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  His Untamed Love Anniversary Edition


She’s a city girl running from her past. He’s a rugged cowboy guarding a broken heart. In the untamed wilderness of Wyoming, surrender is the only way to survive. 
Bestselling historical fiction author Mia Evans is drowning in a sea of panic attacks and a soul-crushing writer’s block. Desperate to escape the prison of her Chicago life, she flees to the craggy mountains of Jackson Hole, Wyoming. She expected rustic cabins and fresh air; she didn't expect to nearly mow down a brooding, sable-haired stallion of a man who looks at her with a gaze that peels away every one of her pretenses.
Cole Stewart, the alpha owner of the Black Elkhorn Lodge, has no time for flighty city girls. A Dominant who buried his heart a decade ago, he lives for the wild trails and the disciplined world of his private BDSM club. But when a series of mishaps leaves the delicate, teal-eyed author in his care, Cole’s protective—and possessive—instincts roar to life.
When a brutal snowstorm traps them alone in a remote mountain cabin, the simmering tension between them finally explodes. In the firelight, Cole introduces Mia to a world of exquisite surrender, using light bondage and a firm hand to shatter her anxieties and awaken a hunger she never knew existed.
But as the snow melts, Mia must face the ultimate question: can she ever truly compete with the ghost of the woman Cole once loved, or will their "untamed" affair have a final expiration date?
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  Chapter One


“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Mia whispered. 
Peering at the craggy mountains, she shifted her vehicle into park and killed the engine. She gawked at the main building of the Black Elkhorn Lodge and Resort, although resort was a term she would use lightly. It was the furthest thing from a resort Mia had ever viewed. Not that she’d vacationed at a plethora of them in her lifetime but at the few she had visited, there had been pools with sexy bartenders ready to refill your beverage, not miles upon miles of untamed wilderness to behold and brave. 
Whereas… this?
Mia was about as out of her element as a whale on dry land. What did she actually know about the great outdoors? Nothing. She wasn’t a survivalist or outdoor enthusiast. The closest she’d come in the last few years to the great outdoors was a walk in the park near her apartment. But here, slate gray spears of rock touched the vast blue sky, almost competing with one another in height and savage beauty. Mountain slopes were blanketed with dense forests of pine and evergreen. The mountains surrounded the resort property, which was nestled inside a lush valley with tall grass and rolling fields. The chestnut-colored log cabins were charming, with a rustic appeal, and blended with the land of rugged outdoors. 
Mia was in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, a breathtakingly beautiful land that filled her with hope and was absolutely terrifying—all at the same time. Fear of the unknown, of being lost, abandoned and alone in the wilderness hummed in her system, right in step with the inherent desire to explore the world around her. She understood she was in a panic-inducing conundrum.
Kind of like the rest of her life. 
The sky was a pristine, vibrant sapphire, edged on the distant horizon with dark, threatening cumulonimbus clouds that were supposed to bring the forecasted rain tonight. As she rolled her window down, the crisp, fresh air carried a hint of smoke. A few cabins beyond the main building had tufts of smoke curling up from their chimneys. The nearby fields rode the edge of winter, with a few hardy wildflowers poking through. The precipice of spring was evident with the deciduous trees on the eve of budding even with the bite of a chill in the air. 
It was starkly beautiful, and vastly different from the flat plains of Illinois.
How was she supposed to write here? 
Fear skittered along her spine. She gripped the wheel. Her heart palpitated, each pulse like a drum beat in her ears. Her palms began to sweat. Clammy perspiration dotted her neck. Acting like a tilt-a-whirl, her stomach tumbled and roiled at the mere thought of putting pen to paper—or, in this instance, words onto the blank screen of her computer. And Mia wondered for the hundredth time whether she just needed to walk away from her life completely with the all too familiar mind-numbing panic eviscerating her control. 
Wasn’t that why she was in the middle of nowhere? To get away from her daily life, maybe shake up her malaise a bit, and the horrible, crushing, bone-chilling writer’s block she’d been fighting unsuccessfully for months? 
That blank white screen taunted her daily, invaded her nightmares, and left her withering, spiraling into a blinding panic from which Mia feared she would never recover. 
That was why she was here. To get away from the prison that her apartment in downtown Chicago had become. To experience life a little bit, instead of watching it from her windows overlooking Lake Michigan.
Mia had withdrawn from life over the last year. She knew that. To be fair, she had never been very extroverted. She’d always had her nose stuck in a book, with a fierce love of knowledge and the profound joy she experienced each time she was sucked into the pages of the latest paperback thriller. Which was why writing books had been such a natural progression for her to make. 
After she graduated, Mia had taught American History at Northwestern University. During her first year as a professor, somewhat on a whim, she had written a historical fiction novel, Following the Westward Train, about the westward expansion of the railroad. It had detailed a fictional family who worked in the small tent towns. 
It had unexpectedly sold to a New York publisher.
And her writing career took off seemingly overnight. Mia hadn’t been prepared to be thrust into the spotlight, to have her book optioned for a television series on a prominent cable channel. 
Nor had it prepared her for Joe Walsh. 
He was dashing, attractive, and an inherent charmer. She could still remember when he’d first flashed her a smile with his golden good looks. She’d been too naïve, too sheltered and his betrayal had been her undoing.
Mia wasn’t in the middle of Wyoming to mope about her past, but to forget—even if only for a little while.
She was here to face the million-dollar question: when was she going to finish the next book? Time was passing, too much time, and if she didn’t want to violate the terms of her contract, she had to break through her writer’s block, like, yesterday.
Hence her wild scheme. Spend time in the middle of nowhere and rattle her brain a bit. See if that was the ticket toward surmounting what had become an impenetrable blockade.
In truth, she’d laid a map of the United States out on her desk, closed her eyes, and pointed to a location. It was purely by chance that she had blindly chosen Jackson Hole, Wyoming. It could have as easily been Sheboygan. 
Her plan: climb out of her shell. Experience what life had to offer for a change—outside the pages of a book. Considering she’d been acting like a turtle knocked on its back for the last six months, she needed the jolt to her system. And, if luck were on her side, she’d finally finish the third book in her historical fiction series. 
It all scared the hell out of her, hence the panic attack the size of a two-ton bomb brewing.
Before she lost her nerve, Mia exited her Audi Q5. She realized, upon scanning the parking lot, that the luxury SUV stood out amidst the pickup trucks and other sport utility vehicles like a swan among a bunch of ducks. 
Perfect. Just what she needed. To look more like an alien than she already felt. 
Leaving her luggage in her vehicle, she crossed the expanse of the parking lot, taking in her surroundings. She shivered at the gusts of frosty wind blowing down from the snow-covered mountaintops. Crossing her arms in front of herself against the chill, she realized she should have grabbed her parka from the back seat. Instead, she was in an oversized gray sweatshirt, black yoga pants, and a pair of her favorite Uggs. She’d taken her coat off because between the heated leather seats and heater, it had been downright toasty, and far too warm to wear her big coat for hundreds of miles. 
This morning before she’d left the hotel in Cheyenne, she’d piled her hair into one of those messy topknots because it was easier than trying to style the long mass that she wasn’t quite sure what to do with anyway. Growing up, Mia had apparently missed the class on how to be a girlie girl and style your hair properly. Most days, her hair was pulled up out of her way and that was about it. She had no clue how to do anything more exotic than that. Besides, messy topknots were still in. Right? At least she thought they were, and if not, well, she had never jibed with convention anyhow. 
Mia entered the lobby and found herself charmed by the décor. The main lodge building was impressive. Glossy wooden pine floors, exposed beam ceilings, and a plethora of stuffed animal heads from bison to elk were on display on the walls. Inside the lobby stood the front desk, which wasn’t one of those sleek modern numbers, but made to look almost like a wooden fence, with thick slats of tawny golden wood on the front and top. She appreciated the Western design, which gave an appearance of age and history to the place. The reception area led into a great room of sorts that contained a huge flat screen television and a stone fireplace, surrounded by an overabundance of sumptuous, chocolate-colored leather sofas. A small bar stood in the corner of the great room and sported the identical Western theme as the registration area. 
Behind the registration desk was a blonde woman, roughly around her age. But where Mia felt she looked like a bedraggled escapee from the local loony bin, this woman, in her pretty ivory blouse and pinstripe navy blue blazer, appeared to be a calm and confident businesswoman.
Mia wished she had a tenth of the woman’s poise. 
Her face lit up at spying Mia and she said, “Hi, welcome to the Black Elkhorn Lodge. I’m Billie. How can I help you today?”
“I, um, have a reservation,” Mia said in a pained whisper. She kept herself from wringing her hands together, but just barely.
“And your name, hon?” Billie asked, not showing any sign that she thought Mia was crazy. 
“It’s Mia. Mia Evans.”
Billie’s smile widened at her name. “Miss Evans, yes, I have you down here as arriving today. It looks like you are going to be with us for a month, correct?”
“Yes.” If she made it that long. She might be carted off to the asylum before then. So…
“Perfect. I will just need your driver’s license and a major credit card for any amenities, since you’ve already paid for your stay in full. We’ve put you in cabin D, and it is just the sweetest little place that I think you will adore. Here are your keys. It’s one of our luxury cabins and an absolute peach. We stocked the refrigerator and pantry as you requested. I put together this packet of all the information about our tours, what to do with your trash, whom to contact if you need after-hours maintenance, and some of the local attractions in the area. If you have any questions about any of the information, just let me or one of the other clerks know and we can help you out. The Elkhorn Restaurant is open until eight every weeknight and nine on the weekends. Trust me, you will want to experience Chef Emily’s cooking. It’s simply out of this world.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Billie whipped out a map and circled a building with a pen. “This is where we are, the main lodge. To get to your cabin, take the road here, make a right when you come to the three-way split in the road, and your cabin will be the last one at the end of the drive.”
“Great.” That way, if she had a total meltdown, there would be fewer people around to witness the spectacle. 
“And if there’s anything at all that you need or have a question about, don’t hesitate to contact us here at the front desk,” Billie said and gave Mia a friendly smile. 
Perhaps a padded cell or a personality transplant?
But Mia just nodded and replied quietly, “Okay, thank you.”
She scooped up the packet, the map, and keys. Then Billie handed her license and credit card back. With everything clutched in her hands, Mia headed back out to her SUV, setting the packet on the passenger seat. 
She started the engine and began backing out of her space—only to slam on her brakes. 
Shit! Crap! Dammit!
She blanched. She’d nearly taken out a guy on horseback.
Mia could imagine the headlines now: Famed Author Mows Down Innocent Cowboy! More in the news at eleven!






  
  Chapter Two


Mia shoved the gearshift into park and opened her car door. She stumbled out. Her knees trembled. Her belly performed somersaults. She sputtered, with a hand to her chest as she took in the scene, “Are you all right? I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you, I—” 
The horse snorted at her and stomped a hoof. And, oh my goodness, it was a gorgeous black stallion with a small teardrop of white fur just above his eyes. The horse was absolutely huge. But the beastie didn’t show any fear or anxiety at almost being struck by a car. It was more like he was annoyed that he had been forced to stop. He vibrated with energy. 
Her gaze rose. The man in the saddle had an air of calm authority about him and obviously extended that serenity to the beast. The man was large, or maybe he just seemed intimidating on top of the horse. He was wearing blue jeans and a gray flannel shirt, as well as a brown leather coat in deference to the chill. He tipped his black Stetson up as he studied her, his rich, dark sable hair grazing his impressively broad shoulders. There was a good week’s worth of dark stubble lining his firm, square jaw that was currently clenched tightly. He had high cheekbones and thick black brows that were scrunched in an irritated scowl. But it was his eyes—the intensity of his direct, forthright, charcoal gaze which blazed in fury—that made her feel like he’d peeled away every one of her pretenses and layers to reveal the scared ninny at the center.
“You need to be more careful, city girl,” he chewed out. Displeasure laced his husky voice that made her think of roaring fires and brandy.
Mia flinched like she’d been struck. She hated confrontations of any kind. She always fumbled and never held her own. Her anxiety bounded to new heights and she prayed she didn’t make more of a fool out of herself. “I’m really sorry. I’ve been driving all day and am a little tired. You came out of nowhere.”
The man shook his head and replied, “Just be more careful, city girl.” 
His enigmatic eyes pierced through her. The sexy, surly cowboy could obviously tell that she didn’t have her ducks in a row. In fact, she didn’t even have ducks—more like a band of kittens doped up on catnip. 
She bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling, blinking back the sudden onslaught of moisture. She wouldn’t let herself cry. 
“Again, I’m sorry. Truly it was an accident,” she responded with an exasperated huff. She should have saved her breath. The sexy, surly cowboy stubbornly wouldn’t budge from his stance and accept her apology. His hawk-like glare assessed her and, it was clear, immediately found her lacking. Before she embarrassed herself further, she swiveled and climbed back into her vehicle. Once inside, she waited, gripping the steering wheel tightly, watching as the sexy surly cowboy and black stallion trotted past the rear of her truck. The stallion’s tail flicked and swished as if it wanted to swat her away. 
She refrained from banging her head against the steering wheel. But just barely. 
Mia was sure there were worse ways to begin her stay at the Black Elkhorn Lodge. She just couldn’t think of one at present. 
Before she chickened out and drove back to the nearest interstate as if the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels, she double and triple checked her rearview mirror and back window. After ensuring no one else was bounding from out of nowhere into her field of vision, she finished reversing out of her parking space.
She drove forward. Slowly. 
The sexy surly cowboy on his trusty stallion plodded ahead, smack dab in the middle of road, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. 
Mister sexy surly cowboy had been an over-bloated jerk. The man had acted like she’d intended to run him over and targeted him for annihilation. Thinking over their short conversation, Mia realized he hadn’t even accepted her apology. Instead, he’d treated her like she was a flighty, irresponsible city dweller without a lick of sense. 
Now she would admit she was tired, and prone to panic attacks, but she’d graduated cum laude with her PhD. She could translate both French and Latin, and had a passing knowledge of Greek. Not enough to speak it, but enough to be dangerous. Mia was anything but flighty or without sense. 
What she was, was burned out and lonely. 
Nearly flattening sexy surly cowboy and his horse could have happened to anyone. Mia hadn’t lied about being tired from her long drive. Today was her third day stuck in a car. By mileage alone, the drive from Chicago to Jackson Hole was a twenty-one-hour trip. That didn’t include the time for pit stops and sleep along the way. The first night, she’d stayed in Lincoln, Nebraska, and then last night she’d stopped in Cheyenne. 
She’d left Cheyenne shortly after nine this morning, but that had been more than eight hours ago. She was exhausted, and really wanted to snuggle into her bed and keep herself from a panic attack. She huffed in her seat.
Mia should have told him to shove his attitude where the sun didn’t shine.
But she couldn’t help but notice the command with which he rode the horse. Or how unapologetically alpha he appeared on horseback. He was potent and raw, and more man than she’d ever come into contact with. A flutter stirred in her body at the picture he painted, at his deep in the bone masculinity that called to a wildness in her that scared the willies out of her. Too much man for her, that was for certain. She didn’t like men who were arrogantly alpha. She preferred a nice, sweet, malleable beta.
Boring for some women, perhaps. But she’d had the alpha once before and wouldn’t recommend it.
Still, she was inherently thankful she had dredged up enough backbone not to stutter in front of him, or done something like faint into a whimpering puddle at his feet. Instead she had held her ground. That had to count for something, right?
Horse and man trotted at a snail’s pace like they didn’t have a care in the world. He didn’t turn and glance her way. Judging by the set of his shoulders, he knew she was behind him. The jerk. Sexy surly cowboy just didn’t care. Which only served to make her seethe with anger she rarely, if ever, let loose. Mia gripped the steering wheel more firmly, to keep her temper in check because she wanted to blare her horn at the duo. The only reason she didn’t was she’d feel horrible about scaring the horse. Sexy surly cowboy? Not a chance. 
When they reached the three-way split in the road, horse and rider turned left. He didn’t even spare a glance in her direction. She shook her head. There was no pleasing some people, no matter what you did. That one liked to carry a grudge over a simple, accidental mistake.
Mia turned her Audi right at the three-way split. The blacktop road rose and wound up the hill with evergreens and rocky abutments littering the drive. She spied a few chipmunks scurrying over a nearby branch. A red-tailed hawk soared overhead, its shadow flashing over the hood of her vehicle, darkening the steel gray paint to almost black. As she drove, Mia passed a few cabins that didn’t appear to be occupied since there weren’t any vehicles parked in front of them. Granted, their inhabitants could all be out doing things and not acting like a recluse. Finally, she arrived at the cabin marked with a D on the front door. With a sigh of utter relief, she pulled her SUV into the designated parking space in front. 
And realized the cabin was delightful. 
Woodsy, hickory colored, with a pastoral façade, it was a real life log cabin. The historian in her was thrilled. She loved the way it blended in with the surrounding forests and fields as if it was part of the land. The realistic side of her wondered if she was going to have friendly visitors inside, like snakes or, even worse, spiders.
Sexy surly cowboy was right about one thing. She was a city girl through and through, and wasn’t embarrassed by that little factoid in the slightest.
Mia grabbed the packet on the passenger seat, along with the key and her purse. She’d open it up first to make sure she didn’t have any unexpected houseguests before she started carting all her stuff in. She had a lot of stuff. Mia didn’t pack light. And for a month long stay she had wanted—needed—to be prepared so she didn’t obsess. 
She ascended the three wooden steps up to the front porch. There were two wooden rockers off to the side, with a small table between them. If she were brave enough she’d write out here. Or perhaps just sit out here with a cup of hot chamomile tea and relax—try to, anyhow. Mia constantly looked for ways to ease her anxiety: yoga, tea, chocolate, or wine. Especially since the one thing that used to calm her had turned on her and now incited fear.
Upon entering, she didn’t expect to find such a pretty interior. The solid wood front door opened into a living room replete with golden hardwood floors and chocolate leather couches. On the far wall was a set of inlaid, golden wood shelves in the same hue as the flooring. They were stocked with books and a few decorative knick-knacks. She’d have to glance at the titles more closely later. There was a great gray stone fireplace that dominated the center of the cabin. Next to the inlaid shelves was a bank of windows that had a crystal-clear view of the nearby mountains. There was a pinewood writing desk and matching chair positioned at the window. She could set up shop right there and work with the pretty view for company. A blind panic seized hold, constricting her chest, at the thought of work. Maybe she wouldn’t work. Maybe she would just sit and stare at the pretty scenery. 
Work shouldn’t be this hard. She gulped in a few deep breaths, imitating a fish on dry land. 
To the right of the sumptuous living room was a galley style kitchen that the lodge had pre-stocked with supplies at her request. She smiled at the welcome basket with fruit, chocolate, and wine. Well, she wouldn’t starve out here anytime soon, she realized as she quickly perused the items. She was stocked to survive the apocalypse if it came. So that was one worry off her chest. 
Beyond the kitchen was a tiny dining room with an oak table that would seat four. In there was a second entrance on her left that she went through as she explored what would be her home for the next month. In the hallway, there was a large closet with double sliding doors, and she peeked inside and found the washer and dryer for the unit, with the laundry detergent she’d requested. Not all of the cabins were fitted with a washer and dryer in them, but since she was going to be here a month, she wanted a cabin where she could easily wash her clothes. 
From the hall there was an entrance to what would be her bathroom. One look and she was in heaven. All the units came with a shower stall, commode and sink, but this one had a built-in sauna tub as well. She would take that sucker for a test drive later tonight, after she got herself something to eat. 
There were two bedrooms at the tail end of the hall. They both held huge king-sized beds, but one of them had a bank of windows with a window seat piled with cushions. The bed itself dominated the room. It was a wooden four-poster with seemingly acres of fluffy white pillows and blankets. 
At the foot of the bed was a leather bench. The room wasn’t overly large, but it did hold a good-sized dresser and armoire, and enough space for a pair of nightstands. On the wall opposite the windows was a closet for her to store whatever wouldn’t fit into the dresser. 
The second bedroom was just as nice and nearly identical to the first one, but it didn’t have the impressive windows with the comfy seat.
After her tour of the place she’d be calling home for the next month, Mia began the process of unloading her SUV. And it was a process. She had packed for every situation under the sun. She’d checked weather reports and annual forecasts to make her decision about the clothes she should pack. 
She had jeans, leggings, sweatpants, yoga pants, and flannel pajama bottoms. She’d packed twice as many tops, because quite honestly, she couldn’t seem to eat without getting something on her shirt. She had boots, and dresses—although her decision to pack a dress for a cabin in the woods just proved how anxiety-ridden she had become. 
By the time she’d finishing packing in Chicago, she’d had six suitcases crammed with everything from boots to toiletry items, just in case she might need it. Then there were her books, her research books that she required for writing. Not that she’d been doing any writing lately, but having the three boxes of history books all on various topics of early westward expansion was akin to having a warm, fuzzy blanket. She felt better just having them with her. They soothed her, calmed her nerves a bit and, more importantly, if she got bored, she could immerse herself in one of them with startling ease. 
Then she had her computer, and her backup laptop, her tablet computer, her e-reader, her backup external hard drives. And yes, she had more than one, because what would happen if one of them failed or became corrupted? She could lose a whole book, or mountains of research. 
Then there was the case of wine she’d decided to pack, because if all else failed at jogging her muse and helping her surmount the wall of writer’s block, she might try the Hemingway method of writing drunk then editing sober.
It took Mia a good hour to cart everything inside. She lugged and huffed until every parcel and bag was inside the front door. Yet her stomach rumbled as she rolled her luggage into the bedroom. Padding into the kitchen, she decided she needed sustenance before she could continue any further with unpacking and getting her things set up. 
In her fridge, amidst all the supplies she’d requested to be stocked, was a covered plate with a note on it. She pulled it out and looked underneath. The note was from Chef Emily at The Elkhorn Restaurant, welcoming her to the lodge and giving heating instructions. 
Her mouth watered. It was a homemade chicken potpie. Too hungry to heat it in the oven, she followed the microwave instructions. As it was heating, she opened one of the bottles of chardonnay she had carted with her. 
She plowed her way through the chicken potpie quite happily. Between the warm flaky crust and melt in your mouth chicken, she knew she’d have to visit the restaurant and see what else they had to offer. If a chicken potpie was this incredible, everything else had to be pretty spectacular too.
When she’d finished her impromptu meal, she started in the bedroom, unpacking her clothing. She put her toiletries away in the bathroom, and then headed into the living room—and what would be her temporary office. 
She unpacked the research books she used most frequently and put them on the shelf near her desk. That way they would be within reaching distance if she wanted or needed to look something up. When it came to writing historical fiction, accuracy was key. She might have become a bit of a pariah in academic circles, but she would be damned if she played fast and loose with history. 
Mia refilled her wine glass, then worked at setting up all her technological equipment. She’d even brought a power strip that also served as a surge protector. One could never be too careful. 
She put her e-reader on her nightstand and then padded back into the living room. She hooked up her computer, and set her laptop up so that it was charging along with her tablet on the corner of the desk. 
Then she turned her computer on and the whole cabin went dark. Fumbling with her phone, using the flashlight option on it, she found the packet the front desk clerk had given her and called reception. 
“Black Elkhorn Lodge and Resort, this is Billie, how can I help you?”
“Hi Billie, it’s Mia Evans in cabin D, and I seem to be without power.”
“Oh, goodness. Well, let me contact maintenance right away for you. Hang tight and someone will be at the cabin shortly. Was there anything else you needed?”
“No, that was it.” Other than perhaps a hole to crawl in out of embarrassment. Really, she hadn’t even been here two hours yet. 
“Okay, I will get maintenance on it right away.”
“Umhmm, thank you.” Mia hung up the phone and took a deep breath. Why did these things always happen to her?







  
  Chapter Three


There were three things Cole wanted desperately. 
Considering the way his week had gone, he’d even settle for two out of the three. He strode into the main lodge of the Black Elkhorn Lodge and Resort after a hellishly long day. Today capped off an endlessly long week. He’d led two back to back overnight fishing excursions, followed by an all-day guided horseback ride—and all of them in the last five days. All Cole wanted was a hot meal, his bed and, if wishes were horses, a warm, willing woman to slide himself into. 
Cole and his younger brother, Mason, were the owners of the Black Elkhorn Lodge and Resort on the outskirts of Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Mason was in charge of the day to day operations on the business side of things, while Cole spent the majority of his time taking tourists on fishing trips, hunting game, hiking, and camping, and overseeing all the outdoor adventures tourists could possibly want. 
Cole loved what he did and the life he had been able to craft. The thought of being cooped up in an office all day, staring at the same four walls—it would drive him insane. He figured that type of job was pure, undiluted torture and quite possibly one of the circles of hell.
His office was comprised of the many trails leading away from the lodge, with the sky for his ceiling and nature as his companion. 
But after the last few days, he was ready for some hefty rest and relaxation, starting with a meal from his soon to be sister-in-law, Emily, who as it so happened, was also the chef of their on-site restaurant, the Elkhorn. Emily had helped the brothers out a few months back when she’d taken the position there. And his brother had all but taken one look at Emily and fallen boots over Stetson for the little cook. Not that he blamed his brother one bit because Emily, bless her, had fallen right back for Mason. They were neck deep in love and planning a summer wedding. 
Cole was happy for his brother, even if it meant he now spent more time at his mountain cabin than he did at home. The living situation was temporary. With the lovebirds setting up their nest at the house, Cole knew it was long past time that he build his own home. The house they were in now had been his parents’, and it had always fit Mason more than it did him. So he didn’t mind ceding it to Mason and Emily, and the family they would eventually have. It was something he and Mason had discussed long before Emily was ever in the picture. 
But it was time for the change. The firm he’d hired to build his place had broken ground this week, with the first hints of spring in the air. Granted, it was a tumultuous time of year when it came to the weather. Just because they’d had a few warm days, that didn’t mean winter had released its stranglehold.
So hopefully, by summer, he would be in his own place and not having to worry about walking in on his brother screwing the little chef’s brains out—on the kitchen table.
Cole wasn’t a prude in the slightest. He was a Dom. He preferred his women naked, bound, and on their knees before him. He wasn’t a stranger to watching another couple have sex. Over the years, he’d voyeuristically watched his fair share of scenes performed at Cuffs & Spurs, a local BDSM Club he belonged to that was run by his friend Spencer. 
Yet, he didn’t want to watch his brother have sex. At least not while he wasn’t getting it on a nightly basis himself. He hadn’t been to the club in nearly two weeks. And the last time he’d visited, while the scene he’d done had been pleasurable, he’d left the club less than satisfied. 
It was perplexing. Cole liked his life. He lived the way he wanted to and yet, lately, he’d been feeling unsatisfied. With everything. 
He hoped it was just a passing phase and that once he was in his own place, the funk would disappear. As happy as he was for his brother, seeing him with Emily, the love and happiness pervading them, reminded Cole of Lana. 
His phone rang just as he stepped into the lobby. “Cole Stewart.”
“Sir, it’s Billie.”
He glanced over at the registration clerk and she waved at him with a smile. He shut the call off and walked over. Billie was their front-end manager and had been for going on five years. Cole had no idea what they would do without her. The petite blonde was a submissive member of Cuffs & Spurs, but she ran the registration desk and performed all the requisite duties inherent to the position, with the skills of a general set to launch an invasion. 
“What can I do for you this evening, Billie?”
She gave him one of her everything’s wonderful, but… smiles that he knew she typically reserved for problem guests. “Well, our guest in cabin D just called. Apparently, the cabin lost power and I haven’t been able to get hold of your brother in order to get it fixed.”
Probably because once Mason and Emily made it back to the house, they were usually occupied with each other in the bedroom. Which left him to go deal with the maintenance issue when he could really use a beer.
Resigned that he had one more thing to handle this evening before he could venture home, he said, “I’ll go take care of it. Anything else?”
Not that he really wanted to know or wanted to have to take care of something more. He and Mason really needed to discuss bringing in a third partner to handle all the night shift issues. 
“Nope, my relief should be here shortly. But I will hang around until I know that this matter is taken care of first,” she replied. 
“Have I told you lately that you’re the best damn front-end manager?” Cole said. 
“Not today. But I’m glad you think so, especially since I plan to ask for a raise at my next review,” Billie said with a quick wink and grin in his direction. 
“Ha, well, you’re worth it. I’ll say something to Mason.”
“Appreciate it, boss,” she said and then moved into action when the phone rang. He nodded at her and strode past the desk, then went to the maintenance closet and grabbed one of the toolboxes.
He had more tools in his truck if need be, as well. He went out the back where he’d parked his truck and drove to the cabin. That way, he could head on back to the house once cabin D had been put back to rights, and hopefully not encounter his brother and Emily mid-coitus. 
When he reached the cabin, he sighed, recognizing the vehicle. It was the city girl who had almost taken him and Oreo out earlier today. Damn stallion had nipped his shoulder after that to express how pissed he was at nearly being flattened by the luxury vehicle. With a shake of his head, he climbed the stairs to the cabin’s front porch and knocked on the door. 
“Maintenance,” he said, loudly. 
He heard a feminine squeak, followed by hands fumbling at the door before it was wrenched open. Earlier today, Cole had been more concerned with the safety of his horse than the damn fool city driver not looking where she was going. But the wide-eyed female holding her cell phone up as a flashlight made him reassess. 
“You? Why are you here?” she said, glancing around. “Is this a joke? I called for maintenance.”
“And you’re looking at it. Do you want to have power tonight, Miss Evans, or would you like me to come back at another time?” he murmured, raising a brow. 
Her brows scrunched together as she studied him and then said, “Fine. Come in.”
“Much obliged.” He stepped inside. Cole strode past her, pulling his own flashlight from his pocket. 
“Can I ask what it was you were doing when the power when out?”
“I just turned my computer on over there on the desk,” she replied. 
He swung the high beam over to the corner. “Yep, I see the problem. Likely overloaded the system with all those gadgets. Probably blew a fuse. I’ll go check the box and be out of your hair.”
The fuse box was in the hall closet in this unit, where the washer and dryer were located. Sure enough, when he looked inside, two of the fuses were blown, and one of the breakers. Cole replaced them and got the lights and power working again. They’d upgraded most of the cabins, including this one, but they had been built for people to disconnect from their plugged-in life. And most of their guests did just that. Now, they’d been upgrading because of that very same technology, but it still didn’t take much to overload the system. 
He scratched a hand over his short stubble beard. He and Mason needed to look at maybe hiring the same contractors he’d employed to build his house, to add some extra electrical to all the cabins. More than he and Mason were capable of doing. But that was a worry for another day. For now, he had a city girl to placate. 
“It was just as I thought, overloaded the circuits is all, Miss Evans,” he said as he entered the living room. 
“I see,” she replied, glancing at the desk and ignoring him. It gave him a moment to study their newest guest. 
She was an itty-bitty thing, in a huge, bulky sweatshirt that hid more than it revealed. But her legs were toned and lithe in her black pants that hugged her limbs, only to end in the ugliest pair of boots he’d ever seen. Her hair was piled on top of her head, a dark burnished chestnut copper that made her milky skin appear almost translucent. 
She unplugged a laptop and a small tablet, leaving her main computer still plugged in before she pressed the power button on and the screen flickered to life. Cole almost smiled at her audible sigh of relief. 
Then he asked, “What do you need all this stuff for, anyway?”
Miss Evans finally glanced at him and he was nearly swallowed up by her big, luminous teal eyes that dominated her face. She was beautiful, with full, pale pink lips and a straight pert nose. But it was her eyes that were the real kicker. They were haunted. There were dark circles beneath them, like pale dark smudges an artist carelessly used to tarnish his creation. 
But it just made her seem wounded. And made him regret how terse he’d been with her earlier. 
She shrugged. “Because my job requires it.” 
“Doesn’t sound like much fun to me. You should build a fire. It will help with the chill in the air,” he said with a nod toward the fireplace. He was surprised she hadn’t already lit one; what with her tiny bird bones, the extra warmth would serve her well. 
A rosy flush crept up her elegant neck and she said, “That’s great and all, but how? Without burning the place down.”
Cole refrained from shaking his head at her. She was a city girl through and through. “You’ve never started a fire in a fireplace before?”
“No. I’ve never lived in a place that had one,” she explained. There was an air of fragility and uncertainty around her. Maybe it was because most of the visitors to the lodge knew what they were about, but Cole couldn’t ever recall a guest making him want to protect them. Whereas this one was clearly out of her element. Anxiety rippled off her body in waves.
Cole strode to the fireplace and knelt down. He waved her over, trying to ignore that the Dom in him was rattling his cage, almost sniffing a female in need of a protector. “First, remove the front grate. In all the cabins, we have these long lighters to make it easy for guests. You’ll want to grab some of the kindling we have set aside in the metal box over here. Put it on the grate and arrange it almost into a teepee of sorts. Now, you might need to break up some of the kindling to form the conical shape.”
She knelt beside him and the scent of peaches tickled his senses. He handed her a few pieces of kindling. “Break those up a bit.”
She snapped a few of the pieces. He noticed how delicate and small her hands were, the nails perfectly formed and painted a pale pink. When she struggled with one of the thicker pieces, he put his hands over hers and was shocked at the jolt of electricity that shot through him at the innocuous touch. She stilled and looked up at him. Her sea green goddess eyes were solemn. There were flecks of gold smattered in their teal depths and Cole felt himself drawn into her gaze. 
Releasing her hands at the unbidden stirring of lust as his dick twitched, he cleared his throat and said, “Some of the kindling pieces, the thicker ones, if you can’t break them into smaller bits, then use them for the top part of the teepee, like this.”
He removed the piece from her hands and angled the small piece of wood on the grate over the smaller pieces already in place. He could have broken it, no problem, but he wouldn’t be the one building a fire here. He made a note that he would have to keep an eye on her. Merely to make sure she didn’t burn the cabin to the ground.
“See what we did here?” Cole asked. 
“Yep. Make the teepee. Got it. What’s next?” she said. 
“Okay, then you will want to put the logs on top. The best way to do that is lay them crosswise, like this, so that they don’t go rolling off the grate. I typically start with two crosswise and then put a third smaller log with a flat edge over the top. It keeps them in place a bit. Understand?”
She nodded, studying the logs as if she had discovered a new species. 
“Okay, then take some of the newspaper we have stocked in the bin and shred it into small strips. You don’t need much, just enough to set beneath the grate and light so that the kindling will catch fire.” Cole demonstrated
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