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Chapter One

 


“You need a vacation,” Abby insisted, tapping
a finger on Lila’s cup. “What is that, your third cup of
coffee?

Lila rolled her eyes. “Why did I even agree to meet
you for lunch?” She picked at her bread, not particularly hungry.
She checked her watch. She’d have to get back to work soon.

“I’m serious.” Abby sipped her margarita,
swallowed, and pointed at her best friend. “You work too hard, you
never date, you’re always tired. Clearly you need someone to take
care of you.” The wedding ring on her hand flashed as she
emphasized her point. “You should let me take you to our
club.”

“I’m fine,” Lila said, glancing away from the
gold band. Envy was not an admirable emotion. “And I’ve told you
before, I’m not really into all that stuff. I know you and Steve
like it, but I don’t have the time.” She paused, thinking about all
the gear Abby had shown her over the past few years. “Or the
energy.”

Abby sighed. “You don’t have to do anything you
don’t want to, I’ve explained that, right? It’s a trust thing.
Steve takes care of me. He would never hurt me. It’s about letting
go. It helps me relax, which you sorely need.” She pursed her lips.
“Imagine a hot guy giving you a full-body massage, and you can’t
move, at all. You have no choice but to enjoy it.”

“Abby…” Lila groaned.

Abby sighed noisily. “No, okay. I understand you may
not be into the submission thing, but still. You seriously need a
vacation.” Thoughtfully, she poked Lila’s arm. “How about we give
you the keys to the cabin for a week?”

Lila raised her eyebrows even as she moved her arm
away from her friend’s sharp fingertip. That … wasn’t a bad idea,
actually. “You mean, go by myself?”

Abby nodded. “Yes, exactly.” Abruptly, she frowned.
“And no work. You’re not allowed to bring anything except something
to read or some other hobby. No reports. No spreadsheets. Bring
some yarn or something. Didn’t you used to crochet?”

Lila pursed her lips, ignoring the question. “It’s
the middle of January.”

“So? The snow’s pretty, up in the mountains.
And it’s not like the place doesn’t have heat or running water.
It’s not so much a cabin as it is a hideout.” Abby sat back,
digging in her purse. When she pulled out her key-chain
triumphantly, Lila knew she was going to give in. Abby was right,
she did need a break. From work, from life, from
everything.

“Um, don’t you and Steve use the cabin for,
uh, stuff?” She felt herself blush.

Abby laughed. “Stuff?” She shook her head, smiling.
“Yeah, we use it for our scenes sometimes, but it’s just a normal
place. No whips or chains, I promise.” She held up a hand, keys
dangling.

Lila narrowed her eyes at her friend. She knew Abby
was being coy.

Abby grinned, dropping her arm to work the cabin key
from the key ring. “Yeah, yeah, okay, there are a few eye bolts on
the walls by the bed, but that’s it! Nothing else is at all
modified. I promise.”

“Abby, I swear—”

“No, listen to me.” Abby grabbed her hand and
closed Lila’s fingers around the metal key. “You need this.
I hate to say it, but you always have bags under your eyes, and
you’re only twenty-three. That’s just not right. You’re always
tired. You need to chill the hell out for a little bit. I’m worried
about you.” Abby wasn’t smiling anymore. “Please? Just go. Take a
week. Or two.” She let go.

Lila looked at the key in her palm. It was silver
and a little scratched around the teeth. Ordinary. She closed her
fist around it. “Yeah, okay. I’ll go.” She didn’t have to look up
to know that Abby was grinning at her triumphantly.

****

A week later, something woke Lila from a dead sleep.
She blinked and yawned, looking around the cabin. Why was she
awake? She hadn’t set her alarm. She glanced at the clock on the
wall. Wow, it was nearly noon.

Huh, she thought, rubbing her eyes. Abby
was right. I really needed this. She didn’t think she’d managed
to sleep this late since she was a kid. Clearly, no work and no
obligations were awesome. She’d stocked the small fridge with easy
to cook meals, piled bubble bath and shower gel along the wall in
the small bathroom nook, and stacked books she’d been meaning to
read on the nightstand at the side of the bed. The soak in the
extra-large tub yesterday had been the most decadent thing she’d
allowed herself in seven years.

She rubbed her eyes. Maybe I’ll just go back to
sleep, she thought. No reason to get up yet. I don’t have
any deadlines here, and I’ve got six more days. She’d just
closed her eyes, snuggling down into the amazingly soft comforter,
when a knock on the door startled her back into full awareness.

“What—? Ugh, seriously?” She frowned, sliding
out of the bed. She grabbed her fluffy blue robe and looked
outside. Hmm, still snowing. The one-room cabin’s wood stove
pumped out an incredible amount of heat, so she wasn’t cold at all.
The hardwood floor felt smooth and slightly cool on her bare feet,
but not so chilly she felt like putting on her slippers. The knock
sounded again.

“Shit,” she muttered, hoping it wasn’t someone
lost in the woods. This place was in the middle of nowhere.
“Coming!” she called, shuffling over to the door. She peered out
the window on the side of the door, trying to get a good look at
who might be bothering her. A man stood on the small porch, bundled
up in a leather jacket with a wool lining. He wore jeans and snow
boots and a beanie threaded with red and blue and yellow around the
edge. He was large, at least six feet tall. His jaw was dark with a
day’s worth of stubble, but that only served to accentuate his full
lips. She could tell he worked out, just by the way he filled out
his jeans. He looked weirdly familiar. And extremely hot, a
little voice piped up in the back of her head.

“Can I help you?” she asked, cracking the door
open. She spared a brief thought that maybe she shouldn’t be
talking to a strange man in the middle of nowhere, but then her
gaze landed on his eyes. There was no way she’d ever forget that
distinctive blue. Her heart gave a hard thump as she set eyes on
the one man she thought she’d never see again.

Oh my God, she thought, staring. She had to
clutch the door-frame so she wouldn’t fall over. It’s
Theo.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Theodore Heath stood in front of the weathered door,
wondering how he’d let Steve talk him into this. They’d been
friends for a long time, but they hadn’t hung out a lot lately. In
the last five years Steve had gotten himself hitched and he and his
lovely wife had two kids—Theo didn’t blame him for his lack of
time. Children were a helluva responsibility and Steve wasn’t the
kind of guy who just left the details to the mother. Theo respected
that.

And if I didn’t owe him my life, I wouldn’t be
standing here, he told himself. He thought about that horrible
year, when a drunk driver had killed his baby sister. He’d been so
much older than her, twelve years, that by the time she turned
sixteen, he’d been out of the house for a long time, but that
didn’t make it hurt any less. They’d been close and he still missed
her. Steve was the guy who’d kept him sane until he’d been able to
let go of the grief.

He shook his head, banishing the depressing
thoughts. Theo owed Steve, and that was all there was to it. If
that meant trekking up into the middle of nowhere to show the best
friend of Steve’s wife a good time, than that was what he would do.
He fingered the envelope with the letter explaining who he was and
why he was here and wondered if the woman would go for it. He
knocked, frowning when there was no answer.

He glanced behind him. He’d parked next to her car,
just under the enormous maple that dwarfed the other trees, so he
knew she definitely was inside. He grimaced, knocking again, harder
this time. It was snowing pretty hard now. If she didn’t let him
in, he was going to have a bitch of a time getting back down the
damn mountain. He frowned at the door. Still no answer. He checked
his phone. It was twelve o’clock. He bet she was asleep. Abby told
him her friend was exhausted from overwork. He knocked one last
time. If she didn’t answer in the next few minutes, he’d call her
cell. Abby had given him her number.

Luckily, before he had to resort to that, the door
cracked open just enough for him to see her face.

“Can I help you?” she asked, obviously
wary.

He looked at her, examining her expression. He’d
told Abby and Steve that if he got a bad impression, or if they
didn’t click for whatever reason, he would just tell her he was
checking up on her for them and head out. Looking at her now,
though, he knew he wanted to be invited inside. Her dark, curly
hair tumbled messily around her shoulders, soft and sexy. Her eyes
were a beautiful hazel, mostly green, but with a hint of blue and
grey at the edges. And she was curvy. He really liked
curvy.

He smiled, hoping she wouldn’t run screaming the
other direction. She seemed like just his type, the kind of woman
he could grab hold of and not have to worry about feeling bones
under his fingers. Unfortunately, she had some dark shadows under
her eyes, speaking to the exhaustion Steve and Abby had told him
about. Their friend truly did seem to need a vacation from her
life. He wondered why she drove herself so hard. He hoped he could
help her rebalance her priorities.

“Are you Lila Cooper?” he asked gently, not
wanting to startle her. She hung onto the door like it was the only
thing keeping her upright. He figured it must be frightening to
have a strange man come knocking unexpectedly. “I’m Theo, a good
friend of Steve’s.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why should I believe
you?”

He grinned. She has spunk, good, he
thought.

“His wife, Abby, thought you might ask me
that.” Theo pulled out the plain envelope. “She told me to give
this to you.”

She looked at him suspiciously, then snatched the
envelope and shut the door in his face. He chuckled and leaned
against the wall, content to wait. He didn’t know exactly what the
letter said, but he knew that Abby had explained at least the bare
bones of what he had to offer. Steve said she had, and
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