to a cabin, the first one she’d seen, complete with rows of logs all cut the same length. If this was a mirage, it was a damn fine one. 

Her legs were ready to give out, but she made her way to the door, the powdery snow crunching loudly beneath her highly impractical boots. Forcing her hand into a fist, she pounded against the battered wood and hoped someone was home. The way the wind whistled and howled through the trees, she didn’t think her knock was loud enough, so she tried again. Emily put her ear against the door and listened. Were those footsteps approaching? The doorknob turned and she took a step back. Her dry lips painfully stretched into a 

semi-smile, but when the door opened, everything went black. 

* * * * 

The instant she opened her eyes, a tremendous jolt of pain shot through the back of her head, causing her to cry out. It took several moments of blinking to focus on her surroundings. Wood paneled walls were her first indication she wasn’t home, safe and sound in her large four-poster bed, and a quick glance out the window reminded her of the snowstorm. She wiggled her feet, legs, and arms to make sure they were still working. Everything seemed fine, aside from the excruciating pain in her head. Carefully, she drew up her arms and bent her elbows, trying to pry herself up. 

“You’ll want to take it easy for the first little while. You hit your head pretty hard.” 

The sudden interruption of a voice cutting into her dazed thoughts startled her. Another sharp pain followed, starting at the base of her neck, and worked its way up quickly. She lay back down and closed her eyes tight until the ache subsided. Opening her eyes, she looked around again, the room spinning for a brief moment until she focused on a handsome figure sitting in a rocking chair. 

“You are starting to worry me. I just may have to venture out and get a doctor for you.” 

“Where am I?” 

“My cabin. You passed out when I opened the door. Hence, the bump on the back of your head. I regret I had both hands full and didn’t catch you like a gentleman should. Name’s Heath. I don’t suppose you remember yours?” 

Her eyes scanned the handsome stranger, gently rocking in a big wooden chair. His cobalt blue eyes had a vibrant sparkle to them, with tiny crinkles at the sides. A slight shade of stubble outlined his mouth and he had a cleft in his 

otherwise chiseled chin. Dark brown hair hung to just above his shoulders in a somewhat rumpled way, though very flattering to his triangular-shaped face. If there was any way for pain to disappear at the sight of someone, he was the best medicine she could ask for. 

“You okay?” 

His voice was soft, laced with concern. She welcomed the sight of him. 

“I…I think so. My name is Emily Bronson.” 

“Well, Emily, what brings you all the way to my cabin in the middle of a treacherous storm? I’m built sturdy enough, but even I wouldn’t venture outside if I didn’t have to.” 

“I got lost and couldn’t find my way back. I’d been walking for hours. I had wanted to ask if you would let me come in for a short while, just to warm up. I don’t mean to be an inconvenience in any way.” 

“You’re far from an inconvenience. It can get mighty lonely up here, especially during winter.” 

“This is my first time here, and I have a feeling it will be my last.” 

Heath let out a hearty laugh and it was music to her ears. She tried to sit up again, thinking it poor manners to be lying down when the host was seated in a chair, but her head simply wouldn’t allow it. 

“I think you should rest just as you are. There’s plenty of time to thank me with a dance.” 

“A dance?” 

“I don’t mean to embarrass you, but while you were unconscious, you talked out loud about how much you wanted to dance. It seems only fitting that you would dance with me.” 

For the first time in hours, she felt heat rise from her toes to her face. She must have been talking about the character in 

her book, a young woman trying to be independent back in the early ’s, wanting to dance and express herself. 

“I hope I didn’t say anything else that might come back to haunt me later,” she added with a half smile. 

“Not at all. I’m going to let you rest for a spell and then when you wake up again, I’ll spoon you up some of my famous rosemary and lamb stew. It’s a guaranteed tummy warmer.” 

Emily meant to offer her thanks again but felt the room spin until she had no choice but to close her eyes. * * * * 

This time when she woke, she remembered where she was. The aroma of the stew made her stomach growl noisily and her mouth salivate. Heath was by her side holding a large bowl and spoon. His face was a nice thing to wake up to. 

“Now I’m happy to feed you if you think you need it, or you can eat by yourself. Makes no never mind to me.” 

She slowly sat up, resting her back against the headboard. 

“Smells delicious.” 

“Thanks. It’s my grandmother’s recipe. I could eat this stuff for months.” 

Emily tried to put her hands around the bowl but she didn’t have any strength in her arms. 

“Looks like I’m going to have to take you up on that offer.” 

“No problem.” He dipped the spoon into the stew and brought it to his mouth to blow on it. Emily watched the way his lips made a perfect O shape as he moved the spoon back and forth, letting it cool. Satisfied with the temperature, he offered it to her, opening his mouth at the same time she did. The first bite went down smooth, and her stomach responded with an obnoxious groan. 

“Sounds like your stomach has good taste.” 

Emily laughed. 

“It’s amazing! You’re a very good cook.” 

“It’s nothing really. So what possessed you to come out here to northern Maine all alone?” 

“It was my publisher’s idea. I’m not much of a vacation person but she insisted I get away for two weeks. I’m a writer and have a novel due by the end of the month. I’ve been so stressed out at my other job as an administrative assistant that by the time I get home, I can’t get back into the headspace of my characters. I pretty much work twenty-four/seven. The very peace and quiet I was supposed to fall in love with here was literally driving me crazy. Is it still called cabin fever after only one day?” 

Heath smiled and offered her another spoonful of the delicious lamb stew. 

“Anyhow, I couldn’t concentrate anymore and needed some air. For some reason, I couldn’t get the windows open, the latch was firmly in place, and it was much too stuffy, so I went outside. It had just started snowing then, the snowflakes were light and when it landed on my jacket, it had tiny, intricate designs! I glanced around and noticed something a little way up the hill. I went to have a look and found out it was a poor little rabbit in a pool of blood. A rustling sound caught my attention and out trotted a large gray wolf. It stared at me and growled. I didn’t know what to do because it stood between the cabin and me. I was petrified. It looked like it was going to come after me, so I ran. Once I reached the woods, I was lost. Snow had covered any signs of my tracks and the way I thought was home only managed to get me more lost.” 

“Sounds like quite an ordeal. I’m so sorry you had to experience that. Generally, you don’t have to worry about 

wolves around here, but I’d say it was more upset you stood between it and its food.” 

“I didn’t think about it that way at the time. I’m used to dodging New York City cabs, not animals. I guess you could say I’m not much of a wilderness girl, though a part of me longs to live the lifestyle.” 

“It’s a peaceful existence, but you have to find a balance.” 

Emily chuckled softly. “Balance? I’m not a good person to talk about that with. I don’t expect I’ll ever find balance in my life. It’s far too crazy.” 

“Tell me what your day is like.” 

She took another bite of the delicious stew and chewed it carefully. 

“If I’m not working in a big high rise office, I’m working at the office in my home. I pretty much sit in front of computers and type all day, doing things for everyone else, and taking orders from people I don’t like. The writing part doesn’t bother me, that’s my passion. But when you have editors, publishers, and agents hounding you to get something done and out on time, and your head isn’t in it, well…it can become overwhelming.” 

“You’re telling me. I’m exhausted just listening to you talk about it. I take it you don’t have many days off then.” 

“No, the muse likes me to stay busy at all times.” 

“Hmm. I can’t make too many comments considering I did the same thing once. I was one of those workaholics. Three jobs a day. Probably slept about three hours during the week and five on the weekend. I got so rundown one day that I tripped over my own feet on the job and broke my arm in two places. That sure woke me up. Since then, I work for six months for decent pay and spend the other six here. I’ve learned the fine art of balance in order to enjoy my life.” 

“That sounds heavenly. If I could, I’d write full-time. When you work for the six months, where do you live?” 

“Chicago. This will be my last year working and I’ll only be doing two months. Just enough to collect what I need. I’ve saved up enough money to live on for the next fifty years, and then some.” 

Heath scooped up the last of the stew and fed it to her. With a gentle stroke, he wiped her mouth with a napkin and tilted a glass of water so she could drink. 

The sound of shingles rattling on the roof startled her and some of the water spilled down her chin. 

“Oops, sorry. Sounds like the wind is picking up. It sure is stormy out there.” 

He wiped at her chin again and felt her forehead. “Believe it or not, this storm is quite tame. Hard to imagine if you’ve never been here before, but after awhile, you get used to them. Anything else I can get you?” 

“No, you’ve been a wonderful host. Thank you so much.” 

Emily yawned and crouched back down under the covers. Looking outside, she noticed it was pitch black. Where had the day gone? The wind squealed through the tiny cracks of the door and whipped at the windows. She watched Heath wash out the bowls and fill up a teapot with water. Her eyelids fluttered until she couldn’t keep them open any longer. Sleep was slowly spreading across her body, willing her to just let go. 

Not even two seconds later, a terrible sound startled her wide awake. She cried out as the window near the bed broke and sent glass shards flying. Heath rushed next to her in a split second, shielding her with his body. 

Hunkered over her, he smelled of cedar and peppermint. 

“It’s okay. One of the trees fell and looks like the top branch just clipped the window.” 

She shivered in his arms, though she wasn’t sure it was just from the bitter wind. In her mind’s eye, she reached up and brought him down on her, ripping off his clothes like a hungry animal. Emily knew she wasn’t that forward, but it was nice to dream. 

Heath took the blanket and shook off the little glass pieces, fussing over her like a great big teddy bear. “I wish I’d known I was going to have a beautiful woman staying in my place. I’d have thought to bring extra blankets. You’re not hurt, are you?” 

She shook her head. 

“Good. Now I’m just going to see what I can do about patching that window up. If I don’t, we’re both going to freeze.” 

Emily watched him move about the cabin in a chaotic frenzy, gathering all kinds of things together in his arms. She couldn’t explain it, but his presence stirred her insides. It had been ages since she’d had sex with a man, let alone went on a date. Her life was far too busy and private to include such exciting interludes. Now she found herself with a man who, by all rights, was a stranger, but didn’t feel like one. When he’d bent over her, a flood of emotions had been piqued, and she couldn’t help but notice the heat between her thighs. She liked to watch him move. He was strong looking, a bit husky, but in a masculine warrior kind of way. 

“Don’t you worry your pretty head. I’m going to fix this up as best I can. It should hold through the night.” 

Emily offered an encouraging smile, but her shivering only increased. She watched with interest as he taped a large piece of metal to the window, followed by a piece of sturdy cardboard and another piece of metal. It helped lessen the wind coming through. 

“I’m afraid it’s going to remain cold in here for a little while. You poor thing, you’re just shivering something awful. Here, scoot over a little. This is going to look bad, but I promise I’m not going to try anything.” 

He stripped off to his boxers and lay next to her. “Let me use my body heat to keep you warm.” 

They were in such close proximity, that Emily felt dizzy, but in a good way. His skin felt good, warm and inviting. She had no idea if he found her attractive, but she wanted to find out. It was time to stop letting her characters in her books have all the romance. Now was her time. 

“I sort of wish you would…” 

Her words hung in the chilled air for what felt like an eternity. 

“…try something, I mean. I’d sure like it.” 

“You mean it?” 

She nodded her head, her fingertips outlining his lips. Moistening her lips, she parted them and waited. 

Heath brought his lips to hers and they shared a kiss. Any pains she’d felt previously completely dissipated. She brought her arms up and around his neck, drawing him in as close as possible. His breath tasted of peppermint and brought a cool blast down her throat. Her heart pounded as their tongues slipped beside one another, their passionate kisses turning ravenous. Heath pulled away a moment and looked into her eyes. She didn’t know what to say, but hoped her actions said it all. 

“I don’t want to hurt you. Your head, I mean.” 

“I’m okay.” 

Her hands trailed down to his boxers and she tried to tug them down. 

“Let me help here.” He quickly sat on the bed and pulled them off, sliding back next to her. The contact of his naked 

flesh against hers made her body shiver from her toes on up. Yes, it had been too long. 

She lay on her back while he kissed her cheek and neck, pausing for a quick nibble on her earlobe. Her nipples stretched like tiny buds opening, delighted by the pleasurable tickles his lips produced. His hand roamed along her breasts, spending equal time with both until he brought his mouth down and kissed them. The feel of his tongue flickering around her nipples built up a fire between her thighs. 

With his attention on her breasts, she swept her hand along his stomach and found his erection. Slowly, she let her fingers brush against the smooth skin and traced his shaft. His moans vibrated against her chest and she started stroking him. Long, graceful strokes. He grew in her hand and nudged to move closer. At the same time, his hand traveled down her body and rested on her hairless mound. 

Emily’s body reacted as if he’d electrocuted her, her thighs trembling wildly. She spread her legs, and brought his cock closer to her waiting sex. Her heart pounded fiercely as he propped himself over her. 

“I think I’d like to explore some more,” he said and knelt between her legs. 

She only saw a flash of his hair and knew what he was about to do. The first moment his tongue flicked at her pulsing clit, she almost went through the roof. Her body twitched and responded. Two fingers swabbed at her damp walls while he sucked her swollen nub, sending waves of goose bumps across her skin. She gripped the pillow tightly, trying not to cry out. The room danced around her, her eyes fluttering open and shut the more intense his actions became. 

“Now, now, now!” she cried. 

A raging storm inside her belly swirled into a torrent of desperate need for release. He dipped his fingers in faster as 

his tongue and lips brought her body to convulsions. The orgasm spilled over and she cried out in euphoric pleasure. Her legs twitched and shook as her breathing resumed. She let go of the pillow and reached for his arms. 

“Please, I need to feel you inside. I beg you.” 

“With pleasure.” 

He scooped his arms beneath her buttocks and entered her swiftly, leaving her little time to recover. His cock stretched her walls wide apart. Damn, it had been much too long. Heath’s length and size was unexpected as it filled her. She knew it wouldn’t be long before another orgasm ripped through her. Through half-closed eyes, she watched his magnificent body, glistening with a sheen of sweat along his chest. She liked the way he was strong but without overly developed muscles. 

He took her legs and drew them over his shoulders, finding a way to get even further inside. Emily reached behind her and grabbed the top of the mattress, raising her ass up as high as she could, meeting his delicious thrusts. 

“I can’t hold back, Em…” 

She slid her fingers down to her clit and massaged the raw red nub while his shaft pounded away deep within. Closing her eyes, she let the orgasm wash over her at the same time he hollered out. Heath bent forward and delivered a moist, peppermint kiss. 

“I’d almost forgotten how good it feels,” he whispered in her ear. Carefully, he crawled over to her until he was on his back. Emily turned on her side and rested her body into his. What a perfect fit. Their bodies worked well together. 

She had no doubt she was glowing as her thighs continued to shudder every few seconds. “Mm. That was nice.” 

Heath ran his hand across hers. “It was extremely nice.” 

Emily smiled to herself. The memory of walking around in the snow utterly lost and alone had almost vanished. Whatever had led her here, she was thankful. Never had she felt so secure. 

She laid her head on his chest and watched the flame on the candle flicker, casting shadows across the wall. If she’d had any doubts lingering in her mind about being intimate with someone she hardly knew, they had all vanished. His warm, soothing touch validated her need to find shelter in his arms, and follow through with the passionate feelings inside. The peacefulness of her being surprised her. She hadn’t expected to let all her stresses go and give herself freely, but stepping out of character was a welcome change. His quiet, even breath was a lullaby to her ears, and melted away all worries and concerns. At this moment, she’d be willing to stay holed up with Heath forever, enjoying the tranquility of simply existing, miles away from the hustle and bustle of everyday life. 

His arm slipped down along her back and she nuzzled in closer, looking up to watch his nose twitch like a bunny. She hoped whatever he was dreaming about included her. Sleep crept over her a little at a time until her eyelids felt like heavy sandbags had been placed on them. What surprises would the morning bring? 

* * * * 

Smells of fresh roasted coffee and maple syrup brought her back to consciousness. She rolled to her stomach and buried her face into his pillow, breathing in his manly scent. Everywhere his fingers had roamed across her body was still on fire. 

The clatters of pans brought her to a sitting position where she watched him do a little dance in the kitchen. First to the counter to stir the batter, then to the stove to spoon 

out a large dollop of mixture. Then he checked on the coffee and removed two cups from a shelf overhead. The table was all set, complete with a blue and white-checkered tablecloth and a napkin folded into a flower as a centerpiece. A small tear slid down her cheek. Never had she been in the company of such a thoughtful and caring man. 

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty has awakened without a kiss. Good morning.” 

His smile warmed her from the inside out. She pretended there was something in her eye and gave him a large grin. 

“Too many good smells in here.” 

Heath walked over and sat on the edge of the bed, one hand gently pushing away her hair. “How’s the head?” 

Emily panicked. He was much too close and she was sure her breath smelled horrible. Instead of answering, she gave him the thumbs up sign. 

“You should still take it easy. If you’d like, I can serve you breakfast in bed.” 

She loosely covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head. “No, I’d like to eat at the table with you.” 

Heath gave her a puzzled look. “Is there something wrong with your mouth?” 

“No…yes. My breath.” 

He threw his head back and chuckled. 

“You’re priceless. I have boxes of toothbrushes in the bathroom and plenty of toothpaste if you’d like to clean yourself up before we eat. It’ll be another five minutes. Oh, I’d better turn the pancakes over. The stove doesn’t seem to get real hot anymore, so it takes twice as long to brown things.” 

Emily gathered the sheet around her body and scooped up her clothes from the floor. She waited until his back was to her before running to the bathroom. It was a small cubbyhole 

of a bathroom, but was clean and tidy. Nothing prepared her for what she saw staring back at her. She was an absolute mess! Her auburn hair was frizzed out on one side while the other looked like tangled wires. Most of her makeup had worn off, except for the nice streaks of mascara. She hoped it was the lighting of the bathroom that was making her look paler than usual. Her green eyes practically faded away. 

“Two minutes!” Heath’s voice bellowed from behind the door. 

How could she make herself look presentable in two minutes? She tried the mirror to see if it was a medicine cabinet and managed to bring the whole thing off the wall. It fell on the sink, opened, and spilled out its contents: aspirin, tweezers, aftershave, and several tins of dental floss. 

“You okay in there?” 

She snatched the medicine cabinet up and tried to reattach it to the wall. 

“Um, I accidentally pulled on the mirror too hard and the whole thing came off the wall.” 

“Oh, I should have warned you it does that. The toothbrushes are in the cabinet under the sink. If you need help with the mirror, let me know.” 

“Okay.” 

She felt like a clumsy oaf. A dull ache started to form and she found herself cussing up a storm. Finally, she got the mirror back up and found a toothbrush. The minty toothpaste helped stave off some anger, reminding her of how he’d tasted. Turning the faucet on, she did what she could to her hair and scrubbed her face the best she could. As much as she abhorred her appearance, she did the best she could. At least she could say he’d seen her at her worst. The thing she was more sorry about was the lack of time to shave. 

Emily dressed quickly and opened the door in time to see Heath pour them each a cup of coffee. 

“Sugar?” 

“Yes?” 

“Cream?” 

“What? Oh, yes.” Emily felt the heat rise in her cheeks. How could she have thought he was calling her sugar? 

Heath laughed and pulled the chair out for her. 

She stared at the plates piled high with pancakes, eggs, sausage links, and peaches. Now wasn’t the time to contemplate her diet. She was starving. 

“What a spread! Everything looks delicious. Thank you so much.” 

“Enjoy. I love breakfast; it’s my favorite meal of the day. Followed by lunch and dinner, of course.” 

She took a bite of the pancakes and let them melt in her mouth. 

“Mm, these are so good. I haven’t had pancakes in ages.” 

“Thanks. Another one of my grandmother’s recipe. I tell you, the woman could take a few basic ingredients and make a mouthwatering dish in minutes. Everything I know about cooking, I learned from her. You look like you could use a couple months of pancakes.” 

Emily wasn’t sure how to respond to his comment. Could it be she heard him wrong? 

“Pardon me?” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean it to sound crude. I meant you could stand to gain some weight. You’re a petite little thing.” 

She almost swallowed the coffee wrong. “Petite? Now there’s a word I never figured to be associated with me. I have a tendency to put on weight quickly, so I have to work at it.” 

Heath leaned back and grabbed his small potbelly, giving it a firm shake. “You see this here, it’s all breakfast. A person 

can’t come up here for the winter and not store a little something. It’s insulation.” 

She tried to stifle her laugh but he started laughing and she couldn’t help herself. 

“Hell, I don’t know. I’m forty years old. I quit worrying about weight a while ago. I eat what I want and walk a lot. It’s all about balance, like I said before.” 

He took a long swig of his coffee and sliced up the sausage links. “So, you said you are a writer. Would I be familiar with any of the titles of your books?” 

“I have a strong feeling you wouldn’t.” 

“Oh? Why is that?” 

“I write historical novels with elements of…erotic romance in them. Judging by your collection of books on fishing, canoeing, and building things, somehow, I don’t think it’s your style.” 

“Erotic romance you say? Is there any other kind of romance to have?” 

Again, she felt her cheeks burn bright red. “Well, it certainly makes them more interesting.” 

“I know you don’t have to worry about research in the erotic department, but how much research do you do on history?” 

She swallowed too big a bite of her pancakes and had to guzzle the rest of her coffee down before it got stuck. Heath was very different from other men, always saying things to make her feel good. Had she been wrong about love all this time? Could it have some realism to it, and not just a bunch of fiction? 

“I spend several months researching for each book. My favorite time period is colonial days, though medieval times are a close second. I’m not sure why, but I’m drawn to it. The 

uh…erotic romance part is more or less my own personal fantasies.” 

“Is that so? I’m even more intrigued to read one now. So you get paid fairly well then?” 

“I can’t complain. Between advances and sales, I do quite well.” 

“So why the second job?” 

“For the times when the muse is too distracted. Or in case no one buys my books anymore and I have something to fall back on.” 

“Do you really believe that?” 

Emily traced the tablecloth with her fingernail. “No, not really. I know I’m a good writer, and I could be even better if I wrote it full-time. I’d meet deadlines easier and pump out more books a year. I have so many ideas swirling around my head all the time; it’s almost too much. It’s just…I’m not very good at sitting still or quieting my mind. Plus, I think work just keeps me occupied.” 

“Occupied from what…life?” 

“No, I think dealing with things.” 

“Ah, a traumatic childhood?” 

“Something like that. If I stay busy enough, I can stuff it all away and pretend it doesn’t exist. Writing is sort of a therapy for me as well.” 

“We definitely have things in common. Do you remember when I was telling you I was a workaholic, too? It was for the same reasons. Basically I dealt with the death of my grandmother poorly and instead of grieving, I got angry. Work was my release. I pushed and pushed myself until I went to the doctor’s one day and found I had an ulcer and my blood pressure was sky high, and my nagging cough was attributed to the air I was breathing. Just a week after that was when I broke my arm. I tried to rush the healing process and 

found it only hindered it. I had to make myself sit still, and it took a long time. I started living here for six months and my health problems fixed themselves. Now I look forward to just being. I found I missed a lot in life by never taking the time to enjoy it.” 

“You’re going to give me one of those ‘stop and smell the roses’ speeches, aren’t you?” 

He laughed and shook his head. “No, because I didn’t listen when other people told me either. It’s something you figure out sooner or later. I just hope it’s sooner for you.” 

“I think I’m managing okay.” 

“Are you? You said you only take two weeks off a year. That can’t be very good for you.” 

She gave a little snort filled with attitude. “Yeah, and look where a little time off has gotten me!” 

Emily froze in midsip. She hadn’t meant anything negative by what she said, but she could tell by Heath’s face it had come out wrong. 

“No, I’m sorry. My words didn’t come out right. What I meant to say was…” 

Heath stood and started clearing the table. “We should wait a little bit to let our stomachs settle and then I’ll help you back to your cabin.” 

Emily wanted to say more, but felt horribly foolish inside. There was her mouth going before thinking first. She didn’t know how to talk to men, and just when she thought they were getting along so well, she blew it. Deadlines and intensive writing schedules had left her alone and lacking in social skills. She watched his back as he rinsed off the plates and then filled the sink with soapy water. Walking to the window, she looked out and couldn’t see anything but solid white. 

“Are we going to be able to get out of here?” 

“Not a problem. I’ve been snowed in here lots of times. Got a snowplow truck in the old barn. Just have to dig my way over to it.” 

He slipped on a pair of long boots and threw on a jacket. 

Emily walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Heath, about my comment. It didn’t come out right.” 

“Forget about it. I’m going to be a little bit, see if I can’t blaze us a decent trail. Stay inside where it’s warm.” 

His tone was clipped and he wouldn’t look at her. She wanted to cry. 

As he opened the door, there was only a small space from the top of the door to see outside. 

“Yep, it’ll take me the better part of an hour. I’ll let you know when we can head out.” 

All she could do was nod her head. The pancakes that had tasted so good sat like a ton of bricks in her stomach. If she could get him to listen to her, he’d realize she meant the comment in a good way. It was her way of saying, she wouldn’t have wanted her vacation any other way than finding a little balance with him, and cuddling up in his arms. She lay down on the bed and curled her knees up into her, wishing her head hurt worse than her heart. 

* * * * 

“Emily, you okay to get moving?” 

She opened her eyes to see Heath standing over her with a concerned look on his face. His hair was curled with pieces of snow hanging on to the ends. 

“You’re done so soon?” 

“Yep. Did you just fall asleep, or are you in pain?” 

“I’m okay.” 

He held up a coat for her and she slipped into it, wrapping its warmth around her. The nicest part was how it smelled like him. 

“You’re going to need this. Your coat isn’t going to protect you from the cold air.” Heath also handed her several scarves, a pair of thick wooly mittens, and had her put on several pairs of socks. By the time she was dressed, she had a good idea of how Frosty the Snowman must feel. Lastly, he handed her earmuffs and a hat. 

“Okay, follow me. I have a good idea which cabin you came from considering you mentioned how close you are to the woods. Sounds like the old Benton place, which is far fancier than my place.” 

“Actually, I prefer your place to mine. It has a rustic feel, like it belongs. My cabin is a little too modern and lacks the cozy feel and personal touches.” 

Hardly two words were spoken the rest of the way, making her feel even worse. There was no way to fix things now, but how was she going to shake her feelings? Suddenly, she cried out, startled as she ran right into his back. 

“Is that yours?” he asked, pointing to a cabin. 

Emily squinted and looked for the big blue feather in the window. 

“Yep, that’s the one. Thank you so much for taking care of me. You saved my life.” 

“Nothing big. I kind of liked the company. Did you want me to go in with you?” 

“Nah, it’s okay.” She stood in front of him, awkward as hell. All she could think about was the amazing way he kissed and how his hands felt on her body. Saying goodbye sounded too casual, anything else sounded foreign. Instead, she turned and jogged toward her cabin. She pushed open the door and went to take off her jacket when she spied a large cougar 

pawing through the food she’d brought. Emily turned to walk out and bumped into a chair. The feline turned its cold, hungry eyes on her and she took off running. 

“Heath! Heath!” 

She was afraid to turn around and see the cat hot on her heels. She had no doubt the thing could rip her to pieces with its claws. When Heath emerged in her view, she was relieved. The look in his eyes said more than enough and she ran harder, pumping her arms and trying to move her heavily clothed body as fast as possible. Just as she made it up to him, he raised his coat up and out like a cape making himself appear larger than he was. Waving his arms around and snarling like a bear, the cat slowed down its steady pace until it stopped in its tracks. It hissed and made garbled sounds in some sort of defense, and then skulked off in an entirely different direction. 

Emily couldn’t believe he had saved her life again. She turned to thank Heath when her head reeled. The blinding whiteness of the snow circled around her several times, and then disappeared from her view. 

* * * * 

Her first word came out more like a groan, but she smiled when she realized Heath was holding her hand. His other hand dabbed her forehead with a damp cloth. 

“We have to quit meeting like this,” he said with a chuckle. 

“I’m such a nuisance. I guess the only way to keep me still is to make me stay in a bed.” 

“It’s worked before. I wouldn’t mind helping you with some research for those historical erotic romance stories of yours.” 

“Yeah? You know your history?” 

“Nope. I was thinking of helping you with the other.” 

“Then you’re not still angry with me for what I said earlier?” 

“No.” 

Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad. I know how it sounded, but I meant something entirely different. You’ve been the only good part of my coming here.” 

“How can a guy stay mad at a lady who keeps falling at his feet?” 

“How is it I just met you and feel so close to you?” 

“I can’t explain it myself, but I feel the same way.” 

“Our lives are very different, we run at different speeds. I don’t see how it could ever work. Do you?” 

“Tell you what. Why don’t you spend the rest of your vacation with me, where you’ll be pampered and well taken care of? Then we can work out the details of how we see things going. Just think, you could spend all the time in the world here writing full-time with mountains, lakes, rivers, and forests at your disposal. Give up the busy life of the city and let your natural rhythm have a chance to find itself. Write to your heart’s content.” 

“Are you serious?” 

“I’ve saved up enough money to take care of both of us, and you’ll be financially independent with what you make from your book sales. Give it a shot for a little while and see if it works for you. I promise you’ll be surprised how quickly you can lose yourself in the beauty of the nature around you.” 

Emily let his words melt into her, hanging on to each word as if it were her life’s essence. Her muse would have plenty of inspiration and maybe she could even write from personal experience rather than fantasy. 

The daily grind wasn’t her life, it was a routine she’d mistaken for living. It didn’t seem possible to her that a person could detach themselves that far from other people, 

but then again, isn’t that what she did every day? Distance herself and keep people at arm’s length? 

Emily nodded her head. “I’m willing to see if this can work.” 

“I like the sound of that.” 

She moved to embrace him but he stopped her. 

“You need to take it easy. It feels like you have a mild fever and you still need to be careful from the bump on your head. I’m going to have to play doctor here and recommend plenty of the four Rs.” 

“Rest, relaxation…” She furrowed her brow at him. Where did he get four? 

“Research and romance.” Heath undressed and slid in next to her. 

“I see someone has helped me out of my clothes all ready.” 

“I admit it, but you see, I like you best with me on you.” He kissed her passionately on the lips, resurrecting the flame from their earlier encounter. 

“Wait, if I’m sick, you shouldn’t kiss me.” 

“Don’t worry about that. I’m healthy as a horse. Besides, even if I did get sick, we’d have to stay in bed together, keeping each other warm and toasty.” 

“I never realized someone could make getting sick sound so appealing.” 

Heath spooned against her body, running his hand down her left thigh and up her buttocks, gently sweeping his fingers between her legs. Emily sighed, exhaling all her air and feeling her body gently relax. So this was what it was like, she thought, being happy and feeling free. 

His hand moved up her hip and waist, seeking out her breasts. She raised her arms up a little, giving him ease in passage. His fingers manipulated her nipples into submission, 

her body heating up quickly. He brought his hand back to her thigh and moved along her skin until he found her sweet spot. Dipping a finger in, her body tensed. 

“You light my whole body on fire,” she whispered, raising her leg up and resting it on his. 

He rolled her to her back and lay on his side, bringing her leg up over his shoulder. With her legs spread wide apart, he entered her in an unhurried manner, taunting her like a slow burn. When he was all the way in, they found a rhythm of in and out, their bodies wild and primal, coming together as one. She spread her leg further, wanting him as far up inside her as he could get. Emily tilted her pelvis and rocked, driving her body faster. Her inner muscles gripped and released his shaft every few seconds, adding to the friction. 

“You feel incredible. I love the way you tighten around me.” 

The orgasm was close; she could feel it being summoned up. Her body had been deprived of closeness with another person for so long, she couldn’t get enough, and didn’t want the feeling to stop. 

Heath thrust faster and she knew he was close. His eyes closed tight and he opened his mouth. A long, low moan escaped his lips as his body tightened up. She rode the last moments out and then felt the sweet release. Her muse was going to enjoy her newfound moments of inspiration. 

Quickly, Heath snuggled up to her, tracing his fingers around her cheekbones, kissing her lightly on the forehead. “How’s that for research?” 

“I think that will do for now. But as I said, I spend months doing research. So I’d like to start again, first thing in the morning.” 

He laughed and filled her ears with music. “And here you said you weren’t cut out for this wilderness life.” 

“Ah, but I found someone who is worth giving it another try.” 

“I promise to do my part by making the long winter nights more than worth it.”
