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About


Coming off a contentious divorce, author Sam Browning has left Chicago to seek peace in a forest cabin. With electricity, internet, and a healthy ten miles between him and the nearby town of Ashbury, he hopes this writer's retreat will help kickstart this new chapter of his life—and his next book.

Things start off disastrous when a fallen tree blocks the trail to the cabin, but the blow is softened by the beautiful Parks employee Lily, who is there to help. And as they grow closer, Sam finds the harsh memories of his old life harder and harder to focus on.

Follow Sam as he navigates a new life, new relationships, and the women in Ashbury who are going to change everything he thought he knew about love and desire.

His Writer's Harem is an erotic harem romance series containing high heat scenes for adults only. Expect an MF start with a growing harem and a very happy ending. Book 1 is MF and introduces Lily, with more women to come in future books!


Chapter 1


SAM

I tried to remember the last time I had driven on a dirt road. Maybe...damn, had I been twenty years old? Yep. Back in Pennsylvania, in my dad's rickety truck, heading to the pond to go catch fish and toss them back. Twenty-two years ago.

Time is a real bastard.

I had just pulled off the main road onto what could only be generously called a dirt road. Really, it was a trail through the woods, apparently meant for vehicles, yet I still felt like my sideview mirrors were going to get knocked off at the slightest wrong movement. I drove like my grandmother, hands atop the steering wheel, crawling, and it still felt too fast.

Part of me wanted to just jam on the gas pedal, because I was excited. After two hellish years of divorce proceedings, I was actually excited for something. Mark that on the calendar. After I made it through these woods in one piece, anyway.

My life had been left on the other side of the country, or at least the life I had been used to. Most of it had been pretty great. The last couple years with Marcie tended to wash over those good periods, though. I was hoping that—among many things—this temporary move out here to the Pacific northwest would help me focus more on the good times rather than the bad ones. Time may be a bastard, but it's supposedly a terrific healer.

I turned the wheel a fraction of an inch to the left, following the tiny undulations in the trail. Everything I had cared to bring with me was packed in the back of this pickup, and it was going to be covered with a layer of fallen green leaves from the canopy above by the time I got to my destination.

Scanning the trail ahead, I reached up and scratched my chin through my beard. I'd grown it out the last couple months. Usually I kept it trimmed short, but hey, new life, new facial hair, right? I'd have to spend some time looking into beard oils and whatever guys did to take care of their beards. Or, you know. Do nothing except scrub some soap into it during a shower. Probably I'd just end up doing that.

I continued creeping slowly up the trail, hovering between five and ten miles an hour and not daring to go faster. And thank god I didn't, because I might have hit her.

I saw her dark hair first, which stood out a lot more than her outfit, earth tones that blended in with the forest around us. She had her back to me as I drove up, and she must not have heard me right away, because she didn't look back. She was struggling with a huge branch that had fallen down over the trail.

As I pulled around the corner and more came into view, I saw her roofless UTV parked off to the left side of the trail. It had the seal of the nearby town on it—Ashbury.

I brought my truck to a stop and unclenched my fingers from the steering wheel, opening the door and hopping out. That was when she straightened up from the branch and looked back at me.

"Hey," I started to say, and then my voice literally faltered because of how pretty this girl was.

Beautiful, really. Deep brown eyes, with her medium-length brown hair pulled back behind her head, bangs framing her face. Her visage at this moment was stern and frustrated, with sweat shining on her brow. Even so, she was stunning. And considerably younger than I was, probably somewhere in her twenties.

"Oh, hi," she said breathlessly, bringing the back of her hand to her forehead. "You're heading this way?"

"I was," I said, nodding at the branch. "I can help you with that. I think between the two of us we can clear it off the road."

She smiled briefly, a look that lit her up. "Thank you. If you didn't come along, I..." She furrowed her brow. "Ugh. I mean—not at you. 'Ugh' at Joey for not putting the rope back in the side-by-side. Normally I would have just tied this up and towed it off."

"Well, Joey owes you a beer, I guess." I walked up to where she stood by the big fallen branch.

The woman rolled her eyes. "Oh, he'd love that. He—" She stopped and shook her head. "Never mind. My name's Lily. I'm with the parks department for Ashbury."

She stuck out her hand, and I took it. I felt callus on her palm.

"Sam," I told her, giving her a smile that she returned.

"Great to meet you, Sam." Lily gave me a single strong shake, then dropped her hand. "If anyone's owed a beer, it might be you."

I chuckled. "Let's make sure I can actually help get this cleared before we go awarding me anything."

Lily grinned, then turned back toward the fallen limb. She was in a pair of stylish forest green slacks that hugged her hips, and a pale brown blouse that didn't show much cleavage, but couldn't hide the size of her chest. I politely tried not to stare as I walked around her to grab the left side of the branch, toward the jagged stump where it had broken off.

"Okay," I said, getting a good grip. "Towards me."

The branch was huge, with hundreds of other, narrower branches sprouting from it. Many were broken off and scattered around our feet. As we got to pulling on it, I dug my shoes into the dirt. The lengthy hunk of wood probably weighed two hundred pounds, maybe more, and the drag of all the stubby branches made it difficult to move.

But move it we did, foot by foot. Lily grunted, pulling at the branch, straining back towards me with her hair dangling off to the side. We carved up the dirt with our feet and our haul, snapping off more branches as we did. One burst into the air, splintering upward and spraying me with wood shrapnel.

"It's fighting us," I joked, but grunted with the effort of yanking the thing to the side of the trail. Lily snorted, redoubling her efforts.

Together, we pulled it back far enough for the road to officially be considered clear. I dusted my hands off, flexing my fingers. "There we go. My workout for the day."

Lily turned toward me, brushing her bangs away from her face. "Until we get thirty seconds up the road and find another branch."

I pushed my own brown hair away from my forehead. Like my beard, I'd let it grow shaggier than normal. "Yeah, well—"

Crack!

The noise came from overhead. I shot my gaze upward as another massive cracking sound tore through the still forest air. Then a thick branch tumbled free from whatever weak, dry limbs had been holding it, and fell right toward Lily.


Chapter 2


There was nowhere to push her—either into the spiky mess of the limb we'd just dragged, or down into the jagged pieces it had left all over, and my body didn't let me just shove this woman into the dirt. Instead, I darted forward and pulled her into my arms, hugging her against me.

She gasped in my ear, and a millisecond later, the thick branch broke across my back.

I grunted as fire tore across my shoulder blades, the impact hard enough to shake Lily in my arms. The branch splintered across me, giving me another fine spray of shards and wood dust before dropping to the ground.

I stayed tense for a moment, but nothing else fell, so I slackened my arms, letting Lily go and stepping away from her.

"Sorry," I said quickly, because I knew getting grabbed by a stranger out in the woods was not on the top ten of any woman's ideal days out. "Are you okay?"

Lily blinked, gaping at me. Her hair had gotten mussed up from my handling, but she didn't go to fix it. "I...yes...Sam. You got hit?"

I nodded, even that small movement flaring up the pain from the branch. I tried to play it off. "It's nothing. I just didn't want you to get cracked in the head."

Lily bit her lip, sucking in air. Then she set her face, determined. "Turn around."

"Really, it's—"

"Turn around and let me see," Lily said, and her voice was like a whipcrack. Compelled to listen, I turned for her, displaying my back.

Lily gasped, and I heard her steps in the dirt as she walked up to me.

"It's that bad?" I said, looking back at her.

"Jesus, Sam..." Her fingers touched my upper back lightly. The pain was replaced by icy goosebumps, and I felt color rise in my cheeks.

"You're bleeding. It tore right through the shirt." Lily cast her eyes down to the ground, at the branch itself. "I can't believe you...that branch is huge. It could have killed me."

"Nah." I turned back around, glancing down at the limb. It looked about as big around as the grasp of both my hands, and it was covered with jagged little nubs, which explained the burning pain and tears in my shirt. "Hm. Okay, it's bigger than I thought."

Lily let a breath of air out of her nose, pushing her bangs away from her eyes. "I don't know how to thank you. You—oh, let me patch you up. I have a first aid kit in the side-by-side."

I raised my hands. "That's okay, miss. I appreciate it, but I'm on my way to this cabin, I think it's just up the road? There's stuff there, I can take care of it."

"Is anyone else there?"

"Just me," I said, shaking my head.

"Well, you're not going to reach your own back." Lily firmed up again. "I know the cabin you're talking about. Wiltshire's. I'm going to come with you and get you fixed up."

"Miss—"

"It's Lily," she said, staring me down, "and you only got hurt because you were helping me out, Sam. It's the least I can do, alright?"

I imagined getting to the cabin, peeling my shirt away from my dried blood, and trying to rinse myself off. She was right; I had no way of caring for this myself. I'd probably want a trip to urgent care or something, but for now, any patching would do.

And she was—Lily was, I don't know, intriguing. Three inches shorter than me, probably seventy pounds lighter, but tough. Strong. Something told me she could have eventually dragged that branch off the road herself if I hadn't shown up. Yet despite getting cracked over the back by a slab of wood, I was glad that I had.

"Okay, Lily," I said, nodding. "I'll take you up on it."

"Good." Her face softened. "Are you okay to drive?"

"Sure. I just won't lean back into the seat."

Lily grimaced. "Yeah. Don't do that. Follow me, it's only a couple minutes from here."

She went over to her vehicle, hopping into the driver's seat and leaning over to check something. Probably that the first aid kit was there, and that Joey or whoever hadn't screwed that up, too. When she straightened up and looked back at me, I jerked into motion and went back to my truck. I had just been staring at her.

Climbing back into the cab, I tried to get a grasp on what was going through my head. I couldn't remember what I had been thinking about before I'd pulled the truck to a stop, and that was actually a relief. Like that branch had knocked some new sense into me, and instead of thinking about the turns in the road that had led me here, I was thinking about the ones ahead.

Lily backed up and pulled onto the trail, driving around the tip of the fallen limb. I followed after her, driving slowly while my mind buzzed pleasantly and without worry for the first time in a long time.


Chapter 3


The cabin wasn't much further ahead, and we didn't run into any toppled trees. With my back singing some devilish song, my eyebrows slowly raised as the place appeared around the tree trunks and made itself known.

It was gorgeous. I'd seen pictures, but I had been in a flurry when choosing the place, and I wasn't too picky about what it looked like—I'd just wanted to make sure it was far away from Chicago, primarily, and that it wasn't some one-room pile of logs with a wood stove. I had work to do, after all.

The Wiltshire cabin was no pile of logs. The whole thing was a rich mahogany color, wooden siding with a shingled roof. Not really two stories, but more like one-and-a-half, with a peaked roof that contained a loft area. The pointed front wall seemed to be fifty percent glass, with big windows stretching throughout to let the sun in. A stacked-stone chimney stretched up through the south side of the roof, and a railed porch wrapped around most of it, finishing at the north-end sunroom that stretched over the back slope and had support columns underneath.

I thought, Damn, this looks almost as good as Lily does. Almost. And then I told myself I had to get it together, because this woman was doing me a favor, and my first impression in this new town had already gone miles different than I'd expected.

I parked beside Lily in the small dirt lot in front of the cabin. The sun was almost directly overhead, throwing my shadow behind me while I squinted into the bright beams that made it through the trees.

"This place is beautiful," I said, hardly realizing I was speaking aloud.

"It is." Lily came over to me. "You're renting it out?"

"Yeah, for a while."

"Do you have the key?"

"Uh..." I blinked, clearing my head. "No, there's a lockbox. I have the code."

We walked up to the front stairs, going up onto the porch. I could feel Lily staring at my back, and I wondered how bad it looked. It certainly didn't feel great.

The lockbox hung off the door handle. I punched in the four-digit code I'd gotten from the property manager, and thankfully the key was inside when it popped open. I plucked it out and unlocked the cabin.

I smelled pine as we entered, the scent of wood cleaner. The natural light of the forest illuminated the interior, but with the open space and high ceiling, the light dissipated into a pleasant softness. The kitchen was off to the left, stretching out from the corner; past it, a set of floating stairs led up to the loft, which curved above us and tapered down after the big sets of windows on the far right. A sprawling den took up a lot of the main room, sectional pieces and tables arranged casually, giving an air of relaxation.

"Wow," Lily murmured. "They've redone this place."

"The listing boasted it as 'very modern,'" I recalled, lifting up an arm to stretch and wincing when it pulled at my back.

The first aid kit rattled in Lily's hand. "Come on. Bathroom."

She led the way, and I fell into step. "So you've been here before?" I asked her.

"I didn't rent it," she replied, not looking back as we stepped around a sprawling sectional couch in the den area. "It was pricey even before this interior redo. But I was here for work, helping to survey the property line."

The bathroom door was a wood finish as well, almost blending in with the wall, but the gold handle stuck out to give it away. Lily pushed the door open and stepped back, ushering me inside, then closed the door to give us more room once we were in.

"In case you're wondering, I know what I'm doing," she said, snapping a look over at me before she plunked down the kit and popped it open. "I'm not going to suture you or anything. Just basic stuff."

"I appreciate it," I said, watching her even as she turned to look at me, clearly waiting for something.

She raised one of her sharp eyebrows. "Go on."

"Huh?"

Lily dipped her head. "The shirt. Take it off. Sorry to break it to you, Sam, but it's ruined."

"Oh. Right." I shook my head, then pulled up my shirt while Lily washed her hands in the sink. I wasn't usually this slow. It could have been the tree branch to my back. But I had a feeling it was more to do with this woman, ordering me around and being pretty as all hell. I hadn't looked twice at another woman since Marcie and I had officially split, come to think of it...

I pinched my lips together as I pulled the shirt over my wounds, but I held in any sounds of pain. And there was certainly pain, as I peeled it off the tacky drying blood. I got it off and draped it in front of myself, looking at the ragged mess the back had become.

"Definitely ruined," I muttered, balling it up and dropping it into the tub behind me.

Lily watched me with keen eyes, though I wasn't sure why. Whatever she had seen on my torn-up back had to have been much more shocking than the front side. I was just a guy with a hairy chest and a flat stomach. Catching a glance at myself in the mirror, I thought maybe my beard made my head look too big.

"Okay," Lily said, her voice soft. "Come over here and let me see."

I closed the distance between us and turned so she could examine me. Bless her for holding back any further wincing, though I could see the guilt in her face in the mirror.

"Hey, don't feel bad," I told her, turning my head. "I'd do it again. In a heartbeat. And I'd do it in a better shirt, too."

That made Lily smile, and I saw her cheeks go pink. Then she shook her head.

"Just hold still." Lily reached back and flicked on the light, since whatever came in through the small bathroom window wasn't sufficient. "I have a pair of tweezers here, I'm going to pull out the slivers."

I nodded. Lily hesitated for a moment, her canine tooth grabbing her bottom lip. Then she put her hand on me, against my back, fingers stretching toward my side, and she came up close. I hoped that she didn't hear my sharp inhale of air, but I knew that she had to see the goosebumps returning on my neck and arms, and I stuck my tongue between my teeth. Embarrassing.

She didn't comment, though. I held still for her as she navigated the long scratches on my back, removing what the branch had left behind. The splinters began to gather in the sink.

"Oh," I said, gritting my teeth as the tweezers grabbed and pulled. "That was a big one."

"Sorry," she whispered.

"Felt good coming out," I responded. "Find another one like that if you can."

Stop it. You're flirting.

Shit, was I? I didn't mean to.

She feels bad enough about the whole thing. Don't go making her uncomfortable, too.

I thought I heard a small laugh from Lily. Her hand was still on me, holding me more firmly. But eventually she let out a tight, frustrated noise, and took her hands away from me.

"The light in here sucks," she declared. "We should go out to the den. Here, grab a towel just in case we need to keep the couch safe."

Lily opened the door and turned the light off, taking the kit with her while I fetched a towel from the stack folded beneath the sink. We walked out into the brighter light of the main room, and she gestured over to the couch.

"Sit down, it'll be easier," she told me. "You're too tall."

"One of my faults," I said, sitting down on the edge of the couch.

Lily smiled down at me. "Not in a bad way," she said. "Turn a little bit."

I did, and she dropped one knee onto the couch, putting her hand on me once more. With my back turned to the windows, it was much easier for her to see the bits and pieces she was getting out of me. She plunked them down into an empty tray inside the first aid kit.

"So Sam," she said, her fingers creeping across me. "What brings you out here?"

I thought about what I wanted to say. I answered with what was mostly the truth.

"Work," I said. "I'm hoping this is a good place for it."

Lily continued examining me. "You rented a cabin out in the woods for work?"

"I'm a writer," I told her. "So I'm trying to treat this whole thing as a writer's retreat. Just, you know, a solo one."

My right hand unconsciously went to grasp at the empty ring finger on my left hand, my fingers twisting around the base before I pulled them away.

"A writer. That's interesting." Lily was silent for a moment as she freed a splinter. "Anything I might know?"

"Maybe," I said. "If you're into crime fiction. There's a series of books, Rampages, that are my best sellers. Other than that..."

"Did you say Rampages?" Lily stopped what she was doing, setting the tweezers down on top of the kit. She came back around to my front, holding the towel in her hand. "You're kidding me. You're Sam Browning?"


Chapter 4


"You're kidding me," I said, laughing. "You know who I am?"

Lily's mouth dropped open. "You're fucking with me. No, no way, that's such a random thing to lie about."

I raised my hands. "No lie. I don't typically need to keep it a secret. If I do a book signing, it's not like there's a line out the door."

Lily blinked, her eyes scanning over me as though she were searching for the truth. "But don't you live in...was it St. Louis?"

"Chicago," I told her. "I'm, uh...going through a transition period."

Lily closed her lips, shaking her head. "Shit, I'm sorry, Sam. I didn't mean to pry, I was just making conversation. And I'm not like, a stalker, it's just that I was reading one of your book jackets the other day. Of course I got the city wrong. But I...can't believe this."

Her eyes glanced over my shoulder, widening, and she stepped around me and pressed the towel to my back.

"You're bleeding," she said, her voice adopting the firm tone again. "Hold on, I'm almost done."

Then her hand was back on me, and son of a bitch if the goosebumps didn't come back, too. I couldn't shake how this woman made me feel. But heaven help me if I was going to do anything about it. I'd been married for eight years and officially, legally divorced for about four months. My sea legs felt like they were still years away. Besides, hitting on her now, when she felt indebted to me? When she actually knew who I was and read my stuff? That didn't feel right.

"That's the last of them," she told me, and unless I was imagining it, her free hand squeezed me a little, her fingers pressing into my side. "Hold on for just a second. I'm going to wet the towel to wipe you off, then apply some antibacterial."

She got up off the couch, nipping over to the bathroom for a moment before coming back with a clean, wet towel.

"It's very kind of you to do all this," I told her as she walked around me again.

"Sam," Lily said softly, "you saved my life."

"I..." My words trailed off as the towel touched my back. She had wet it with hot water, and it was lovely and soothing, even against my wounds. She went gently down my back, padding me vertically in neat rows and folding the towel over to use clean spots each time. Her other hand found my side again, holding her steady against me.

I felt the urge to touch her hand, to cover it with mine. I resisted.

Her fingers pressed into me. "It's not looking so bad," she said, finishing her last swipe down my shoulder blade. "Just the ointment now. It's going to be cold."

"Sure," I said, my voice feeling tight. She kept her hand on me as she tossed the towel to the hardwood floor, only taking it off once she needed to use both hands to twist open the tube. Then her fingers were back, this time spreading small amounts of the antibacterial where I had been cut. Her delicate fingers traveled across the expanse of my back, Lily clucking her tongue occasionally as she worked.

"There," she said after a minute, lowering her hands. "It's too much to bandage, at least with what I have here. Putting a clean shirt over it—one you don't mind staining—should be fine. But you'll probably still want to go to the doctor, have an actual professional look at it."

"Thanks a lot, Lily," I said. "Sincerely."

I turned toward her on the couch, finally facing her after having her behind me for so long. She was in the middle of brushing a hanging strand of hair behind her ear, her deep brown eyes intense and latched onto mine.

"It's the least that I could do," she said, smiling. "Jeez, Sam, not only did you save my ass, but you helped me get the trail clear, which was half the reason I was out here, anyway. I hardly think this makes up for it."

"You don't have to make up for anything," I said. "Anybody would have done the same."

"I don't think so." Her voice was quiet.

Our hands were close together on the couch, both of us pressing our weight into the cushion. The silence stretched on, growing thick and heavy. She had the sun behind her, lighting her in a halo, like a beautiful silhouette. Christ, she looked like a fucking angel, an angel with brown hair and kind eyes and hands that could drag a tree or delicately clean a wound in such a way that it sent tingles racing across every nerve in my skin.

I knew then, that it could happen. That I could kiss her. The idea was surreal and tantalizing, a dream within my grasp. Even more surreal was that I could feel that same energy from Lily, pushing up against me, like she was touching me with her hands clear. I could put my hand on hers. I could lean in.

But...I couldn't. We were perfect strangers. I must have been twelve, fifteen years older than her. And while I had come here in part to distance myself from the vestiges of my divorce, that didn't mean I was trying to get involved with someone else so soon.

It could be healthy, the voice in my head countered. Instead of locking yourself away in solitude.

It could be. But I didn't know if I was ready.

How will you know if you don't try?

I pulled in a breath. I knew what I had to do.

"I should...probably get a shirt on," I said finally, curling in my fingers where they were planted onto the couch.

Lily paused, then pulled back slightly, like whatever spell had fallen over us had retreated. "Oh. Y...yes. You don't want to leave the wounds exposed."

With a weight of regret so heavy that it was hard to stand, I got up from the couch. The pain in my back was the least of my concerns now, as my mind raced through all the ways I could have handled this differently. Standing there like an idiot, I realized that I didn't have clothes in here, and that everything I had brought with me was still in the bed of the pickup truck outside.

"I'll be right back," I mumbled, leaving Lily sitting on the couch while I walked out the front door, the air cold against the cream on my back.

Blinking in the sun, I descended the steps and walked over to my truck, feeling like some shirtless behemoth, like a Bigfoot that didn't know how to operate in society. At least a suitcase full of clothes was in the backseat, rather than buried in the truck bed. I dug out some thin blue T-shirt destined for the garbage before long anyway, and threw it on. It stuck to my back.

Carrying the suitcase, I went back into the cabin. Lily was standing now, the first aid kit held by the handle.

"It feels alright?" she asked.

"Yeah, good as new."

Lily rolled her eyes as she walked up to me. "You're going to see a real doctor, right?"

"I will," I assured her. "I'll probably sleep on that for tonight, get settled in, have some dinner. Then see who can take me for an appointment in the morning. I've been on the road for three days, I could use the rest."

Lily nodded. "Coming from Chicago? Definitely. But…" She looked around. "Do you have food here? I kind of doubt you hauled a load of groceries with you, too."

I grinned. "Some might call it food. Others might call it a big bag of pretzels and a package of frosted cupcakes that I got from a gas station two hours ago. But it'll do me just fine."

"Sam—"

"Really, Lily, you don't have to do anything more for me. You're going to make me feel like I'm taking advantage."

I could feel her forthcoming offer to, I don't know, cook me dinner or something. And while that obviously sounded great, fantastic even, I'd already taken up too much of her time. She was working. She was way too beautiful to be hanging out with someone like me. And honestly, I'd just done what anybody would have done.

But in my head, a different voice gave the real reason that I was keeping her at arm's length.

Marcie doesn't like you anymore. Why would anybody else?

At that moment, her phone buzzed in her pocket, and her eyes flicked down to it. She didn't take it out though, she just patted it through her pants.

"That's gotta be Jim," she said to herself, then looked back up at me. "My boss, checking in."

"I've sucked up enough of your work day," I told her. I saw her getting ready to say something, and then a flash of inspiration cut through me.

"Why don't you give me your number?" I said quickly, and cleared my throat. "I mean, just so—I don't want you to worry. And if there's some emergency, or all the skin falls off my back, or my cupcakes disappear and I'm starving to death, I have somebody to call. "

That made Lily smile, which was a relief, because I was having a hell of a time figuring out the emotions flickering across her face.

"I can work with that," she said. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, and I did the same with mine. "I'll take yours, too."

"Should I just put you in as Lily?" I asked, after giving her my number and taking down hers.

"Lily Abbott," she said. "Two Bs, two Ts."

"Lily Abbott. You are confirmed." I locked my phone.

"And so are you, Sam Browning," Lily said. She looked me up and down before smiling. "A writer's retreat. You're working on a new book?"

"God willing," I said. "Off to a great start so far."

She smirked, bringing her hand to her mouth. "Sorry for causing such a stir to your day. Seriously—call me if something is wrong. Fever, magical cupcake disappearance, whatever. I don't care if you think I've done enough. I disagree." Lily raised one eyebrow and stared at me firmly. "Okay?"

Her eyes sent a shiver down my back in the warmest way.

"Okay," I responded. "And the same goes for you, if you're shaken up or anything. You can call me. Text me. Whatever you young folk do."

Lily's eyes flashed. "I'm twenty-six! What are you, like thirty-five?"

That got a real laugh out of me, a guffaw that buzzed my chest. "Now it's you who's fucking with me."

"No, really." She put her hands on her hips, and the plastic first aid kit thunked against her. "What? Forty?"

"That's more reasonable." I fought at my laughter. "I'm forty-two. And three months."

"Forty-two. Fine. And you act like we're a generation apart." Lily sniffed. "Your body—ahem. You look younger than forty-two. In case you were wondering."

Pinkness in her cheeks again.

I tucked my phone in my pocket. "I'll take it as a compliment."

"Of course it is," she said.


Chapter 5


Iwalked with her to the front door, and she pulled it open and stepped onto the porch, turning around to face me.

"Despite how insane this all was," Lily said, "it was nice meeting you, Sam. How long are you going to be staying here?"

"Same to you," I told her with a genuine smile, the pain in my back long forgotten. "Timeframe is kind of up in the air. At least six months, depending how things go."

"With the book," she said.

"Right."

"Well, good luck, and enjoy the cupcakes." Lily gave me an impish grin, then she turned and walked down the steps, leaving me to watch her as she got to her vehicle, waved, and drove away.

I stood there for a moment before closing the door. Insane, she'd said, and that was a good word for it. Give me a million tries, and I never would have guessed this to be how my first day at the cabin would have gone.

Lily's absence made the burning in my back more apparent. I dug some ibuprofen out of the suitcase I'd brought in and swallowed them dry, then let out a huge breath and sat back down on the couch. But I didn't let myself stay down for long, because I knew I'd get too into my own head.

So I got back up after just a minute and got to work. I backed the truck right up to the porch and started unloading. I knew it wasn't smart to do before my wounds had a chance to heal, but it had to be done, and it wasn't a ton of stuff. Most of what I owned was in storage back in Chicago, and I'd come out here with what I viewed as the essentials.

Clothes went to one of the bedrooms I'd chosen for myself. A few plates, a few bowls and some flatware, to the kitchen. Electronics distributed accordingly: laptop on a sleek table in the den, near an outlet; humidifier to the bedroom; coffee machine to the kitchen. Toiletries to the bathroom, shoes to...well, those I just dumped by the front door. Maybe I'd get a rack or something.

I thought about eating, but I wasn't hungry yet. I was tired more than anything, the adrenaline seeping out of me, the slowly fading afternoon light pleasant and soporific. With the unloading done, and the majority of the unpacking finished, right now nothing sounded better than the couch. Not even the gas station cupcakes.

I lay down on my side, keeping far enough away from the back cushion to avoid messing it up. It was a deep couch, so there was room. I grabbed one of the decorative pillows and tucked it beneath my head. Not super comfortable, but in this moment, it was bliss. I relaxed into the couch and drifted off.

When I woke up, I thought I was still dreaming. The sunlight was gone, the room bathed in darkness. The little ambient light was starlight, pinpricks millions of miles away that were mostly stymied by the trees. But through the windows across the room, I could see the night sky, a swath of pure black peppered with specks of white, stretching behind and above the trees.

I swallowed, my throat dry. Sitting up reminded me of the pain in my shoulder blades, and the day, the place, all that had happened, came back to me. Not dreaming; just somewhere new. I sat there for a moment, rubbing my eyes, my shirt sticking to my skin.

I had to pee.

I stumbled through unfamiliar territory, flicked on some unfamiliar light switches, and went into the unfamiliar bathroom. I saw the sink empty and rinsed; Lily must have cleaned the splinters out when I'd gone to get a shirt. I didn't know why, but seeing that touched me. I couldn't remember the last time someone had...been there for me like this.

I took a quick shower, hissing lightly as the water hit my back, but it wasn't too bad. The towels that the cabin stocked were nice and soft, and once I was out, dried, and dressed in my nightclothes, I was feeling less like an alien.

And hungry. Time for those cupcakes.

As I struggled to remember where I'd tossed the car keys, I heard a knock at the door, which was so unexpected that I stood there stupidly for a few seconds and just stared at it. I was in a cabin in the woods. No one should be knocking at my door.

I heard "Sam?" and my heart skipped a beat. In my stupid sleeveless shirt and ancient workout shorts, I thudded my bare feet across the hardwood floor and pulled open the door and there she was.

"Hey," Lily said.

Her hair was down, brushing against her shoulders. She had on a pink blouse with thin straps that made no attempt to hide her cleavage. In her hands was a pizza box, white cardboard with a cartoon chef and grease spots. On her face were sparkling, pretty brown eyes and a growing smile.

"I was thinking, you know, that you could use a hot dinner," she told me, and she pushed the pizza box into my hands. "Instead of gas station cupcakes. And Picasso's is the best pizza around here, you're better off knowing that right away."

"Hi," I said, holding the pizza.

"Hi," she said, her smile faltering.

Samuel, I thought to myself. Do not fuck this up.

"I'm gonna be honest," I told her, and she raised an eyebrow at me before I broke into a smile. "It is really fucking nice to see you."

She blushed, running her tongue over her teeth. "Stop it. It's been like five hours."

"Feels like longer." I stepped back. "Come on in, see what I've done with the place."

"Oh, yes," she said, coming inside and closing the door behind her. "I see a coffee maker and a pile of shoes. I'm not sure which I like more."

"The coffee maker, trust me." I walked us over to the couch and set the pizza down on the coffee table.

"How's your back?" she asked.

"As good as it can be," I told her. "Thanks to you."

She smiled. "Wow," she said, looking out the wall of windows opposite us. "This is a hell of a view at night."

"The gap in the trees is perfect," I agreed.

Lily turned toward me. "So, why didn't you answer my texts? I thought you were capable."

"Your..." I flicked my eyes down to my phone, which I had set on the coffee table before my shower. "Oh, shit. I'm sorry. Long drive, and I never got a chance to charge my phone. It was at two percent when I took your number, and it died while I was sleeping."

"Mm. And I didn't interrupt your dinner?"

"Caught me at the perfect time," I said. "Let me grab us some plates."


Chapter 6


Isat with Lily on the couch, and we ate surprisingly good pizza while we looked at the stars through the window and talked. I had a six-pack of diet soda I'd thrown in the fridge, and we sipped on it.

"I hope I didn't tie you up from work too long," I said. "Did, uh, Jeff come down on you?"

"Jim," Lily corrected me. "And no, nothing like that. I just let him know I cleared the trail and that he should send someone to trim that tree, since it almost killed me." She flashed me a smile. "No mention of the handsome stranger who gave up his body for me. It didn't seem prudent."

Her words sent warm tingling through my chest. I set my pizza crust down on my plate and looked at her thoughtfully.

"Lily, let me ask you..." I chewed on the question. "What do you know about me?"

"What do you mean?"

"You knew who I was," I said.

"Not until you told me," she responded. "I mean, no offense. But you don't put pictures on your book jackets."

"None taken, believe me," I said. "That may have come out wrong. But I have to imagine you maybe hit the internet once you left here. There's a Wikipedia page, my website, whatever. Right?"

Lily chuckled. "Okay, yes, you got me. I could not resist a little snooping."

"Find anything interesting?" I met her eyes.

"Yeah." Lily set her own plate down, straightening up. "You're married. Or at least, you are online." Her eyes traveled down my body, then back up. "But no wedding ring."

I set my jaw, my eyes flickering away for a moment. "Divorced, now. For a few months. Not sure how long it will take the internet to catch up."

"I'm sorry." Lily reached over and put her hand on mine on the couch. "It must have been hard."

I met her eyes again, turning my hand so that I could hold hers. "I'm learning how to deal with it."

"Maybe..." Lily squeezed my hand, and moved closer on the couch. "Maybe I could help."

There it was. This unbelievably gorgeous woman was holding my hand, moving closer to me, staring me in the eyes, and telling me she wanted me. But the worst part was that I somehow still couldn't believe it.

"Lily." My voice was husky, my head tilted down slightly. "I'm not trying to push you away. But I'm forty-two. Recently divorced. I drove two thousand miles to live like a hermit in the woods and write books...do you really want to get mixed up with me?

Lily didn't hesitate for a second. She got closer still, so that our thighs were separated only by our clutched hands between them.

"Yes, I do," she told me. "And I don't want you getting it wrong, Sam. It's not because you're older than me, and it's not in spite of that fact, either. It's not because I think your books are great, although I do."

She leaned in closer. I smelled the perfume she was wearing, subtle and entrancing.

"I like you," Lily said. "You made the best possible first impression, and you're hot. So are you going to kiss me, or what?"

This close to me, she was like a magnet, and I gave up on resisting her pull. I lifted my other hand to her side, slid it up onto her back, and pulled her into me. My lips crashed into hers, and every doubt in the world disappeared.

Lily sighed, melting into the kiss for a moment before slipping her hand to my lower back and parting my lips, pushing her tongue into mine. I groaned, and my cock instantly got hard in my loose shorts.

The hormones flooded through me. I let go of her hand so that I could wrap my other arm around her and pull her closer still, feeling her lithe body up against mine. She put her hand up my shirt, coming through the bottom, fingers crawling over my hard stomach and up to the big muscles of my chest.

"Pretty buff for a writer," she said, her breath coming fast.

"I stay strong so I can help beautiful girls," I told her, and I kissed her again, finding her tongue with mine and tasting her. I put my weight onto her, pushing her down onto the couch, and she lay on her back, her hands caressing my sides but staying clear of where the branch had hit me.

Still kissing, that was when her hand found my branch, grabbing onto my hardness through my shorts and making me shudder.

"So hard for me already," she said, her voice full of lust while a smile tugged at one corner of her mouth. She stroked me through my pants, threatening to melt my muscles into batter. I held myself up on top of her, my cock pulsing at her touch, and she squeezed me hard enough to feel the beating of my heart.

"I want to taste it," she said.

"Fuck." I paused, then dove ahead. "I need your fucking mouth on my cock."

I got up on my knees, quickly sliding my shorts down. My cock sprang out, thick, throbbing, aching. Lily immediately sat up and grabbed it, stroking me with her slender but strong fingers, a hungry look in her eyes as she took in the sight. She planted her other hand on my chest and pushed me backward, tumbling me onto my back while she finished pulling my shorts off. The couch was deep and flat, meant for lounging, with a short backside. It accommodated us both just fine as she crawled over me.

"You are the hottest fucking thing I've ever seen." I grabbed Lily by the shoulders, holding her for just a moment. "Take off your shirt."

"Oh, you want to see my tits?" Lily asked innocently, smirking as she got up on her knees, straddling me, and pulled her pink blouse up over her head.

"Fuck yes, I do."

Her lavender bra came next, quickly unclasped and tossed to the side. Now she was topless on me, and I reached up to take her breasts in each hand. I had big hands, and they more than filled my grip. Her nipples were light brown, and hard underneath my thumbs as I rubbed them.

She closed her eyes and enjoyed the touch for a moment before bending back down over me and pushing my hands away.

"I thought you needed my mouth on you," she said, snaking backward down my body. "Don't distract me."

In the next second, her hot breath washed over my cock, and then it was her tongue washing me, making my eyes roll back in my head as she gripped my dick and ran her tongue from the bottom to the top. Not in the mood for teasing, her lips slipped over my head, and then I was awash in the hot, wet embrace of her mouth.

"Fuck, Lily, yes," I gasped, putting a hand on her head and sliding my fingers into the brown tresses of her hair. She closed her eyes as she swallowed me, inch by inch until she groaned and her throat vibrated around my cock and her lips or pressed up against my groin.

"No fucking way," I whispered, looking down at this girl that had taken the full length of my cock into her throat. Not that I was absolutely huge or anything, but I had still never been blown like this.

She slid her lips up and down my cock, opening her eyes to peer up at me while she did, and just the way she looked could have made me blow my load right there. But I held it back, savoring the sublime pleasure of her blowjob. She was into it, closing her eyes again, descending on me. Her tits rubbed against my legs and her hard nipples poked against me.

And even as she blew me, Lily brought her hands down to her waist and wiggled herself out of her tight, hip-hugging jeans. If there was a sexier sight in the world than Lily Abbott undressing while she sucked my dick, it probably would have killed me outright.

Her mouth passionately worked my dick for a couple minutes longer, filling the den with the sounds of pleasure I couldn't keep muffled behind my lips. She was naked now, and she had her hand on my stomach, feeling my tension grow. She stopped, perhaps sensing my impending climax, or simply giving in to other needs of her own as she looked me in the eye with her mouth hanging open, sucking in air.

"You've got me so fucking wet, Sam," Lily said, putting her other hand on my stomach and pushing herself up.

"It sounds like you're telling me you need to be fucked." I grabbed her wrists. "So tell me."

"I need to be fucked," she said, staring me dead in the eyes. She slipped one hand from my grasp and wrapped her fingers around my cock, holding me tight. I grunted.

"I'm safe," she told me. "And I'm on the pill. Now you tell me: is there any reason I shouldn't put you inside me?"

Jesus. How could talking about safe sex be this hot?

"I am tested and clean since the split-up," I said, my voice strained as she increased her pressure on me. "And believe me, I have not gotten anywhere near as lucky as I am right now."

"Thank fuck," she said, "because I want you raw."

"Christ." I grabbed her hips, pulling her forward. My cock slipped from her fingers and ran across her silken lips, making her gasp. She dropped her hands to the couch on either side of me and lowered herself down, rubbing her pussy lips against the topside of my cock. Just from that, I could feel how soaking wet she was.

"You need me bad," I told her, reaching down to steady my cock. "But I need you even more."

I found her entrance and pushed inside of her, raising up my hips. A low moan escaped me as her tight tunnel engulfed me, and she matched it, dropping her head down while her hair brushed across my neck and jaw. Lily pushed back onto me, sinking herself down and taking the full length of my cock. Her hips settled down onto mine, and she let out a breath, her shoulders shaking.

"Oh, my god," she sighed. "You feel so fucking good, Sam."

I raised my head up and kissed her again, our tongues clashing as I started to thrust inside of her. I brought one hand up to her chest, cupping her breast and pinching her nipple between my knuckles. Lily grabbed my shoulder, digging her nails into me, passionate sounds pushing into my mouth as she met my thrusts.

She rode me, and I raised my hips each time to bury myself in her. Her tight pussy grabbed my cock, milking it, her juices dripping down the length of my shaft. Our sex was hot and wet and raw and wild. I bent my head down to suck her nipple into my mouth, following her as she sat up on top of me and grinded herself into me, swaying on my cock. Her head found the back of my hand and pulled me into her chest.

"Nibble on it," she told me, panting. "Use your teeth. I like it rough."

I found the hard edge of her nipple with my teeth and bit gently down onto it, and she screamed in delight, tossing her hair back. I sucked and nibbled on her hard nub until she pushed the other one into my face, and I gave it the same love and attention I had given to its twin.

"Just like that," she gasped, holding me. "Oh, fuck..."

With one hand around the back of my head, she slipped the other down between us and found her clit and started rubbing, her breath coming harsher and shorter as she pleasured herself. My cock throbbed within her, her hips moving majestically back-and-forth, sliding and rubbing me inside of her. I grabbed her ass with one hand while I tweaked the nipple that wasn't in my mouth with the other, pinching it almost flat between my fingers, which made her shiver with pleasure.

"Do it, Lily," I said, digging my fingers into her ass. "Cum for me, you sexy thing."

"Fuck," she cried. "Say it again."

"Cum for me," I said, and I got her nipple between my teeth.

Lily sucked in a quick breath, and then she came. Her orgasm was silent, all the noise locked inside her, but the crescendo came from her body, tense against me, then shaking as each wave of pleasure made its way through her. Her muscles gripped my cock, and she pulled me into her chest so hard that she could've suffocated me, burying me in her breasts. Her chest hitched, her body trembling, until she at last slackened, and then it was me holding her up.

God only knew how I had lasted this long to begin with. The fact that I had held onto my own orgasm while hers clamped down on me was nothing short of miraculous. With release burning inside of me, I tilted forward, lowering her down to the couch while I stayed in her. Her legs came up around me, and I thrust into her, keeping one hand behind her back.

Her eyes were dreamy, swimming in pleasure and the aftershocks of her orgasm. She put her hands on my shoulders, delicately running her nails down my arms.

"Your turn," Lily whispered, her lips parted. "Fill me up, Sam. Let it all out."

With a shuddering breath, I did, pushing myself deep inside of her. I flooded her with my cum, unable to hold back my moans of pleasure as I dropped my face down next to hers and emptied myself inside her.

"Holy fuck," I gasped, raising my head. "I am so glad you came back."


Chapter 7


We got cleaned up but came right back to the couch, staying naked, holding each other. I couldn't stop looking at her.

"I hope you don't think I'm some kind of slut," Lily said, rubbing her hand down my arm.

"No," I said. "I think you just know what you want and aren't afraid of it. I could learn something from you."

She smiled. "Yeah, that's right. I like to go for it. Even if you took some convincing."

"Well," I laughed, my hand on her hip, "I hope you don't think I'm some kind of prude."

"After that?" Lily licked her lips. "Not a chance."

The two of us lay there for a while, not talking, just enjoying the closeness and afterglow. The cabin I'd woken up to had been unfamiliar, full of sharp corners and things to trip over, making me a stranger in a strange land. Now it felt nothing like that. It was warm, like an open embrace, settling into the new shape of my life and fitting in unexpected ways. The most important of which was tucked up against me, her breath ruffling the hair on my chest.

"This place is really nice," Lily said, "and you are pretty nice, yourself. And I'd love to stay, but I can't."

She kissed me softly on the lips, then pushed herself slowly away, getting to her feet and stretching her arms up over her head. "I see your laptop over there, plugged in and ready to go. You have work to do."

"It can wait," I told her, sitting up.

Lily clucked her tongue. "I'm not going to start our relationship with a bad habit. I've heard you writers are famous procrastinators. So for your own sake, you should promise me you're going to write tonight."

"I promise." I grinned, and stood up from the couch. "Relationship, huh?"

Lily stiffened. "Oh. Jeez. Did I say that?"

"It's okay." I put my arms around her. "I'd like to see you again. Not to sound too needy, but I kind of have to see you again. To stay sane."

"If it'll help your sanity..." Lily smiled, nibbling at the corner of her lip. Then she laughed. "Of course I'll see you again. I'll have to show you around Ashbury. Maybe show you off to my friends, if you don't mind." She put her hand up flat on my chest. "Because, you know, you are really hot. I'm sure they'll like you."

"You can take me anywhere," I said, "and show me to anyone."

"I'll hold you to that." Lily kissed me again, soft, but longer, and I held her. But eventually we had to part, and get dressed, and then I was back at the front door with her again, saying goodbye in a much more bittersweet fashion.

"Charge your phone," she said, "and call me tomorrow."

"Try and stop me."

Her eyes lit up with her smile, and with a laugh, I let her go, not closing the cabin door until she had driven off in her blue sedan.

In a daze, I walked to the desk in the den, sitting down at my laptop and opening up my word processor. I stared at my outline, reading it over, but not absorbing any of the information. Each time I blinked, Lily filled up my vision, and her afterimage lingered.

Damn. I couldn't stop thinking about her. And I knew that if I plugged in my phone, the next thing I'd be doing was letting her know, and breaking my promise.

Tomorrow. I could call her tomorrow. But first, I had to earn it.

I got my fingers on the keys and started to write.
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