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This book is dedicated to anyone who’s ever






looked at a person in flannel holding an axe and said,






“Yeah, I’d let them split me in half.”
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Happy HO-lidays, 





This book is a high heat, MMF, vanilla businessman meets “lumbersnacks” snowed-in holiday romance that’s meant to be a fun escape from reality. If that’s all you need to know, skip this note, and go to Chapter One. If you’d like to know more about what’s in store for you, here’s what you can expect inside these pages:




	

Toy play



	

SO much oral



	

Dominance/submission



	

Bondage/rough sex



	

Polyamorous relationships



	

Primal play



	

Fisting



	

Sword crossing



	

Humiliation/derogatory language 



	

Light discussion of the foster care system and PTSD



	

Discussions of sexuality







If you’d like a full list of tropes and content warnings, please visit my website http://www.kaylagrosse.com.


Now, if you’re still here, please enjoy my Fox, Little Lamb, and their Wolf.

Xoxo,
Kayla

















  

  







Morgan's Mulled Wine 

Ingredients: 


1 bottle of red wine (750ml, something fruity like Merlot or Zinfandel)


1 orange, sliced


2 tablespoons of honey or sugar (adjust to taste)


3 whole cloves


2 cinnamon sticks


2 star anise


1/4 cup brandy (optional add for an extra zing)


1 teaspoon of whole allspice berries (optional)


1/2 teaspoon of whole black peppercorns (optional)


1/4 teaspoon of grated nutmeg (optional)


Additional orange slices, cinnamon sticks, or star anise for garnish

Instructions:


Pour the bottle of red wine into a large pot or saucepan and add the sliced orange, honey or sugar, cloves, cinnamon sticks, star anise, and any optional spices (allspice, peppercorns, nutmeg) to the wine. Warm the mixture over low to medium heat. Stir occasionally to dissolve the honey or sugar. Be careful not to let the wine boil, as this will cook off the alcohol and can create a bitter taste.


Once the wine is warm and fragrant, reduce the heat to low, and let it simmer for at least 15-20 minutes. The longer it simmers, the more the flavors will meld together. You can let it simmer for up to an hour for a richer flavor.


If using, stir in the brandy just before serving then strain the mulled wine to remove the spices and orange slices. Pour into mugs or heatproof glasses then garnish with additional orange slices and cinnamon sticks. If you want to get fancy, use dried orange slices! Serve warm.

















  

  









Axes & O’s Unhinged Playlist








“Animals” Maroon 5






“Lithium” Nirvana






“Fuck You” CeeLo Green






“White Christmas” Frank Sinatra






“Christmas Eve/Sarajevo 12/24” Trans-Siberian Orchestra






“Meet Your Master” Nine Inch Nails






“Mount Everest” Labrinth






“Such a Whore (Stellular Remix)” JVLA






“Pillowtalk” ZAYN






“Hungry Eyes” Eric Carmen






“Closer” Nine Inch Nails






“The Happiest Christmas Tree” Nat King Cole






“Addicted” JON VINYL






“Play with Me” Rendezvous At Two






“Inside Out” Eve 6






“At Last” Etta James






“Reunited” Peaches & Herb






“Surrender” Shelly Peled






“Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas” Sam Smith






“The Bad Touch” Bloodhound Gang
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Chapter one


The Hunter









I lick my chapped lips, the bite of frigid winter air freezing the fresh saliva as my heart thuds in my chest. The night is eerily quiet, the newly fallen snow dampening the sounds of Mother Nature, requiring me to call upon every ounce of training ingrained in my body so I have an element of surprise when I catch my prize. 


Snap!


The heated blood pumping through my veins rushes straight to my cock, and the corners of my mouth tug up.


Gotcha, little lamb. 


I lighten my footsteps and even out my breathing, turning my head languidly toward the origin of the sound. She’d been doing so well until that little mess up. Now she’s caught my attention, and it will not waver. 


I’m a predator, a cunning fox ready to devour his meal, and she doesn’t stand a chance.

















  

  





Chapter two


Nathan









“Nathan, did you get my email?” 


My head pops up to meet the blank stare of my manager, Kathy. She’s got on an oversized white sweater that blends in with her pale skin. If she was standing against a white wall, you’d miss her. Scratch that. You’d see her red lipstick and that’s it. Just red lips. Big, giant, bright-red lips that, when opened, micromanage the shit out of me.


“Which one?” The snide question is out of my mouth before I can stop it. Those stained red lips press together, and I swear the pronounced blue vein on her forehead pulses like a worm.


“The one about the Newman presentation. I need the entire slide deck proofed again. It has typos on it.” 


My jaw ticks. There aren’t any typos on that fucking slide deck. I’ve proofed it near a million times. “I’ve gone over it, Kathy. I promise, it’s good to go.”


“You didn’t open my last email from four pm.”


An exasperated sigh catches in my chest as I stare at the woman I’m certain is the devil in disguise. Her muddy-brown eyes are narrowed, and she doesn’t blink as she waits for my answer. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her blink. Maybe she’s a robot.


“You sent a different email this morning about the deck,” I reiterate. “I looked it over. I promise—it’s good to go.”


Her lips press together so tightly, all I can see is a thin red line. The action only makes the vein in her forehead pulse harder. I understand my pushback could get me fired or at least warrant a warning. But I’m beyond caring. I’m tired, I’m overworked, and I should be on Christmas vacation by now. But no—instead, I’m still here, stuck with Kathy the Grinch until she lets me leave.


She crosses her arms over her chest. “But you never emailed it back to me for a final proof. That’s what the email was about, and I want to see it. The slide deck needs to be perfect, and you know that only I can find double spaces. You had two the last time I checked.”


My hand clenches around my mouse. I’m convinced this woman puts in double spaces just so she can chastise me. I was born after typewriter conventions were a thing, so I don’t put double spaces after periods. Not to mention, I told her verbally in passing that the deck was proofed and ready to go. But apparently she wasn’t listening. Or she was, and she’s just doing this to be a jerk.


“I swear, Kathy. The slide deck is perfect. I did my job. It’s done.”


Her high heel taps on the floor like a petulant child, and I think I can see steam coming out of her head. “I’m your manager, Nathan,” she huffs. “You do what I ask. Please send me the current deck so I can look it over. You know I need to approve the changes.”


I lower my gaze from her heated one and glance at my watch. It’s after six and three days before Christmas. I had wanted to get on the road early to avoid holiday traffic, but clearly that’s not happening.


Kathy’s still standing near my desk with her arms crossed and an expectant look on her face. For a split second, I debate whether I should keep antagonizing her or not, but I’d rather get the hell out of here before she finds something else for me to do. I exhale a breath and open my email, finding the one she sent at four pm among a slew of other emails from people asking me for stupid things that they one-hundred-percent could do on their own.


With a few more clicks, I attach the deck and send it to her. “Okay, you have it.”


Kathy doesn’t say thank you. Instead, she stalks back to her office without another word. I grit my teeth and take out my phone to text my older sister, Lindsey.
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I sigh, even more upset that I’m now going to disappoint my six-year-old niece because of my jerk of a manager. 
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I read my sister’s last text a few times. I’ve debated quitting my position at this marketing agency a lot over the last year, especially in the last month. I don’t know what crawled up Kathy’s butt, but she’s been more of a twat than usual. Every time I talk to Lindsey about it, she tells me to get a new job. But the money is good, I get great benefits, and the job makes my mom happy. I’ve also been working my way up the ladder the last couple of years to snag a director position and eventually be the boss of people instead of them being the boss of me.


My email pings, taking me out of my thoughts. Of course, it’s from Kathy. Nobody’s left in the office except for us, so she could have just told me what she had to say.


With an eye roll, I open the email to see she says I missed another space. I swear to god, this woman gets off on being this way. There’s no way that was there when I sent it to her. It truly makes me wonder if she’s doing it just to keep me here. Maybe she’s lonely and wants company. But I’m not going to try to psychoanalyze my manager when all I want to do is leave.


I delete the space she’s highlighted then save and send the doc back to her. Once I’m sure the email is fully sent, I begin to shut down my computer. I can answer the rest of the emails from my sister’s if need be, but the office is closed all next week for the holidays, and everyone is gone. I want to be gone, too. Kathy can deal with it.


I reach for the messenger bag I have tucked near the side of my desk and then take my suit coat off the back of my chair, standing to put it on. My stomach growls as I pack up, reminding me I haven’t eaten since this morning. I’ll have to hit up a drive-through on my way to Starlight Haven. If I don’t, I won’t be eating until I get to my sister’s since everything in her remote California mountain town closes early.


“Where do you think you’re going?”


My head turns to find Kathy stalking toward me with gusto in her step. I should just not answer and walk out, but I’m too nice for that.


I place my bag over my shoulder and grab my travel mug from my desk. “Home,” I lie, not wanting to divulge any of my personal life to this mad woman.


“I have something else I need you to look at.”


“No.”


Kathy’s eyes bug out of her head, and to be honest, I think mine do, too. But I’ve had it, and I don’t regret saying no. I should’ve been doing it for a long time now. But as Lindsey would say, I’m allergic to that word. I’m a people pleaser, especially with a dad who expected us to never say no and always follow the rules. I even had an ex call me a golden retriever once, always aiming to please. Which I’m not saying is a bad thing—I do like to please—but sometimes I wish I could be a pit bull. Maybe it’s time I started trying to act like one.


“Nathan,” Kathy says, that stupid vein on her forehead pulsing again. “We aren’t done working yet. I need you to stay until seven.”


I hike my bag further up my shoulder, my fist clenching around my mug as my sister’s voice enters my head: You should quit that soul-sucking job.


“I’ll have to tell Mr. Brentmoor about this if you leave now,” Kathy adds.


Our boss, Mr. Brentmoor—who isn’t a bad boss, per se—probably wouldn’t care that I left. But I don’t trust Kathy to tell the truth. Knowing her, she’d make it seem as if I was being hostile or not doing my job. When in actuality, I do too much. And it’s not like I get paid overtime for all the evenings I’ve stayed late or mornings I’ve come in early; I’m salaried.


I take a step back as Kathy watches me carefully. Even though the exit is toward her, I don’t want her to find my behavior threatening. I may not be a very large guy at five-foot-nine, but I do work out, and she’s a tiny human. I’ve often questioned if she eats more than just protein shakes and bars.


“I need you to stay, Nathan.”


I take another couple of steps back then walk toward the exit, giving her a wide berth. When our bodies are parallel, I pause to meet her confused glare.


“I’m not staying, Kathy.”


“But—”


“I quit.”


Her mouth drops open, and I don’t wait for her to respond. I hasten my steps so I don’t lose my nerve and try to take it back, pushing open the office doors as Kathy’s eyes watch me leave. The cooler air from the hallway hits me, and I suck in a calming breath, taking another step, then another, until I’m at the elevator that will take me to the parking garage.


It isn’t until the heavy doors slide shut that I let out a loud laugh. The noise springs free from my chest and bounces off the metal walls, echoing back in my ears. The joyful sound is foreign, but it feels good. Really good. Before I know it, I’m laughing in earnest. Cackling, even. I can’t believe I just did that. I can’t believe I quit my job.


Holy. Shit. I quit my job.


I quit my job.


Fuck. Fucking fuck.


I quit my job.

















  

  





Chapter three


The Prey









My sly fox heard me. I knew the moment that twig snapped that he was on to me, and now I have no choice but to run again. 


My head darts to the left and then right, snow muddling my vision. It’s coming down like crazy, but I love it. The cold flakes melt on my heated cheeks and collect on my lashes, only adding to the beauty and thrill of the moment. 


I take off as quietly as I can through the fresh snow as I pump my arms and lift my legs high so I don’t trip. I know our property like the back of my hand, but so does the one hunting me. Even if I could mute the sound of me running and clear my footprints in the snow, he’d be able to track and find me. He always does.


I come to an abrupt stop when I reach a fork in the powder-covered trail. I debate my options, wondering which way I should go. I could go right and head to the old hunting cabin, but with the snow coming down, I’m not sure I’d make it that far. And if I’m being honest, I don’t think I want to make it that far.


“I can hear you thinking, little lamb.”


The hair on the back of my neck rises, and my nipples automatically tighten at the timbre of my hunter’s deep and taunting voice. I have no idea how he snuck up behind me—I didn’t hear him running after me. But that’s what makes him my cunning fox. And why I know I’ll always lose this game.


I take a step forward, finally hearing the snow crunch behind me.


“If you run again, know I’ll show you no mercy when I catch you,” he warns.


Hot arousal pools between my legs, and despite his taunt, I know him. I know he wants me to run. The corners of my lips pull up as images of what will occur when he catches me pop behind my frozen eyelids.


I inhale the scent of winter: damp earth, pine, and burning wood, soaking in the scenery for just a moment. The way the world has gone quiet from the falling snow makes what my fox and I are about to do far too dirty for such a pristine and beautiful setting. But that’s part of the fun.


I slowly turn my head over my shoulder, my long blonde- and black-streaked hair wet from snow and sweat. My hazel eyes connect with my hunter’s cool blue ones, and in the dark evening light, they look like two pools of haunting black.


“Who says you’ll catch me?” I taunt.


He flashes me his white teeth, but I don’t wait for his sly and mischievous smile to fully seat itself. I burst forward and take off to the left, weaving my way through incense-cedar trees and pines while his amused and throaty chuckle follows behind me, telling me he’ll make good on his threat.


Which is exactly what I want.

















  

  





Chapter four


Nathan









My sister wasn’t kidding when she said it was snowing. When I left the office for the four-hour drive to Starlight Haven, it was just about forty-five degrees and raining. But as I started my ascent into the mountains, pure-white flurries danced in the air and have only gotten heavier with every increase in altitude. 


The wipers frantically cut back and forth across my sedan’s windshield. I should’ve gotten a Jeep or something better, but when I bought my car, my sister and mom hadn’t yet moved to Starlight Haven, so I didn’t foresee winter driving in the mountains in my future. It’s also an El Niño year in California, so everything has been wetter, meaning we’re set to get a lot of rain and snow this winter season.


Good for people who love to hit the slopes, bad for people like me who only go into the mountains to see their family. And by the way this snow is coming down, I have a feeling I’m going to be at my sister’s for more than a week like I had originally planned. Not that I mind. Now that I have no job, it’s not like I have anything to do but work out, maybe surf, drink a few beers with my friends, and of course, start looking for a new job. I have a good amount in savings to live off for now, but it’s not enough to last more than six months without an income.


I express an audible sigh. I turned twenty-eight this year, and as I think about it now, my life is a little boring, though by my own design. I’ve always been a focused person, someone who’s worked hard and achieved the goals I set out for myself. I like the routine of a nine-to-five, the predictability of it. I like waking up, going to CrossFit, heading to work, then going home to my meal prep or to the bar to meet up with my friends—and sometimes, though it’s rare these days, taking a woman home for the night. 


That last thought creates a crap ton of new rabbit holes in my head. As soon as I hit my mid-twenties, my mom and sister started constantly asking about my dating life. They want to know when I’m going to settle down, get married, and have a family. But there’s this little problem I have…


Every relationship I start ends. 


Not because of anything the women have done wrong. I’ve dated quite a few amazing ones, but something has always been missing. On the outside, everything would be fine and look like a healthy, thriving relationship, but inside… 


I dated one woman in particular, Sasha, for a year after college. I think she thought I was her forever, and there was a part of me that wanted to give myself to her. She was smart, funny, and beautiful, and we had a lot of the same interests. We even surfed together. But as our relationship went on, I realized if I proposed to her, I’d doom her to a life with a man who loved her but would always feel like something was missing. Like something wasn’t right. And I didn’t want that for her. So we broke up, and now she’s married to a wealthy guy in Maine and has two kids. Which is exactly the life I knew she wanted and deserved.


And Sasha isn’t the only woman in my past with a similar story, which is why I eventually stopped dating for a partnership and now mostly just date for fun.


If one can even call it that, because I have a similar problem there. Even with sex, I feel as if something is missing. It’s nice, sometimes great, but it lacks. Again, it’s not anything to do with the women; I know it’s a me thing.


Since I was raised to do things with every ounce of my effort—to be the best at it or not do it at all—in the last couple of years, I’ve invested most of my time and energy into work. Which has gotten me absolutely nowhere.


Okay, maybe not nowhere.


If I hadn’t quit tonight, I probably would’ve gotten a promotion after the new year or at least a good raise. And minus not being in a long-term relationship, I live a nice life. A life my dad told me he was proud of before he died two years back from a sudden stroke. A life Mom tells me she’s proud of every time I talk to her. 


I grind my teeth, wondering what Dad would say if he was still alive and I told him I quit my good-paying job because I didn’t like my manager. I already know Mom is going to be disappointed. At least Lindsey will be happy, but I’m still fighting myself over my decision. I’m the first person in our family tree to go to college and get a corporate job. And now—


“Fuck!” I slam my hands against the steering wheel, frustration and anger boiling over—at myself and the situation I’m stuck in. But the tantrum was a stupid move, because the force causes my car to swerve on the wet, icy road. I release another curse as I grip the wheel, managing to steady my car before I scold myself for being reckless. The last thing I want to do is get seriously injured or die, especially right before Christmas.


With my heart beating fast in my chest, I take a relaxing breath and focus. I consider pulling off to the side of the road to check the weather, but I have a feeling that even a few minutes’ delay will only make things worse. The snow is coming down even harder now, to the point where it’s difficult to see. The white flakes are more like sheets as the harsh wind whips against my windows. 


I dare a quick glance at the phone mounted on my dash. I still have about an hour left to go until I reach my sister’s place. It’s past eleven now—my arrival was further delayed after I stopped to grab a burger and because I’m driving at a snail’s pace to avoid an accident.


“Keep it together, Nathan.” My words bounce through the cab of my car alongside the smooth tones of Frank Sinatra singing “White Christmas” over the radio. Very appropriate. And now that I think of it, this will be my first white Christmas. My family never came up to the mountains though they aren’t that far from us, always opting to stay in town and drive to the beach if the weather was warm enough. I have fond memories of Lindsey, Dad, and I making snowmen out of sand while Mom took pictures and laid out a picnic lunch.


My chest tightens with emotion. This will be our second Christmas without Dad and the first we’ll be spending together in Lindsey’s new home.


From what she’s told me, she never pictured herself in Starlight Haven. But after a bad divorce, she decided she needed a change for her and Kas. They’d taken a weekend trip to this charming lake town and fell in love with it. That was shocking by itself, since Lindsey was always a city-loving girl who dreamed of moving to Los Angeles one day. But then Mom decided to sell our childhood home and move in with her, which was even more of a surprise.


It had to have been hard for Mom to live in the little three-bedroom without Dad, so I understood. Now, the only bad part is that every time I want to see my family, I have to make this drive.


Frank Sinatra’s voice fades out, and the radio station’s host comes on. As soon as I hear something about snow, I take my hand off the wheel and quickly turn up the volume.


“A white Christmas is indeed happening for the people of Starlight Haven,” a female voice says. “Looks like the snow is going to keep coming down for the next few days. The county has issued a warning urging residents not to leave their homes, and the roads at the bottom of the mountain have been closed off. If you’re currently traveling, stay vigilant, and find a place to shelter if you can. It’s getting wild out there!”


Fucking Kathy. Had she let me go home when everyone else left the office, I would already be safe and warm with my family, not battling a winter storm.


I lick my already chapped lips, easing my foot from the gas to go even slower. I didn’t think it was possible, but the snow is coming down heavier now. The flakes are thick and fluffy as they hit my windshield then disappear against the heat of my vehicle before being replaced by dozens more. If I wasn’t shitting myself, I’d think it was beautiful. And it is beautiful, but I’d rather be observing it from inside my sister’s cozy A-frame home with a cup of Mom’s hot chocolate in my hands.


“Carol of the Bells” comes through the speakers, and as the music builds, so does my anxiety. I’m climbing higher up the mountain now, and according to my GPS, I’m going to reach the peak soon, which means I’m on the outskirts of Starlight Haven. Unfortunately, my sister’s place is on the other side of town. While I’m glad I’m getting closer to civilization, I’m not out of the woods yet.


I huff at my choice of thought. I’m definitely in the woods, thick forest flanking the road on both sides. Right now, it looks black, but I remember the pines from my previous drives up here. I wonder if I’ve passed Starlight Lumber & Logging yet, a sign I see every time I almost get to this point. I smile, remembering that Lindsey mentioned they host The Lumberjack Games every year, which has axe throwing, speed pole climbing and other events. The idea made me laugh when she told me, and I know the only reason she’s excited to go next summer is that she hopes to meet a single guy who likes kids and can “throw her around.” I grimace. My sister tends to overshare, though it’s part of her charm.


But honestly, I want a good man for her. She deserves it after her divorce, and my niece deserves a constant male presence in her life like me and my sister had. In the past few months, I’ve wondered if I should actively try to come here more weekends, but Lindsey always assures me they’re fine, that they don’t expect me to make the drive often and that video calls are enough. It was their choice to move up here after all, but it still bothers me that I can’t be here all the time.


My decision to quit comes to the forefront of my mind once more. Maybe leaving my job has more benefits than just getting out from under Kathy’s thumb. I don’t think I want or could move here permanently since this town doesn’t have the type of firms I’d be looking to work for, but if I found a hybrid company that would allow a work-from-home option, I could visit more—and not during hellish winter storms.


I automatically tighten my grip on the wheel as another Christmas song plays, and I press my foot on the gas to accelerate up an incline. I quickly glance at the directions on my phone again, only to realize it’s died.


“Dammit.” 


Panic in my stomach swells as I try to inhale. I know this road will take me to the center of Starlight Haven, but once I get there, I won’t know where I’m going, especially with the current whiteout. It’s late, so nothing will be open, meaning I’ll need to pull over and plug in my phone. I should’ve done that earlier, but I wasn’t thinking, too eager to get on the road. I also had enough juice, or at least I thought I did, to make it to my sister’s, so the charger that plugs into my adapter is in my bag on the passenger seat.


I look to the left and right and debate if this is a good spot to pull over, but then I realize I haven’t seen another soul on the road since I started my ascent into Starlight Haven. Which isn’t a good thing. It’s better to keep going until I get to town and then pull over. At least if I get stuck there, I’ll be in civilization instead of surrounded by forests.


I press the gas pedal down, picking up a tiny bit of speed. With the action comes a grinding noise, and my shoulders instantly tense. My car vibrates, and then a loud snapping followed by more grinding has me gripping my wheel on instinct.


Everything happens in slow motion. My car swerves, and then I’m spinning out, my body being thrashed around while I’m too stunned to even scream. A loud thud sounds as my car slams into something, and everything jerks to a stop in a jarring instant.


For several minutes, or maybe it’s just seconds, I sit frozen while “Jingle Bells” plays cheerfully over my speakers and my chest heaves with short breaths. My vision spots, and I close my eyes, my hands white-knuckling the wheel so tightly they hurt. When my brain finally reaches the conclusion that I’m not dead, I exhale unsteadily, loosen my grip just a bit, and drop my chin to my chest.


Holy shit. 


After another minute, when I’m sure I won’t pass out from lack of oxygen or shock, I shakily unbuckle my seatbelt. I have no idea what happened, but the airbags didn’t deploy, and my car is still running, which I take as a good sign.


I press on the gas, but all I hear is more sputtering and grinding. Fuck. Now I have to get out and see what’s going on or at least try to see what caused me to spin out. Given the conditions, I’m hoping my car will still drive. 


I suck in another breath, and then another, before I grab the heavy winter coat I ordered online last week from my back seat. I put it on, bracing myself for the weather I’m about to face. Even though the heat is still blasting, I think the temperature in the cab has dropped several degrees already. If I had another option, I wouldn’t get out of my car, but unfortunately, I don’t.


I zip up my jacket, turn on my emergency flashers, then push open the door with the engine still running. The freezing wind whips in, wet flakes of snow hitting my heated skin and melting. I was not made for the cold, but I try to push that thought out of my head as I shove my door open further and stand. My headlights are still shining, but the relentless weather covers the beams, so it’s still hard to see.


I walk around my car, and when I get to the back, I see the culprit. The back chains I had put on my tires snapped and are now completely useless. But what’s worse is that I’m very clearly stuck in a snowbank.


“Fuck!” I kick at some of the snow around my tires and immediately regret it as the white powder enters my shoe and begins to soak my sock. I’m still in my work clothes, and my shoes are a nice pair of loafers not meant for the snow.


I attempt to ignore the bite of cold on my ankles as I crouch and dig some of the snow away from my tires, but my hands instantly freeze. My new gloves I ordered are packed in my suitcase, which isn’t helpful right now.


When I realize digging is futile, I know I need to try to get some help. There’s no way I’m going to be able to dig myself out of this. I go to stand, but as I do, spots fill my vision, and I sway. I mutter a curse and press both hands on the cold bumper of my car, squeezing my eyes shut. When something thicker and wetter than snow drips down my forehead, I bring a hand to my skin and feel a tacky substance on my fingertips. I swipe it away and open my bleary eyes to see blood staining my fingers.


Did I hit my head when I spun out?


With my hands still on my car, I attempt to take a step toward the heated cab to find my charger and call for help before shit gets worse for me, but when I do, the world starts to spin. All the adrenaline from the accident has left my body, and now my head is throbbing.


“Come on, Nathan,” I urge myself. Get into the car. I try to blink away my blurry vision and release the bumper to take another step, which turns out to be a huge mistake. It feels as if someone has pulled a rug out from under my feet, and I fall backward. My ears ring, my eyes fall shut, and then I’m hitting something soft and pillowy. But it’s not a bed, because the pillows are cool like satin but cold and wet like ice. Water droplets hit my face, and I don’t know if it’s snow or maybe the blood I felt trickling from the wound in my head.


It feels harder than it should, but I manage to pry my eyes open to watch the endless white fluttering down from the dark skies. I’m not sure how long I do that, but as my vision blurs again, my mind drifts to everything and nothing at all. I think of my mom and sister, of my niece, of my dumb job, of my failed relationships, of surfing on my favorite beach, of tacos in the summertime with Lindsey, and of course, Dad. I guess it’s true—your life really does flash before your eyes when you’re about to die.


Is that what’s happening right now? 


A tear—or at least, I think it’s a tear—streaks down my face, and my eyes fall shut, heavy with sleep. My heartbeat slows, and I hear a voice in the back of my head telling me to stay awake. I know I should try for that voice, but I’m so tired, and this bed is so cold. No…not bed. Snowbank. I’m in a snowbank. 


More time passes, and my body is numb, yet everything hurts to the point I can’t move. My lungs feel frozen, my toes are cold, and my head is aching, but I’m still alive. In the distance, I think I hear a noise. A twig breaking or trees rustling. A spark lights in my chest that maybe help is coming, but then I remember I crashed in a place surrounded by trees. It’s probably just an animal. Maybe I’ll get eaten by a bear. Ouch. Though maybe that’s better than slowly freezing to death like I am right now. If that is what’s happening. Is it?


I chuckle to myself, my thoughts fuzzy and body heavy. In my mind’s eye, I imagine myself on a beach somewhere hearing the sound of the waves crashing and kids laughing. There’s a warm touch on my cheek that lights my body up as if it’s on fire. I think it’s sunshine, or at least, that’s what it feels like. Warm, beautiful, euphoric sunshine. 


“What are you doing out here?”


I turn to my sister, who’s on the beach with me now. “I’m surfing.”


Lindsey’s hands grasp my shoulders and gently shake me. “Stay with me,” she says. But it’s not her voice that comes out. It’s a huskier one, a commanding one.


“I am staying,” I say.


“That’s good to hear,” a male voice says. Is that my dad?


I don’t have time to wonder, though, because the beach begins to fade, and my body goes cold again. For a brief moment, the warm sunshine returns to my cheek, and I force my heavy eyes open. When I do, I’m not met with sunshine but the round face of an angel. She looks sad—or at least, I think she does.


“I’m here to help you,” she says.


“To die?” My words come out scratchy and soft, but she’s heard them.


“Not if we have anything to say about it.”


We. Who’s we?


That’s the last thought I have before everything goes dark, my body falling into cold oblivion as the void welcomes me with open arms.

















  

  





Chapter five


Nathan









I’m warm. No, not just warm—sweltering. Wasn’t I cold before? No. I was at the beach with Lindsey. Wait. No, I wasn’t. I was driving. Then I was cold. Really cold. 


My eyes pop open, and I groan. Wherever I am, the lighting is dim, but that doesn’t stop the ache I feel in my temple. I attempt to bring my hand up to check the spot, but it’s trapped. Panic bubbles in my gut as the events leading up to this moment come back to me.


The chains on my tires broke.


I spun out.


I went to check on my car, and I passed out in the snow.


I was cold and thought I was dying.


But then there was an angel? No…


I press my eyes shut again and shift, fabric sticking to my overheated skin. Wait, fabric? I look down and see I’m cocooned in blankets, as if I’ve been swaddled, which explains why my hands are trapped. I shift again and wiggle my hands free, noticing that my body feels like I got hit by a truck. I didn’t get hit, but when I spun out, I might have gotten whiplash. Then there’s the fact I was freezing in a snowbank, and my head—


I lift my now free hand up and press it against my forehead. There’s a bandage over it, and not a very big one. Which means it must not be too terrible. There doesn’t seem to be a bump, either, but I won’t know for sure until I see it in a mirror. I drop my hand back down to the bed.


Wait, bed?


I sit up too fast for a man who was just unconscious, and I squeeze my eyes shut again for a moment before opening them. 


Where the hell am I?


My gaze drifts around the room. The main overhead light is off, but there’s a small lamp on the rustic wooden bedside table with a red lampshade that emits a warm glow among the space as well as a fire blazing at the front of the room inside a brick fireplace. It must have been tended to recently, because the logs haven’t turned to ash and the heat it’s giving off explains why I started to sweat through the evergreen-colored sheets and blankets piled on top of me.


The room itself isn’t that large, but it’s nice and woodsy. The walls are dark-stained logs, and the ceiling is vaulted with exposed beams. Besides the lamp and bedside table, there’s only one piece of decor, and that’s a large painting of a fox hunting a lamb. It’s oddly beautiful yet a little strange and kind of frightening. My body naturally leans forward to take a closer look, and I think I see another figure or animal in the distance.


Snap!


I jolt in the bed, sheets dropping down to my waist as I bring a startled hand to my chest. Wait…am I? I look down at my body, pulling away the blankets to find no clothes covering me. Jesus. I’m naked. Not even the briefs I slipped on this morning are on my body.


I survey the room, looking for any sign of my clothes, but I don’t see them. I think about calling out, but I have no idea where I am or who picked me up. This place seems nice, but who the hell knows? I was literally in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by forests. Who would’ve found me out there? And how the hell did they get me back here?


I run my tongue against the roof of my dry mouth and turn my head to the bedside table to find a cup of water along with a washcloth that still looks wet. I wonder for a second if the water could be drugged.


Wait, why am I assuming they’re murderers or crazed woods people? Especially if they took the time and effort to rescue me from the storm. I think I’ve listened to one too many true crime podcasts recently, which I can thank my sister for.


I pick up the glass and sip from it. It’s cool, the outside of it sweating from the heat of the space. Which again leads me to believe whoever brought me here was recently in this room, probably making sure I was okay.


I set the water back down once I’ve almost drained it then decide I should try to find some clothes. The pain in my head is still there but lessening with each moment I’m awake. The water helped, too. I’m taking the fact that I don’t want to go to sleep again and I’m not dizzy or nauseous as a good sign that maybe I don’t have a concussion. If my sister were here, she’d be able to tell me. She’s an ER nurse, and a damn good one.


Oh shit. Lindsey! 


I push the blankets back and stand, not caring anymore that I’m as naked as the day I was born and that my body aches. I figure it’ll pass the more I move around, so I start searching the room for my pants or my jacket, hoping I put my phone inside a pocket or whoever brought me here thought to grab it. I need to call my family and let them know I’m fine. 


Eventually, I find a folded pair of flannel red-and-green pajama pants with a drawstring and step into them, not caring that I’ll probably look like Buddy the Elf wearing them. They may not be mine, but at least they’re something. I quickly pull them up and tie the string, surprised to find they fit pretty well on my lithe form.


When I’m certain my phone or clothes aren’t in here, I decide to venture out of the room. I have no idea who I’m going to find, but if they were kind enough to rescue me in a snowstorm, they must be nice, right? Though I’m confused as to why I was completely stripped down. I get my clothes were probably wet from the snow, but my underwear, too? The thought of a complete stranger or strangers undressing me is weird, one I have to push to the back of my mind as I walk to the bedroom door.


It’s not completely closed. Whoever put me in here has left it ajar, and when I open it, I’m faced with a hallway. The lights are off, but enough ambient light filters in that when I turn my head to the left, I can see three more doors lining the logged corridor, one of them cracked open at the end. It’s not a very long hallway, and just like my room, it lacks decor. Though the stained wooden logs are expertly placed and look almost crafted. 


I take a step forward and glance to the right. Light floods from an open space, and I notice then that shadows flicker on the walls from what I assume is another roaring fire coming from a living space. Though the door at the end of the hallway is cracked, I decide the safer option is venturing toward the living room. Hopefully, whoever got me here is there, and I won’t have to awkwardly figure out what to do next.


I stretch my neck from side to side and roll my shoulders, loosening up my muscles and taking a deep breath. My feet move from the plush cream carpet of the bedroom to the cool wood of the hallway. The change in temperature causes a shiver to run up my spine, and I wish I would’ve found a shirt alongside these pants.


Swallowing, I take another step, and then another, until I reach the main room only a few feet away. I glance around the large open living area with cathedral ceilings, more exposed beams, and unfortunately for me, not a soul in sight. Just a giant flatscreen TV and a large, plush red couch with a matching recliner and a loveseat.


The light of the fire dances across my skin as some of the wood pops and crackles from water trapped within. I study the brick fireplace, noticing the design is similar to the one in my room, but this one has an ornate wooden mantle with more foxes and lambs carved into it. I run my tongue along the back of my teeth as my eyes settle on the two green-and-red velvet stockings hanging from it. Had those not been there, I wouldn’t think whoever was here celebrated Christmas, as there are no lights, no tree…just the two stockings.


Two.


Did a couple find me?


I think back to the moment and remember hearing a woman’s voice, but I can’t remember if I heard two. I let out a soft sigh. It doesn’t matter who found me—I need to see if I can find my phone. Or any phone. And Jesus, my car! If someone finds it on the side of the road without me in it, my family will think the worst.


Rubbing the back of my neck, I circle the room. Eventually, I find my coat on a hook near the door, and my heart speeds up in my chest. I hurry over to it and search the pockets but come up empty save my car keys. Doesn’t help me, though—not what I was looking for. I spin around and keep walking.


The kitchen is nice and looks newly renovated with stainless steel appliances. It’s just a normal kitchen. But as I turn to head back toward the hallway, a picture on the fridge stops me. A magnet that says “I Pine For You” is holding a snapshot of a beautiful, voluptuous woman.


But that’s not what caught my eye. It’s the fact that said beautiful woman is completely nude and straddling a giant tree trunk. Her arm covers her large breasts, though the soft skin spills over—and I think I see the crest of her dark nipples. Her other hand is covering the V between her legs, and her smile is contagious. Light blonde hair streaked with black sections blows in the breeze behind her. The summer sun scatters beams of light on her skin, a lot of it decorated with tattoos of varying colors, shapes, and sizes.


Is this who rescued me? It has to be. I start to reach for the photo, feeling a little like a perv for even thinking of studying it closer, but I can’t stop myself.


Just as my fingers touch the outer edge of the print, a loud cry pierces the air. I turn toward the noise, the hair on my arms standing on end. While it did come from behind me, it didn’t come from this room. It came from down at the end of the hallway.


Another cry, followed by the sound of what I can only describe as a slap, reaches my ears. Before I can really comprehend what I’m doing, I’m walking back to the hallway.


The fire is still going strong in the living area, casting my shadow on the floor as I eat up the ground, getting closer to my room. In my gut, I know I should stop. I should go to sleep or wait for whoever is here to come find me, but instead, I step past the open door of the room I was in, then past the door across from mine, then past the other.


Another shout rings out again, the cries becoming louder and more frequent. The sound is most definitely feminine. I tell myself the only reason I’m seeking the noise out is because I’m concerned, but I’m smart enough to know that those cries and noises aren’t ones to necessarily be concerned about.


I lighten my steps as much as I can and ease my way to the door. The crack is wide enough that I can clearly see into the room yet keep my body hidden.


My eyes first find the massive fire that lights the room, flickering and sending warm light across the floor like the other two fires that have been lit and stoked throughout the cabin. On the ground in front of it lies a bearskin rug strewn with several articles of clothing, including a red lacy bra and what looks to be a matching thong. I blink rapidly at what I notice next, not quite understanding what I’m seeing.


Not only is there a ball gag on the floor that’s shining as if it was just used, but there’s something I can only describe as a stockade or a strange type of massage table. It has a place for someone’s legs, stomach, and arms, even their face. But that’s not the most bizarre part. At the back of it sits a low stand with a large silicone cock protruding from it. My eyes widen, and I forget that my head is still hurting and my body is aching. I forget everything entirely. My head shifts to the left as another loud cry resounds, my gaze now focused on the two people fucking on the large king bed.


If my eyes hadn’t popped out of my head from the contraption on the floor, I think they’re about to. The woman from the photograph is kneeling on the bed, her plush body facing toward me as what I can only describe as a beast of a man pounds into her from behind, making every part of her jiggle from the force.


The man is kneeling as well, his torso pressed to her back, one of his tattooed arms between her breasts so his hand can grasp her throat. His other inked arm is between her legs, long fingers circling her clit as she moans.


Like any man in this situation, or maybe something is just wrong with me, blood rushes south, and my dick begins to fill, throbbing inside my loose flannel pajamas. Disgust with myself itches at the back of my throat, telling me to walk away, telling me I should at least close the door and pretend I never saw them like this. But I keep watching, eyes glued to the debauched scene before me.


“Fox,” the woman says in a husky tone, another cry following her one uttered word.


The man I assume is called Fox squeezes her throat, and her swollen lips part as a silent gasp escapes her. “Do you need me to gag you again? You said you could be quiet.”


The woman bites her lip hard, her head falling back against the broad shoulder of her partner before I think she utters a quiet “no.” He says something I can’t hear in her ear, then he’s shoving her forward onto the bed and pressing her head into the end of the mattress. Her cheek is now flattened against the pine-colored comforter as the man lays on top of her, his hips slapping in a measured cadence against the curve of her plump ass, drawing out more feminine moans.


My hands turn into fists at my sides, a trickle of sweat caused from the fire and the rising heat of my own body dripping from my brow and dropping onto my foot where it’s curled against the wood floor.


“You’re such a needy whore tonight, little lamb.” Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. “I like it.”


My eyes draw from the woman being thoroughly used to the man doing the using. To the man who just said such vile words that I should be disgusted or step in to ask if she needs help.


The notion is silly, though, because it’s clear she’s very much enjoying it, enjoying the words he’s saying and wanting more, because she whines something I can’t understand. Whatever she says makes him chuckle, makes him drive into her harder and use her body like a toy for his pleasure, abusing it, owning it.


I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s raw, dirty, and so unhinged.


“Your cunt is squeezing me,” he nearly whispers. “Tell me how it feels.”


“Like your dick is splitting me in two.”


He pulls off her body in a swift motion, his cock still inside her, and he moves one hand to the soft pouch of her generous stomach and the other to her outer hip. With the light of the fire now shining on him, I can clearly see the beast who’s been having his way with his beauty.


It’s not just his arms and hands that are covered in tattoos—it’s nearly every inch of him. Black and gray designs swirl and cut across his body’s canvas, from his ankles up his tree-trunk thighs to his soft yet muscled torso and painted up his thick neck and even under his chin. I’ve seen heavily tattooed men before, but never like this. And like the woman writhing under him, his hair is long and blond. Though his is a golden-blond color with no black.


If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this man is a living god, as if a tattooed version of Thor jumped from the pages of myth and legend. But he looks like the traditional Thor, thick and muscular yet soft and pliant, not like the ones in movies with an eight-pack of abs. Even more interesting than that, though he’s a massive man, he moves with an ease and grace you’d not expect someone built like him to have. He’s beau—


My cock swells and aches as I watch him, study him. Without thinking, I bring my hand to my crotch, palming the aching flesh to get some sort of relief. As soon as I squeeze, a zap of electricity sluices up my spine, and I realize what I’m doing. My stomach falls in on itself, and I feel strange.


Did I just get turned on by him? The warm air around me becomes stifling as I shake my head and pull my hand away from my dick as if it’s been burned. No. This is like watching porn. The act has me turned on, the way he’s thrusting into her with swift precision, his cock gliding in and out of her wet pussy, the way their bodies come together so violently yet so perfectly. It’s the moment, the depravity, the way she’s looking at me—


My thoughts stop. The way she’s looking at me.


I blink. Then blink again. Hazel eyes stare at me from beneath dark lashes that kiss pink cheeks, and she smiles. The man’s tattooed hand is now back on the side of her head, pushing her forcefully into the mattress as he pumps into her. The bed shakes from the force and squeaks as if it will collapse beneath them.


I blink again. She sees me. She knows I’m watching. The smile on her lips widens, and instead of acting like a person who has just been caught having sex by a stranger in their home—jumping up and trying to cover herself, maybe, or screaming at me to leave at the very least—she doesn’t do anything. Her eyes remain on me while the man behind her grunts and shatters. She squeezes her eyes shut as her orgasm is triggered by his brutal release, stifling her cry by planting her face into the mattress. She fists the sheets as the man, still thrusting, rides her through their mutual orgasms.


Embarrassed and flustered, I do the only thing I can think of: I turn and walk away, determined to get out of here before they can get their clothes on.
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