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Chapter 1 – The Assignment
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Lisa Monroe had photographed skyscrapers at sunrise, fashion models in glass towers, and CEOs who smelled like imported cologne and quiet desperation.

She had never photographed a man who smelled like pine.

The email subject line still made her pulse jump:

Blackwood Timber Holdings – Exclusive Branding Campaign

Attached was a number that had made her stare at her laptop screen for a full minute before rereading it.

It was three times her usual commission.

The company was owned by Chandler Blackwood — lumber magnate, private investor, and according to one business magazine profile, “the reclusive mountain king reshaping sustainable forestry.”

She’d Googled him.

There were very few photos.

One at a business summit: dark hair threaded with silver at the temples. Broad shoulders stretching the fabric of a tailored jacket like it resented confinement. A jaw carved in stone. Eyes too sharp for comfort.

He didn’t smile.

Men like that didn’t hire photographers like her.

Which was exactly why she’d accepted.



The drive up into the mountains took two hours after the highway ended.

The city noise faded behind her — replaced by towering pines, winding roads, and the scent of cold air through her cracked window.

Lisa rolled her shoulders, trying to shake the tightness in her chest.

She wasn’t nervous.

She didn’t get nervous.

But this wasn’t some rooftop fashion campaign with champagne on standby. This was chainsaws and sawmills and men who worked with their hands. Her boots suddenly felt decorative. Her leather jacket, urban.

The GPS signal died five miles before the gate.

A wrought-iron arch rose between stone pillars:

BLACKWOOD TIMBER

Beyond it stretched acres of forest and the low hum of heavy machinery in the distance.

She pulled up to the security kiosk and lowered her window.

“I’m Lisa Monroe,” she said with a bright, professional smile. “I’m here to see Mr. Blackwood.”

The guard glanced at a tablet. Then at her. His expression shifted — curiosity? Amusement?

“Drive straight through,” he said. “He’s expecting you.”

The gate slid open.

The deeper she drove, the more the world shifted from picturesque wilderness to controlled power. Massive stacks of cut timber lined the road like orderly monuments. Forklifts moved with precision. Men in flannel and steel-toe boots strode with purpose.

It wasn’t chaotic.

It was disciplined.

Commanded.

Her photographer’s instinct sparked alive.

This was texture. Grit. Contrast.

This was real.

She parked near a wide, steel-sided building that vibrated faintly from the sawmill inside. When she stepped out of her car, the air hit her — cold, sharp, laced with pine and sawdust.

It was intoxicating.

A door opened across the yard.

And then she saw him.

Chandler Blackwood didn’t walk toward her.

He prowled.

Broad. Solid. Wearing dark jeans, heavy boots, and a charcoal henley that clung to muscle built from labor, not a gym membership. His sleeves were pushed halfway up his forearms, revealing strong hands dusted faintly in sawdust.

He stopped a few feet away.

Tall.

Immovable.

His eyes traveled over her — not lingering anywhere inappropriate, but assessing. Measuring.

City girl.

Out of place.

“Ms. Monroe.” His voice was low. Controlled. Not warm.

“Mr. Blackwood.” She held his gaze evenly.

Up close, his presence was overwhelming. Not because he was loud — but because he wasn’t. There was something contained about him. Like restrained force.

“You found us,” he said.

“Barely. You might consider cell towers.”

A flicker passed through his eyes. Not quite a smile.

“We prefer it that way.”

She nodded toward the machinery behind him. “It’s impressive.”

“It’s a business.”

She tilted her head slightly. “It’s more than that. It’s a visual story.”

Silence.

A faint breeze lifted a strand of her hair. She resisted the urge to tuck it behind her ear. He noticed anyway.

“Walk with me,” he said.

Not an invitation.

A directive.

She followed.

As they moved through the yard, men nodded respectfully at Chandler. Conversations quieted subtly when he passed. Authority radiated from him — not forced, not flashy. Earned.

“You’ve reviewed the brief?” he asked.

“I have. Sustainability campaign. You want to modernize the brand image before expanding into new markets.”

“And?”

“You don’t just need polished marketing shots,” she said. “You need humanity. Depth. Legacy. The land. The people.”

He glanced at her.

“Careful,” he said. “You’re starting to sound like you know my company.”

“I did my research.”

They stopped near a stack of freshly cut timber. The scent of raw wood filled the space between them.

“This isn’t a boutique eco-startup,” he said quietly. “This company built this town. My father built it. His father before him.”

There it was.

The root.

Legacy wasn’t just marketing.

It was blood.

Lisa lifted her camera slowly. “May I?”

He hesitated only a second before nodding.

She didn’t pose him.

She stepped back, adjusting her lens, capturing him against the towering timber stacks — solid and unyielding, framed by the empire he commanded.

He didn’t fidget.

Didn’t self-correct.

He simply stood — grounded like the forest behind him.

She lowered the camera.

“That’s the shot,” she murmured.

“You didn’t even check it.”

“I don’t need to.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. Not offended.

Intrigued.

“You’re confident.”

“I’m good.”

A beat passed.

Then another.

The machinery roared somewhere in the distance, but the space between them felt unnervingly still.

“You’ll be staying on the property,” he said finally. “Guest cabin. Easier for early shoots.”

Her pulse skipped.

“Oh?”

“It’s remote,” he added. “And the light changes quickly at dawn.”

Of course.

Professional.

Nothing more.

“That works for me,” she replied smoothly.

His gaze dipped briefly to the camera strap resting between her collarbones before returning to her eyes.

“You’ve photographed men like me before?” he asked.

She held his stare.

“No,” she said honestly. “I haven’t.”

Something shifted in his expression.

Not ego.

Not offense.

Something darker.

“Good,” he said.

And for the first time, Lisa Monroe felt it.

Not just the assignment.

Not just the money.

But the unmistakable, undeniable awareness that this project — this man — was going to change something.

She just didn’t know what yet.

Chandler stepped aside, gesturing toward a black truck parked nearby.

“I’ll take you to the cabin.”

She hesitated only a fraction of a second before walking toward it.

Behind her, the sawmill roared to life again.

And somewhere deep in the forest, something ancient and powerful seemed to stir.
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Chapter 2 – The Mountain King
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Chandler Blackwood had built his life on two rules.

Trust the land.
Trust no one else.
The forest had never lied to him. It didn’t pretend. It didn’t flatter. It didn’t promise something it couldn’t deliver. You respected it, or it broke you.

People were different.

People smiled while calculating angles.

People wanted things.

And when you had what he had—land, mills, contracts, generational wealth—they wanted it with polished teeth and soft hands.

Which was why he didn’t hire outsiders.

Especially not ones who looked like Lisa Monroe.

He drove in silence, gravel crunching beneath the tires of his truck as she sat beside him. She smelled faintly of something floral and clean, a sharp contrast to pine sap and diesel.

She didn’t fidget.

Didn’t fill the silence.

That alone surprised him.

Most people tried too hard around him. They talked fast. Laughed louder than necessary. Offered compliments he didn’t ask for.

She simply looked out the window, studying the land like she was memorizing it.

“You’re quiet,” she said after a while, still watching the trees blur past.

“I don’t speak unless I have something to say.”

A small smile touched her mouth. “That must make board meetings efficient.”

He glanced at her.

There was humor there. Not mockery. Not fear.

Bold.

He pulled the truck onto a narrower road that curved deeper into the property. The trees grew denser, taller. Sunlight filtered in through thick branches, cutting across her face in shifting patterns.

She tilted her chin upward, watching it.

City girl, he’d thought when he first saw her step out of that sleek sedan.

Leather jacket. Clean boots. Hair styled just messy enough to look intentional.

Too refined for sawdust.

Too soft for this place.

And too young.

He didn’t know her exact age, but he’d guess late twenties. Early thirties at most. At forty-two, he had no business noticing the curve of her mouth or the confidence in her posture.

He noticed anyway.

He pulled up in front of the guest cabin.

It wasn’t small. Nothing he built was small. But it was private—tucked between tall pines, overlooking a stretch of untouched forest that dipped toward a river below.

“This is yours while you’re here,” he said, killing the engine.

She stepped out first this time.

The late afternoon light caught in her hair, turning it almost gold against the dark wood of the cabin. She turned slowly, taking it in—the wraparound porch, the wide windows, the quiet.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

He watched her reaction more than the cabin.

Most outsiders commented on the size. The cost. The isolation.

She commented on the view.

“Keys are inside,” he said. “Kitchen’s stocked. Cell service is limited.”

She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Of course it is.”

He stepped closer, closing some of the distance without fully meaning to. “You’ll need to be ready before sunrise tomorrow. The east ridge gets the best light.”

She nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

Her eyes held his again—steady, assessing.

Not intimidated.

It irritated him.

It intrigued him more.

“You’re not what I expected,” she added.

He crossed his arms loosely over his chest. “What were you expecting?”

“A corporate tyrant in a tailored suit.”

“And you’re disappointed?”

Her gaze dropped briefly to his forearms, still faintly dusted in sawdust from earlier.

“No,” she said quietly. “Not at all.”

Heat moved low in his chest. Unwelcome. Immediate.

He stepped back first.

Professional.

That was what this was.

A contract. A campaign. Nothing more.

“Get settled,” he said. “Dinner’s at seven. My house.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “Business dinner?”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Wear boots.”

A flicker of laughter warmed her eyes before she disappeared inside the cabin.

The door shut.

Silence returned.

Chandler stood there longer than necessary.

He didn’t invite contractors to his home.

He didn’t host dinners.

He signed checks and reviewed proposals in his office and kept personal space exactly that—personal.

But this campaign mattered. Expansion into new markets meant scrutiny. Scrutiny meant vulnerability.

He needed to know who was shaping the face of his company.

That was all.

He turned and headed back to his truck.



An hour later, he stood in his study, staring at the images she’d uploaded to the shared drive.

He hadn’t meant to look yet.

Curiosity was a weakness.
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