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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      I adjust my phone on its tripod, framing the rustic wooden sign that reads Timber Run Eco-Historical Lumberjack Camp.

      The camp sprawls before me, a collection of cabins built from reclaimed timber, boardwalks in strategic places protecting the delicate forest floor, and demonstration areas where various lumberjack skills are brought to life.

      In the distance, I can see an axe-throwing range with painted targets on massive log rounds.

      "Hey adventure fam!" I beam at the camera, sliding my sunglasses atop my head. "Sky here at the newest sustainable tourism hotspot in Deepwood Mountain. This place is like lumberjack heaven meets eco-warrior paradise!"

      I back up, gesturing expansively at the camp entrance. "Today we're going behind the scenes at⁠—"

      My back suddenly collides with something solid—like hitting a brick wall—then a strong hand grabs my arm. But instead of finding my balance, I stumble forward, a deep “oomph” reverberating near me as we both go down, tools clattering around us.

      “Christ on a cross,” growls a voice rumbling below me.

      I push myself up, my hands pressing against a slab of granite covered in flannel. Looking down, I find I’m straddling a very thick, very warm body.

      Dark hair with gray streaks at the temples frames a ruggedly handsome face. Silver threads glint in his short beard, while his brow furrows over espresso-dark eyes blazing with irritation.

      The man is built like a redwood—broad shoulders, powerful chest, and strong hands that clasp my waist.

      "Hi," I manage, suddenly very aware of our compromising position. My thighs are practically hugging his hips, and I can feel the heat of him through my hiking pants.

      “You always wander around backward with your face glued to a screen?” Each word is clipped, precise, and rumbles through his chest directly into me.

      I scramble to my feet, nearly tripping over what looks like an axe handle.

      "I'm sorry! I didn't see you there. I was just filming my intro and⁠—"

      "Filming." He snorts, pushing himself up more slowly, a fleeting grimace crossing his face as he straightens his right leg. He quickly masks it, but I catch the careful way he distributes his weight once standing. "Of course you were."

      His disgust is impossible to miss. He bends to retrieve his scattered tools, muscles flexing beneath his rolled-up sleeves. I stare at the veins running along his forearms, the way his hands grip each tool with practiced ease.

      A flame of heat pools low in my belly.

      Too low.

      "Let me help," I offer, reaching for a strange metal contraption.

      "Don't touch that." He snatches it away, his calloused fingers brushing mine. An electric zing skitters up my arm at the contact.

      Oh no, no no. I am not attracted to this walking thundercloud.

      Even if his big hands make mine look like a child's. Even if the way he hoists that equipment shows off arms corded with muscle. Even if that damn scowl somehow makes him more appealing.

      "I really am sorry," I try again, putting on my brightest smile—the one that usually softens even the grumpiest people. "I'm Sky, by the way. Sky James."

      "Don't care." He adjusts his load and glares at my phone, still recording on its tripod.

      The casual dismissal stings more than it should. I'm used to winning people over quickly (it's my job), but this mountain of a man seems immune to charm. For a split second, uncertainty flickers through me before I push it down.

      He grunts. "You plan on standing in the entrance all day, or can people who actually work here get through?"

      His eyes briefly drop to my lips as I form a retort, then lower still, sweeping over my body. He immediately scowls harder, as if angry at himself for looking.

      Before I can respond, a cheerful voice calls out, "Graham! I see you’ve met our special guest!"

      A woman with auburn hair tied back in a thick braid hurries over, followed by another burly mountain man with striking blue eyes. I recognize them from the website as the camp's founders.

      "Is 'met' what we're calling it when someone bowls you over while talking to their phone?" the grump mutters.

      Teagan offers me her hand. "You must be Sky. I'm Teagan Leigh, and this is my husband Connor. We spoke by email?"

      "Yes! Thank you so much for having me." I shake her hand enthusiastically. "Your camp is even more gorgeous than your website shows. The way you've integrated the structures with the natural environment is exactly what my followers are looking for. Sustainable, authentic experiences that balance both nature and tradition."

      “Wonderful!” Teagan smiles brightly, and gestures to the grump. "This here’s Graham D'Amico.”

      Connor claps the big bear on his massive shoulder. “He’s our master wood cutting and axe-throwing expert."

      Graham grunts an acknowledgment, eyes still narrowed at my camera setup.

      "Another influencer?" he asks Connor, the word 'influencer' dripping with the same disdain someone might use for radioactive waste.

      "Sky specializes in eco-tourism," Teagan explains. "Her audience is exactly the demographic we're hoping to attract."

      "I've visited sustainability projects all over the country," I add. "But nothing like this. The way you're combining traditional skills with environmental education is revolutionary. My audience has already been buzzing about this visit for weeks. My preview posts about Timber Run generated three times my usual engagement."

      Graham's jaw ticks as if my words offend him. But his gaze drops to my mouth again, then snaps back to my eyes with renewed irritation.

      "I've built a following of over half a million people who are genuinely interested in this stuff. They're not just here for pretty sunset pics—they want the real deal."

      Connor nods approvingly. "That's exactly why we invited Sky here. Her platform aligns with our mission to preserve traditional logging practices while promoting responsible environmental stewardship."

      "The camp represents such beautiful harmony," I say, turning to Graham. "Honoring tradition while protecting the environment. I'd love to highlight how those two values can coexist. Show my followers how much skill goes into what you do."

      Graham's expression softens slightly—very slightly.

      "Speaking of which," Connor says, "Graham, Sky will be with us for the week documenting the camp. We thought you could…give her lessons for her channel. Show her audience some of what we teach here."

      Graham's face darkens like storm clouds rolling in.

      "No." He adjusts his grip on the tools he's gathered. "I don't perform tricks for internet points."

      "It's not tricks," I protest, stepping closer. My pulse quickens as his worn leather and freshly split pine scent washes over me. "My followers want to learn."

      "Your followers," he interrupts, "wouldn't know an adze from a froe if it hit them in the head, which it might if they learn from watching two-minute videos."

      "Graham," Connor says quietly, "we talked about this. Expanding our reach is part of the mission."

      Graham looks from Connor to my camera setup, then back to me.

      There's something primitive and compelling about this man that scrambles my insides, even as he’s being a stubborn ass.

      "The whole point of this camp," Teagan adds, "is to preserve traditional skills by teaching them to new generations. Sky's platform helps us reach people who might never find us otherwise."

      Graham's nostrils flare.

      "Not going to happen," he finally growls.

      And without another word, he turns and stalks off toward a wooden building his brawny frame radiating tension with every step.

      I watch him go, oddly captivated by the confident way he moves, the power evident in each stride.

      Despite his rejection, my pulse races.

      Wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            GRAHAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor’s boots crunch behind me before I even reach the workshop. “We need to talk about this, Graham.”

      I walk in the door and slam the tools onto my workbench harder than necessary. “Nothing to talk about. She’s here to turn us into circus acts. I won’t do it.”

      “She’s here to help,” Connor says, leaning against the doorframe. “Teagan vetted her. Sky’s content is super heavy on education.”

      “Education? You can't be serious.” I bark a laugh, whirling to face him. “You think her followers give a damn about grain patterns or proper splitting technique? They want flashy clips of axes spinning through the air and six pack abs. Not the work.”

      Connor crosses his arms, unflinching. “You sound like my father when I first proposed solar panels.”

      “Your father was right about some things.”

      “And wrong about so many others.” He steps closer, voice lowering. “This camp will survive by adapting, Graham. Sky’s platform reaches thousands. Imagine if even a fraction of them care enough to visit, take classes, and support what we’re building here.”

      I grind my molars. The old injury in my knee throbs. Of all the ways to dishonor my father’s legacy—playing entertainer for strangers who’ll forget this place by next week.

      "The camp needs exposure,” he says. “If we don’t get more guests soon, we won’t make it.”

      "Connor, she creates content for people with the attention span of squirrels," I growl, organizing my workbench. "You can't teach proper axe handling in a fifteen-second video with pop music in the background.”

      My hands work automatically, a welcome distraction from the memory of the woman who'd knocked me flat, literally and figuratively.

      Sky James. Even her name sounds made up.

      Like something a marketing team would create to sell overpriced hiking boots to people who've never set foot on an actual trail.

      "You've seen her channel?" Connor raises an eyebrow.

      "Don't need to." I pick up a splitting maul that needs sharpening. "I've seen enough 'influencers' to know the type."

      The way she'd felt sprawled on top of me flashes unbidden through my mind. Honey blonde hair escaping from a carefully styled ponytail, bright blue eyes wide with surprise, the warm press of her thighs against mine. Petite but solid. Not the fragile doll I'd expected.

      Connor huffs. "Look, I'm not asking you to perform tricks. Just teach her the same way you'd teach anyone who comes to the camp."

      I run a thumb along the maul's edge, finding it duller than I'd like.

      Much like this conversation.

      "Just a few sessions," he presses. "Wood splitting, and some axe throwing. Then she’ll be the rest of the crew’s problem for a while."

      I lick my lips.

      "For the camp," he mutters.

      That's always the clincher with Connor. He knows I believe in what we're building here. Traditions my father passed down to me…that are disappearing faster than old-growth forests.

      "Fine," I concede, pointing the maul at him. "But I'm not dumbing it down for views or likes or whatever the hell she’s after."

      Connor grins. "Wouldn't expect anything less."

      “And I’m not smiling for the camera.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s waiting at the woodpile when I arrive after lunch, phone set up on a tripod nearby.

      Her hair’s twisted into two silky braids that I have the inappropriate urge to pull. Even dressed more practically now in hiking shorts and a simple T-shirt rather than the Instagram-ready outfit from earlier, she's still too…sexy.

      And she looks young, too young for me to be thinking such dirty thoughts about her.

      “Safety glasses.” I shove a pair at her, laying a splitting maul near her. “And if you drop anything on your foot, I’m not carrying you to the medic.”

      She slides the glasses on, transforming her heart-shaped face into something absurdly adorable. “Wouldn’t dream of inconveniencing you.”

      I demonstrate the stance—feet shoulder-width apart, grip low on the handle—then nod at the log. “Show me.”

      She grabs the axe and finds her grip. Her first swing goes wide, the blade flying into the dirt. The second glances off the log’s edge.

      “You’re choking the handle,” I snap. “Loosen your grip.”

      “I’m trying⁠—”

      “Try harder.”

      She glares, but resets. Third swing. The maul bites deep, wedging in the wood.

      “Stuck,” she huffs, yanking uselessly.

      I push her aside and free the axe, then hand it back to her.

      When I step behind her, I tell myself this is purely instructional.

      My chest nearly brushes her back.

      Focus on the lesson, Graham. Not the woman.

      “Hips forward,” I grunt, adjusting her stance with a nudge of my boot. My hand wraps around hers on the handle. “Follow through with the blade, not against it.”

      She leans into the motion, the curve of her ass pressing against my inner thigh.

      Heat floods my veins and my cock stirs.

      I grit my teeth.

      This is just biology. Nothing more.

      “Like this?” she breathes.

      I jerk back like she’s branded me. “You got it.” I move away from her. “Now, again.”

      She takes another swing.

      "You're still dropping your shoulder. Remember, it's about control, not force," I offer. "You need to guide the axe through its arc, not muscle it."

      She nods, concentration furrowing her brow. There's a determination in her stance that surprises me. She's listening, not just going through the motions for her audience.

      "Keep your core tight, and let the weight of the axe head do the work."

      She swings, her form still awkward, but improving. The blade connects with the log, sinking in halfway.

      "Not bad." The words slip out before I can stop them.

      A smile lights up her face, transforming her features from merely pretty to something that burns my insides. "Really?"

      "For a beginner," I clarify, crossing my arms. "Again."

      For two hours, I push her hard, expecting her to quit.

      Instead, she absorbs every correction, asking smart questions about grain direction and swing mechanics.

      Maybe she’s not the vapid social media princess I'd expected.

      “Why does this one keep cracking sideways?” She gestures at the splintered mess.

      I crouch, tracing the growth rings. “You’re hitting the knots. Grain’s twisted here.” I point, then stand wiping the sweat from my neck. “Aim here.”

      She does and gets a nice split.

      “There you go. Strength without strategy’s useless.” I look her over. “You’ve got the basics. For today.”

      She's sweating—her braids disheveled, dirt streaking her arms. But there’s satisfaction gleaming in her eyes.

      I take the axe from her. Our fingers brush, and I ignore the heated jolt that races up my arm. "Let's try some axe throwing."

      Her smile brightens as we walk over to the range.

      I line up the throwing axes. “Grip the handle like you’re shaking hands. And step into the throw.”

      I demonstrate, my axe hitting dead center.

      “Easy,” she mutters, mimicking my stance. Her first throw sails over the target, burying in a tree.

      “Easy,” I mimic her.

      She sticks out her tongue.

      I shouldn’t find that charming. “You’re releasing too late.”

      “Show me again?”

      "Throwing is about consistency. Same stance, same grip, same release point, every time."

      I let the axe fly. It rotates once, the blade once again embedding itself in the center of the target with a satisfying thunk.

      "That was amazing," Sky breathes, her eyes wide. "How many rotations should it make?"

      "Depends on the distance and the axe. For beginners, we aim for a single rotation."

      She positions herself again, and I find myself noticing the lean muscles of her legs. I’ve lost count of how many times my eyes have slid over them.

      Her stance is wrong. Before I can think better of it, I’m back behind her.

      "Feet wider," I murmur, my voice rougher than intended. "And your grip is still too tight."

      I reach around, and cover her hands with mine. Heat spreads wherever our skin connects.

      "Feel the balance point." I instruct.

      She's warm, sweat-slicked, and still smells like sunshine and wildflowers.

      Damn her.

      I'm suddenly aware of how easily my arms wrap around her smaller frame, and how nicely she fits against me.

      "Now, focus on the target," I manage, my mouth too close to her ear. "Draw back, keeping your elbow at this height, and release when your arm is fully extended."

      I step back, putting a welcome distance between us. She exhales shakily, then follows through with the motion I showed her. The axe spins, hitting the target handle-first and bouncing off.

      "Keep trying."

      She retrieves the axe, determination written across her features. Three more failed attempts follow, each one met with increasing frustration.

      "I can't get the timing right," she admits, blowing a strand of hair from her face.

      "Everyone struggles at first," I find myself reassuring her. "It's muscle memory. You can't think your way through it."

      "How do I not think about it?"

      I consider her question seriously. "Focus on the feeling, not the mechanics. When it's right, you'll know."

      She nods, taking a deep breath. This time when she throws, her movement is fluid, natural. The axe rotates cleanly and sticks into the outer ring of the target.

      "I did it!" She spins, eyes alight with genuine joy, and launches herself at me in an impulsive hug.

      I freeze, her arms around my neck, her body pressed against mine.

      For one dangerous moment, I'm tempted to return the embrace, to feel more of her beautiful body. Instead, I gently disentangle myself, stepping back.

      "Good job," I say stiffly.

      She blushes, seeming to realize what she's done. "Sorry, I got excited."

      Me too, honey. Me too.

      "It's fine."

      But it's not fine. Nothing about her effect on me is fine.

      “I’ll help you clean up,” she says.

      I shake my head. “You should go get changed. Dinner’s soon.”

      “You sure?”

      I nod, and start picking up the site, eyes averted.

      "Okay, then. Tomorrow?" she asks.

      I nod again, not trusting my voice. She gathers her camera equipment, packing it away in a case.

      I watch her out of the corner of my eye with a sinking feeling.

      This woman is trouble—she’s everything I can’t stand, all flash and filters and fleeting attention.

      But she didn’t complain once about the work today.

      And that smile when she finally hit the target…that’s going to stay with me well into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my phone in disbelief as I finish lacing up my boots.

      635,472 notifications.

      "Holy crap!" I whisper to my empty cabin.

      I scroll through the tsunami pouring over my screen. My hands are still sore from yesterday's wood-splitting lesson, but the ache fades as I process what I'm seeing.

      Half a million views overnight of the first couple of videos I posted last night. The main start snippets of my lesson with Graham set to a remix of “Timber” by Pitbull.

      Comments are pouring in by the second.

      Shares skyrocketing.

      I'd kept the editing simple—just Graham demonstrating perfect form, followed by my pathetic first attempts, and then that first moment when he stood behind me, those massive hands engulfing mine on the axe handle.

      I hadn't even realized how intimate it looked until I reviewed the footage. I mean, it felt…intimate. I had wanted him to drop the stupid axe and slide his big hands into my shorts…into my panties⁠—

      A ping for a new notification startles me back to the present.

      The comments are savage:

      
        
          
            
              
        OMG WHO IS THIS LUMBERSNACK DADDY?? [image: hot face][image: hot face][image: hot face]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That man could split me in half any day [image: axe][image: fire]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I've watched him grip that wood more than 27 times already [image: wood][image: eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Booking my stay at Timber Run NOW. Does the hot grumpy instructor come with the…package?? [image: winking face with tongue][image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      And those are the tamer ones.

      My inbox is flooded with questions about Graham. Where to find him. Whether he's single. If all the instructors at Timber Run look like that.

      With such an explosion in followers, I’d normally be ecstatic. This is exactly what I'd hoped for—engagement, visibility, interest in the camp—but I hadn't anticipated how raunchy it would get. I guess that was a little naive.

      Still, I'd focused on the educational aspects in my caption, explaining sustainable forestry and traditional skills. Yet the comments are 90% thirst and 10% everything else.

      The hashtag #LumbersnackDaddy is trending.

      My phone pings with a text from Teagan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you seen our numbers? Connor's ecstatic. This is exactly what we needed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Right?! I’m thrilled[image: party popper]…Is Graham aware?

      

      

      

      

      

      The three dots appear, disappear.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet. He doesn't do social media. But the rest of the crew have seen it. Brace yourself.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh god. Just what I need before today's lesson, more fuel for Graham's anti-influencer fire. I can already imagine his scowl when he discovers he's become an internet thirst trap overnight.

      I grab my gear and head to breakfast, wondering how I’m going to navigate this new complication. I need more content with Graham, but I don't want to alienate him further.

      The dining cabin buzzes with energy when I arrive.

      Ewan, the sawyer, spots me immediately and breaks into raucous applause.

      "There she is! The lass who's made our Graham an internet sensation!" He raises his coffee mug in salute. "He’s got dozens of marriage proposals before breakfast, and one of them from me!"

      Rourke, the log-roller, slides his phone across the table. "Look at these comments! This woman wants to—" he squints at the screen, "—climb him like a redwood and—fuck me, I can’t say that out loud." He cackles. "Still…quite poetic!"

      "Please stop," I groan, sinking onto a bench. "Where is he?"

      "Stormed out about ten minutes ago," Brady says, the tree-climber's quiet voice somehow cutting through the chaos. "After Rourke read him some of the spicier comments."

      My stomach drops. "How bad was it?"

      "On a scale of one to volcanic eruption?" Ewan considers, stroking his beard. "I'd say Mount St. Helens, 1980."

      Oh no.

      After a quick breakfast, I head to the wood-splitting area, a cleared section between Graham's workshop and the equipment shed, marked by stumps of varying heights and a growing pile of kindling.

      I’m unsure if Graham will even show up. The woodpile stands empty, no intimidating figure waiting to critique my form.

      I set up my tripod anyway and do a quick intro while I wait, explaining the basics of what I learned yesterday.

      But my heart isn't in it.

      I keep glancing over my shoulder, hoping to see him trudging toward me with that signature scowl.

      After twenty minutes, I give up and pack my equipment. Graham isn't coming. I've pushed too far, too fast.

      I should’ve accounted for this kind of response, and tried to mitigate it.

      What was I thinking?

      I wander over to the axe-throwing range and find him hurling axes with laser focus, each one landing with a solid thunk in the center of the target. He retrieves them with swift, practiced movements, his shoulders rigid.

      “I gather you saw the video,” I say, approaching cautiously.

      He doesn't turn. “You made me look like some kind of...performing bear for bored, thirsty women to ogle.” Another axe flies, splitting the air. “I told you I'm not entertainment.”

      “That wasn't my intention,” I reply, setting my camera bag down. “I focused on the technique, the history⁠—”

      “Don't bullshit me.” He finally turns, and the outrage in his eyes makes me step back. “I saw the comments. ‘Daddy this, lumbersnack that.’ ‘Climb him like a fucking tree.’ That's what you wanted.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “I’m sorry. I can't control what people fixate on.”

      “But you can control what you post.” He gestures dismissively at my equipment. “And you chose to post...that.”

      “I posted an educational video about axe-throwing technique,” I counter, frustration building. “You do realize I could film you reading the phone book and you’d probably get the same response. It's not my fault you happen to be…” I gesture vaguely at him, “…you.”

      His eyebrow quirks slightly. “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “Do you ever look in the mirror, Graham? You’re a smoke show! Hot, sexy, built like a goddamn boulder. Good with your hands. You smell incredible—” I stop myself, and swallow hard. “Sorry, nevermind. Look, people are interested. They're asking about the camp, about booking experiences. Isn't that the point?”

      “They're not interested in the camp,” he says, frowning.

      “That’s not completely true.”

      He glares.

      “Fine. You’re right,” I say, hands on my hips. “I’m being disrespectful to you and your wishes. I could create something more professionally conservative when you’re involved. And I could keep filming of you to a minimum.” I take a deep breath.

      He studies me, suspicious.

      “I’ll re-edit the first video accordingly. And if the rest of the crew doesn’t mind it, I’ll focus on them for the more hardcore lumbersnack daddy enthusiasts.”

      His lips twitch. "Really?"

      I nod. “Why would I want to make you do something you don’t want to do? Especially on social media.”

      Something shifts in his expression, so subtle I almost miss it.

      “So how about my lesson?” I ask.

      “You going to film it?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then why, if you’re not getting content out of it?”

      "Because I actually want to learn," I admit. "Yesterday, when I split that log correctly? That felt amazing. Better than a thousand likes."

      He considers me for a long moment. "Okay then.”

      We head back to the wood splitting area and work in silence for the next hour, my muscles burning as I practice proper stance and swing. The repetitive motion is strangely meditative.

      Just as we're finding a rhythm, dark clouds roll in from the mountains and the wind picks up.

      "Spring squall," Graham says, glancing at the sky. "They hit fast up here."

      With the oncoming drizzle, Graham gestures toward the camp. "Follow me to my workshop."

      We grab the axes and head for the building, as distant thunder booms, my hair whipping into my eyes.

      Inside, the workshop is meticulously organized, thick with the scent of wood shavings and oil, a sturdy workbench scarred from years of use in the center.

      It's intimate in a way I hadn't expected, like glimpsing a private piece of the man himself.

      He moves around the space with easy familiarity, past the wall of hanging axes to the corner where more woodworking tools rest in careful order.

      He lights an old kerosene lamp as the storm darkens the windows. The warm glow softens his features, illuminating flecks of gold in his dark eyes I hadn't noticed before.

      "While we're cooped up here," I venture, perching on a stool. "Why don’t you tell me about how you got started with logging?"

      He eyes me warily. "Why you want to know?"

      "Just curious about your story."

      He hesitates, then sighs. "Third-generation logger. Grandad started after the war, taught my father, who taught me."

      "What was that like? Learning from your dad?"

      Graham shrugs. "Hard. Demanding. But he knew his craft. Taught me to respect the forest, not just take from it." He runs a hand over a piece of wood on his bench. "Said a good logger is like a good doctor—knows what to remove, what to leave, how to help the forest grow stronger. Told me men who understood trees understood themselves."

      "That's really wise," I say, genuinely touched. "Could I...would you consider letting me record you talking about that? Just audio. It would be so valuable for people to hear."

      To my surprise, he doesn't immediately shut me down.

      The lantern flickers, and he studies me like I’m a knotty piece of timber. "Maybe. If you make it about the tradition, not about me. And no silly music."

      "I promise. Raw footage. Tasteful, educational, focused on the craft. Just your voice."

      He nods slowly and I grab my phone, pressing record. He cradles a piece of wood, thumbs testing resilience. His low voice fills the humid air, recounting midnight felling trips, the hymn of saws in frozen dawns. When he mentions his father’s death, crushed by equipment during a winter storm, his fingers curl into a fist.

      My chest aches. “Is that why you left logging?”

      “No. Knee injury.” He rotates his right leg with a wince. “Rain’s got it acting up.”

      “I can help.” The offer escapes me before I think it through. "My sister blew out her ACL skiing. I learned some PT moves.”

      He looks genuinely startled. "That's not⁠—."

      "Just for the pain," I clarify quickly.

      After a long hesitation, he moves his chair to sit awkwardly beside me. I guide his long, muscled leg across another stool and stand up.

      His muscle jumps under my hands as I begin working my thumbs gently through the nylon and polyester of his hiking pants.

      “Christ,” he grits out.

      “Too much?”

      “No. It’s—keep going.”

      I focus on the task, trying to ignore how intimate this feels. My fingers trace circles around his kneecap, and down the sides out into the muscles that attach to his thick thighs.

      "How’s this feeling?" I ask, not quite meeting his eyes.

      His voice comes out rougher than usual. "It's...good. Real good."

      Rain crescendos overhead. His eyes drift shut, lips parting slightly. I press deeper, tracing the corded muscle up to his quad. His heat seeps through the fabric as my body responds to his ragged breathing.

      Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      It’s taking all my willpower not to massage further up his thigh…

      Oh god, his bulge is definitely growing.

      Is he turned on, too?

      It’s probably a purely physical reaction to massaging so close to his⁠—

      Don’t look, Sky.

      And stop drooling!

      My phone chimes loudly, snapping me out of my haze. I get up and check the notification.

      "Oh wow," I breathe, eyes widening as I read the email.

      "What?" Graham asks, the warmth from moments ago already fading from his voice.

      "Alpine Horizon—they're one of the biggest sustainable outdoor apparel brands—they want to discuss a potential sponsorship deal!" I can't keep the excitement from my voice. "They specifically mentioned the Timber Run videos. They love the authentic wilderness skills angle!"

      "Congratulations," Graham says, and I think he means it, but his posture has already changed, shoulders going stiff, jaw tightening. He stands, putting distance between us. "Sounds like a big deal."

      "It could be huge," I agree. "They have partnerships with National Parks, conservation efforts...exactly the kind of alignment I've been hoping for."

      Graham nods, his expression now unreadable as he tidies tools that don't need tidying. "You should probably get on that, then."

      "I...yeah, I should respond," I say, feeling oddly deflated despite the good news. "And do some editing on today's footage."

      The intimacy of minutes ago has vanished, replaced by an awkward tension that feels almost worse than his initial hostility.

      "I should go," I say, standing. "Thanks for everything today."

      He reaches for something on a shelf. "Take this," he says, handing me a worn, forest-green poncho. "Rain's not letting up."

      Our fingers brush as I accept it, but he pulls away quickly.

      "Thanks," I say again, wrapping the poncho around my shoulders.

      It smells like him.

      I pause at the door, hoping he'll say something more, but he's already turned back to his workbench, shoulders a rigid line of dismissal.
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      The storm’s long gone, but my head’s still thundering inside.

      I slouch on my bed, my phone opened to YouTube. Thankfully, Sky posts there, because I don’t have any social media accounts.

      The screen glows with her latest video, the one she re-edited and promised would focus more on the camp values than me.

      My finger hovers over the play button, half-expecting to see myself once again turned into some kind of sex-fueled spectacle.

      I tap and the video loads.

      Sky's voice narrates clearly over footage of me demonstrating proper stance (from my chest down) and discussing the history behind each technique.

      There's no flashy music, no quick cuts designed for goldfish attention spans, just the crisp thunk of steel biting wood.

      "The splitting maul isn't just about brute force," her voiceover explains while the camera zooms in on my grip. "As Graham showed me, it's about understanding the wood, reading its unique structure, and working with its natural tendencies rather than against them."

      She then included everything I told her earlier; the knowledge my father passed down to me. She edits in historical photos of loggers and overlays text of important facts.

      And in the comments, between the thirsty remarks and fire emojis, there are actually people asking legitimate questions about sustainable forestry practices.

      Dammit. Why do I hate that she got it right?

      I make the mistake of clicking over to her profile.

      It’s research. That’s all.

      Videos flood my screen showing Sky at various eco-tourism sites—a sustainable farm in Oregon, a conservation project in Colorado. Then she’s rappelling into a canyon and interviewing a Navajo weaver. She seems genuinely engaged in each one, asking thoughtful questions, and highlighting environmental initiatives.

      And god, the way she moves…

      There’s a video of her demonstrating stretches for hikers. Her lithe body bends and tightens in form-fitting gear, ponytail bouncing. My mouth goes dry as she demonstrates a hamstring stretch, bending over in those ass-cheek-gripping yoga pants.

      Jesus almighty.

      And when she looks back over her shoulder with that damn sweet smile…hnnfgh.

      I chuck the phone onto the bed with a huff and palm myself through my jeans.

      Gritting my teeth, I groan.

      I unzip roughly, fist squeezing my cock. I’m already rock-hard.

      "Fuck," I mutter, disgusted with myself.

      But I don't stop.

      I think about how she felt pressed against me during our lessons—the heat of her firm body, the scent of her hair, the determination in her blue eyes when she finally split that log. I think about her fingers massaging my knee in the workshop, and how desperately I wanted her to move higher up my thigh.

      Goddammit.

      I stroke faster, thinking how she said I was hot, good with my hands, and that I smell incredible…

      My cock throbs in my hand as I imagine what those soft pink lips might feel like wrapped around my aching dick. How she would sound moaning my name as I take her against my workbench...

      Before I know it, I’m coming hard and fast, spilling over my fist with a strangled groan.

      It’s intense, leaving me panting, pulse racing.

      I clean up with rough, angry movements. Forty-four years old, jerking off to some influencer half my age.

      Talk about pathetic.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning at breakfast, my eyes feel like sandpaper as I nurse my third cup of coffee.

      Sky breezes into the dining cabin, past the stone fireplace where Rourke's tending the morning fire, weaving between the long pine tables where guests and crew mingle over breakfast.

      Her hair is in a simple ponytail instead of those silky braids and her cheeks are flushed from the morning chill, smiling bright as she greets everyone.

      "Morning, sunshine!" Ewan calls, pulling out the bench beside him. "Ready for your sawing lesson? I'll have you handling my blade like a professional in no time."

      The innuendo is obvious, and something hot and unfamiliar twists in my chest.

      "I've been practicing my grip," Sky responds playfully, accepting a mug of coffee from Brady.

      She casts a glance in my direction, her eyes meeting mine for just a second.

      Heat rushes through me, pooling low in my gut. I shift in my seat, jeans suddenly too tight.

      Jesus, I'm getting hard at the breakfast table like some hormonal teen.

      Rourke leans across the table. "Ah, tomorrow then! After Ewan and Brady have had their way with you, I'll be teaching you the fine art of staying upright on my log."

      The entire table erupts in laughter. Teagan snorts into her oatmeal, while Brady nearly chokes on his coffee. Ewan pounds the table, and even Connor cracks a grin.

      "Sheesh, Rourke," Ewan wheezes, "warn a lad before you unleash that kind of double entendre."
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