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Aiden
I reached into the back of the truck to grab my bags, turning to take a big, deep breath of fresh mountain air.
“This is the life, huh?” I said with a grin, glancing over at my teammates as they made their own way out of the vehicle. I’d hitched a ride with Jason and Davies out of convenience since we were all coming from Crowhill Cove College. It just made sense to save on the gas.
“Balls, it’s cold,” Jason burst out, shivering and zipping up his fleece jacket as he came round the back to get his own stuff.
“It’s kind of gotta be cold for skiing,” I chuckled.
“And snowboarding,” Davies pointed out. “And hot chicks on sheepskin rugs by fires.”
I laughed. Yeah, that sounded about right for Davies’ motivation to come on winter vacay.
Another car pulled up beside us, crunching snow under winter tires, and we turned to greet the new group of our friends arriving. There was no chance it was someone else. We’d managed to club together enough of us to book out the whole valley – all six chalets. Oliver Harvey leaned out of the driver’s side window to whoop at us, making all three of us cheer while he and his passengers got out.
The car was full – Olly had brought his boyfriend, Keaton, which was expected. They also had a couple of Keaton’s friends with them – I’d seen them on the group chat but never met them before.
“What about that view?” Keaton asked, his eyes sparkling as we all moved in for football bro-hugs, clasping hands and clapping shoulders.
“It’s fucking real,” I agreed, grinning and reaching out to shake hands with the first of the newcomers. “I’m Aiden. Aiden Thornton.”
“Hi, Aiden Aiden Thornton,” the guy said. He had long hair down to his shoulders, hidden inside a slouchy beanie, and a black hoodie covered most of his frame. He was tall, but not like football tall. Too skinny. “I’m Ace Ace Park.”
“Ace is in my film class,” Keaton said, calling across the group to make himself heard.
Ace rolled his eyes. “And it is his class,” he said. He had a piercing in his lower lip that I tried really hard to stop myself from staring at. “We’re all just in it to make up the numbers.”
“That’s not true,” Keaton said with a nervous-sounding laugh.
“Oh, yeah,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Harvey said something about you winning some big film contest?”
“Second year in a row,” Ace said, rolling his eyes again.
“Keat’s amazing,” Olly said happily, tucking his boyfriend under his arm and beaming.
Ace looked at me and I was sure he was about to start making fake vomit motions.
“This is Xavi,” Keaton said hastily, gesturing to the other friend I hadn’t met yet. He had tanned skin and dark hair, and he was shorter than all of us – even Keaton. From the look of his arms under his tight shirt, though, I wouldn’t have discounted him in a fight. “We’ve known each other since high school.”
I nodded at Xavi while I shook his hand. “Is that the same high school where Harvey used to beat Keaton up?”
Silence met my words. I glanced around.
“What?” I asked.
Jason sighed and shook his head, clapping me on the shoulder. “One day you’re going to learn not to say the first thing that comes into your head.”
I considered that for a moment. “Nah. Probably not.”
There were general sounds of agreement from those who knew me before we all turned at the sound of another car arriving. Two cars, actually – right up behind each other. I noticed our huge teammate Caleb taking up the whole front seat of a glorified minivan, his chatty girlfriend Aubrey excitedly waving from beside him. Following close behind them was a car bearing Davies and Jason’s girlfriends, which meant all four of my football buddies were probably lost to us for most of the long weekend.
Damn. Keaton and Harvey. Jason, Davies, and Caleb with their girlfriends. That just left me with Ace and Xavi, who I didn’t even know.
Coupling off was going to have to be discouraged as much as possible, or this trip could end up getting boring for me.
Although, wasn’t there another guy coming too…?
“Hey, losers!” Caleb shouted as he came over, grinning despite his words. “Who’s got the beers?”
“Me,” I called back – and so did Jason, Davies, Harvey, and Xavi.
Yeah… we were going to have enough beers to last the weekend. I chuckled.
“What about the keys?”
“Oh!” Keaton exclaimed, unwrapping himself from Harvey’s side and starting to dig through a bag he was carrying with him. “I’ve got them all here. I have room assignments, itineraries, and some local info as well – I made up little packets for everyone.”
Davies laughed, slinging an arm over his girlfriend’s shoulders. “Glad someone brought their housewife!”
There was an awkward silence as most of the guys glared at him. Even his girlfriend looked uncomfortable. I was glad I wasn’t the only one putting my foot in my mouth.
“Are we waiting for anyone else?” Jason asked, glancing around.
“Yeah, my little bro,” Caleb said, glancing over towards the road as if to check whether he was coming. “He’s usually quicker than me. I’m surprised he’s not here already.”
“What’s that car over there at the end of the lot?” I asked, curious. “It was there when we parked up.”
Caleb turned and looked, and a big grin spread over his face. “I’ll go get him,” he said. He paused and looked back at the group. “Look, I mentioned this before at school, but just so everyone’s clear – you lay off Cade, okay? He’s been through a lot this year.”
“What do you think we’re going to do?” Davies asked with a grin. “Haze him?”
Caleb stared right at him. I remembered the epic hazing Davies had carried out on us when we all joined the team. “Yeah,” he stated.
Davies chuckled and raised a beer in salute. How did he have an open beer already? I wanted a beer. “That’s fair. I’ll lay off your little baby brother.”
Caleb shot him a dark look, but apparently, it was enough to satisfy him – because he turned and jogged off in the direction of the cabins.
“We should get the supplies and start carrying them to the chalets,” Keaton said. He moved to the trunk of the car he’d driven here in with Harvey and popped it, revealing crates piled high with bottles of water and packets of food.
“Wow,” I grinned. “Someone actually brought something other than alcohol.”
Keaton gave me a horrified look. “You didn’t actually just bring beer, right?”
“No, no,” I told him, lifting up my hand to count off the fingers. “I also brought vodka, rum, some juice for the ladies…”
“Straight guys,” Xavi muttered, and I looked over in time to see him shake his head and look away.
“What?” I said. I looked at Harvey, my heart hammering in my chest at the thought I’d messed up again. “Did I say something wrong again?”
“Maybe lay off the gender stereotypes for the weekend,” he said, a smile itching at the corners of his mouth. Even so, I felt like a jerk. It was just supposed to be funny. We talked like that all the time at football practice, but this wasn’t the same group of people, and I was giving them the wrong impression of who I really was. “He doesn’t mean it, Xavi. He’s just a big dumb football player.”
Keaton looked up at Harvey with a fake-inquisitive expression. “Aren’t you just a big dumb football player?”
“Yup,” Harvey said, leaning down to kiss him.
I sighed and looked away, my loneliness stinging me right in the heart.
Unfortunately, that had me looking right at Xavi, who looked even less impressed at my sigh than he had at my words.
“Uh,” I said, whispering loudly to him. “I’m not, like, a homophobe or whatever. Just. Chronically single.”
Xavi narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, well,” he said. “If you do get any homophobic thoughts, maybe remember that all of the gay people here could probably crush you if we got together as a group. And keep them to yourself.”
I swallowed. “Yup,” I nodded. “No homophobic thoughts. Honestly. I’m an open book. No queer fear here, heh…” The laughter died off on my lips as he turned his back.
He thought I was an idiot.
Which was kind of fair, because I had this bad habit of coming off as an idiot.
Between the loneliness and not having anyone actually friendly to talk to, this was shaping up to be one hell of a long weekend.




Cade
I swallowed hard. The sound of voices carried to me on the wind, but knowing they were there made me even less inclined to get up and go over to them.
While I was hidden over here alone, I was safe.
No one could mock me. No one could hurt me. No one could make me fall in love with them, pull my heart out of my chest, stamp on it, and then go off with another guy.
Okay, that was a really specific thing to watch out for, but I had my reasons.
Footsteps crunching through the snow nearby made me turn and look up. There was only one person I knew who could make footsteps that loud.
Yep: my giant brother, Caleb. I looked up to see his face ruddy with the cold, but nonetheless grinning. He kicked a chunk of snow at me with one of his last steps, making it pitch up against the side of my coat.
“What are you doing, sitting out here in the snow on your own?” he asked.
“I’m not,” I said absent-mindedly, turning to look out at the view down the mountain again. We were only halfway to the peak here, but the view was still spectacular. “I’m sitting on a boulder.”
Caleb nudged me with his leg, almost hard enough to knock me to the ground. I took the hint and scrambled over so he could sit next to me. “You not ready to go meet everyone yet?” he asked quietly.
I glanced up. He was looking at the view now, but I knew he wasn’t really seeing it. He was worried about me. I sighed and looked down. I had to stop worrying everyone. “I’ll come,” I said, though he could probably hear my heart wasn’t really in it.
“We can take a minute,” Caleb said.
“Aubrey’s here?” I asked.
Caleb nodded silently. I was keeping him away from his girlfriend. They went to different colleges, and even though they took every opportunity to see one another, I knew it wasn’t enough. I was keeping him from her by being selfish.
“Let’s go, then,” I said, trying to fake the enthusiasm as I got up. “I haven’t seen her in ages.”
Caleb seemed to accept the façade I was putting on and set off to lead the way. That was the problem. I was getting too good at putting on the façade, and people weren’t seeing through it anymore.
Or maybe the problem was that I shouldn’t have had to wear it by now. Brody broke my heart in May. I shouldn’t have still been crying over him in December.
Yet, here we were.
I trudged after Caleb through the snow; it was tightly packed closer to the chalets, but at the edge of the mountainside, where I’d found my spot to sit and wait, it was thick and deep. I tried to step in Caleb’s footsteps, but his stride was just slightly too long for me.
And if that wasn’t a metaphor for our brotherly relationship, I didn’t know what was.
I looked back towards the cabins, taking in the layout. There were six of them, ranging from the top of the small valley we were in to the bottom, arranged in pairs facing one another. It looked cozy. Our cars were parked right at the top of the slope, which was thoughtful – we could walk down to the chalets with all our heavy bags and supplies, and back up to the cars once the bags and supplies were used up and lighter.
“Hey, guys,” Caleb called out, and I tensed as the whole group standing by the cars turned to look at me. Oh, no. I hated it when people looked at me. “This is my brother, Cade.”
“Hi, everyone,” I said weakly, lifting a hand.
“I’m Keaton,” the slimmer guy with the dark, curly hair next to us said, stepping closer right away to shake my hand. He had a nice smile and kind eyes, but I remembered he was the one who had sent me all the details. He was very much taken, from what Caleb had told me.
“Olly,” the tall footballer type next to him said, and by the way they settled back against each other once he was done shaking my hand, I knew they were a couple.
A cute couple, and it was undeniably nice to see a group of sports bros who were cool with their friend being openly gay and in love. But, still. A couple. Which only reminded me of the fact that I was no longer in one.
“I’m Ace,” the one with the long hair said, stepping forward to clap my hand sideways. I almost stumbled, expecting a handshake and having to change my momentum at the last second. He gave me a look up and down that I thought was kind of hungry. It made me shiver.
Could I move on? Could I find someone here?
Even something casual?
Even the thought of it made me want to sidle closer to Caleb, like I could stand so close to his shadow that no one would see me at all.
I wasn’t ready for that.
“Xavi,” the next one said, and then there were more, and I had already forgotten the names of everyone I didn’t know, and this was impossible.
“Hey,” the last of the guys said, another footballer. For sure. He was tall and well-built by the look of him, even if he wasn’t as big as my brother. No one was as big as my brother. But he did seem to be trying. “I’m Aiden. You’re smaller than I expected.”
“Aiden!” Aubrey exclaimed from the other side of Caleb.
I chuckled. “I hear that a lot,” I said. “It’s okay.” He was kind of cute. Especially the way that he was blushing now that Aubrey had called him out.
But he was also very, very straight. Caleb had told me there was only one openly gay guy on his football team, and that was clearly Olly. All the other footballers were straight. So, no matter what, I was absolutely not going to develop a crush on the straight guy.
No chance in hell was I putting myself through that.
“I was just going to hand out the keys,” Keaton said, stepping forward. I could tell he was taking on the position of de facto leader and organizer of the group. I was pretty glad. Being the little brother meant I often got pushed into doing the jobs no one else wanted, and what I had discovered when I hung out with Caleb’s high school teams was that jocks hated admin.
There was a rush and surge of people going over and grabbing keys from Keaton, and I stepped back to let them finish. I hated the way football players got all physical, the way they didn’t mind bumping into each other or just starting practice tackles in the middle of nowhere. When everyone else had taken their key I finally stepped forward, taking the one that was left.
Keaton held out a thin envelope along with it. “I printed off some helpful stuff, too,” he said. I could tell he was kind of awkward about it, but it also brought him joy. He knew the others would probably rib him for being so organized, but he didn’t even mind.
“Thanks,” I said and smiled, hoping that would make him feel better about doing the necessary job.
Keaton rewarded me with a beam that made my heart leap in my chest, then turned to his boyfriend and started chattering about unloading their car. My heart sank again. I was so stupid. I’d been starved of love for so long thanks to Brody, I was looking for any little bit of attention that came my way.
And also hating every time anyone looked in my direction.
I took a deep breath and trudged over to my car. I just needed to unpack and get settled in. I could spend most of the time alone inside the chalet – Caleb had said that would be okay. I was only here to make up the numbers, really. They needed one more person to go in with them, and I needed to get away.
I didn’t think they were supposed to know that Caleb had paid for my stay, too, just to get me out of myself. I wasn’t sure it was going to work.
I grabbed my stuff from the trunk of my car, sighing when I realized how much I had to carry. I’d brought too much stuff. I didn’t need this many books. And I shouldn’t have brought so many comfort things from home – a notebook and nice pens and sweats and my favorite pillow. We were only here for four days. I wasn’t going to need this much stuff.
Somehow, I just hadn’t been able to bear the thought of going anywhere without it.
I shut the trunk, balancing everything precariously on one side, and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the glass of the rear window. I tried to flatten my red hair over one ear, wishing it wasn’t quite such a bright color. Why couldn’t I have been born with dark hair, like Caleb?
He got all the good genes. Tall, strong, dark, and handsome. No wonder people were surprised to learn we were brothers.
I hefted my stuff again and headed for the cabins, looking down at the key in my hand. Cabin number six.
Time to go find out who had been lumbered with me for the weekend.




Aiden
I threw my bag onto one of the beds and glanced around, wondering. The other side wasn’t occupied yet. Who did I have? Ace, who kind of scared me a little bit? Xavi, who had clearly decided to hate me already?
Or Caleb’s quiet little kid brother, who had such a sad expression on his face when no one was looking at him that I wanted to run over and noogie his head or something just to make him cheer up?
The door opened and I glanced up, ready to run for the hills if it was either of the first two.
And I relaxed when I saw it was Cade, struggling under the weight of like a thousand bags.
…That were starting to tumble toward the floor.
I rushed forward just in time to catch the first one he dropped, then threw out my arm to grab the second before it had a chance to slip off.
“Oh,” Cade said, his face going dark red – a good match for his hair. “Thanks.”
I chuckled. “Don’t mention it,” he said. “You got anything else in the car?”
“No,” Cade said. I had the feeling he was trying really hard to sound like he wasn’t dying inside from embarrassment. “Just this.”
“You brought a lot of stuff,” I laughed and watched his face fall even further.
Shit.
“Uh, I probably didn’t bring enough,” I said quickly. “Oh, you brought books and stuff, huh? I didn’t think of that. I guess I’m used to just watching TV or whatever in the evening.”
Cade finally set the rest of his bundle down on the other bed, narrowly avoiding having one of his bags fall off onto the floor even then. I set the two I’d caught down with the others. “I don’t think there’s a TV here.”
I glanced around the room. He was right. “Huh. I guess I’ll have to find something else to pass the time.”
Just saying those words made me think about what the others were doing. All of those couples out there had an easy option, and I got the feeling that Xavi and Ace were friends from before or something. They both knew Keaton, anyway. And I thought I remembered they were both gay from when Harvey was giving me the inside track on everyone. They probably had enough to keep themselves entertained in the evening, too.
Which just left me and Cade stuck with nothing to do while everyone else was calling it an early night to have sex in their cabins.
Or, just me, since he obviously had his books.
There had to be a way I could convince everyone to stay out late, all of us in the same cabin and cozy, to stop this from being the most disappointing trip of all time.
“You can borrow one if you want,” he said, and it took me a minute to realize he meant the books.
“Oh, right.” I nodded. I shrugged. “I mean, I don’t really read a lot, but yeah. I mean, outside of textbooks.”
“What are you studying?” Cade asked. There was a kind of tone to his voice like he didn’t really want to ask, but he knew it was polite.
“Physiotherapy,” I said, swinging my arms together to loosen them a bit after the long drive. “I wanna stay connected to sports after I graduate.”
“You’re not planning to carry on playing football?” Cade asked, cocking his head to the side slightly.
I laughed. “Nah. I’m not as good as all that.”
“Oh,” Cade said, his face going red again.
“It’s okay,” I promised him quickly. “I know what I’m good at, you know? Hey, aren’t you a college student, now, too?”
Cade nodded. “Just started in the fall. I’m majoring in architecture.”
I nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, cool,” I said. “I have no idea about architecture whatsoever.”
Cade chuckled. “Most people don’t,” he said. It came across as self-deprecating, not scornful.
He’d had a bad time – that was what Caleb had said. Was that why he was so awkward? I held myself back from going as far as asking it. Caleb had told us to lay off, right?
“Well, maybe I’ll get bored enough to quiz you all about it,” I said, flashing him a smile.
“Haha, maybe,” he said, with an obviously forced laugh. The look on his face was slightly hurt.
Shit, I just put my foot in it, didn’t I?
Cade started to unpack his bags, a task that coincidentally left him turning his back on me. My shoulders slumped. I couldn’t stop saying the wrong thing.
That was kind of par for the course for my whole life, but I felt like even more of an idiot when it was with someone new. Cade hadn’t had time to get to know me enough to know what I was like.
If I wasn’t so dumb about shooting my mouth off all the time, I would probably have a girlfriend to bring along like everyone else.
If I had a girlfriend to bring along, I wouldn’t have to share with someone’s lame little brother that I never even met before.
I turned to start unpacking my much smaller bag, breathing deeply. Cade didn’t seem lame, actually. And if I was sharing with a girlfriend, he would have been left on his own – or not even allowed to come. Maybe it was a good thing that I was single. At least from the perspective of giving him a buddy.
Or, like, annoying the hell out of him, which was what I was sure I was already doing.
There was a knock at the door and relief washed over me. Already five minutes into our rooming together for the weekend and I was relieved to have someone else interrupting. Yeah, this was going great.
“Hey!” Keaton said, the second that I opened the door. “I just wanted to tell you guys, we’re going to all meet at mine and Olly’s cabin for lunch. We’ve got a huge table out front so we can all sit together and enjoy the view.”
“Great,” I said enthusiastically. I hadn’t taken my coat off yet, anyway. “We’ll come straight over. Right, Cade?”
He looked up and nodded. “Sure,” he said.
But why did I get the feeling it was the last thing he wanted to do in the world?




Cade
I sat on the edge of my bed for just a moment longer, hoping there was something that would save me.
A big lunch with everyone together. It sounded great – for the people here who actually knew each other. But for me, alone here with only my brother (who was bound to be more interested in Aubrey than me), it sounded like hell.
Aiden was still waiting expectantly by the door, so I forced myself to get up and walk over to him. “Okay,” I said with a nod, forcing myself to try to smile like I meant it. “Let’s go.”
“Sure,” Aiden said. He waited for me to step by him and then shut the cabin door, rubbing his hands together against the cold air we’d stepped back into. “What’s up, anyway?”
I looked at him sharply. I thought I’d been doing a better job of hiding it, but obviously not. “Um, nothing,” I said.
“Alright,” Aiden replied, and I closed my eyes in a silent thanks to the universe when he didn’t press it any further.
It wasn’t a long walk to the cabin where Keaton and Oliver had set themselves up, right up at the top of the slope that we were occupying – but it was uphill, and by the time we got there, I was panting for breath. I glanced sideways at Aiden. Just like my brother, he was in amazing shape because of all the football practice and the games, and he hadn’t even broken a sweat. He seemed to be breathing normally, too.
Just one more reason for me to feel inadequate.
I made a beeline for the spot on the bench seating next to my brother – he and Aubrey were already seated – and sank down into it with some small relief that I wouldn’t have to sit far away from him.
“Hey,” he said quietly, nudging me with his shoulder. Thankfully, he took care with the motion, or he could have easily knocked me off my perch. “You doing okay?”
“I’m fine,” I said, fixing him with a smile that I hoped would be convincing.
There was enough to pay attention to that I hoped he would be distracted from asking again. I glanced at all the activity bustling around us, trying to take it all in. The other couples were arriving and sitting down, Keaton was rushing around putting plates and bowls on the table, and Oliver was calmly placing big serving platters down in the center of it. It looked as though they’d gone to quite a lot of effort for this welcome meal.
Aiden had sat down on the other side of the table – almost exactly opposite me – next to one of the other football players. I checked my memory, thinking back to our group text conversation and the profile photos attached to it, and I thought that it must be the one they called Davies. He had an open beer in his hand already, and when he cracked the lid off another for Aiden, they cheered and clinked the glass bottles together merrily.
It was overwhelming – around the table, everyone seemed to be talking loudly to and over one another. They all knew each other. They were sharing stories and anecdotes, catching up after having not seen each other for a while, cracking in-jokes. I sat in silence, feeling like a stone sitting in the middle of a river, everyone else rushing like water around me. I’d chosen to sit facing the cabin, which meant the spectacular view was behind me – I couldn’t even pretend I was just awestruck and staring at that.
“Dig in!” Keaton called out at some point, finally taking his seat next to Oliver right on the edge of the bench, and there was a chorus of appreciation as hands shot out for serving spoons and tongs.
I surveyed the food helplessly. There was salad, big chunks of what looked like barbecue-style meat, corn, bread rolls, a whole array of sauces and dips, and even bowls of chips. I didn’t even know where to start.
“Pass me your plate, honey,” Aubrey said, leaning around Caleb to fix me with a motherly smile. “I’ll grab you some things from this side of the table.”
Great. Now I was coming across as so pathetic that everyone wanted to treat me like a child.
Not that I was complaining too loud. “Thanks,” I said, handing the plate over.
I watched her load it up before her own plate, then reached to take it back – only for Caleb to take it without even looking at me, deep in conversation with Oliver and Davies and Jason about some play they’d made in their last game, and continue loading it even more with things from this side of the table.
When he put it down in front of me, still without a word, I wasn’t sure what to feel.
Happy that my brother and his girlfriend were here to take such good care of me and stop me from feeling lost or left out?
Or embarrassed that they were doing everything for me, and everyone could see?
I kept my eyes on my plate, grateful for something to do with both my hands and my eyes. Someone put a beer down in front of me but I ignored it. I didn’t drink much at the best of times, and the last thing I wanted to do was embarrass myself even further by getting drunk in the middle of the day with a bunch of my brother’s friends.
“So, how did you two meet?”
I looked up at the sound of Aiden’s voice, hearing it directed in my general area. He was talking to Caleb – asking him about Aubrey – while chewing on a buffalo wing.
“We met at college,” Aubrey said. Her tone was somewhere between proud of her man and coy, obviously happy to be telling the story. “He came up to me after one of the games in the first year.”
“Oh, you were watching?” Aiden asked.
“She was not watching,” Caleb said, shaking his head wryly, and I couldn’t help but smile. I knew the story. “She was taking part in a protest.”
“I was handing out leaflets about the rate of concussions in football players and how no one’s doing anything about it,” Aubrey said, with a chuckle and a shake of her head. “I have no idea how I managed to end up dating one. You’d think it was me with the brain damage.”
“Hey!” Caleb said, clutching his chest as if wounded. Everyone laughed. “I think it was actually my smooth sweet-talking skills that sealed the deal.”
Aubrey tilted her head at him. “You asked me if taking me out for a drink would get me to stop hassling all the people who came to just have fun and watch the game.”
Caleb reddened a little, clearing his throat. “Well, it worked, didn’t it?”
“No, it did not,” Aubrey said, laughing and shaking her head. “You had to ask me… what was it? Eleven more times?”
Caleb coughed. “Twelve,” he said. “In my defense, your so-called friend gave me really bad advice about how to impress you.”
“Oh, she did that on purpose,” Aubrey chuckled. “And she told me, too. We were both enjoying watching you walk around in those terrible band t-shirts. Where did you even get one in your size, anyway?”
Cade shrugged. “I borrowed them from someone else on the team.”
“Who?” Davies, Jason, and Oliver asked him all at once.
“Karlson,” he shrugged.
“That’s the guy with the mohawk?” I asked. I regretted it immediately when everyone turned to look at me.
“Yeah, that’s him,” Caleb said, shrugging. “They were baggy on him.”
Aiden zeroed in on me. “You come to the games?”
“Yeah,” I said. I’d been traveling to Caleb’s games ever since he first played. First it was from home, and now I came from my own college.
That was how I’d met Brody – outside one of the games. Just like how Caleb had met Aubrey, but without so much of a cute story behind it.
I swallowed. I didn’t want to think about Brody.
I looked down at my plate, wanting to disappear somehow into it.
“So, Aubrey,” Aiden said, way too casually to really be casual. “Do you have any single friends?”
Jason threw a piece of bread roll at him, prompting Davies, Oliver, and even my brother to do the same. “Come on, man,” Caleb chuckled.
“What?” Aiden asked innocently, throwing his hands up in the air. “I didn’t know there were cute girls standing around outside our games in the first year, or I’d have gotten myself a girlfriend, too.”
I was glad he’d saved me from the attention – but a small part of me was a little disappointed. Of course, he was straight.
But it would have been nice to maintain a fantasy about him – because he really was super hot. Not just in a football player kind of way, but more than that. He was actually handsome, and –
A cracking sound echoed out behind me and I immediately swiveled in my seat, my heart in my mouth, to see what had it had been – because it sounded like a gunshot.




Aiden
“Woah,” I said, frowning. Everyone was staring up at the mountain – even the people who were sitting opposite me had turned to crane back in their seats. “What was that?”
“I don’t know,” Aubrey muttered.
“Was it a gunshot?” Davies’ girlfriend asked. “That’s what it sounded like.”
“I don’t see anyone up on the mountain,” Keaton said, worriedly. I scanned the horizon again. I couldn’t see anything, either.
“Didn’t you say this is the off season?” Ace asked.
“Yeah, that’s the only reason we were all able to afford this place,” Xavi snorted from beside him.
“My point is, there aren’t supposed to be many people around,” Ace replied. He had a kind of annoyed manner about him. I didn’t know if he didn’t get along with Xavi, or if he was just like that with everyone.
“I think it was the mountain,” Harvey said.
All our eyes swung around to focus on him. When Oliver Harvey said something, given it didn’t happen too often, people usually paid attention because they knew it would be something important.
Kind of like the opposite of me.
“What do you mean, the mountain?” Keaton asked with an air of panic.
“Snow,” Harvey grunted, nodding up at the top part of the peak that we could see from here.
“You mean like when it’s starting to melt and a piece cracks off and falls away?” Caleb asked. Harvey nodded.
“I can’t see anything,” Davies said, wrinkling his nose as he squinted at the mountain.
“Probably on the other side,” Jason pointed out.
There hadn’t been any further noise. There was an undercurrent of tension in our group, but it gradually eased off. “It must have just been everything settling,” Keaton declared. “Right?”
We all, more or less, nodded agreement around the table. I noticed that Cade hadn’t said a thing. Was my new roommate just super shy? Or had he been through something really bad? Caleb had said to give him an easy time, but he hadn’t exactly explained what had happened.
“It’s probably nothing,” Caleb said, waving a hand. “Let me get back to my meat.”
“You football boys and your meat,” his girlfriend – Aubrey, I remembered – laughed at him. Just like that, we all managed to settle back into eating and chatting, having a good time.
But for the whole rest of the meal, I noticed two things. One, we were all shooting nervous glances up at the mountain every now and then.
And two, Cade didn’t say another word.
Even when he’d finished eating he just sat there in silence staring at his plate, like he was waiting for everyone else to be done so he could run back to the cabin.
I sighed to myself. This was going to be a long weekend.
And it didn’t even make sense to me. A guy like Cade – handsome enough in his own way, and obviously super smart – with a brother like Caleb? He should have been part of the group from the start, fitting in so easily it was like he’d always been there.
So, what had happened that made him so quiet and shy?
“Alright,” Keaton said, clapping his hands to call the lunch to an end. Everyone was done and the conversation had died out, so it made sense. “Who’s going to help me clean all this up?”
Davies immediately tried to volunteer his girlfriend. She and Jason’s girlfriend exchanged looks, pointed at their boyfriends, and said in unison: “He will!”
“Excellent volunteering, boys,” Keaton grinned. “We should all get unpacked and settle in. I didn’t put anything on the itinerary until dinner tonight, so just do whatever you like.”
“Food,” Harvey said.
“Oh, right!” Keaton said, and grinned. “Remember the extra cash I asked you all to put towards the trip? Well, I got us a cooler per cabin with some emergency supplies. Snacks and bottled water. You can take them with you when we’re hiking or skiing, or eat them in your rooms between meals, whatever you need. Just getting organized! We’ve divided it up between everyone already.”
“Nice,” I said with a chuckle. “You want my beer to add to the pot?”
Keaton shook his head. “Everyone’s got beer, it sounds like. We can share if someone runs out. I guess we’ll all be drinking together, anyway!”
“I brought some food as well,” Cade spoke up. “Um. Do you want to take some?”
Keaton shook his head again, but this time he smiled at Cade. Why didn’t I get a nice smile? “I brought enough for everyone,” he said. “Just enjoy yourself.”
Huh. I got the feeling that if I had brought food it would be going in the pot and getting divided up amongst everyone.
Was everyone just going easy on Cade, like Caleb asked?
He was kinda cute. And sweet with all his shyness and blushes. I guessed everyone was probably nice to him all the time just because of that.
I wondered what kind of a hard time he’d been through when it was obviously so hard for anyone to treat him badly.
“Right,” Harvey said. “Settling in. See you all later for dinner.”
I nodded vaguely – I hadn’t yet bothered to read Keaton’s itinerary, so I just pretended I knew what he was talking about. Everyone else started to move away, grabbing a cooler and heading back to their cabins. I stepped forward, thinking I was the obvious choice to carry it out of myself and Cade. By the time I’d grabbed it, everyone but the residents of this cabin and their ‘volunteer’ cleaners had already set off.
Leaving me alone with Cade.
We started to walk down the slope back towards our cabin, the cooler of food clinking gently by my side with each step. Silence fell down between us like a blanket of the snow we were surrounded by.
I felt instantly bereft. I was going to miss my buddies while I was in the cabin. It wasn’t like being on team trips, when we were all on the bus together or hanging out in locker rooms, or sharing hotel rooms. I was going to be mostly alone.
I was just going to have to try to enjoy all the time we were spending together on activities.
Or – maybe the best idea – get to know Cade a little better so he could be one of my buddies with me.
That would be the best option, right?
I turned around at the door, determined to turn Cade into a friend right there and then.




Cade
“Looks like we’re going to have plenty of snacks.”
I turned from opening the door to see what Aiden was talking about. He set the cooler that Oliver had given us down just inside and started digging through the packets of chips and protein bars and even some fresh fruit. I was glad to see at least one person on the trip was smart enough to think about that.
“Even more than that,” I said with a wry smile, opening up one of my bags and carrying it over, moving slowly. I wasn’t sure about how he was going to take my approach, but I figured I had to at least try to make friends with him since we were staying together – and we could share my stash. It was full of more of the same – as well as some chocolate and cookies I’d brought for comfort food.
“Wow,” Aiden grinned. He clapped me on the shoulder like football guys always did to their teammates, making me wince under the sheer weight and pressure of his hand. I tried not to let it show on my face. “Now I’m glad I got you as my roomie.”
So, he wasn’t before…? I couldn’t say I blamed him. I didn’t know anyone here except Caleb, and I would have given just about anything to stay with him instead of being with a stranger – except for the fact that I would have been an unwelcome third wheel for Aubrey.
I was stuck being an outsider, so I had to at least try to make the most of it.
“Thanks,” I said, which was about all I could think of to say. I cringed at the thought of how desperate it probably sounded – like I needed him to approve of me.
But I kind of did.
He was tall and big and strong, everything I wasn’t. And he was definitely attractive. He had a football player’s body and the kind of face that would sell tickets to games. It was a shame he wasn’t planning on carrying on with the sport. I hadn’t seen him play, though – or if I had seen him in one of Caleb’s games, I didn’t remember, what with the helmets and all. Maybe he was right about his skill level.
“Do you want to divide this stuff up between us or just leave it here?” Aiden asked. He shot an apologetic glance at me. “I have to warn you – I’m a college sports guy, so I will eat any and every piece of food left unattended for too long.”
I chuckled. “I grew up with Caleb in my house,” I pointed out. “It’s fine. So long as you don’t eat my chocolate, we won’t fall out.”
“Deal,” Aiden grinned.
He had a great smile, too.
“I’ll get back to unpacking,” I said, moving backward and jerking a thumb over my shoulder as if he had no idea where the rest of the room was before I turned away. I felt my face flame as I did so. I was being awkward. I sounded like I didn’t know how to talk to other humans.
Maybe that was true, after all the isolation I’d put myself through after Brody.
Brody…
God, I wished he was here.
I missed him so badly. There was a hollow ache in my chest whenever I thought about him. If he was here, he could come up behind me and wrap his arms around my chest and tell me to stop unpacking for now, tell me we needed to test that comfy-looking bed with all the layers of soft and chunky blankets…
I sighed, maybe louder than I meant to, and stiffened up.
I glanced over at Aiden to see if he’d noticed – and immediately regretted it. He wasn’t turned my way at all. He was bending over, stowing a couple of thick winter sweaters in one of the lower drawers of the dresser on his side of the room.
He had a butt that just wouldn’t quit. Round and firm and attached to muscular thighs that made my mouth go dry. I stared at it for way too long – it was only when he started to straighten up and I realized he might catch me looking that I turned hurriedly back to what I was supposed to be doing.
But all I could see was that ass in my mind’s view.
I bit my lip, willing my dick not to react to the twin thoughts of tumbling into bed with Brody and then checking out that ass. I needed to fit in here. To make Aiden think I was okay to be around, even if I didn’t believe there was ever a chance he would think I was cool or want to really be my friend. I was just his teammate’s stupid, sad little brother, right?
The last thing I needed to do was to get hard in front of him and have him thinking I was some gay freak who would jump on him as soon as he fell asleep tonight.
I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to breathe. I thought about Brody again but it hurt so much I couldn’t bear it. I didn’t want to burst into tears in front of this tough footballer, either.
I just wanted to be normal. To make it through this trip and not have Caleb be disappointed in me.
More than anything, I wanted to forget – but I knew my heart wasn’t going to let me.
“It’s pretty cozy in here,” I said, hating the sound of my own voice but needing to keep the conversation going. If he thought I was too quiet or that I didn’t want to talk to him then the weekend was going to be even more awkward.
“Yeah,” Aiden said, turning around to smile at me. I met his eyes and quickly looked away, pretending I needed to focus on folding my clothes away. “It’s pretty cool, actually. It’s real cold out there with the snow and all, but in here it feels nice. Like sitting inside during a thunderstorm. Once we get a fire going I bet it’ll be even warmer tonight.”
I glanced at the fireplace and nodded in agreement. There were stacks of wood in a basket by the fireplace, and a box of jumbo matches prominently placed on top of the mantel so we wouldn’t miss it. “Do you know how to start a fire?” I asked, which was probably stupid because we could just use the matches – but I wanted to make conversation and footballers liked to brag about how manly they were.
“Yeah, I can do it with flint,” Aiden grinned, not letting me down. He wandered over to the fireplace. “This should be easy. It’s got a nice chimney for the smoke and these metal grates we can play around with, see? We’ll be able to keep a nice low heat all night long so it doesn’t go out or get too warm.”
I hadn’t expected him to go quite so deep into it. I wandered over to stand nearby and look down into the fireplace – there was a metal contraption in there after all, like a tiny old-fashioned oven, with a door for the wood to go in through and glass windows so you could watch the flames. “It’s kind of like living in the past,” I said, chuckling.
“Hell yeah,” Aiden exclaimed. “That’s kind of cool, right?”
Again, he surprised me. I had never expected someone like him to think the past was cool. In my experience, my brother’s friends were all about playing video games, sharing highlights of their games on social media, and finding girls on hookup apps.
“Yeah,” I smiled. I glanced out of the window and frowned. “What’s that?”
“What?” Aiden asked, just as a loud cracking sound came from the distance – the same as the ‘gunshot’ we’d heard before, but this time louder and longer.
It wasn’t the sound that had caught my attention.
I pointed up to the top of the mountain and he shifted over a couple of steps to join me. I fought the urge to sidle away, letting him almost touch me even though it made my breath catch with nerves.
We both stood by the window, looking up at the very top of the peak, as part of the mountain seemed to break off and fall down, like something out of a cartoon. A whole chunk of white sliding away from the main face.
“I think it’s an avalanche,” Aiden breathed, and my whole body seized up with fear.




Aiden
What began as a single ominous crack turned into a horrible crashing noise as the rift in the snow and ice up there ran along a whole shelf, separating it from the main body of the mountain. For a single second, I thought it looked cool – so cool I patted my pockets for my cell phone, thinking I should film it.
Then I saw how big the shelf of snow was that was coming down, and how close we were to the mountain, and I swore.
“What do we do?” Cade asked. He was stiff and pale beside me. I glanced his way. The avalanche was so far off and yet moving towards us so fast – but it was so strange because the disaster was ahead of us and not yet on us.
And I couldn’t think of a single thing to do.
I tore my eyes away from the beautiful yet terrifying clouds of snow as they poured and raced over the ridges of the mountain, almost seeming to bounce up and over every blockage like a flood of water, waves dancing high into the air. We were right at the bottom of the slope here, with what had to be Xavi and Ace opposite us. Davies and his girlfriend were in the next cabin up opposite Caleb and Aubrey, then Jason and his girl were up at the top opposite Harvey and Keaton. I couldn’t see anyone outside of the chalets, walking around.
Maybe everyone else was inside. That was good, at least. That was some small amount of safety.
What I was worried about was the snow blasting in through the windows and filling the room.
I cast around the inside of our chalet. We couldn’t go anywhere outside – it would take too long to get to the cars, and besides, they were closer to the avalanche than we were. By the time we got inside and started the engine, the snow would be on us.
Inside, then.
But where?
There were beds, but I couldn’t see it was possible to fit under the small space between the mattress and the floor. The only table in the room was small, maybe big enough to shelter one person but not very effectively even then. There was nothing that could provide shelter or a brace against the snow.
Maybe the bathroom – but then you could end up trapped inside a tiny space –
I had to make a decision.
Stop thinking, start doing.
I rushed to my bed and flipped it, leaving the mattress facing the windows and letting it rest on its side, legs poking out sideways. It was barely anything. It might not provide any kind of protection, but it was all I could do in that short time, and -
“Oh, god,” Cade said, his face pale and eyes wide, as he stumbled back a couple of steps. I looked back at the window. The snow was bouncing high above us, over the last ridge, booming high over the cars. Behind it I could only just see a small fraction of the top of the peak – and the snow was still falling from the top.
The snow fell over the cars and they were gone, and so was the first row of cabins, and it barely made any impact in the amount of snow rushing towards us and filling the sky.
There was no time to run and hide. Nowhere to go even if we had time.
The snow was going to come down from that ridge and it would be on us in an instant.
Instinct took over and I grabbed Cade, threw him to the floor as I dove behind the bed – and curled my larger body over his smaller one, intending to take the brunt of any force that pelted us.
There was a long moment – a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity. I was hyper-aware of everything. Cade’s body warm against mine. The hairs on the back of his head tickling against my chin. The metal of the bed’s base pressing against my back.
The rumble and roar of the snow as it rushed towards and over us, the sharp and heavy patter of it against the glass –
And the weight of sudden silence, so complete and strong that it was like wearing noise-canceling headphones, the kind of silence that could never be natural.
Silence – and darkness, plunging us into complete and total sensory deprivation until the only thing I could understand was that Cade and I were still together, still breathing, still warm.
“Are we dead?” Cade asked, his voice cracking a little.




Cade
What I did not want to hear in response to that question was a chuckle.
“What?” I asked, and Aiden only chuckled louder.
“Sorry,” he said, gasping for breath. “Sorry – sorry. I don’t know why I’m laughing. I’m just – we’re alive. We’re alive.”
I thought about it, and I started laughing, too.
His body was warm and big over me, engulfing my whole frame. I would have felt claustrophobic if he wasn’t so gentle – bracing himself above me instead of crushing me to the ground. With every gasp of laughter, his chest and my back moved up and down, pressing us closer together. It felt real. It felt alive.
He was right. We’d made it through the avalanche.
“The windows didn’t give?” I asked, at last, finding the oxygen to breathe and actually get a sentence out as our laughter died away.
“No,” Aiden said, and to my disappointment, he began to unwrap himself from around me. It was the closest physical contact I had had with a man in months. I had shied away from all touch – but now having tasted it again, I craved it, wishing he would come back. There was a heavy clinking and then a scraping as he pushed the bed frame back. “Hold on. Let me try and look around.”
“It’s so dark,” I said, lifting my head when his presence was gone from behind me. It didn’t make a difference. Whether I was looking to one side or the other, I couldn’t see a thing.
There was a crashing noise and a shout that had me leaping to my feet. Bad idea. I was even more helpless and lost standing up. “Aiden?” I called out, with no idea whether he was or if he was alright.
“I’m alright,” he replied, his voice wry. “Just tripped. Hold on… here it is!”
As soon as he’d finished speaking there was a flare of light that left me squinting and bringing my hands up to cover my eyes. After a moment of adjustment, I realized it was his cell phone – he must have found it by feeling around on the floor.
Mine was in my pocket, which made me feel pretty stupid for a moment.
He turned on the phone’s flashlight and twisted around to shine it at the windows, where we had been looking only a moment ago.
My breath caught in my throat.
Instead of the view we had been admiring, the only thing visible past the panes was white – pure white. Densely packed snow covered the whole of the window without a single inch of space.
“We’re snowed in,” I said. On some level, I had realized that must be the case, given the fact that it was dark all of a sudden, but seeing it like that was another thing. The snow was all around us. Pressing down on us.
Crushing us.
I slowly sank to the floor, wrapping my arms around myself.
“Hey,” Aiden said, turning towards me. “Hey, no. It’s alright. We’re okay. The cabin saved us. It was strong enough to bear the weight. We’re fine.”
“We’re trapped,” I croaked.
“Right,” Aiden said, sounding reluctant to admit it. “Right, but – Cade, we’re alive and we’re safe, okay? And someone will come to rescue us.”
“What about the door?” I asked. I looked towards it but I was reluctant to go over and actually try it. Maybe there was a slim hope that we were right at the end of the avalanche, and the snow hadn’t covered the door. Maybe we could climb out above whatever slope was there.
Aiden moved towards the door and touched the handle, then hesitated. “Should I open it?”
I didn’t know what to say. I had no idea about what to do when you were under snow from an avalanche.
What if there was snow out there and when he opened the door, it spilled in and filled the whole cabin?
“No!” I blurted out. “No, don’t open it!”
Aiden tore his hand away from the handle as if it had burned him, flashing an expression of alarm my way. After a moment he started shining his light all around the door like he was looking for something. I realized I was leaving myself in the dark and scrambled to get out my phone so I could turn my light on, too.
“It’s fully surrounded by snow,” he said grimly. “I can see in the tiny gap between the door and the frame. I think we’re completely under the avalanche.”
I swallowed hard. I tried not to cry, but I could feel a whiny sob working its way out of my chest. I fumbled and dropped my phone before I even managed to turn the screen on. I was panicking.
“Oh, god,” I gasped out, reaching blindly along the floor for it. My hands were shaking.
We were trapped. We were going to die here.
“It’s alright,” Aiden said, and I realized he was standing near me when the beam of light fell over my hand. I saw my phone and snatched it up gratefully, holding it to my chest. I turned it on and checked the screen.
No service. Of course, there was no service. We were under god knew how many feet of snow.
“I’m going to start a fire,” Aiden said. “We might need to save the battery from our phones. With the fire, we can stay warm and we’ll be able to see.”
“Okay,” I said. I tried to take a breath. “How are you staying so calm?”
Aiden turned. I could just about make out his grim expression in the glow from the phone, which was pointing now at the fireplace. “I’m not calm, Cade,” he told me. “I’m just trying to keep going so we can survive.”
I nodded, appreciating the fact that one of us had enough presence of mind to be able to do that. Maybe it was part of being a football player – being in a team, being stuck in situations that might prove difficult and finding your way out of them together. Keeping a cool head so you could win a championship.
I thought of the way he had thrown his body over mine to protect me and I blushed, glad he wasn’t able to see my face properly in the gloom. He’d acted just like that, putting his own life in danger to save mine, without even thinking about it.
Brody would never have done that for me.
And the memory of the heat and the press of his body over mine…
Oh, god, this was so inappropriate.
“D-do you need help?” I asked, watching Aiden stack half-logs into the iron fireplace, stacking them up, then thinking twice about it and reducing the number. I couldn’t think of what I should say. I wanted to thank him for protecting me, but I was worried that in my current confused state, I would say something completely inappropriate. Like, thank you for using your big, hard, hot body to save me or something.
“No, I’ve got it,” Aiden said. “Just give me a minute. I’m only going to make a small one. If our chimney is totally blocked, we’ll smoke ourselves out. Just be ready to help me put it out if it comes to that.”
“Right,” I said. I sat there staring, watching him and unable to help, feeling like a kid. Like I always did around people that were bigger and stronger than me, like Caleb.
Caleb!
“Oh, god!” I cried out, jumping to my feet.
Aiden jerked in surprise, dropping the box of matches – thankfully, not spilling them all over the floor. “What is it?” he asked urgently. “Do you see something?”
“Caleb…” I breathed my brother’s name like something secret and sacred I shouldn’t say. Like saying it out loud confirmed the fact that he was out there, somewhere.
He was out there in the snow, buried just like we were. He was further forward in the path of the avalanche – it would have hit him first.
Had their cabin survived? Had he been inside? Had he tried to go out or open the door when it was coming?
Was he alive?
Or was I now my parents’ only son?




Aiden
“Okay,” I said, sitting back as the flames took hold, licking away at the wood I had placed in their way. “Okay, it’s burning. Hold on. I’ll close this up, and hopefully, the smoke won’t come our way.” I closed the doors on the burner, moving back far enough to be clear of the flames but still close enough that I would be able to reach out quickly. I switched off my phone’s flashlight but kept my finger hovering over the button in case we were going to need to rush for water to douse the flames.
“How long will it take to know?” Cade asked. He sounded hollow and dull like the worry and fear of the whole situation had taken everything out of him. Caleb had said something about him having a hard year – what did that mean, exactly? The kind of thing that was going to make it even harder for him to keep up positivity and survive this?
“It should be pretty quick,” I said. I was almost holding my breath. I needed this to work.
Without the fire, it was going to be a cold and dark wait for rescue. If anyone even knew we needed to be rescued. I didn’t want to say it to him, but if everyone else was dead, there wouldn’t be anyone to give rescuers an accurate account of where everyone was. If they dug out the first two cabins and found them collapsed, maybe they wouldn’t rush to come and rescue us.
But the smoke wasn’t pouring back on us and filling the room.
“I think we’re good,” I said, releasing that breath I had been holding. “That’s great news. We must have an airway to the surface – and the smoke will drift out and show people where we are.”
“They’ll know where to come and rescue us?” Cade asked. He looked miserable. I would probably feel the same way if I stopped and gave myself two seconds to think, but I didn’t want to do that yet.
“Yeah, of course, they will,” I said, trying to sound as cheerful as possible. I held out my hands and warmed them over the fire. The cabin was small enough that I could see most of it in the illumination from just a couple of logs, with the glass windows beaming light everywhere – the two beds, with mine still on its side; the cozy little alcove with the table under one of the windows; the shelves full of blankets, old board game sets that were probably missing half the pieces, and random mountain-themed knickknacks; the door to the bathroom; the cooler over by the door with the food that Harvey had brought over – not a moment too soon – and the things we brought in with us.
I hoped Harvey got back to Keaton before the avalanche struck. We were in cabin six – so if he was working in order, we would have been the last.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” Cade said, his voice small and lost.
I forced myself to get up and back to action. “I’m just going to check all the windows,” I said. I moved around the cabin purposefully, opening the bathroom door to check that out. The windows there apparently had wooden shutters over them which had been slammed shut by the force of the snow, actually reinforcing the glass, I supposed.
But when I was done, I was sure. It wasn’t a big place – two windows on either side of the fireplace, one on the side with the table, one in the bathroom, and then the door. There was no other entrance or exit. No other way out.
We were trapped for sure – no exit until someone came and dug us out.
I came back quietly to Cade and sat beside him on the floor.
“There’s no way out, is there?” he asked. He was staring at the fire. His face and voice were dull and slack.
“Yeah,” I told him. I pointed upwards. “Diggers and shovels and heaters. We’re getting out of here, Red, trust me. We just need to wait.”
“Red?” he said, quirking an eyebrow at me. At least that got a reaction.
I shrugged. “Well?” I prompted. “Do your friends call you something else?”
“They call me Cade,” he said with a hint of amusement. Just a hint, but it was there. “I don’t get you sports bros and your insistence on giving everybody a nickname.”
“Everybody needs a nickname,” I protested. “It’s how you know you’re loved.”
“No, it’s not,” Cade scoffed.
“Course it is,” I said. “What does your Mom call you?”
Even in the flickering firelight, I could see Cade’s cheeks redden. “Cadey.”
“There you go,” I chuckled. “Cadey.”
“No,” he said immediately. “Absolutely not. Go back to Red.”
“Red, alright,” I grinned. We were getting somewhere. If you had a nickname for someone and they accepted it, you were halfway to being friends already.
“What do they call you on the team?”
“Thorny,” I said immediately. “Because my last name’s Thornton.”
“Thorny?” Cade raised an eyebrow at me again.
I cleared my throat. “Okay,” I said. “Sometimes they go for Horny.”
Cade laughed out loud, and I couldn’t help beaming in response. He was loosening up – forgetting about what had happened enough to relax just a little. That was all I had wanted to do. “You must have some kind of reputation to have gotten that nickname.”
“Yeah, well, I’m a single guy,” I shrugged loosely, trying to downplay it. “I can’t help it if I’m on the lookout for a girlfriend.” For some reason, the word girlfriend sounded weird on my tongue. Like I was awkward about saying it to Cade. I couldn’t explain why. Maybe the situation was just weird overall.
Cade’s chuckle faded out. “Well, you’re not the only one there.”
“For a boyfriend, though, right?” I nudged him with my shoulder, trying to be playful. The last thing I wanted was to somehow accidentally come off as homophobic again like I had with Xavi and Ace.
“Right,” Cade said, his voice dry again.
Shit – I’d lost him. I needed to cheer him back up. “Well, I’m glad I’m stuck in here with you,” I said, leaning back on my hands and sticking my legs out closer to the fire. If I just pretended like I was lounging around on vacation, like I should have been, maybe my brain would start to believe it.
“What is that?” Cade asked, his voice full of alarm.
“What?” I asked, immediately on red alert. I sat up straighter, tensing my muscles, ready to jump up if I needed to.
“The fireplace,” he said, pointing. I paused and watched and listened – and then I heard it, too.
A soft pattering noise.
I moved closer and peered up the chimney, then blinked when I saw it. “Water,” I said. “It’s water coming down.”
“Snow,” Cade corrected me, his voice coming out in a rush of realization. “It’s snow, melting in the heat from the chimney.”
“That’s great,” I said with a grin, getting to my feet after all. “We’re keeping the tunnel for our airway clear by melting the snow around it. And if  it melts enough, it should be easy for the rescuers to see us!”
“What are you looking for?” Cade asked as I cast around, trying to figure out where everything was in the gloom.
“Some kind of container,” I said. “Water. We need this. We can use it if we run out of bottled water – we just need to be able to boil it.”
“There’s no cooking equipment here,” Cade said. “At least I don’t think so.”
“The first thing we need is a container,” I said, casting around myself. I mentally ran through what I had brought with me. Clothes weren’t much use. What else… “Ah!”
I scrambled over to the dresser on my side of the room and yanked open the drawers, finding the washbag I’d brought with all the bathroom essentials – shampoo and conditioner, razor, and the rest. I dumped the contents out into the drawer and hurried to shove it on top of the little furnace. The bag was waterproof. It wasn’t huge, but it would work for now. A few drops splashed down and then I smelled something bad…
Plastic burning.
I swore and yanked the bag away from the furnace. That was a no-go. “Damnit!” I said out loud.
“Aren’t the taps in the bathroom working?” Cade asked.
I stared at him. I hadn’t even checked. But he was right. Why would the taps not be working? The water tank and pipes were probably underground in the first place. They might not be affected by the avalanche. I ran over, swung myself through the bathroom doorframe, and yanked the tap on.
It worked.
“Ha!” I crowed. “Water! It’s cold. But that’s fine.” I switched the tap off, glancing around. “At least we can flush the toilet now. We should fill up the bottles of water again after using them. And maybe avoid the shower for now, in case the water tank is limited.”
“That’s a good idea,” Cade nodded. He was still sitting on the floor. He was looking at me with a kind of awed expression like he was impressed by my quick thinking. I felt my chest swelling a little with pride. I sat back down beside him and tried not to grin quite so widely. The pattering noise of the falling water had quietened down to only drops here and there. The snow around the top of our cabin must have melted, but it was going to take longer for the heat to permeate further out.
“Why’s that?” Cade asked.
The question was so out of the blue I couldn’t do anything but stare at him in confusion. Had I missed something?
“You said you were glad you were stuck in here with me,” Cade said, a light blush painting his cheeks with the words. I grinned in recognition.
“The others would be way more annoying,” I said. “Harvey and Caleb would be a nightmare to get stuck with because they would eat all the food within three minutes. And they would also be, like. Farting and stinking the place up and doing workouts to pass the time. And they snore.”
“I might snore,” Cade pointed out. He seemed to think about it for a minute. “Or fart.”
“You brought books as your entertainment for a skiing, snowboarding, and winter fun weekend, so I don’t think you’re that type of guy,” I laughed. “Prove me wrong if you want, though.”
Cade squinted his eyes at me. “I’m not just going to perform on demand. I’ll do it when you least expect it.”
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, cocking my head. “Is that just because you can’t actually bring yourself to do it, Red?”
He shook his head vehemently. “Nope. Just you wait and see.”
I watched him as he turned back towards the fire. I wasn’t lying just to cheer him up. Out of all the people I could have been stuck in here with, Cade wasn’t so bad. Okay, we didn’t know each other well. But he just had this cute way about him and he was easy to talk to. Easy to rile up, but not so far that we were actually going to start fighting or something. He blushed easily, too, which tickled me.
No, this wasn’t going to be so bad at all.
But there was one thing that had been bothering me, and knowing how I had a tendency to stick my foot in my mouth, maybe it was a good idea to clear it up quick. That way, I could look after him better while we were waiting to be rescued, too.
“Uh, you don’t have to tell me the full story if it’s too painful,” I said. “But Caleb was telling everyone you had a hard year and we had to go easy on you. I just… like, I’m really good at saying the exact wrong thing at the wrong time. I thought maybe if you tell me, like, what it was that went down, I can avoid doing that. And maybe help a bit if I can.”
Cade looked at me. For a second I thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all.
Then he took a breath.
“Alright,” he said. “I guess if we’re going to have a lot of time to kill with nothing to do, I might as well tell you the whole story.”
I nodded in encouragement and scooted just a little closer, so I could see his face clearer in the light from the fire. “Go ahead,” I told him, holding my breath for what he was going to tell me.




Cade
I had to swallow hard and take a deep breath before I started talking.
I would never have considered talking about this with anyone even two hours ago. It had been the nightmare that woke me up every night, the albatross hanging around my neck that made me rush into storage closets and bathrooms so I could cry behind a locked door in the middle of the day.
But talk about it?
Never.
And yet, somehow, after facing potential death and now being trapped in a situation that was still dangerous as hell…
Somehow, sitting next to Aiden with his easy smile and his open nature, I felt like talking. Even though the wound was still raw, after all these months, I found myself genuinely wanting to tell him everything.
To receive the comfort and protection that he was so obviously offering me.
“Brody was my boyfriend,” I said, both of the b-words tasting like poison on my tongue. I curled in on myself a little, hugging my arms around my knees. Just saying those words left me with a pit in my stomach, an awful sinking feeling that wouldn’t stop. “I trusted him.”
“Oh, hell, no,” Aiden said, and I looked at him to see his eyebrows raised high. “I don’t like the way this is going. I think I might be about to want to punch a guy.”
I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t bring myself to it. “I met him when I came up to visit Caleb – he goes to your college. I thought we were really special, you know? That we had something. I thought we would end up spending the rest of our lives together. But I found out he was… he was cheating on me.”
Aiden sucked in a breath through his teeth. “I knew it,” he hissed. “I want to punch him.”
“Not just once,” I added, needing to share all of it, to tell him how bad it had really been. “It turned out he’d been cheating on me the whole time we were together. Going out and having one night stands – even sometimes without protection. I never knew because we were apart for so long between visits.”
“He didn’t – uh…” Aiden said, his expression flashing alarm.
“No, he didn’t infect me with anything,” I said. I sighed morosely. “I got a full health screen as soon as I found out. I was lucky, somehow. He could have given me everything under the sun and I wouldn’t have known until I caught him in bed with someone else.”
“Shit.” Aiden sniffed and shook his head. “Honestly. You need a bunch of football players to team up and scare the shit out of this idiot, you just say the word. We’ll have your back.”
I managed to find it in myself to smile. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary,” I said. “Anyway, it’s… it was a few months back, now. I should be getting over it.”
Aiden shrugged. “Grief is grief, man. However long it takes is how long it takes. You don’t have to follow anyone else’s schedule.”
“Grief,” I repeated, wondering. I’d never thought about that word before. Was that what I was experiencing?
“Yeah,” Aiden said. “You lost the life you thought you were going to have. That’s tough.”
“I never looked at it that way before,” I said. He was right. I was grieving. I looked at him sharply. “Caleb did tell me you always say the wrong thing.”
Aiden blinked. “Ouch. But, yeah. Guilty.”
“Well, you should start acting like it, then, because I think that was exactly the right thing I needed to hear,” I said.
Aiden grinned like I’d just made his whole week.
I chuckled and looked to the front again, but that only brought my attention to the fact that it was the middle of the day – and yet we were sitting by a campfire in the dark sharing ghost stories. “What are we going to do?” I asked, and I hoped he knew that I meant about the snow-in.
“I don’t know,” Aiden said truthfully. He glanced at the windows, at the coating of white that we could still see from here. “You know, we’re really lucky the snow didn’t just sweep us away. Or that the air pressure didn’t blast the cabin to pieces.”
“Right,” I said. “Great.”
He must have picked up the sarcasm in my tone because he gave me a guilty look. “Sorry. Just trying to see it from a positive point of view. We’re still alive, and that’s pretty special, so I’m trying to hang onto that.”
Right. Glass half full. Since I was a mostly glass-half-empty kind of person lately, I was going to have to do some adjusting to get the way that Aiden saw things.
But maybe it would be good for me to do so – to stop seeing the world in a pessimistic light. “I guess you’re right,” I said. I nodded and tried saying it out loud myself. “We’re alive, and that’s pretty special.”
Aiden nudged me with his shoulder. I was starting to enjoy those shoulder nudges of his. They were conspiratorial, like we had a secret to share. “Now you’re getting the hang of it,” he said. “I almost believed you. So, what do you think? We could try to dig our way out?”
“Won’t we just get buried?”
Aiden shrugged. “I have no idea. I think I remember hearing once in a safety briefing when I was snowboarding that avalanche snow hardens like concrete pretty fast. That’s why you have to make a breathing space as quickly as possible. But I don’t know what happens when you try digging into it from below or the side – whether it would start to fall.”
I thought about that for a minute. “Well, if it does, then we’re going to be not only trapped in a cabin, but also trapped in a cabin that is filling with snow and potentially cutting off our access to the airflow we seem to have,” I said, gesturing towards the chimney. “I don’t think we can risk it. Besides, if it’s really like concrete, would we even be able to dig through it?”
Aiden made a humming noise. “I guess it’s not worth the risk,” he said. I got the feeling he was reluctant to agree, like he really wanted to try digging – but I was glad he seemed to be letting it go.
“We need to be more cautious,” I said. “I’m not saying we don’t do anything at all, but we should be careful and proactive about the choices we make. Things that increase our safety, not things that might cause a risk.”
“Like what?” Aiden asked. He was looking at me patiently like he was expecting me to have all the answers.
“Uhh…” I said. I was younger than him, after all, and definitely had no experience with snow situations where he seemed to have at least some. But I glanced around the room and an idea struck me. “We should sort through our food and drinks and make a rationing system.”
“Alright, let’s do that,” Aiden agreed. He got up, his strong and powerful body flexing, and reached down a hand to help me up.
He practically lifted me completely to my feet with none of my own input, and he did it like I was made of damn feathers.
I walked behind him, trying not to let my gaze trail down to his ass again. Was this a nightmare?
Or was being trapped in one room with an extremely attractive football player who was kind and supportive and listened to me actually a dream?
Or maybe a nightmarish version of a dream, given the fact that he was straight?
“Here we go,” Aiden said, breaking open the box that Harvey had left for us and starting to rummage through it. “Let’s put everything in piles first – right?”
“Right,” I nodded, kneeling beside him to start organizing everything we had.




Aiden
“There,” I said, satisfied. “Now it’s fair.”
Cade pouted slightly; the flickering firelight made him even cuter, smoothing out his face into something out of an old fifties movie or a painting. “I still think you should have more food than me.”
“That’s not logical,” I pointed out to him. “I have more muscle, which means I have a lot more for my body to break down for energy. I can probably survive without food for longer than you can. So, if anything, you should have more food.”
“Are you saying I have no muscles?” Cade asked, pretending to be offended. I didn’t know him well yet, but I could still tell he was only pretending.
“Yeah, Red,” I said and poked his upper arm. There was a surprising lack of give under my finger. “Oh, damn…” I poked him again, then squeezed his bicep, wanting to know just how wrong I was. Very wrong, apparently.
“Are you done?” Cade asked, but he didn’t pull his arm away from my hand.
“You surprised me, Little Red,” I said, throwing in the ‘little’ just to tease him even more. “You’re stronger than you look. Alright, fine, I won’t give you half my food. We can keep it as two equal stashes.”
“Good,” Cade said, apparently glossing over my jibe. “That’s how it should be. Just remember we need to make this last for at least a few days. If you’re not too hungry, we should try to make it last longer, just in case.”
“We’ll be rescued within a few days, easy,” I told him.
“Okay, Mr. Confident, but I don’t want to be without food for a week if we’re wrong about that,” Cade said. “Anyway, the real issue is the water. We need to ration it out more carefully. We can survive a while without food, but water is a different issue.”
I nodded, taking this part seriously. “Got it,” I said. “We’ll try to make the water last longer. And we’ll be diligent about collecting it from the chimney. Hey, once we start drinking it from the bottles, we’ll even be able to refill the empties with the snow melt.”
Cade sighed a little, sitting back and away from the food. “Well, I’m glad that’s done.”
I stared at the piles of food in silence for a moment, wondering what we should do next.
“Did you hear that?” Cade asked suddenly, and I shot to attention, straining my ears.
But…
“No?” I said. “Hear what?”
“Shh!” Cade said hurriedly, lifting a hand in the air. I watched as his face turned towards the ceiling, his eyes searching back and forth as if looking for the source of some noise that I couldn’t hear. Then, finally, his shoulders slumped. “It’s gone.”
“What did it sound like?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Cade shrugged. “Like… some kind of creaking or a crunch? Probably more snow falling on top of us.”
I looked at the fire; it hadn’t been doused. There was still open space somewhere above our chimney.
“Or rescuers,” I suggested. “Maybe you heard them digging in the snow!”
Cade sighed. “Maybe. But even if that is what it was, how are we going to be able to make contact with them and tell them we’re down here? They might be looking for signs of life, and we’re not giving them any.”
I pointed to the fire. “We’re giving them smoke signals.”
“I guess,” Cade said, but he looked miserable again. I didn’t want him to look miserable anymore. It wasn’t right on his face. He looked so good when he smiled – I just wanted to try to get him to smile again.
“Let’s think of some other way,” I said. “The best thing would be if we had a radio or something, but our cell phones don’t work.”
“Or a satellite phone or something,” Cade said. He furrowed his brow then and passed a hand over his mouth – I could see he was thinking about something.
“What?” I prompted.
He shook his head, but then cast around and dashed over to his bed. “Wait… here! It’s the info pack that Keaton made for us. I wonder if it has anything about emergencies?”
“Let’s read it and see,” I suggested, feeling slightly bad that I hadn’t even paid attention to what Keaton was handing out. At least I had lucked out in being partnered up by the most responsible person here apart from Keaton himself.
Cade carried the packet closer to the fire and pulled out the loose sheets of paper, starting to flick through them. “Here, there’s a page about the things we should find in our cabins. Spare blankets and pillows… games and entertainment… bathroom supplies…. Wait. Avalanche beacon?”
“Seriously?” I asked, looking over from behind him. We were almost the perfect height match. I could look right over his head without having to strain or duck.
“Yeah – right here. Emergency beacon for notifying rescuers of your location. It says it’s stored in the facilities closet? Where is that?”
I glanced around the room as Cade tore through the rest of the papers looking for information. There was a kind of closet on the other side of the bathroom door, actually. I had ignored it before because it was so small – only a half-length of the wall – there was no way it held a door to the outside.
“Here,” I told him, striding over. I wrenched the door open and found it full of what looked like spare towels.
Then I pushed those up and out of the way and I saw it.
A small device just sitting there on the shelf, looking like some kind of old-fashioned scanner or gauge, made out of thick plastic.
“Holy crap,” Cade breathed, and I realized he was standing right by my side. I hadn’t noticed him come up. But looking down at him, it struck me again that he was a very attractive guy.
Which was a very strange thing for me to be thinking, in all honesty. It wasn’t as if I was blind – I noticed whether guys were hot or not. It was easy to tell. But with Cade, it was like every time I looked at him, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about how cute he was – and I had no idea what that meant.
“You know,” I blurted out, without even thinking. “That Brody really is an idiot.”
“What?” Cade asked, turning wide, round eyes on me.
I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud.
“Sorry,” I said. “I mean, for bringing it up again. I just can’t stop thinking about how stupid he must be. I don’t know why anyone would want to do that to you. You’re such a good guy, Red.”
Cade swallowed. There was something in his gaze for a minute I couldn’t quite understand, like some kind of latent heat. Then he looked back at the beacon with a stiff nod. “Thanks,” he said. “Now let’s figure out how to turn this thing on and get some help.”
“Thattaboy,” I said, pleased that Cade was back to being optimistic again. I reached out and grabbed the beacon, pressing what looked like a button to turn it on.
And nothing happened.
“Um. Is it supposed to be plugged in?” Cade asked.
“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think you take it out with you when you’re skiing or whatever to make sure you can be found if you get stuck. It can’t possibly need a power source in that case, right?”
“Wait, look,” Cade said, pointing to a faded illustration underneath the button. “Let me get a better look at that by the fire.”
I carried the beacon over even though I could have just given it to him, holding it out toward him so he could see it better. He closed one of his hands over mine, lifting the beacon at the same time as me, supporting its weight. I felt something travel between us – like a spark of electricity. It must have been something coming off the beacon.
“Here,” he said. “It says one tap turns on seeking mode and pressing it down starts the signal.” He held my hand tighter as he pressed down the button, waiting a second before letting go. The device started to flash an orange LED.
“That’s it!” I exclaimed. “You did it. It’s on.”
Cade let go of my hand and I tried not to feel disappointed. It was natural to want the comfort of another human being at a time like this, right? “You should put it by the window or above the fireplace, so it’s closer to our air vent,” he said.
“Right! Good thinking,” I replied, rushing over to put the beacon down.
That done, I glanced around. We’d sorted out the food and drink, turned on a beacon, and set up the fire. What else was there to do?
“We should set up the beds and get everything comfortable,” Cade said. “I know it’s not exactly late right now, but we should get everything done before we run out of energy. We’re probably running on adrenaline a bit still, so we might crash soon.”
“Good idea,” I said. Cade had nothing but good ideas, it seemed. I started to push my bed back into the side of the room where it was supposed to be, picking up the pillows and blankets I had managed to throw off it across the floor when I turned it over. I was just reaching for the second pillow when Cade’s hand shot in and grabbed it before me. I turned to him in surprise, but he wasn’t looking at me.
“See,” I said, tapping him playfully across the shoulder with the pillow in my hands. “You’re a good guy.”
Cade’s shoulders sagged and I felt my gut drop again. How did I always manage to say the wrong thing? And when I was trying to give a compliment, at that?
“You don’t even know me,” he said, with his back to me, his voice dark and sad. “You can’t know that about me. You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
I bit my lip for a moment.
Then I gave in.
I stepped forward and hugged him from behind, throwing my arms around him, instinctively needing to comfort him.




Cade
“Wh-what are you doing?” I asked, bewildered and overwhelmed as I felt Aiden’s arms wrap around me from behind. It felt like the kind of hug that Brody would give me when we were hanging out at his place together or when I stopped to look at the view. Warm, comforting, familiar – and yet jarring because this wasn’t Brody at all. It was Aiden.
And jarring in another way – because I didn’t mind the fact that it was Aiden at all.
“Don’t be sad,” he said. He had such an open way of saying things – like he just blurted out whatever was on his mind without a single filter. I liked it, sort of. It was charming. But on the other hand, I got the feeling that maybe it could sometimes turn out to be harmful. “I know I don’t know you much. But it sounds like your ex was just a straight-up jerk. You shouldn’t let him bring you down anymore.”
“He was anything but straight,” I said with a dry chuckle. His arms loosened from around me and a second later I realized what I’d done. I’d subconsciously reminded him of the fact that I was gay so he would stop wanting to touch me.
So I could stop yearning for him to keep touching me.
“See? You need to do more of that,” Aiden said, and for a minute I was completely confused. “Keep laughing about it. It’s in the past now, right? Let it stop hurting. You don’t have to hold onto it and  you’re definitely not to blame for someone else’s actions.”
What was he going to do, psychoanalyze me to death down here before any rescue came? Aiden was sweet but he definitely wasn’t qualified for that. Especially not given that he didn’t know me. He didn’t know if it was my fault or not.
I opened my mouth to tell him as much and make sure he was really put off from offering me any comfort ever again, but a sound from above cut me off.
“There!” I hissed, pointing up. “I heard it again!”
“Maybe you’re right,” Aiden replied hurriedly. “I heard it that time.” There was a second scraping noise from above – and before I knew it, I rushed to the fireplace and went down on my knees in front of it, only just managing not to skid right into the hot metal.
“Hello?” I yelled, as loud as I could, hoping my voice would carry up the chimney through the air vent we had up there. “We’re down here!”
Aiden skidded to his knees beside me. “Heeeeeey!” he yelled, his voice seemingly much louder and deeper than my own. “Hey, can you hear us? We’re alive down here!”
“I should bang something,” I said, casting around. I found a candlestick up on the mantlepiece that looked to be made of real metal and clanged it against the furnace, rhythmically hitting it over and over again.
“That’s really good,” Aiden said encouragingly, lifting his voice to yell again. “Hey! Down here!”
The more I clanged that candlestick against the hot metal, the more Aiden’s voice sounded in my ears, the more my own voice tore out of my throat, the more overwhelming it all became. I thought about the unknowable weight of all the snow on top of us, about the fact we could have been dead already, about the dangers that awaited us in terms of starving or dying of thirst or freezing. And about the fact that until rescue came, I was stuck with a very attractive but very straight stranger who might turn out to have any number of bad habits or neuroses that I didn’t know about yet.
I screamed for help until my voice went hoarse.
When I finally stopped, I realized Aiden must have stopped shouting some time before. He was sitting there with his back against the wall of the cabin, watching me, resting his elbows on his bent knees like he was exhausted. I dropped the candlestick. I was exhausted, myself – the repetitive movements and the reverberations up the metal stick had hurt my arm, and my throat was aching fiercely.
“You need some water,” Aiden said, maybe recognizing that I was finally done and he could actually get through to me. He scrambled to his feet even as I slumped down further, leaning against the brickwork that surrounded the fireplace. The bricks were warm. The heat on my strained arm was maybe a little too much, but I couldn’t find the energy within myself to move it.
“Here.” Aiden was back next to me again, even before I had really managed to realize he had gone. He was holding out a bottle of water. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it back, unscrewed the cap, and then held it out to me again.
For a moment, something in me warred against taking it. I didn’t deserve it, I thought. I was worthless, after all. I had nothing to offer anyone.
But my throat hurt, and Aiden was giving me such an earnest look, and I reached out and took it. I took two gulps and then stopped, not wanting to waste too much of it too early. “Thanks,” I managed to say, remembering my manners at least.
“We should get some food,” Aiden said. “My phone says it’s gone seven in the evening. We need to eat and rest.”
“How can we rest? We don’t even know how long we’re going to be down here!” I protested. My voice creaked and cracked, barely audible at times due to the strain I had put on it.
“I know,” Aiden said soothingly. “That’s the point, isn’t it? We need to make sure we get enough rest and nutrition. This kind of situation will only be harder to deal with if we’re tired and cranky as well.”
“How are you so good at coping with this?” I asked – half a complaint.
“I’m in college sports,” he grinned, his teeth white even in the orange glow from the fire. “I’m used to working under pressure. Come here – let’s sit at the table.”
I sat, too exhausted now to argue with him. Once he was certain I was seated with my bottle of water in front of me, he moved to our piles of rations and picked out a few things, bringing them over.
“A cookie, an apple, and a bag of chips,” I said, describing what he laid out in front of me. “I feel like I’m on a class outing.”
Aiden chuckled. “Yeah, well. Cookies and fruit are going to go bad first. The chips are for fun.”
I made a decision right then to skip the chips this time. I would save them for later. I didn’t know how long we were going to need to stretch this food out for, after all. I didn’t say anything right away, in case Aiden was going to argue with me.
I unwrapped the store-bought cookie that Keaton and Olly must have prepared, taking a bite of the double chocolate dough. There was no way that this would have lasted longer than a couple of days. Aiden had made a smart choice.
“Mm, it’s good,” Aiden said, taking a healthy-sized bite.
I stifled a chuckle at his enthusiasm. “It’s just a cookie,” I said.
“It tastes so good,” Aiden said, rolling his eyes. He licked one of his fingers where the chocolate had melted onto it. “I love food, man. Always have. Especially after practice or hitting the gym. When you’re really hungry enough to appreciate it.”
“I bet,” I said with a hint of amusement. I’d grown up around Caleb, after all. I knew from experience that when a horde of sports players came through your house, they left you with an empty fridge.
There was a pause of silence between us, both of us enjoying the food. I finished my cookie as Aiden finished his apple, and by the time I’d eaten my apple, he was done with his chips. I sighed and put the tiny amount of apple core I’d left to one side on the table, sitting it carefully so it wouldn’t fall off and mess up the place.
I had to do something to put my mind off the fact that it wasn’t really enough food, and that I wanted nothing more than to run over to my stash and eat all of the chocolate and candy I could find.
“You don’t know if you’re right, you know,” I said. It was still bothering me from earlier. “About me not being to blame.”
“I know you’re not to blame,” Aiden said, taking the topic change in his stride. “I can just tell.”
“No, you can’t,” I said, aware I sounded rude but unable to stop myself. “You don’t know me well enough.”
“I know that cheating is never justified,” Aiden said, with a gotcha tone in his voice.
I shook my head. “I must have done something wrong,” I said. “I’ve thought about it a lot. He wasn’t even acting guilty when I caught him. I know I must have given him the wrong impression somehow.”
“Okay,” Aiden said. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll spend however long we have in here getting to know you. And when we get rescued, I’ll give you my verdict. But if I still think the same thing, you have to get yourself back out there and think about finding someone new who will treat you right.”
“I’m not ready for that,” I scowled.
“I didn’t say you had to do it – just that you have to think about it,” Aiden said. “And if I change my mind about you, by the way, then you get to choose my forfeit.”
“You’re that confident?” I asked. “I could choose anything. Something embarrassing or expensive.”
Aiden stuck his hand out towards me over the table with a cocky little smile.
I sighed and reached out. “Fine. Your funeral,” I said, shaking on it.
His hand was warm in mine, and when we were done shaking he didn’t just let go. He turned his hand to lay it on top of my arm, soothing. He rubbed it up and down twice. “You’re a good person, Red. And I’m going to prove it to you.”
Oh no.
What the hell was wrong with me?
I couldn’t be getting half-hard from a simple touch – from a man I barely knew – who I knew was straight!
I cleared my throat. “We should get to sleep.”
Which was a really stupid thing to say, given that I really didn’t want to get up and show him the fact that there was a tent in my pants.
“Good idea,” Aiden said. He grabbed all of our food waste – leaving my chips behind – and carried it over to the garbage bin in the corner of the room. I waited until he’d dumped it all and then managed to stand up, having calmed myself down enough. I hurried over to my bed and got under the covers without bothering to get undressed. The last thing I wanted to do was to rock the boat in any kind of way while I was stuck in one room with a straight man. There was no telling how he would react.
Aiden grabbed clothes from inside his drawers and headed to the bathroom, and I reluctantly considered that I should do the same. Sleeping in the same clothes I had been wearing all day long wasn’t going to increase the comfort level I was feeling. I got everything out and then waited, not wanting to risk getting changed out here in case he came out of the bathroom unexpectedly.
“It’s all yours,” he said, emerging in a pair of long sleeping pants and what looked like an old, faded t-shirt. It looked cozy and warm and I wanted to borrow it and sleep in his scent.
I grabbed my things and rushed into the bathroom like I’d been lit on fire.
This was going to be a long few days waiting for rescue if my brain wasn’t going to quit being so attracted to Aiden that it was awkward.




Aiden
We both lay in our beds under the covers, which were thick and comforting – but yet somehow not quite warm enough. At least, for me. Given that I was bigger and had a lot more packed onto my body, I was guessing it was even worse for Cade.
One thing I knew for sure was that neither of us was asleep. I could hear him breathing, not quite calm and steady enough to be restful, and in the light from the fire, I could look over and see his eyes open and staring at the ceiling.
“It’s going to be okay, you know,” I told him out loud. “We have the fire and we have the beacon. They know we’re here and they’re going to come and rescue us. In fact, I bet we don’t even manage to stay for the whole of the booking we paid for.”
Cade snorted. “Right, because getting my full money’s worth was what I was really worried about.”
At least he was amused instead of scared, even if just for a moment. “Well, it’s important,” I protested. “Those of us who don’t come from mega-rich families have to work part-time jobs to cover these kinds of expenses.”
“I don’t come from a rich family,” Cade said. His tone was odd like he was offended by the suggestion.
“Then how come I had to work all summer every time I came out of practice, and Caleb didn’t?”
Cade made another snorting noise. “Is he telling everyone he’s rich?”
“He didn’t say anything.” I shifted on my side to look at Cade. Sensing my movement, he did the same. “I just guessed because I know he doesn’t work.”
“I do,” Cade said. “I worked part-time after school for the last three years and then did summer jobs all year long. I work at a café on weekends usually now.”
I didn’t understand the connection. “So?”
“So, I’ve been sending him money the whole time he’s been at college,” Cade said, stifling a laugh. “He really doesn’t tell everyone that his little brother is paying his way?”
“Wait,” I said, trying to get my head around it. “So you sacrifice all that time for him?”
“Caleb’s got the talent,” Cade said. “We’ve always known he had the potential to make it. So me and him made a deal. I gave him the money I’d been saving up for my college years, and he owes me. Big time. If he makes it to a professional contract then he has to pay me back three times over. He got a little sponsorship for social media that he used to pay for his cabin, so he paid for me to come, too.”
“Wow.” I thought about it for a minute. I’m an only child, but I still couldn’t imagine even having a brother or sister who care about me that much.
Who had that much faith in me that I was actually going to do well enough to go professional.
“Fuck, it’s cold,” Cade said, burrowing down into the blankets on his bed. We’d pulled the extras off the shelves and it still wasn’t enough. I figured they were normally enough to keep guests warm when they weren’t buried completely under snow with no access to the sun at all.
“I know,” I said. “You want me to put more wood on the fire?” It was burning nicely, but it was low.
“No,” Cade said reluctantly. “I don’t want to use up our supply too quickly.”
That made sense, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving him cold. I needed to protect Cade. If I couldn’t get us both out of here, I at least needed to keep him safe and warm.
I chuckled. “We can always burn the lame old board games.”
“And leave us with nothing to do but eat each other?” Cade chuckled darkly.
For a second I stared at him open-mouthed for saying something so brazen. Then I realized and I had to force a chuckle.
He was talking about cannibalism…
Not sex.
Why did my brain go there automatically? Was I that starved of attention that any little hint would set me off, even one from another guy?
And why did it shoot a rush of heat to my lower belly?
I cleared my throat. “You know, talking of using each other’s bodies,” I said, telling myself to shut up because I sounded like I was making another dirty euphemism but somehow unable to stop myself from carrying on anyway. “In these situations, I think the best thing to do is usually to share body heat.”
It was Cade’s turn to stare at me with wide eyes. “What?”
Why had I even suggested that? I was losing it. Definitely losing it. I was no longer in control of my mouth. What would be the next to go? My hands?
My dick?
“Uh, to keep warm,” I said. “We should push our beds together closer to the fire instead of being against the cold walls.”
Yeah. That made sense. The walls were going to be colder because there was all that snow on the other side of them. Right. And the fireplace would be the warmest place in the room, but we’d have to push the beds together if we wanted to take full advantage of it. I’d managed to save myself from my own stupidity. Maybe. I wasn’t even sure if the physics worked, but I could always fall back on being dumb if Cade told me I was wrong.
“Okay,” Cade said, stirring and getting up.
I couldn’t stop myself from staring at him for a second. He probably didn’t even know how well his pajamas showcased his body. The tight t-shirt and pants set he was wearing were tartan patterned, like he’d wanted to fit in with the rustic cabin theme. But they clung to his muscles – the same muscles I hadn’t expected earlier when I touched his arm. He was small and lean, but he did have muscles, little but still impressive bumps over his arms, and a flat stomach. Maybe he didn’t have a six-pack, but he was still fit as hell.
I swallowed, told myself to stop being weird, and got out of bed to move mine over toward him.
We met in the middle of the room, the metal frames of the beds clanging together. I could already feel the heat from the flames better – we were as close as I wanted to go to avoid the risk of a spark shooting out and setting the bedding on fire. This was going to actually work. We both got back under our own covers, staying carefully far away from each other.
“I wonder if we’ll hear anything tomorrow,” I said, just to change the subject and make the awkwardness go away.
“I hope so,” Cade whispered. He was close enough now that I could still hear him very carefully. We were facing each other, firelight dancing in his red hair and catching highlights in his eyes. “I just want to know that they know we’re here.”
“Me, too,” I whispered back. I didn’t know that I could say anything any more reassuring than that.
The truth was, as much as I wanted to tell Cade over and over again that everything was going to be alright, I was scared, too.
I closed my eyes, trying to get to sleep and forget all about this for just the night. Maybe in the morning, we would have more hope.




Cade
I barely slept. All night long I just shivered.
I was fully dressed, under a heap of blankets, next to a fire – and I still couldn’t seem to stop shivering.
I wasn’t even sure if it was really down to the temperature. It wasn’t as cold in here as I had honestly expected, given the fact we were literally under snow.
But I was scared, and we’d been through a lot today, and I couldn’t seem to turn my brain off or stop shivering. I tossed and turned, trying to at least do it quietly and gently so I wouldn’t wake Aiden up, unable to get myself to relax.
Until Aiden made a kind of humming noise in his sleep and shifted towards me, throwing his arm over my body and pulling me close against him.
“Um,” I squeaked, forgetting I was trying to be quiet.
“Stop shivering,” he murmured against my ear, his voice slurred with sleepiness, and I reminded myself to take a breath so I wouldn’t run out of oxygen.
He was holding me against him. His warm, hard, wide body pressed up against my back. I could practically feel the ridges of his stomach against me.
And… something else, too, if I wasn’t very much mistaken.
Something hard was pressing into the back of my thigh.
I swallowed.
He had a hard-on, didn’t he?
I tried to calm my panicking heart, thudding wildly in my chest, with logic. He was asleep. It was pretty normal for a guy to get hard in his sleep. I’d had my fair share of wet dreams and morning wood. And besides, he was probably dreaming of something else. Maybe he was dreaming he had his arm around a pretty girl in bed. That was why he was reacting like this.
It was just a normal bodily reaction to the heat of another person. That was all. He definitely wasn’t hard for me.
This didn’t need to be awkward at all.
I didn’t have to say anything about it in the morning – or ever. We never had to mention this. He probably didn’t even know he was hard and I wasn’t going to tell him. It would be absolutely fine.
I just had to find a way to move so it wasn’t… poking me.
I held my breath and shifted myself forward a bit, moving away from Aiden’s arms. I just needed to get enough distance between us…
He made a noise of complaint in his sleep and pulled me even tighter against him, his hand moving down over my stomach and then up, sliding against my bare skin under my t-shirt. His palm was hot and heavy, his arm pressing me against him without any give.
And his hard dick nestled firmly against my leg.
Oh, this wasn’t happening.
It was hot and thick against me – I could feel it had to be pretty big. The kind of big that had me wanting to rock back against him and squirm to assess it more accurately. I kept myself as still as I possibly could, not even daring to breathe deeply.
God, I wanted to reach back and touch his dick.
Inevitably, I felt my own dick getting hard just at the thought of it. I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. All I could feel was that hard rod against me.
Aiden shifted in his sleep and for a second I thought I was about to get some relief –
And then he pulled me with him until I was leaning backward, laying across his body. And that hard dick was still pushed right up against me… in fact, now even more so. I could feel every line of it, the heat searing into me, making me bite my lip to stop myself from whimpering out loud.
Oh, god. I wanted that dick.
I tried desperately to think of something, anything else.
But it was all coming together. The danger of our situation, which made me want to throw caution to the wind and my clothes in the fire and live like we were about to die. The fact he had been so kind and encouraging about Brody, even telling me to move on to someone new. The heat of his body and the closeness of him – and the fact that I hadn’t shared a bed with anyone for a long time, especially not someone as hot as Aiden.
Aiden, I tried to remind myself. You know – your big brother’s teammate and friend who happens to be extremely straight – that Aiden!
And it didn’t matter, because my body was responding to him in ways that made me ache to at least reach down and stroke myself until I was satisfied.
Not that I would ever dream of actually doing that, because that would be massively taking advantage of Aiden and abusing his trust – even if he was the one who had pulled me against him and tempted me with his rock-hard, massive erection.
I had wondered earlier if this was a dream or a nightmare, or a nightmare about a dream. Now I knew for sure.
Because laying against Aiden and not being able to do a single thing about it was pure, evil, sadistic torture.
And even as I was sure I was never going to sleep all night long, sure I was going to be stuck like this forever and have to somehow pretend I’d been asleep when Aiden finally woke up in the morning, I felt myself starting to get drowsy. Aiden’s warmth was not just enough to stop me from shivering, but it was also comforting and comfortable, like he was the final blanket I had been missing from my bed.
The last thought I had as I drifted into sleep was whether we would wake up like this in the morning – and whether Aiden would even be as embarrassed as I was.




Aiden
A clattering noise had me shooting from fast asleep to wide awake in a matter of seconds, sitting bolt upright and looking at the fireplace.
The fire had all but died down in the night, leaving only embers remaining. But there was something there – I’d heard it. Something…
I grabbed my phone from underneath my pillow and turned on the light, shining it at the fireplace. Beside me, Cade made a small noise of complaint in his sleep, beginning to stir.
“Red,” I whispered urgently. “Red, wake up.”
“What?” he asked, and then opened his eyes fully. I saw the instant he shot awake himself, pushing away from me in what seemed like a panic before his eyes followed the beam of light from my phone.
“Is that…?” he asked.
“It looks like a radio,” I whispered.
“Hello?” The crackling, uncertain voice from the device hanging just above our metal furnace sounded like a miracle.
I leaped out of the bed first, running over to it. Cade leaned over to watch me instead of getting up himself, staying inside the warmth of the blankets. I shivered as my feet hit the cold floor and the heat I’d been wrapped inside abandoned me, but it didn’t matter. I grabbed the radio, attached to a cable from above, and pressed the button on the side.
“Hello?!” I shouted back. “Can anybody hear us?”
“He- can – you,” the voice replied, making no sense as it faded in and out like we were driving through a tunnel.
“We’re down here,” I said desperately. “There’s two of us. Can you hear me? Do you understand?”
“Get – soon,” the voice said and then crackled again.
“Are – are you coming to get us soon?” I replied, feeling hope surge in my chest.
The only reply I could hear was static – and then it cut off.
“Hello?” I asked, pressing the button down. Nothing came in response. I tried again. “Hello? Hello? Are you there?”
“It sounds like we lost signal,” Cade sighed. “It must be because of all the snow.”
I moved the radio around desperately, even shoving my hand halfway back up the chimney to see if that would help. Nothing seemed to work. There wasn’t a single new noise out of it, only silence.
“Shit,” I muttered miserably.
“This is good news,” Cade said. “They know we’re down here. They must have heard your responses. They said they were coming to get us soon, right? That’s what it sounded like?”
“Yeah.” I sat back on my haunches, shivering. “God. It’s cold. I don’t want to melt the radio, though.”
“We need a fire,” Cade replied. “I can barely even see anything. Does the radio unhook?”
I felt around the back of it. “Yeah.” I took the device off the cable it was attached to and the cable jerked away, traveling back up where it had come from. They knew we had taken the radio, then, at least.
“Go on, put some wood on the fire,” Cade encouraged me. He was shrugging himself down under the blankets again, shivering a little. I didn’t want him to be cold or to have to sit in the darkness. I grabbed a couple more logs from the basket and opened up the doors, putting them inside and stoking the embers until one of them caught.
“There,” I said, rubbing my hands over my own arms. “It’ll warm up pretty quickly now.”
“Get back into bed,” Cade said, and I could think of no good reason to argue with him.
I walked around to my side and got back in, scooting over to him immediately. I was so cold just from those couple of minutes without the fire and the blankets. I reached for him and pulled him towards me without even thinking, then froze. We were face-to-face, not back-to-back. This was a lot different than last night.
And last night, I had been able to pretend I was asleep.
“You’re freezing!” Cade exclaimed, rubbing his hands over my arm to warm it up. “Jesus. I’m not moving out of this bed a single inch until that fire’s going properly again.”
“Good choice,” I chuckled weakly, glad he’d been able to cover up that awkward moment by moving. I shivered and hunkered down further in my blankets, letting him move closer to rub my sides and my shoulders, apparently too focused on keeping me warm to think about anything else.
Which I was glad for because I was pretty sure that if he’d looked up into my eyes he would have backed off quickly.
I had a lot of confusing and conflicting thoughts in my head and no idea what to do with them, but I knew that whatever was going on, it was more than just the avalanche.
And I had an overwhelming urge to hold him against my chest, to stay with him in this bed all day, and maybe to do things with my mouth that I’d never considered doing with a guy before. Somehow I had managed to avoid blurting that out loud so far, and I was really hoping I was going to defy my own track record to keep that up.
“We should think of something to do today,” Cade said. I cleared my throat and tried to focus on what he was saying. “If we don’t at least have some kind of purpose or structure to our days, we’re going to end up going stir-crazy down here.”
“Cabin fever,” I joked. We were in a cabin, after all. Maybe that was something I could use as an excuse. Not for myself – I knew deep inside that something different was happening here. But at least if I managed to say something stupid…
“Right,” Cade chuckled. “Maybe we can play some of those lame board games this morning and decide which ones to throw on the fire if it comes to that.”
“We could do that,” I laughed. “I warn you, Red. I have a competitive streak.”
“Oh, you think I don’t have any experience of playing board games against someone with a competitive streak?” he asked with a laugh, mischief glimmering deep in his eyes as he looked up at me. He’d stopped trying to warm me up. We were just laying there opposite each other. My right arm was still looped over his waist. He didn’t seem to want to make me move it.
“I can imagine what Caleb’s like,” I laughed, wishing our only point in common wasn’t his damn brother.
“Unless you’ve actually done it, you can’t,” Cade warned me darkly. “The man’s a menace. But, anyway. I guess we can play them down here by the fire – if we move the table to the end of our beds, we can stay warm all day.”
“Good idea,” I nodded. “I guess other than that, the only entertainment we really have is your books.” And each other, a voice hissed in the dark corner of my brain. I tried to ignore it.
“Right,” Cade nodded. “Which is making me wish I brought a wider range of topics. Sorry. I hope you like learning about architecture.”
“I guess I’m about to,” I chuckled. “Hey, at least you remembered to bring something, Red. I only brought myself, my clothes, and beer.”
“Well, there’s always beer as a last resort if we really can’t entertain ourselves,” Cade said with a laugh and sat up. He immediately winced, which had me sitting up with him in concern.
“Are you alright?” I asked.
“Just a little stiff,” he said, and for some reason blushed as he said it. “My neck, I mean. My neck is stiff.”
I nodded. “It’s probably from all the tension,” I said. “Come here. The guys say I have great hands for working out kinks before a game.”
Cade made a choking noise. “You and the team give each other massages before games?”
I grinned. “Get those locker room images out of your mind,” I said. “It’s perfectly innocent.”
I wasn’t sure that me doing it for Cade was going to be perfectly innocent, but I kept that to myself.
“Alright,” Cade said, turning his back towards me and scooting back across his bed. “Go on, then. Show me these magic hands.”
I swallowed and reached out, pressing my thumbs against his shoulder blades and digging my fingers against the other side, getting a feel for how knotty he was. “Oh, yeah, I feel it,” I told him, coming up against resistance immediately. “Hold on.”
I bit my lip as I rubbed his muscles, feeling them flex and move underneath my fingers. This close, I could smell the fruity shampoo he obviously used in his red hair and feel the heat coming off him, separate from the heat of the blankets or the fire.
He moaned slightly as I worked the stiffness out of the muscles at the base of his neck – and I hoped he would let me keep doing this forever.
But then he stiffened up even more and pulled away, jerking out of my grip and making my stomach drop to my feet.




Cade
“Uh,” I stuttered, quickly breaking contact between us and grabbing a pillow to hold in front of myself. “We should take a look at the radio again. See if there’s any way we can tune it in a bit better and get in contact again.”
Aiden cleared his throat and moved from behind me. “Right,” he said. “I left it right up there on the mantlepiece, next to the beacon.”
“Maybe we should separate them, just in case one of them blocks the signal from the other,” I said. I reached forward to grab the radio and rested it on top of the pillow, still hiding my lap.
I couldn’t let him realize exactly what his touch had done to me.
It was too much – too overwhelming.
Cuddling together in bed was one thing, and bad enough. But a massage? I didn’t care how much Aiden protested that he gave his straight friends massages all the time – it set off feelings in me that I couldn’t contain. And I definitely couldn’t stop myself from getting hard.
I wondered whether I would have a chance to sneak off to the bathroom and secretly jerk off to get this out of my system, or whether I was going to spend who knew how many days waiting to be rescued and aching to touch myself and get this over with.
“I’ll get some breakfast together while you do that,” Aiden said, swinging himself out of the bed.
“No, don’t,” I told him. “I can get through until lunch. We don’t want to use up our food too early.”
Aiden seemed to slump a little, but he nodded. Of course, he was going to be hungrier than I was. He was so much bigger. I felt bad that I’d told him not to eat, but he was an adult – he could choose to defy me if he wanted. And anyway, he would thank me in four or five days if we still hadn’t managed to get out.
The thought of still being here by then was, at least, powerful enough to destroy any damning evidence that might have been in my pants. I twisted the dials on the radio a little, switching channels to see if I could get any strong signal, then went back to the one we had been given. There was no noise coming through on any of them. I sighed and put it away – on top of the table that Aiden had carried over while I was playing with it.
“Alright,” he said, clapping his hands decisively. “What do you want to play first?”
I glanced at the board games on the shelf. There were a couple of old-looking ones that I had never heard of. “Let’s start from the bottom and work our way up.”
“Got it,” Aiden said, extracting the lowest box and carrying it over.
The box was so old and faded I could barely make out the picture on the front. Aiden took it off and placed it on the floor and we both began unpacking the contents: a yellowed old game board that unfolded twice to make a flat surface, a number of colored wooden blocks shaped like people, and a set of dice in a leather shaker. The leather crumbled as Aiden picked it up and he swore, brushing his hands off.
“When do you think the last time someone played this was?” I asked, reaching for the instructions booklet.
“A long time ago,” Aiden said, which was a massive understatement. “I guess people who stay in these cabins usually have a lot better things to do than just playing old board games.”
My mind went straight to sex – to the idea of a loved-up couple not bothering to get out of bed all week. Or beds, I guessed – Caleb and Aubrey probably pushed theirs together just like we had. Inevitably, then, I thought about the fact that we were sharing a bed and ended up blushing.
“It looks pretty straightforward to play,” I said quickly, trying to distract Aiden from my face. “We choose a color, roll the dice, and we get to move our little guys around the board according to the amount we rolled. The instructions on the board squares tell us what to do next. The winner is the first one to get all his little guys all the way around the board and home.”
“Sounds easy,” Aiden nodded. “You roll first and choose your color.”
I grinned. “Well, I’m red, obviously.”
Aiden laughed. “Okay, Red. Then I’ll take blue.”
Polar opposites?
Or two halves of the same equation?
What was he trying to tell me?
I rolled the dice and moved my first counter to a free square, glancing at the radio as I waited for Aiden to play his turn. It wasn’t like I was desperately unhappy right now. Getting to play board games by a roaring fire with a hot man sounded fairly close to my idea of a good weekend. But this wasn’t just some casual outing – there was still danger all around us. I just wanted to know that help was definitely on the way.
More than anything, I wanted to know if Caleb and Aubrey were just hanging out and killing time like we were, or whether something more serious had happened to them.
“I’m sure the others are all fine,” Aiden said, as he pushed the dice to my side of the board, like he could hear what I was thinking. “They’re probably just passing the time like us. Or they might have been rescued already.”
“Yeah,” I said. The thought actually brightened me up a little. “Yeah, you’re right! I bet Olly and Keaton were the first to get dug out and they’re just working their way down to us.”
“That’s it,” Aiden said. “And I bet Keaton is making all the rescuers stop to have proper food breaks and make sure they stay fully hydrated, so it’s taking a bit longer.”
I laughed at the image, even though I hadn’t had the impression that Keaton would do something to willfully delay our rescue. It was a funny thought, though, so long as I didn’t let myself think about the implications of being trapped down here under the snow for longer. About what might happen when we ran out of food, or we used up all our water and had to try drinking the snow that would risk poisoning us, or our oxygen tunnel got blocked by more snow.
Okay, now I was thinking about it.
“Score!” Aiden crowed, moving his piece across the board to a space that moved him ahead of me by another five places. “You better get your head in the game, Red. I’m going to wipe the floor with you at this rate.”
I snorted. “It’s a game of chance.”
“Chance my ass,” Aiden exclaimed. “It’s all about how you use the luck you’re given. You can still use strategy in the order you move your pieces.”
“Alright,” I conceded, chuckling. He probably didn’t care as much about the game as he was pretending to – I knew that at least part of what he was doing was to keep me, and himself, cheered up. “Then don’t get too cocky yourself. I’m going to start paying attention now, so watch out.”
“That’s more like it,” Aiden grinned. “A fair fight.”
We played a few turns, only focused on the game itself, laughing as the dice sent us one way or another. I took the lead from Aiden and he took it right back – for all his talk of strategy, we seemed fairly evenly matched with our draws.
“I’ll make us some lunch when we finish this round,” Aiden spoke up, watching me roll the dice.
I counted out the spaces I could move before I answered. “Make is a bit of a strong word, isn’t it?”
Aiden chuckled. “You’re getting your spirit back, I see. Fine. I will get us some lunch items from our pile of rations and bring them over here.”
“That’s more like it,” I said. “I think I want to -”
And I stopped, cutting myself off sharply without telling Aiden what I wanted.
Because I had heard something that made me go totally silent – and Aiden did, too.
There was a voice coming from the radio.




Aiden
I dove for the radio, grabbing it and quickly pressing down the button to respond. “Hello?” I said, frantically, loudly. Not the smartest comment or the most information-packed message I could send, but I was in shock at hearing a voice.
“Hello? Can you hear us down there?”
“Yes!” I exclaimed, grinning at Cade in relief and laughing. “Yes, we can hear you!”
“Great,” the voice said. I heard it go a little distant as if they were talking to someone else in the same room as them. “We’ve got the radio working in chalet six.”
In chalet six – the way they said it made it sound like they were talking to, or trying to talk to, people in the other chalets as well.
“What’s going on up there?” I asked, then voiced the main question that had to be on Cade’s mind as well as mine. “Are you getting us out?”
“We’re working on it,” the voice responded. It sounded like a man, maybe in his forties or fifties. He was probably leading the rescue operation, or at least in charge of the radios. “How are you holding up down there?”
“We’re fine,” I said, glancing at Cade for confirmation. If there was something that he had been hiding from me, then he also didn’t show it now. “We have food and water, and we don’t have any injuries. We have firewood to last a few days, too. We’re just a bit worried.”
“That’s understandable,” the voice crackled back. “We have Aiden Thornton and Cade Coleman down there, right?”
“That’s right,” I confirmed.
“Okay, boys,” the man on the other end of the radio said. “You just sit tight for now. You’re under the deepest part of the snow and we’re working on getting your friends out, too, so it might be a couple of days before we can get to you. Neither of you has any particular medical conditions?”
I looked at Cade, who shook his head. “No,” I said. “We’re both fit and healthy.”
I knew I was probably agreeing to stay down here for longer by saying that. I knew they would probably prioritize others who might need help sooner.
But, first of all, this wasn’t so bad. I was having fun with Cade, even if it was all a little forced. And secondly, if other people had injuries or something like asthma that might act up, or even if they were just closer to the surface and didn’t need to stay trapped for long, I was fine with waiting.
“Just try and keep yourselves occupied,” the man on the other end of the radio said. “We’re using a different channel for each of you so we can quickly identify problems and talk to you without interference, so don’t call us on the radio unless you need us, okay? We’re focusing on getting everyone out as quickly as possible. If anything happens, you must update us. I’ll check in with you again tomorrow. Just try not to think about any of this.”
“Wait,” Cade blurted out, and I handed him the radio. He took it. “Hey, excuse me? Do you know if my brother is okay? Caleb?”
“We’re still getting information from everyone and finding out what’s what,” the voice replied. “I’ll be able to update you more tomorrow. Right now, as things stand, it looks like everyone’s okay.”
“Can I talk to him tomorrow?” Cade asked desperately.
“I’ll see what I can do,” was the only answer. “I have to go now, boys. Keep your chins up and wait for us to call again.”
The radio clicked into silence, but this time it was not the ominous or uncertain silence of before. It was a victorious silence. A hopeful silence.
They knew we were down here and they were coming for us. We were going to be okay.
We weren’t alone, and we weren’t going to be down here forever.
But I looked at Cade, and his face only showed worry.
“He said he thinks everyone is fine,” I told him, trying to urge him to be happy. “He probably just doesn’t want to say Caleb’s name so he can’t get sued for misinformation later if he’s got it wrong. Caleb’s fine, just like we are.”
“Yeah,” Cade said, although he didn’t sound convinced.
I reached across the table to grab his hands, trying to get his full attention. “Cade, listen to me,” I said. “We’re getting out of here. We’re going to be fine. They’re coming to rescue us.”
Cade looked at me for a long minute. “I think I preferred it when you called me Red,” he said.
I chuckled. “Red. We’re going to be fine, Red. And Caleb, too. We’re all safe and we’re all getting out of here. And we’re going to have one hell of a story to tell on the other side.”
Cade slowly looked up, meeting my eyes. His fingers tensed slightly and relaxed slightly in mine, a reflexive movement that made me all too aware of the point of contact between us. “We’re getting out of here,” he repeated, and his eyes slowly began to widen, losing the worry lines around them.
“We’re getting out of here,” I told him again, nodding encouragingly. I grinned as a slow smile spread across his face. It was finally hitting home for him the way that it already had for me.
“We’re getting out!” Cade exclaimed, leaping to his feet all of a sudden, pulling out of my hands. He looked like he wasn’t sure why he had jumped up or even how he’d found himself in a standing position. He looked dazed like he only had half an idea of what was going on.
To hell with it. I jumped up too so he wouldn’t feel like he was being weird. “We’re getting out!” I shouted, throwing my head back like I was a wolf howling at the moon, letting the words rip out of me with relief and passion.
“We’re getting out!” Cade yelled back, copying my movements and then laughing, his eyes slightly mad and his hair falling just a little over his face as he looked back at me again.
He was smiling. Really, genuinely smiling. I beamed and leaped for him, grabbing him into a hug the same way I would with any of my buddies, without even thinking about it.
He felt surprisingly good in my arms. Lean but solid, just the right height with his head below my chin, bristling now with energy. He collapsed a little, letting himself slump against me so that I took most of his weight – took it easily, given how much bigger than him I was.
His arms wrapped around my back as mine wrapped around his. I could feel his heart beating rapidly like a rabbit’s from where his chest was pressed against mine. I thought about how he could probably hear my heartbeat where his head leaned against me –
We’d been hugging for way too long. Much longer than I would hug one of my buddies.
I cleared my throat and let go. I waited for him to pick himself up before I stepped back, not wanting him to fall.
My body felt cold in the absence of his pressed against me.
“Well, we should finish our game,” I told him, my voice sounding gruff and tense all of a sudden even to my own ears.




Cade
I slumped down on my side of the bed, leaning against the headboard, lifting the book in my hands to try to focus on it. A whole day before I could find out for sure if Caleb was alright – and there didn’t seem to be enough distractions in this small cabin to stop me from worrying about it.
Sitting like this, I could easily glance down at Aiden. He was sitting on the floor with his back against his side of the bed, so we were almost aligned and yet facing in opposite directions. He’d chosen one of the books out of my pile – I’d brought one single novel, which I was sure was a relief for him – and settled down to try and read it now that we seemed to have exhausted the possibilities of the couple of games we’d tried from the shelf.
I did glance down at him now, and wished I could stop. Everything seemed to be so heightened down here. Surely, it was just my imagination. But it was a surprise for him to take hold of my hands in the first place, and then I was sure there were sparks flying between us when he did. When he hugged me, he held on for far too long – and it felt far too good in his arms.
And then he’d pushed me away as if nothing had happened and tried to pretend like everything was normal, which for me was a surefire indicator that it wasn’t.
But the situation we were in wasn’t normal to begin with, which left me even more confused than I normally would have been about exactly what all of this even meant.
Of course, it was more than possible it was just wishful thinking – just me reading way too much into things that weren’t even there. Who could blame me? I wanted them to be there with Aiden. He was damn hot. Even under layers of flannel and a thick jumper, looking at him made me think about running my hands all over his ridiculously tight body.
Aiden’s eyes flicked up to mine and I quickly looked away, furiously training my eyes on my book.
“What?” he asked. Apparently, my extremely clever subterfuge had not worked. Go figure.
“Nothing,” I said quickly, turning the page of my textbook. I hadn’t read a single word of it, but turning the page at least made it seem like I wasn’t completely and utterly distracted.
“Really?” Aiden asked.
“Just looking around the room,” I said grimly, one inch away from gritting my teeth.
“Oh,” Aiden said. We sat in silence for a short while. I was so tense I would have noticed a moth beating its wings on the other side of the room. When he spoke again, his voice sounded like he was trying way too hard to be casual. “Only, I thought you were staring at me.”
“Why would I do that?” I asked defiantly. I didn’t like where this was heading. The straight jock refusing to leave the gay nerd alone. I’d been blessed not to get into any trouble in high school, but I’d seen enough movies and heard enough stories.
“Because you’re attracted to me,” Aiden said, so matter-of-factly that it made my jaw drop.
I swallowed. “Just because I’m gay and I find you attractive, doesn’t mean you’re in danger of me jumping on you,” I said. “Let’s just get that out of the way now. I’m not going to try and force you into something just because we’re trapped in the same place.”
Aiden cleared his throat. “I wasn’t thinking that.”
“You weren’t?” I asked, almost snapping at him. If he wasn’t trying to warn me off, then why was he being so obtuse about bringing this up and making the atmosphere feel so awkward?
He turned a page in his book as if none of this was of any consequence, but I had a feeling he was reading even less than I was. “I saw you this morning,” he said. “After I gave you a massage. You grabbed the pillow to hide yourself.”
“So what?” I asked. Now my teeth were definitely gritted. If this was leading to a beatdown or something…
“You were hard,” Aiden said. He turned to look at me, meeting my eyes and letting the book fall against his leg. “Weren’t you?”
I was once again left speechless by how openly he spoke, how he didn’t seem to have a single filter in place before he opened his mouth.
I swallowed again and looked down, but his eyes drew me back like a magnet. He was so open, it was like I couldn’t lie to him in response. “Yes,” I said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
Aiden’s eyes darted away, down towards the book as if he was really paying attention to it, but his head stayed tilted towards me. “Oh,” he said as if considering. His face was almost blank, unreadable, but I could swear he looked just a tiny bit disappointed. “I think it meant something when I did.”
I blinked. “When you did what?” I said, not at all comprehending.
“When I got hard.” Aiden looked at me again, right in the eyes. “Last night, when we were in bed together.”
I breathed hard, flaring my nostrils to try to avoid showing how much his words were making my heart race. “You were awake?” I asked, my mouth speaking without my brain’s permission. It was only after the words left my mouth I realized I was giving away the other side of the truth: that I had been awake and knew all about it.
“Yes,” Aiden said, true and simple. “I held your body against me and it made me hard.”
I wasn’t ever getting out of this cabin. Maybe they were going to rescue Aiden, but they would have to leave me here. I was going to die of a heart attack within the next three minutes.
“You were just high on adrenaline,” I told him. “You thought you were going to die. It’s a natural reaction.”
“Is it?” he asked. His eyes stayed on mine. I felt like I’d been hypnotized – trapped in place. “I didn’t think it was just that. I thought you were hot when I first saw you.”
I blinked. He thought I was hot? Now I knew he was just trying to pass the time by bullying me. This was all a trap he was playing for his own amusement.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said and went back to my book.
“So, you don’t think I’m attractive?” Aiden said. “I’m pretty sure you admitted it a minute ago.”
“So?” I asked, exasperated. I looked around and almost jumped out of the bed. He was kneeling now, only inches away from my face, leaning his hands on the metal scrollwork of the headboard. “What does it matter?”
“It matters because if you think I’m attractive back, I’m going to kiss you,” Aiden said, his voice so steady and calm I was sure he had to be joking.
My eyes flicked down to his lips unwillingly. They were slightly parted, his lower lip thicker than the top, a light dusting of stubble around them where he hadn’t been able to shave this morning. As I watched, his tongue darted out and wet his lips, drawing me in further. I was leaning towards him. I wasn’t even in control of it. I couldn’t stop myself from being drawn closer…
He closed the distance between us and kissed me, our lips meeting hot and sparking electricity through my skin, his hand sliding into the hair at the back of my head to hold me in place.
I let go of the book I was holding, not caring where it would fall, and closed my eyes – sinking into his kiss and for a moment forgetting that I was sure he was going to laugh and call me a slur and push me off the bed as soon as he pulled away.




Aiden
Cade’s lips were soft and warm, just like any girl I’d ever kissed. I didn’t know why I thought there would be a difference when kissing a boy, but there wasn’t one.
No – there was one: kissing Cade specifically made me feel like my blood was on fire.
I scooted forward, pressing my chest into the metalwork of the bed so I could cup my other hand around the side of his face and draw him down to me even more. Why was I on the wrong side of this damn bed? I wanted to kiss him properly – to feel no space between us, nothing between us at all.
I wanted him, and that realization blew me away.
It was also so strong that I knew there was no denying this anymore, especially not to myself. I wanted him, even though he wasn’t a girl. I could figure out what that meant for me later, but right now, I wanted to explore what it meant for us.
Because I was damn sure I needed more than a kiss over the top of a cold, metal bedframe, and I had a feeling I wasn’t just going to want to stop at kissing with our bodies pressed together, either.
I’d never been good at reigning in my will. When I wanted something, I just asked for it or went to get it. And I wanted him.
I wanted him bad.
“Red,” I breathed as I broke the kiss, pulling away just enough to pant for air. I bit my lip as I looked at him – hair mussed a little from my hands, lips red and just slightly swollen, parted and gasping for oxygen. His eyes were dilated and I thought I had never seen anything more enticing.
“Fuck,” he muttered, and I had to chuckle.
“What?” I asked. “You didn’t think it was going to be that good?”
“I, uh,” Cade said and seemed not to be able to formulate anything beyond that.
The feeling was mutual. I looked up at him like that for a moment longer and the hunger and need in me grew impossible to ignore.
I got up, moving around the bed to climb onto it, kneeling in front of him. I drew him up then, reversing our earlier positions so he had to lift his head towards mine, holding his face and the side of his neck in my hands so I could kiss him as deeply as I wanted to. Our mouths moved together rapidly and hungrily, but not clashing or fighting – somehow knowing which direction to turn, which tilt of the head to make, to remain in harmony.
I needed more.
I flicked my tongue over his lips and they parted for me, almost automatically, so soft and pliant. He moaned quietly, the vibration running through my mouth and seemingly my whole body. My dick was wide awake, straining against the fabric of my jeans, wanting to rub against him and feel his hands on me.
I wanted him and I wasn’t even sure what that meant.
I knew how I would want a girl. How I’d reach to pull her shirt off and get under her bra, lift her skirt. But Cade… this was all new to me. Completely alien.
The only thing guiding me was the sheer strength of my desire, and I knew I wanted more.
I reached for the front of his pants, sliding my palm along until I landed on a length that was hard and hot even through the fabric, making him gasp and flinch under me.
“A-Aiden,” he stammered.
“What?” I asked, pausing. Did he want me to stop?
“You’re – you’re touching my…”
“Penis,” I supplied helpfully. “Although technically, I’m really just touching your pants.”
Cade bit his lip in a mirror of the gesture I’d made only moments ago, and the look of him all ruffled with his lip between his teeth sent heat straight down to my groin. I squeezed him experimentally and watched a rush of red blood hit his cheeks and then fade out, like it knew it was needed more urgently somewhere else. He groaned loud then shook his head. He looked like he was trying hard to hold onto a train of thought that my hand was squeezing right out of him.
“W-wait,” he panted. I stopped moving, not wanting to do anything he didn’t want. “You’re not gay.”
“No, definitely not,” I agreed.
“So, what are you doing?”
Wasn’t it obvious? “Kissing you and touching your penis. I feel like we’ve been over this.”
“But,” Cade started, only to trail off and roll his eyes back into his head as I squeezed and palmed him again.
Did he think I was taking advantage of him? That I wanted to get off with someone, anyone, and he was just the nearest available warm body?
Would he still think that if he was the only one to get off?
I leaned forward and claimed his mouth again, needing to feel his lips against mine. Our tongues rose and danced together, almost distracting me from what my hand was doing for a moment. Then I found myself again, using the other hand to hold the back of his neck and tangle my fingers in his hair, rubbing my palm over his length.
God, he was hot.
Way hotter than I’d even thought when I first looked at him. Cute – that was what I had thought. But this guy below me, putty under my hands and mouth, his cheeks flushed and his hard dick enticing me – that wasn’t cute.
That was hotter than hot.
And I needed to show him exactly what I thought of him – so there couldn’t be any confusion.
I slipped my fingers over the waistband of his pants and undid his button one-handed, sliding the zipper down so I could get access to his underwear. I was doing it all blind, my eyes still closed as I kissed him so deep I was beginning to forget where I started and he began, living by the rhythm of his panting breaths as he reacted to every touch and movement. I reached down inside the fabric that was in my way and found his heated skin, soft and hard as hell all at once, velvety in my hand as I pulled him free and out into the air.
“Oh, fuck,” Cade whispered, breathed it, so gone already he didn’t seem able to do anything other than sit back and let me take control. “Aiden.”
“Yeah?” I asked, giving him one long stroke up and down, not wanting to deny him the opportunity to stop me if that was what he wanted. He felt so good in my hand, the effect was the same as if I was stroking myself – my dick shivered and jumped inside my pants, already leaking from the tip.
“Oh, god,” Cade answered, his hand traveling to grip my shoulder. Not trying to make me stop. Encouragement. He squeezed hard and when I stroked him again his grip tightened even more, gasping breaths coming out of his mouth as fast as if he’d been running for the last twenty minutes.
I looked down now we weren’t kissing, taking in the sight of him. His dick was a decent size, bigger than I had expected on his smaller frame. It was as pale as the rest of him – no, maybe a shade darker – and he’d shaved all his pubic hair away, denying me the chance to learn whether it would be the same color as the red hair on his head.
He was so hard, precum leaking from him and dribbling down onto my fist as I pumped it up and down, mirroring what I enjoyed when I jerked myself off. I glanced up to watch his face, how his eyes glazed over. He threw his head back as I increased my speed and I kept up the pace, watching his pulse jumping in his throat, speeding up even more when he began to moan thin and high at the back of his throat.
“Ai-Aiden, I… I’m…” he started to say with alarm, bringing his head down and looking at me with wide eyes – and our eyes locked as he came over my hand and his own stomach, just for a second, before he closed them and lolled his head back and panted for dear life. I looked down at my hand, the white goopy strands splattering his lower chest and sticking to me, and bit my lip even harder than I had before.
That sight…
No matter what happened here between us or after we left, I knew for sure I was going to be jerking off to that memory for a long time to come.
Cade sighed, a tiny little sound of satisfaction that told me the afterglow was wearing off. I grinned at him. He still looked blissed out. As I looked at his face, though, something like resignation came down over it. He sat forward and reached for me – or rather my jeans, putting his hand right on the fairly obvious bulge of my own hard dick.
“Nope,” I said. I brushed his hand aside and then leaned down to kiss him again. I needed him to see that I wasn’t just in this to get off one time – that there was more to it than that – and the lesson wasn’t going to stick if I let him tempt me. “I’ll get a cloth and some water.”
I headed into the bathroom and cast around. There was a stack of towels on a shelf over the sink, so I grabbed the smallest one I could see and ran the tap. I wiped off my hand and came back into the room, climbing up beside Cade again on the bed and reaching to swipe it across his stomach when he tried to take the towel from me. At the intimate touch, the muscles of his stomach clenched with tension and then relaxed. “Fuck, that’s cold!” he exclaimed, but I didn’t think that was all it was.
He was still flighty around me. Nervous. I needed to do something, say something, to fix that.
“God, Red,” I said, with a light chuckle. “You really –”
The radio on our little table buzzed into life, and both me and Cade stared at it in surprise.
“Cade? You there?”
Cade moved faster than I would have imagined to be possible. Within seconds he had thrown himself over the side of the bed and rushed to pick up the radio, immediately speaking back into it. “Caleb? Is that you?”
“Hey, little bro,” Caleb’s familiar tones replied, and I sank my head into my hands in relief. Caleb was alive.
As much as I’d been trying to stay upbeat and positive for Cade’s sake, I’d been worried about my friends, too. In fact, I hadn’t realized how worried I was until I heard Caleb’s voice. Heard proof that he was alive.
“Oh my God,” Cade said, his voice tight and fast with emotion. “Oh, God, Caleb, I was so worried…”
“You think I wasn’t wearing the floorboards out, pacing up and down thinking about how Mom was going to kill me for getting us both killed?” Caleb asked, and I could hear a chuckle in his voice – but also how stressed he must have been. He was telling the truth about the thoughts that had been running through his head.
“Oh, God, Mom,” Cade said, with a chuckle back. He wiped the back of one of his hands across his eyes. “You think anyone told her anything?”
“Are you still under the snow?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Well, I am too, so there’s no way anyone told her anything,” Caleb laughed. “You know for sure we would have been out of here by now.”
Cade laughed back. His laughter sounded kind of wet – like there were tears right behind it. “Caleb…” he said, once it had died off his lips. His voice was almost hoarse.
“It’s alright, little bro,” Caleb said. “We’re safe over here. Aubrey’s talking about how she never gets to see me because of football practice and she’s actually glad it happened. How about you? You holding up well?”
“Yeah. Yeah, we’re doing okay,” Cade said. My ears perked up a little at the fact he had included me in that ‘we’. Was that how he thought of us? Were we a ‘we’?
“Thorny’s not stealing all your food? He’s looking after you?”
Cade glanced in my direction and quickly away. “The food is safe,” he said. “We’re okay over here.”
I bit my lip. What did that mean?
He’d glanced away from me like he was ashamed – and it didn’t sound like he was going to mention absolutely anything at all about what just happened between us. Okay, so it just happened, and we hadn’t had a chance to talk about it yet. But I was the supposedly straight athlete with a reputation to protect – so why did it look to my eyes like he was the one with the shameful secret?
“I’d better go,” Caleb said. “They told us not to use this channel for too long – just one quick chat to let you know I’m okay. They need the lines clear for their rescue operation. They wanted me to wait until tomorrow, but I got them to agree, so we shouldn’t push it.”
“Right,” Cade said with a sigh. “They told us that, too. I guess I’ll speak to you really soon.”
“Yeah, really soon,” Caleb said. “Tomorrow, that’s what they said. We’ll be out tomorrow.”
I saw the muscles around Cade’s jaw tense. The same way they had when Caleb had asked about me. “Yeah, tomorrow. Bye, then,” he said, and I realized he’d decided to lie.
He was going to let Caleb think we were getting out of here tomorrow, too, when the rescuers actually told us it was going to be a few days.
So, was he trying to save Caleb’s feelings by not telling him about us, too?
There was silence on the other end of the radio – no response, not even a crackle. Cade sighed after a moment and put the radio down on the table where it had been before, rubbing a hand across his forehead and then his eyes.
“That’s really great news,” I said, trying to get him to engage with me again. I had the feeling it would be a good idea for us to talk. To set some expectations and some boundaries – of which I didn’t think I had many at all.
“Yeah,” Cade said, then cleared his hoarse throat. “Yeah, it’s great. Um. I’m going to see if I can finish a few more chapters of this book.”
And he grabbed the book and sat down at the table as if nothing else had happened, burying his head in the pages so fast I could barely even catch his eye.




Cade
That was easily one of the top ten stupidest things I had ever done.
I knew the rules. If you got involved with a straight guy, you got hurt. I knew that. And I also knew that I was nowhere even close to being over Brody, which meant in turn that I was nowhere close to being ready for so much as flirting with another guy.
And yet I just got carried away in the heat of the moment, allowed myself to actually believe Aiden might be interested in me. I let him actually jerk me off. I came on his hand.
The thought made my cheeks burn as I pretended to concentrate on the book, when really I was so hyperaware of every move Aiden made that it was painful. I watched from the corner of my eye as he flopped down on the bed, grabbing his phone and a pair of earbuds. A second later the sound of tinny music, just barely audible, started coming from his direction. He must have had some audio files he’d downloaded onto his phone ahead of time that he could listen to.
I let my eyes pretend to wander over the page and tried not to look at him. Tried so hard. It was almost impossible: every thought I had, even when I was trying not to think about what had just happened, was about him. I tried to figure out what he was listening to and whether it was the kind of music I liked.
Which didn’t matter at all, because this was a casual thing and we were never going to sit and listen to music together or go to a concert.
I kept wondering how it had felt for him, whether he’d simply got off on the power of making me cum, whether he wanted to do it again.
Which was stupid because it wasn’t going to happen again, because it was a mistake, and if you made the same mistake twice then you were an idiot.
Most of all, my mind kept going back to that moment when he had brushed my hand away and told me no. Like he didn’t want me to touch him at all. Why? Because that would make it gay? Because he was straight and found that idea disgusting?
And all of this was a waste of my thoughts and effort because he’d made it clear that he didn’t want me to touch him so I never would – and that was all I really needed to know.
This was an artificial situation. The two of us were trapped together with nothing to do for entertainment but desperately keep our minds off it however we could. Maybe it was natural that we ended up getting involved in something sexual – I just had thought it would take a lot longer for that kind of tension to build up.
Like how you would expect to wait at least a few days after running out of food before suggesting that you eat someone.
Okay, that was not a helpful thought to have right now. Rescue was coming, I reminded myself, trying to read the same paragraph in my architecture book for the seventeenth time.
Rescue was coming, and I was going to get out of here and see Caleb again and he was alright and everything was going to be alright. That was all I needed to think about now.
Right.
God, I hoped Caleb never found out about what just happened.
There wasn’t any reason why he would. I was absolutely, definitely not going to ever tell him I made out (and more) with one of his teammates. He would probably try to beat Aiden to a pulp, which wouldn’t be easy given how big Aiden was.
And muscular.
And strong.
And…
Noooope. Nope. I wasn’t thinking about Aiden anymore.
I didn’t want to do or say anything here that would rock the boat. He wouldn’t want anyone to know, anyway – the last thing any straight football player wanted was for people to start going around talking about how he made out with a gay guy. I wasn’t stupid. He pushed me away, after all. I wasn’t going to try and tell people what we’d done as if I was going to out him.
He was straight. This was just an anomaly brought on by stress.
Although the atmosphere in the room was not helped by what had happened and the fact that we weren’t talking about it.
I snuck a look sideways at him…
And looked back at my book immediately, waiting for a second and then turning the page as if I was really engrossed in it - because he’d been looking right back at me.
I felt my cheeks flame up, the one telltale sign I was always incapable of hiding. So much for being subtle. Now he knew I’d looked at him on purpose, and that I was embarrassed to have been caught.
Oh, god. I wanted to kiss him again. It wasn’t right or fair for a straight guy to kiss as well as that.
I looked at the page of my book I’d turned to and realized I had no idea what it was about. I flicked back to the previous page guiltily and started reading the words in my head as loudly as I could to drown out any other thoughts that might rise up. I needed to concentrate.
If I was going to be trapped down here, the least I could do was study.
I managed to concentrate pretty well, too, until Aiden got up to add some more wood to the fire and bent down right in front of me, then squatted to finish the job.
Which had my thoughts spiraling off in all kinds of inappropriate directions yet again.
Including the fact that, I realized with horror, our beds were still pushed up together – which meant I was either going to have to sleep right next to him tonight or find some awkward way to move them apart, even though it meant I was going to be cold most of the night.
“What do you want for dinner?” Aiden called from across the other side of the room, and I realized he was standing in front of our piles of rations. He had a light smile on his face, a teasing look, though it seemed a lot weaker than his smiles had this morning.
“Oh, um, whatever you want,” I said. I put my book down, regretting the fact that I’d only managed to read a couple of chapters in the end. I’d wasted most of the afternoon in mental turmoil. “I really don’t mind.”
“Yeah, it’s not as if it’s very exciting,” Aiden said. He made a face as he bent to swipe a few things from the piles. “I can get you chips, a cookie, and a candy bar, with a banana?”
“Sounds good,” I agreed quickly, not really caring one way or another. We weren’t exactly expecting gourmet food here. Even if we were, I probably wouldn’t have been able to enjoy it with all the thoughts buzzing around in my head. “I’ll grab some water.”
“Thanks,” Aiden said, brushing by me on the way back across to the table as I rushed for our stacks of bottles. He laid everything out as I rushed back and sat down again, and then we were facing each other over that tiny table and everything was way too close all over again.
I cleared my throat. “Looks great,” I said, though my voice was weak and I had no idea why I had tried to compliment Aiden on bringing over supplies from our limited stash, given he didn’t have much choice.
“It looks okay,” Aiden chuckled. He was looking at me and I could feel it. It wasn’t fair that he was so open and confident in everything he did and I was the one left staring at the table and unable to meet his eyes – when he was the one who had started all this. “It’s going to keep us going, at least.”
“Right,” I chuckled uneasily, taking my cookie out of the brown paper bag and biting into it.
I was hungry, actually – I hadn’t really noticed until now, what with all the other thoughts crowding around inside my head. The chips were good – in the way that all food tasted pretty good when you were hungry – and I made short work of the whole packet, eating them all down without looking up.
“Maybe we should have had more for lunch and breakfast,” Aiden said, and I looked up, at last, to realize he was watching me with concern.
I swallowed my mouthful and shook my head. “I’m fine,” I said. “I guess earlier just took it out of…” I froze, not wanting to end the sentence.
Why had I brought that up?
What the hell was wrong with me?
Aiden said he was the one who always blurted out whatever was on his mind and got himself into trouble. If that was the case, then it looked like it was catching.
“I guess it did,” Aiden said, grinning cheekily at me and taking another mouthful of his own chips. He looked…
Pleased?
Like he was pleased with himself for being able to make me do that?
Was that all this really was? He wanted to prove he could make a gay man cum? He wanted to show off how hot he was to both men and women?
I wished I could understand what he was thinking. Even more than that, I wished I had the guts to actually ask him. But that was never going to happen, so I was just going to have to sit here and stew.
I peeled my banana and bit into the top of it. When I went for my second bite, Aiden made a choking sound that had my gaze flicking right up to his immediately in concern – and then made me freeze yet again.
He was watching me eat the banana, his eyes fixed firmly on my mouth. His own mouth was hanging slightly open. Then his eyes moved up and met mine and all of a sudden I wasn’t just eating a banana.
I was somehow managing to flirt with a sexually suggestive gesture even though I hadn’t meant to at all.
I was stuck.
I had no other choice.
I bit down on the banana and chewed, swallowing it quickly as if that would make it less awkward. I knew my cheeks were bright red.
I looked down at the table and wondered if I could get away with not eating the rest of the banana – but no, I was hungry, and we couldn’t waste any food right now.
“Fuck.” Aiden’s muttered exhalation had me looking up at him again, and to my surprise, his own cheeks were heated this time. He reached for his candy bar and ripped the wrapper open, looking away from me.
I ate the rest of the banana in record time before he had the chance to look back, wolfed my cookie just as fast, and then rushed into the bathroom with the excuse of getting changed.
It was only there that I had the chance to pause and breathe for a minute. There was no light in here without the fire to illuminate the room, but I turned on the screen of my phone and then laid it on a shelf so that it would point upwards and give me enough light to see by. Aiden was going to run out of battery a lot sooner than I was now that he’d spent the afternoon listening to music, but that wasn’t my problem. I got changed quickly so I could spend a moment looking in the mirror, poking at my own face.
What was I doing?
What was Aiden doing?
It felt inevitable that something would happen again tonight. Was I going to resist him? Tell him I didn’t want to be some straight guy’s toy for a few days?
I didn’t think I had the willpower.
It had been a long time since I’d had this kind of attention, not to mention since the last time I came that wasn’t in my own hand. Add to the fact that I already thought Aiden was damn hot and a good guy to boot, and how hot his kisses were, and I didn’t stand much of a chance. It was inevitable.
We were going to make out again, and I wasn’t going to do a thing to stop it even though I knew it was only me who was probably going to get hurt.
Not that it needed to be that way. It was just casual, right? And it was okay to be casual. Other people did it all the time. One night stands, friends with benefits, flings that both parties knew were going nowhere. It was fine to do that. I didn’t judge others for living that way. Why should it be any different for me?
I could do this. I had no problem with being casual. Maybe it was just what I needed.
And besides, it wasn’t like I was cheating on Brody. It was only me that still thought about him. Whatever relationship we’d had was over months and months ago.
So there was no reason for me to avoid doing anything with Aiden that the two of us wanted to.
Right?
I groaned inwardly, scrubbed my hands over my face, grabbed my phone, and went back into the main room of the cabin to throw myself into the bed and try to pretend everything was perfectly normal.
Aiden changed quickly and got into the bed behind me, moving up closer to me. I felt his weight shift on the mattress, coming over onto my side of the two frames.
Then his arm snaked around my waist.
Then it tightened and pulled me back against him.
I closed my eyes.
I was lost already.




Aiden
Cade didn’t immediately pull away or push my arm off him, which made my soul sing. He wasn’t mad at me like I’d thought.
After Caleb called, it felt like the room was plunged into ice – and not just because of all the snow outside. It was like he didn’t want to know me at that moment. I did my best to bury myself in my music and not let it get to me – but the truth was, I wanted him badly. We’d started trying something new and then it was put back in the box, just like that. I wasn’t ready to let go.
That was why I’d made up my mind to try again when we went to bed, to see if he would be more open to my advances in a slightly different setting. If he’d forgotten about talking to his brother – and the fact that he was embarrassed to tell his brother about what had happened between us – after a few hours had passed.
I pulled him tight against me and my body instantly reacted to his warmth. He was the perfect fit to spoon like this – his head able to rest right by or on my shoulder, our hips aligned flush. My dick stirred to life as his ass pushed against it. Not my doing. He was pushing back against me just as much as I was pulling him back.
I had a feeling I was getting somewhere.
“Red,” I murmured, because I didn’t want this to be all silent stolen touches. I wanted him to know that I wanted him and I wanted him to agree with where we were heading. “I want to kiss you again.”
“Is that what you want to do?” Cade asked. His voice had a strange tone to it. I couldn’t see his face. What was that? Lust? Desire for something more? Was he challenging me?
“Not just that,” I said, hedging on the side of being honest. It was pretty much my default setting anyway. “I want to touch you. I want to get you off again.”
“Why?”
I hummed a sound or vibration that apparently made Cade squirm a little against me. My dick got even harder in my pants as he did so, rubbing himself against me.
“Can you feel that?” I asked, my voice coming out as little more than a growl.
“Yes,” Cade said, his own voice a little husky.
“That’s why,” I told him. I had a hunch. I slid my hand down over his stomach, searching, and found what I was looking for. His dick was rock-hard too, the heat of it blazing through his thin sleeping pants as the shape filled my palm. Cade groaned, long and low in his throat. It sounded like he was giving in.
Like he was accepting the inevitable.
He bucked his hips slightly against my hand, making me move up and down his length, and I took the invitation and ran with it.
I reached down past the waistbands of his pants and his underwear, getting my hand directly on his hot, hard flesh. I bit my lip as I squeezed him tight, feeling how he twitched under my fingers. He shuddered lightly and tipped his head back against my shoulder like he was giving himself up to me completely.
Well, not completely. There was more than just jerking him off, after all. The thought made my head spin a little.
Could we do more?
I’d had sex with girls and I knew I liked it. Sex with Cade would be different. But how much different? And would I like it the same – or more?
Cade shifted his body, grinding his hips up against my hand and I realized I must have stopped moving while I was deep in thought. His desperate hitch against me didn’t prompt me into moving my hand again as much as it made me raise my eyebrows and tighten my grip. He bucked his hips again, up through the tunnel of my fist –
And back down against my dick, making it slide against his ass.
Oh, god.
I couldn’t help thinking about it. And if we were going this far already, then maybe…
“I want to have sex with you,” I blurted out, my mind even less able to control my tongue when I was in the grip of an absolutely killer boner.
Cade stiffened up for a second – and not in a good way. He twisted slightly like he was going to turn and look at me but then seemed to think better of it, facing forwards but with his head tilted just slightly in my direction. “What?” he said like he wasn’t quite able to believe he’d heard me correctly.
“I want to have sex with you,” I repeated, pumping my fist up and down on his dick for good measure, making him squirm and lift his hips towards my hand just slightly. I used my other hand to bring him back down, pulling him tight against my body so he could feel just how serious I was. “I want to fuck you, Red.”
Cade made a helpless little noise at the word ‘fuck’. “But…” he started, then stopped, breathless.
Was I onto something? “I want to fuck you in your hot little ass,” I told him, feeling him rock back against me as he moaned in response to my dirty talk. “I want to cum while I’m fucking your ass. I want to make you cum.”
“Fuck…” Cade said breathlessly, writhing against me at this point. There were beads of sweat on his brow. “C… c…”
“Condom?” I guessed, from context. Cade gave a desperate, rapid nod against my shoulder. “I have one with me. In my wallet. I always carry one.”
Cade groaned, but this time it sounded less turned on and more disappointed. “For all your one-night stands?”
“No,” I said, almost insulted. “I just – you never know. And I like to be able to have a brother’s back if he needs one. Nothing worse than hitting the club with the team after a game, only to realize you can’t make it with that hot chick because you didn’t bring anything and the store’s closed.”
Cade turned his head to face me this time, his face actually looking cross. “Can we not talk about banging hot chicks with your bros when your hand is on my...”
“Penis.” I nodded smartly. “Sorry. Got it. Ass talk only.”
He narrowed his eyes at me.
“Well?” I asked. “Don’t you want me to get that condom so I can put my dick in your ass and fuck you until you cry out my name?”
I both felt and saw the shudder that passed through him at those words. “Get the damn condom,” he said through gritted teeth.




Cade
I was okay with casual sex.
I was absolutely okay with casual sex.
What happened in Vegas, stayed in Vegas, and I was fine with that.
That was what I kept telling myself over and over again as I watched Aiden jump out of bed in the firelight and stride over to the dresser where he left his wallet, opening it up to grab a condom.
He glanced over and grinned, holding it up. “Got it,” he said. “For a minute I was afraid…”
My eyes fell down to his pants, where a noticeable tent explained that giant bulge I’d been feeling pressed up against me. It looked impressive. The kind of impressive that both terrified and excited me.
Aiden must have followed my gaze, because a second later he reached down to pull his shirt up and over his body, revealing the chiseled and toned abs and six-pack that I had been waiting for. He had the kind of body I would dream about for weeks. Built in the gym and on the field, both practical and aesthetic, the orange firelight gleamed off every highlight and sunk the shadows into deeper defining lines.
He must have known I was staring, but Aiden had absolutely no shame or shyness about him whatsoever. He reached down again and yanked everything he was wearing on his lower half to the ground, making his hard cock bob up and down in the air from the momentum. I feasted my eyes on it with an open mouth. Large, thick, veiny, and standing so tall and proud it was obvious he was serious about taking things to the next level.
For whatever reason, he really wanted to have sex with me. Whatever this was, it wasn’t a prank or a way to laugh at me after getting my hopes up. He was serious.
Which meant that thing was about to be buried deep in my ass.
I swallowed.
“Are you alright?” Aiden asked. He walked back over to the bed and I couldn’t take my eyes off his dick bouncing with each step. “You look worried.”
“Ah,” I started, then cleared my throat. “We don’t have any, um. You see, I would usually have… ah…”
I looked up and met Aiden’s eyes by accident – I really didn’t want to look him in the face when I was stumbling my way awkwardly through what I was trying to say – but when I did, I saw his expression clear.
“Lube,” he announced, clearly understanding the thrust of what I was getting at.
“Right.” I was both relieved and mortified that he’d had to say it for me like I was a kid.
“What else can I do?” Aiden asked. He put the condom – wrapper still on – down on his pillow. Like he didn’t even want to get started if we couldn’t figure out this problem.
Was he being… considerate? Or just practical?
“Um.” I looked down at my hands. I was glad I was still covered by the bedsheets. Next to him, my body was pathetic. “Well. There’s always, um.” I gestured towards my mouth.
“Saliva? Like spitting?” Aiden guessed.
I cleared my throat again. “Have you ever seen any… No, I suppose you wouldn’t, really…”
“Gay porn?” Damn, Aiden was really good at figuring out what I was awkwardly stepping around and just blurting it out. “Sure, I’ve seen some.”
I tilted my head and looked at him. “You have?”
Aiden shrugged. “Doesn’t every guy? You know, when you get kind of bored of straight porn.”
“I don’t think so,” I said slowly. “I mean… I don’t watch straight porn. I mean, I did, once, but it did nothing for me at all.”
“Huh.” Aiden seemed to toss the thought aside with another shrug. “Well, anyway. I’ve seen it.”
“Well, so sometimes when they’re going to, you know, have sex, they, um…” I started, hoping he wasn’t going to let me down this time.
Aiden snapped his fingers. “Eat ass!”
I felt my face coloring as I nodded. Yup. That was just about as clearly as you could put it.
It was asking too much, wasn’t it? A straight guy wasn’t going to just suddenly up and get to licking when he’d never even thought about doing it before.
“Get on your knees, then,” Aiden said, looking at me expectantly.
Okay. So, maybe Aiden wasn’t completely straight.
I couldn’t let my nerves or my shyness hold me back. Not now. This felt like the kind of opportunity that didn’t come along often. Because speaking of gay porn, Aiden had the kind of body that could get him cast in it – and he definitely had the kind of cock that would make it through the audition process. And he wanted to give it to me?
I wasn’t going to turn it down.
Because I was absolutely fine with casual sex.
I was totally okay with having sex with someone that wasn’t going to give me the time of day as soon as we left this room.
I just had to keep reminding myself of that.
I scrambled up and onto my knees, my face towards the fire, glad that Aiden was behind me. This way, he couldn’t see how hot my face flushed at the thought of him there while I spread my knees apart and opened for him, letting him see everything.
It only took a second before he leaned in and I felt his hands spreading my cheeks wide, exposing me even more. He didn’t seem to have an inch of hesitation in his entire body. His face met my ass and his tongue shot out, hitting me right on my rim, making me gasp out loud.
I waited for what I thought was bound to happen: he would pull back, change his mind, decide that this kind of thing was disgusting and he wasn’t interested after all.
But he didn’t.
Instead, he licked out at me again, moving his face and changing his angle as he experimented with how best to do the job.
My head sank down until my forehead was leaning on the pillow in front of me. He wasn’t the most experienced man whose head had ever been between my legs. Brody, as I now knew, had all the experience in the world – in fact, he was still practicing with other people between all the times we did it.
But for his lack of experience, Aiden had enthusiasm – and there was something about this whole scenario that seemed to set all my nerves on fire.
Maybe it was being down here in a life-or-death situation. Maybe he had some kind of natural skill. Maybe it was the thrill of being with a straight guy who was also equally forbidden by the fact that he was my older brother’s teammate.
But it definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent was not because there were sparks flying between Aiden and me and there was something about him specifically that turned me on more than anyone I’d ever been with.
It couldn’t be that – because this was casual and wasn’t going anywhere, and you couldn’t have those kinds of feelings for a one-time thing.
Without warning, Aiden’s tongue breached my ring and dipped inside me, forcing a moan out of my mouth and making my knuckles go white as I held onto the metal rails of the bed’s headboard. Encouraged, he did it again, tonguing me with so much gusto I could hardly believe at all that he’d never done this before. Everything about him seemed genuine to me – like he couldn’t lie if he tried – or I would have been suspicious that I was being played.
All reasonable and logical thought disappeared from my mind, however, as he reached around to start slowly and languorously stroking my dick at the same time as rimming my ass.
I moaned and gripped the headboard even harder, knowing I needed to hold on. If I spilled my load at this point, I wouldn’t get to know how good it was to have sex with him.
Or, how good I assumed it was. Or maybe that was the release begging to get out of me talking.
“F-fuck,” I managed to pant out. “Aiden.”
He only paused for a moment to answer before he dove back on me again, his tongue probing away at my ass like he couldn’t get enough of it. “Yeah, Red?”
“I – think I – I’m –”
“Ready?” Aiden guessed, straightening up behind me. One of his fingers slid between my cheeks and found the spot he had just been tonguing, rubbing a circle at first, slow and hot.
“Yes,” I gasped. Every single touch of his was electrifying.
I heard the sound of the wrapper being ripped off the condom and turned just in time to see Aiden rolling it onto his big dick. I wondered if I’d made a misjudgment. That thing looked like it could split me in two.
But one look at both the dick and the man attached to it, and I knew there was no backing out now. I was in too deep. I wanted more.
I wanted it all.
Aiden hesitated, biting his lip as he looked down at me. He used his hands to spread my cheeks further, making me blush and look away. I dropped my head towards the pillow again, trying to get into the most comfortable position now rather than waiting until I couldn’t think straight anymore, and braced myself.
It was his finger, not his dick, that breached me first.
I could tell from the width of it immediately. I gasped all the same and groaned as it pushed past my tight entrance, a hole that hadn’t been stretched like this for so many months. There was a sharp sting followed by the easing off of my muscles, a familiar sensation and one I knew would give way very quickly to pure pleasure. His finger moved in and out of me and I found myself rocking my hips back against him.
“More,” I moaned, managing to burst out only a few words instead of full sentences. “Need – bigger.”
“Fuck,” Aiden hissed, and I felt his finger draw out of me.
Only to be replaced by something else – and like I had requested, it was definitely much bigger.
He lined his dick up against my hole and then pushed gently, so gently at first I didn’t know if he was going to get anywhere. But my body sucked him in, making me gasp and throw my head first back then forward at the burn and the stretch of it – followed soon after by that delicious feeling of being filled up.
I had forgotten how much I loved that feeling. I’d convinced myself that only Brody could make me feel that way.
But as Aiden bottomed out and I felt his hips push against my ass, I realized I’d been wrong. If anything, this was better than anything I’d ever felt with Brody.
I was high. Deluded. Flooded with adrenaline from the avalanche and the forbidden nature of casual sex. That was the only thing I could think of to explain how good this felt.
“Oh, god,” Aiden groaned. “Does that feel good, baby?”
Baby?
“Yes,” I moaned back, rocking my hips further back against him to show him how deep I wanted it. “Oh, god, yes.”
Aiden made a strangled noise. “Take it slow,” he said. “We’ve only got one condom. Let’s make this last. You’re going to push me over the edge if you act so greedy like that.”
Greedy? I was being greedy? I stilled, letting him come to me and work hard for it if he was going to call me that. I wasn’t greedy. I could be good. I could be…
Shit.
I wasn’t supposed to be thinking like that.
Like I wanted to change myself to be who he wanted, to make him want me. To make him want to stay with me.
This was casual – nothing else.
I gripped the pillow hard as Aiden slowly eased almost out of me and back in, holding onto my hip with one hand while the other stroked gently over my back. He was being careful and slow. Kind. Like we were making love, not having sex.
That wasn’t the deal.
I grabbed onto the metal frame of the bed and pushed back, impaling myself deeper on him and then rushing my hips forward before slamming them back again. Fucking him. Harder, faster, and deeper than the pace he was trying to set – the kind of pace that would have us both done in no time at all, collapsing in a sweaty heap.
“Oh, god, Red,” Aiden gasped out. Both of his hands grasped my hips like he could slow me down, but he didn’t try to hold me back. “You’re gonna kill me.”
So long as I don’t get too attached, I thought, working myself up and down on his dick as fast as I could.
Aiden picked up my new rhythm and began to lead again, gripping my hips and using them to power his thrusts as he plunged over and over again into my very center. In spite of my negative thoughts, I felt myself getting closer and closer to the edge. He felt so big inside me, like he was filling me up completely – a perfect fit. He changed his angle slightly, thrusting deeper down as he shifted his leg, and –
I saw stars exploding in front of my eyes as he made a direct hit on that bundle of nerves at my core. My legs were jellified, my whole body going limp as I cried out in pleasure, unable to stop myself. Brody had always hated how loud I was in bed, but I couldn’t help it. And for the first time in a very long time, I wasn’t trying to. No one could hear us under all this snow.
And I didn’t care if Aiden found my loudness off-putting, because this was a one-time thing and I wasn’t going to get emotionally attached and start hoping for more.
Right?
“Oh, yeah,” Aiden panted behind me, seeming to respond directly every time I cried out loud, which was with every single thrust he made right into that perfect spot. “Yeah, Red. Tell me how it feels.”
I didn’t have words to reply to him with. I could only scream an increasingly loud, higher-pitched, and more breathy series of ahh-ahh-ahh until I couldn’t even get the space to breathe between each thrust, until I was riding so high I felt like I was going to suffocate before I ever got the chance to get more oxygen back in my lungs – but I didn’t care because this was one hell of a way to go. I found the presence of mind somehow, somewhere, to reach down and find my own dick and pump it a few times, just to send myself over the edge…
And I came over the blanket I was kneeling on top of, an orgasm that took me so high it was almost an out-of-body experience, my whole body seemingly on fire and surrounded in white light, ropes of cum pouring out of me as my dick pulsed and pulsed, until I felt Aiden do the same inside me and the sensations eventually became almost too good to bear.
Holy fuck.




Aiden
I woke up to some kind of unfamiliar noise overhead, one that had my whole body tensing up ready to go into fight or flight mode.
After a minute, I relaxed.
I glanced down and saw that Cade was waking up, too. He’d frozen somewhere between laying with his head on my chest and sitting up. I couldn’t tell whether he was afraid of the noise or just freaked out to realize we’d woken up naked in bed together, but I decided to be generous and assume it was the first one.
“It’s the rescuers,” I told him, my voice a little dry from sleep. “They’re somewhere up there, digging through the snow.”
“They’re coming for us,” Cade whispered back, almost like it was such a thing of wonder he didn’t know if he believed it.
“You bet they are,” I said. My hand was slung over his shoulder, across his front, and I felt the urge to draw him closer and kiss his forehead. Before I could, he shivered, shifting away from me to grab the edge of his blankets and pull them up closer over his chest.
“You cold?” I asked. I glanced over at the fire; the embers were low, only giving out just enough light to see the closest area of the room around us. “I’ll throw some more wood on.”
“Thanks,” Cade said, shivering again and nestling down further into the blankets as I got out.
Fuck – it was cold out here, especially without any clothes on. And I knew that getting out of the covers would reveal the fact that my dick had woken up before me this morning… but I didn’t care about hiding that.
In fact, I was counting on Cade seeing it.
I squatted down by the fire to move more logs inside the furnace and stoke them a little until they caught, then sat back satisfied to feel the warmth on my bare skin. It still wasn’t enough to keep me feeling warm. I looked around as I stood and caught Cade staring at my body – and specifically at my morning wood, eyeing it like it was a snack and he was starving.
I was more than happy to sate his hunger.
Last night had been incredible. Seeing him cum with my dick in his ass – watching his body tense and relax, seeing how he went boneless when I found the right spot – it had pushed me right over the edge. I wished we could have made it last a bit longer, but either way, the sex was clearly earth-shattering. We had the kind of compatibility in bed that I couldn’t even have dreamed of. In fact, I had dreamed of it all night long – hence the reason for my dick already being at full attention and ready to go as soon as I woke up.
I climbed back onto the bed and lifted up the whole nest of blankets we’d buried ourselves under last night, sliding in deliberately close to him so that my erection brushed against his naked thigh. “I guess we probably shouldn’t have been so reckless with one of our precious blankets,” I said, my voice low, deliberately reminding him of the reason why one of them was discarded on the floor.
“I’m sorry,” Cade said. His voice, in contrast, was tight and tense. “It was my fault.”
Shit. That wasn’t supposed to make him sad. “Hey, I was only kidding,” I said. I reached down and lifted his chin, making him look at me. “I’m not mad or anything. We kept each other warm.”
“Yeah,” Cade said, but even though his words were in agreement, his face and tone still seemed sad.
I relaxed a tiny bit, letting go of the tension in my body. There was no point focusing on my dick right now, hard or not. Okay, so I ached for him to touch me, to be able to slide into him again. But it wasn’t going to happen right now, so I had to try to ignore that burning need and focus on what was going on with Cade.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Other than being stuck under a mountain of snow, waiting to be rescued, and hoping we don’t run out of food and drink?” Cade asked. His tone was flat and he was refusing to look at me. He made a small squirming movement under the covers. “And not being able to wash for two days?”
“We should be able to do something about that,” I said, latching onto the only thing I could really help with. “We don’t have warm water, but we can still get clean.”
“Splashing ice cold water at myself from the sink doesn’t count as getting clean,” Cade scowled.
“You can pour it over yourself from the bottles,” I suggested. “They’re not as cold.”
“I don’t want to use the bottled water,” Cade said. “We need it for drinking. I’ll just have to put up with feeling gross.”
“I have other methods, too. Come on. Stand by the fire,” I said. I scrambled out of bed again, this time without quite the same effect. The mast I’d had waving between my legs was well and truly down. Something about seeing Cade upset or uncomfortable killed any arousal I’d felt immediately. I wanted to look after him, not worry about myself.
“Why?” Cade said, though I saw when I looked over my shoulder that he was reluctantly doing it anyway. He struck me as the kind of guy who had spent his whole life being obedient. A good boy.
I thought about what might happen if he could be persuaded to rebel a little, and my mouth went dry.
“I’m an athlete,” I said with a grin. “We have ways and methods. I always carry baby wipes.”
“Baby wipes?” Cade asked. Now there was amusement in his voice, at least.
“Hey, don’t knock it,” I said, grabbing the packet out of my drawer and moving back across the room toward him. He was a dark shape against the light of the fire, the little flickers of illumination picking out more detail in the form of his body now and then. I tried not to stare and make him feel self-conscious. I felt a little bit guilty that I hadn’t offered him one of these when I washed up as best as I could the night before, but he didn’t need to know that. “Not until you’ve tried it, anyway. You’re going to be surprised just how much better this will make you feel.”
“Thanks,” Cade said, taking one of the wipes out of my hands and starting to use it on his face.
I took another – but not for my own face.
I began to rub it across Cade’s stomach, the place where I knew he’d been painted with his own cum yesterday, wiping away any lingering traces of stickiness.
“Um.” I looked up at Cade’s face. He looked almost panicked. He had frozen, the wipe in his hand hovering just away from his neck.
“Do you not want me to wash you?” I asked. I stopped, freezing in a similar position. If he wanted me to stop, I would stop – but I really, really hoped he didn’t.
“N-no… I mean, yes, but I…”
He seemed so confused. Maybe it was better if I simplified things. “Is it okay if I carry on?” I asked him gently.
Cade bit his lip and nodded once, his face flaring red.
I smiled for him, then looked back down to my task. I finished washing his stomach, vaguely aware that he was wiping the wet wipe up and down his arms, and then dropped down to my knees in front of him. He made a stifled noise of surprise and I looked up to check he was alright before I carried on; when his eyes met mine and I smiled again, he seemed to relax.
His dick was soft now, which was probably to be expected given how nervous he seemed. Getting the opportunity to admire it close up like this was a gift, but I tried to remain professional in my chosen task, wiping his thighs and upper legs as if this was just about cleaning. His pubes were starting to grow back in without the use of a shower and a razor, and I saw with some satisfaction that the tiny stubble hairs were indeed the same shade of red as on his head. I ran my hand over every curve, line, and cord of his muscles, admiring how lean he was – a completely different type of strength to the type I had cultivated. He was sinewy and streamlined. He was smaller than me, but that didn’t mean weaker or less impressive.
Even if the fact he was both shorter and narrower did trigger a protective instinct in me that I was completely unable to ignore.
I threw the wipe I was using onto the floor, meaning to create a little pile of used ones and throw them away properly later, and then grabbed a new one from the packet. I glanced up, realizing that Cade had stopped moving entirely. He was completely focused on what I was doing.
I put one of my hands on his hip for stability – and then, lining up the wipe across the inside of my hand so it would form almost a glove of cleanliness, I took his dick in my hand and washed it from the base to the head. He twitched under me and I heard him gasp lightly, lengthening and hardening just a little bit before I finished. I licked my lips without meaning to, admiring the changes I had made in him, feasting my eyes on him.
I looked up and met his eyes as I swiped my hand over his balls, across his taint, and around to his ass, letting the wipe take over from what my tongue had been doing last night. The round cheeks of his ass seemed to fit perfectly in my hands as I moved to hold him tightly, bracing him.
Cade groaned long and low, tilting his head back, as I ‘cleaned’ him for longer than I really needed to. After a moment I dropped the wipe onto the floor, looking up at him.
“Do you feel clean now?” I asked, a teasing smile playing around my mouth. He looked stunned like he couldn’t believe I’d just done that.
He opened his mouth to reply but apparently thought better of trusting his voice, and simply nodded.
I looked down again. I was at the same level as his dick. It was right there in front of me, just begging to be touched. I could get him hard again. I could suck him off.
I could, couldn’t I?
I wondered what he tasted like. I rested my hands along the side of his thighs and looked up at him again, biting my lip. If he was still nervous, I wouldn’t, but…
There was a fire in his eyes that told me yes. He wanted it. He wanted it just as much as I wanted to do it for him.
I stroked up the side of his thighs, lining myself up, wetting my lips as I moved my hand across his pubic bone and towards his –
A rumbling sound that seemed to be far above us had me grabbing him tightly, stabilizing him. Cade made a frightened noise and dropped down to my level. I swung him towards the bed and held him against the frame, looking up constantly, waiting for something to fall down on our heads.
The rumbling slowly stopped. Nothing had happened. Everything seemed the same as it had been, at least down here.
I reached up and grabbed a couple of blankets from the bed in my fist, draping one around Cade’s shoulders and wrapping the other around myself like it was a towel.
Then I grabbed the radio, pressing the call button desperately. “Hello? Is anyone there? What the hell was that?”




Cade
The wait for someone to reply over the radio seemed to take forever. I ducked inside my blanket, holding it close around my shoulders, and found myself leaning against Aiden’s warm, strong body for support. He didn’t let go of the radio – just slipped one of his arms around me.
That small gesture was enough to leave me feeling like I wanted to cry.
Why did he make me feel so safe and cared for with a tiny gesture – something that Brody had never made me feel at all?
“Hi there,” a voice crackled over the radio – the same one we’d heard yesterday – and I sagged in relief. There was still someone else out there. There hadn’t been some kind of terrible accident that would leave us stranded here with no one knowing where we were. “Try not to worry. We’ve had another small amount of snowfall.”
“Another avalanche?” Aiden clarified. His arm was still tight around me, holding me close.
“I’m afraid so. It wasn’t as big as the first one, and no one was trapped or injured. There’s, ah… there’s just a little more snow on your location than before.”
Aiden glanced up at our fire, and I did the same, sudden fear seizing me. “Is our oxygen tunnel still clear?”
“Yes, don’t worry. We reinforced it with plastic tubing as soon as we first saw the smoke. Thankfully, we’d set up a taller length of tube which sat above the snow for safety, and it hasn’t been covered over.”
Aiden sighed in relief. I felt his chest heave up and down where I was leaning on him. “What about the others? Everyone’s alright?”
“Yes, please don’t worry about your friends. We’ve already managed to rescue six of them. Everything is proceeding as planned. It’s just that the efforts we were making to reach the next chalet dislodged a snow shelf higher up the peak.”
“Who’s rescued?” Aiden asked, looking at me. I knew he was asking on my behalf – because I would want to know about Caleb.
“We’ve got the top two cabins out – that’s Harvey and Dunbar and Black and Mendoza. We just got Caleb Coleman and Aubrey Smith out from the second row. We’re going ahead as planned to rescue the inhabitants of chalet four now.”
I clamped a hand over my mouth as a cry of relief broke out of it. Caleb was free. He was safe. He wasn’t trapped anymore. I met Aiden’s eyes and saw they were shining too like mine had to be. Caleb was okay.
The weight off my shoulders was so intense I could barely breathe.
“What about us?” Aiden asked, getting serious again. “Will this affect our rescue?”
“We’re still coming for you.” There was a pause. A pause I didn’t really like. “Look, I’ll be honest with you. With the added depth of snow across the second half of the site, we’re going to see a little difficulty. It might take us a few more days to get to you than we had anticipated.”
Was I a bad person? Because my heart leaped inside my chest at the thought of being down here a few more days. Not in fear or anger. In excitement.
A few more days with Aiden.
A few more days of pretending.
I shouldn’t have wanted it, given the circumstances… but I wanted it.
“Okay,” Aiden said. “That’s okay. We still have our supplies and plenty of wood. I think we’ll be okay.”
“Alright,” the voice responded. “Hang in there. We’ll keep you updated if anything else happens, but our experts are telling us that’s the last of the risky snow. We should be clear from here on out.”
“Thanks,” Aiden told him, and we both stared at the radio for a moment as it crackled into silence. He was gone.
My brother was safe, but we were buried under even more snow and the rescue was going to be even more difficult. We were still in danger.
I wanted to cry.
I wanted Aiden inside me.
“We’re going to be okay,” Aiden said. I had the feeling he was saying it for himself as well as for me.
I felt so much relief that Caleb was safe – and that they could still get to us even though more snow had fallen. Maybe it was the strange kind of security of knowing that we were going to be alone here for at least a couple more days that made me brave.
I reached out and put my hand on Aiden’s bare chest, looking up and meeting his eyes so he could see what I was thinking.
A sly grin came over his face and a moment later he leaned down to kiss me.
I slid my eyes closed as our lips met, sinking into the feeling and letting it wash away everything else. Aiden was warm and firm, his chest solid under my hand as his mouth pressed on mine. Insistent, but not so pushy that it was uncomfortable. Hungry, but not pushy. One of his hands came up into the short hairs at the back of my head and I couldn’t help but shudder at the sensation.
“You okay, Red?” Aiden whispered, breaking our kiss for a moment in response.
“I want…” I replied, cutting myself off with another kiss.
I couldn’t hold back anymore. I wanted him. Now I knew how it felt last night, I wasn’t going to resist my own feelings. Even if I was going to get burned by this – even if I was going to end up hurt when this was all over…
I wanted him now, and I wasn’t going to deny myself what I wanted any longer.
I moved forward, climbing towards him. Aiden was sitting on the floor the same as I was, so it was easy to swing my leg over onto the other side of him and straddle him. I dropped my blanket to the ground, tossing it behind me, leaving me naked again. I didn’t break our kiss for a single moment, pressing my body against Aiden’s and devouring his mouth, letting my hands tangle in the short hair at the back of his neck the same way he was doing for me.
His hands traveled down my body to my hips, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. The rush of excitement had me hard already, and the press of my erection against the warmth of his stomach was almost too much to bear. I was ready to explode and we hadn’t even done anything yet.
Aiden’s arms tightened around my hips and waist and he flexed suddenly, standing up without warning, holding me against him so I would rise at the same time. I wrapped my legs around his waist in surprise, clinging on for dear life – but he had me. Of course, he had me. I could tell he would never let me fall.
Aiden didn’t stop kissing me back as he adjusted his grip, using just one arm to keep me in place as he used the other to grab the blanket from around his waist and pull it away. He threw it onto the bed and ground our hips together, making me cry out into his mouth in desperation.
“You’re killing me, Red,” he panted, which apparently was his catchphrase. He rested his forehead against mine and breathed for a second, not seeming phased at all by the fact that he was carrying my whole weight in his arms. I managed to find enough purchase and leverage with my legs around his waist to wiggle my hips, bringing our cocks into contact with each other, and he groaned in response.
“Just fuck me,” I told him, leaning in to kiss and nibble his neck.
“Are you sure?” Aiden laid me down on the bed and placed himself over me, a maneuver that could have been awkward and difficult but that he somehow did gracefully. “We don’t have any more condoms.”
I panted upwards, seeking his mouth again, only speaking in gaps between kisses. “I got tested after Brody,” I told him. “Haven’t been with anyone else since. I’m definitely clean.”
“We got tested at the start of the season as part of our full medical work-up,” Aiden replied. “I’ve been too busy with practice to get with anyone. Single as fuck, remember?”
“So we’re both clean,” I stated.
“Full bill of health,” Aiden confirmed. “But it’s up to you.”
As if I could say anything else at that point, with his big, wide, strong body pressed over mine and his hot mouth stealing my breath.
“I already told you what I want,” I gasped breathlessly.
Aiden made a growling sound at the back of his throat and lifted my leg into the air, hooking my knee over his shoulder, giving him free access to my ass. He put a finger into his own mouth, sucked on it while making eye contact with me, and then dropped it to my hole to trace around the rim and make me gasp and buck my hips.
Fuck.
All of this was so intense. It really felt like Aiden and I were the only two people left in the world, a tiny world that was limited to the confines of this room. And it was insane – literally certifiable – but I wanted it this way. I liked it.
I wanted to be stuck in here with him forever.
My head rolled back on my shoulders and hit the pillow behind me, dizzy with need and lust and the sheer depth of what I was feeling.
Aiden ducked down and I felt his tongue hit my heated flesh, sending a spasm of need through me and making me clutch the blankets around me tightly. I had the presence of mind to remember we didn’t want to mess up any more of them and quickly leaned over the side of the bed, leaving my legs where Aiden wanted them, to grab the blanket from the floor that was already dirty. Aiden raised my hips and I slipped it underneath myself, heat flaring in my lower belly at how synchronized we seemed to be.
“Aiden,” I panted after a few moments. He looked up from between my legs, letting one of them drop a little so he could meet my eyes properly.
“What?” he asked. “You want me to stop?”
“I want you to do more,” I said. “F-fuck me.” I didn’t know what it was about Aiden and what he was bringing out of me, but the words seemed both strange and natural at once. I had never talked like that with anyone before. I’d never had the courage. But with Aiden, it just came out.
“Aren’t I good at this bit?” Aiden asked, his tone actually sounding disappointed. He pouted a little, which might have been off-putting on anyone else but was kind of adorable on him.
“You are,” I assured him. “For someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing, believe me – you’re very good at that. But I want you to fuck me.”
Aiden reached forward and lazily tugged at my hard dick, sending a shudder all the way through me. “You want me to fuck you in the ass?”
“Yes,” I told him. Could I be any clearer? What did he want from me?
He gave me a devilish grin. “Tell me what you want, Red.”
I felt my cheeks heating up, but he was like catnip. I couldn’t stay away. “I want you to cum in my ass.”
“That’s it, baby,” he grinned even wider, sitting up and slinging my ankles over his shoulders again. He began to line himself up with my hole, kneeling in front of me with his beautiful dick in his hand. “Talk to me.”
“I want you to fuck me hard in my ass and make me cum,” I told him. I was fairly sure my ears were on fire. But it was a drug, and I wanted more and more of it.
“Count on it,” Aiden promised me, and he slid into my ass with a smooth movement that had me throwing my head back and grabbing the metal bars of the bedframe behind me as hard as I could.
I couldn’t understand how good it felt to have him inside me. It was like I’d never had sex with anyone before. I wasn’t exactly a slut, but I wasn’t a virgin either. Before Brody, there had been others. But Aiden…
Was this what it was like to have sex with a straight guy?
Was it this good because he was treating me like a woman, or because he was letting go of all his inhibitions knowing it was a one-off thing?
All I knew was that he filled me so completely that it was like heaven, and all I wanted was to stay down here in this chalet under the snow for the rest of my life.
I clung dizzily to the bars of the bedframe, able only to cry out louder and louder as Aiden plunged into me harder and harder every time.




Aiden
Cade was so tight and hot, it was incredible. He squeezed my dick like a vise, pumping out the most amazing sensations with every thrust in and out. I pulled back too far and came out of him with a popping sound, immediately lining myself up to thrust back in. I couldn’t be outside of him. Being on the inside felt too good.
I gripped his hips tighter, watching his face, seeing how he lost himself completely in the pleasure of what he was feeling. This way was so much better than the other way – with his back to me. Like this, I could look down at his face and see his eyes, see how he bit his lip between crying out, how he clung so tightly to the bars behind him. It was a submissive gesture, his hands stretched above his head and his whole body open to me.
I watched his hard dick bounce with every thrust I made, and it was one of the hottest things I had ever seen.
How had I never realized this about myself before?
“Fuck,” I growled, shifting my position a little to grind into him deeper, not slowing down at all. “Fuck, Red, you feel so good.”
“Aiden,” he called out dreamily, seemingly unable to do anything but cry out loudly with each thrust I made. “Aiden, Aiden, Aiden.”
Oh, no.
Oh, fuck.
That was just too much.
His face, blissed out with pleasure, thrown back against the pillows, his eyes closed, his body laid out before me – and now screaming my name.
I couldn’t hold back.
I came with juddering force, crying out and adding my own voice to his harmony, burying myself hilt-deep inside him as his tight hole milked every last drop from me. I gasped for breath, ecstasy rolling over me.
I was supposed to let him cum first.
“Goddamnit,” I said, leaning back shakily. I reached up to run a hand over my hair, pushing sweat off my forehead. “Who gave you permission to be that fucking sexy?”
Cade blushed bright red, a look that almost made my dick twitch back to life already. I was still inside him, and if I hadn’t cum only moments before, I was sure I would be rock-hard just from that look. No one had ever turned me on like this before.
It wasn’t as if I didn’t like sex. I loved it. I always had.
But this?
This was something else.
“W-we should clean up,” Cade said, almost shyly.
I looked down at him and shook my head. “Are you serious?” I asked.
Cade blanched as if he thought I was actually angry with him. “What?”
“We’re not done,” I told him. I pulled out of him, sighing as I left his warmth. Cum spilled out of his hole just a little as I moved back, and I swore under my breath at the sight. God, he was so hot. It almost wasn’t fair.
But there was something I’d been wanting to do for him since earlier – something I would have done if we hadn’t been interrupted by the new mini-avalanche coming down on top of us.
I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to try it now.
I shimmied a little further down the bed until my head was level with his waist, and then looked up at him as I took his still-hard dick in my hand. It was hot from both the heat of the nearby fire and the physical activity we’d been doing – not to mention that he was so hard it was like his dick was straining to jump off his body.
I could help with that.
I slowly lowered my mouth towards it, wondering only for a brief moment what he was going to taste like before I found out.
Warm, soft, skin over a rock-hard muscle; a slightly salty flavor that hit my tongue all the more when precum burst from his head; a texture that I liked way more than I had expected to.
And to top it all off, I was looking at his face when I took him into my mouth, and I saw that he was so turned on it was almost painful.
He watched me for a second and then threw his head back on the pillow with a hiss. He gasped out loud as I experimentally moved down, seeing how much of him I could take. For a moment I almost gagged, unused to the feeling of something in my mouth like this, and then I remembered to breathe through my nose and the urge died away. I took a second to adjust and then carried on, managing to take him almost the full way down his shaft.
So, I could do it. That was interesting to know.
I began to bob my head up and down the way girlfriends had done it for me in the past, trying to remember how good it felt to have them do certain things. I kept my head tilted up a little so I could watch Cade – though I could hear him well enough even if I’d had my eyes closed. Every movement I made elicited an ah or an oh or a wordless cry that rose up to the ceiling.
I stuck out my tongue and traced it over his head, relishing every curve and line of him, holding his base with just my thumb and forefinger. I shifted and moved my whole fist around his dick – it left me with just enough length to get a good suck of his head so I could move my tongue over it at the same time as bobbing up and down, moving my hand just a little at the same time to keep the sensations going for him as much as possible.
Every sound he made left me wanting to suck him deeper, faster, and taste him more. Precum leaked directly onto my tongue as I licked him up and down, smelling a delicious musk from his body that was totally different from any girl I’d ever been with. It was exciting. Exotic. But not in the cheap kind of way that new experiences often had about them – the novelty only with no depth behind it.
No, this was exciting in the I think this might be my new addiction kind of way.
I wasn’t used to the motions – my jaw was getting sore. I pulled my mouth off him a moment and worked him with my hand the same way that I had done yesterday. “Oh, fuck, Red,” I murmured, watching him twitch and moan under my hand. I ran my free hand over his stomach and chest, touching him and feeling his heated skin. “You’re so fucking hot.”
Cade made a sound that I could only describe as a whimper in response, his hips straining under my hand. I lowered my head and took him into my mouth again, giving him what he needed.
I sunk him into my mouth as far as I could. It felt so good to do this for him. He’d made me cum with his beautiful body, giving me everything, not afraid or ashamed to give voice to what he was feeling. He’d even given me dirty talk, even though I could see it was unusual for him.
The least I could do in return was give him his pleasure back.
I had one hand free. I reached down with it, under my chin and lower, and found the small pool of cum that was dripping out of his ass. I touched my fingertip to it, swirling the fluid around his hole, feeling him jump and jerk under both my hands and my mouth, almost out of control.
“Ah – Aiden – s-stop – I’m going to –”
I looked up and met his eyes. He was going to cum. He didn’t think I would want him to cum in my mouth. I held on gamely, rubbing my finger in circles as I bobbed up and down on his hot dick, keeping that eye contact.
He seemed to crumble in front of me, eyes going wide and jaw tense, before the dam burst and everything went slack – and his dick pumped spurts of cum into my waiting mouth, dumping it across my tongue and giving me the full salty taste of him. I swallowed it down as I let him out of my mouth with a pop, making sure I didn’t miss a single drop.
I sat back, stroking his dick lazily a couple more times to help him ride the aftershocks, wiping a hand quickly over my mouth in case there was anything lingering there. I watched him pant for breath and come down, such a beautiful sight. It was like he was glowing. Everything about him seemed to turn pink from his cheeks to his chest to his dick.
“Fuck, Red,” I said, shaking my head as I looked down at him. “You’re gonna be the death of me.”
“So you keep saying,” he said breathlessly. He seemed to stir, think better of it, and then rest back against the pillows again. “Isn’t it lunchtime?”
I chuckled. “Probably. Why – built up an appetite?”
“Something like that,” he panted, and I grinned. I slapped the side of his thigh slightly, then got up from the bed.
“I’ll make us something,” I said, bending to grab my clothes from the floor where we’d left them last night. “Or, you know. Grab it from the piles.”
“The irony is,” Cade said slowly, still not moving, like he was working something out in his head. “That wash you offered me might actually have made me dirtier.”
I laughed out loud at that and threw the packet of wipes at him. “Help yourself,” I said, starting to dress with my back to him so he could have some privacy.
Once I was ready, I headed over to the pile of food. A few more days, and this was what we were going to have to survive on. I wondered if there was any possibility of getting the rescuers to send something down through their plastic tubing. What we had was starting to look thin if it was going to cover us for days. The cookies probably didn’t have long on them before they started to get stale or bad, and there were only two left anyway. The fruit supply was dwindling but that, too, would go bad before long, so there was no point in holding back. I grabbed a couple of apples – maybe bananas would be too much right now – and the cookies. We needed the energy right now.
We were going to have to eat our way through all of this at some point. No sense in starving ourselves now. For all we knew, they would make a sudden breakthrough and come for us tomorrow. We had to eat well while we had it.
“Here we go,” I said, bringing everything over and setting it down on the table. It was funny, but we had almost a little home set up here. A bed where we could keep each other warm at night and entertain each other when the hours were long. A table for intimate dinners for two, right in front of the roaring fire. We almost had a routine.
It was nice – and that wasn’t something I would ever have expected to say about being trapped in a chalet with a stranger after an avalanche, not knowing if we would even survive.
“Water?” Cade asked, glancing over our little table as he sat down in his chair. His side. We already had sides of things. It gave me a warm feeling in my chest, although it quickly dissipated as I glanced back at the supplies and remembered the answer.
“We’re a little low on water if we’re going to be here a few days,” I said. “I think we have to limit ourselves to one bottle a day, each. And if it takes longer than they estimated for any reason…”
“We’ll be in trouble,” Cade said thoughtfully. “I’m thirsty, though. I don’t want to get dehydrated. I’ll make the bottle last.”
I nodded and headed back to pick a couple up. I was thirsty, too, come to think of it. We could try to stretch it out.
After that, if we still weren’t rescued… I wasn’t sure what we would do, but I knew we would find a way. Maybe the rescue team could give us instructions on how to bring in and boil the snow so it would be safe drinking water. Maybe they could even send us some new bottles down the tube. We’d figure it out.
I would figure it out, because I knew that if I didn’t, Cade would suffer. And if there was one thing in the world I could do from down here, even if it meant giving up my own life – I realized that making sure he didn’t suffer would be it.
I was in deep all of a sudden, and I hadn’t expected it at all. I didn’t even know how to say it – or what to say. All I knew was I needed more time with him, because this wasn’t enough. Not even nearly.
“We’ve always got the beer,” I joked.
Cade made a face. “Beer is actually dehydrating,” he said. “If we drink that, we’ll need more water, not less. Not to mention what it would be like being down here with a hangover.”
“I can think of a few ways to boost our endorphins so we don’t feel it,” I teased, grinning slyly at him.
Just as I had hoped, Cade blushed bright red and suddenly became very busy organizing his food. I chuckled and took a bite of my apple, happy to see him squirming. It meant he wasn’t thinking about all the other things that would make him sad. The avalanche, and his ex, and…
The apple soured a little in my mouth. His ex – Brody. The thought of the man made me angry in itself because anyone who could hurt Cade like that was someone I very much wanted to punch in the mouth. The other side of it, though, was that Cade was still hurt. Did that mean he wasn’t over his ex yet?
Did it mean that once we got out of here, I wasn’t going to have a chance?
I tried to put the thought out of my mind. If we only had this short time together, it was all the more reason for me to enjoy it properly.
I bit my apple as close to the core as I could and then set it aside, not wanting to waste a single inch of food. I picked up my cookie –
And nearly dropped it as the radio crackled into life beside us.
“Hello?”
I recognized the voice instantly – so much so that I didn’t even bother picking it up. I knew it wasn’t for me.
It was Caleb, calling for his little brother.
“Caleb?” Cade said down the receiver immediately, having snatched the radio up so fast I almost saw sparks.
“Hey, buddy,” Caleb said. His voice was somewhat raw, scratchy. He’d probably been through a lot of emotions, I thought. He was free – but his little brother, who he’d only brought along to protect and help him, wasn’t. “How’s it going in there?”
“It’s going fine,” Cade said, smiling even though tears were gathering in his eyes. He didn’t look at me again. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”
“Yeah, they got us out this morning,” he replied. He made a kind of tsking noise. “I found out you lied to me about how long it was going to take you to get out. And even longer, now.”
“Sorry,” Cade said, but he didn’t sound sorry at all. “I didn’t want you to worry.”
“It’s my job to worry about you. You know that,” Caleb told him. “Look, they only gave me a few minutes with the radio. Said we could keep your spirits up but then we have to go.”
“I get it,” Cade said. The sadness in his voice made me want to wrap my arms around him, but I held back. Maybe I could have held him a couple of days ago out of spontaneity, but now we were having sex – and only sex. I didn’t know if he would appreciate that kind of intimate gesture or get stressed out that maybe Caleb would somehow be able to tell. I wasn’t going to risk it, either way.
“Mom’s on her way here,” Caleb said. “I don’t know if they’ll let her speak to you, but she’s coming. She’ll be here waiting for you to come out.”
“Oh, god,” Cade said. He sniffled and rubbed the palm of his hand over his nose. “Don’t. Tell her to go home. I can’t.”
“I’ll get her to stay in a hotel,” Caleb said, gentle but firm. “I won’t let her stand around out here all day. But when you’re out, she’s going to want to see you.”
“Okay,” Cade said, his voice cracking slightly. “Okay. You better go.”
“I’m passing the radio over,” Caleb replied. “Love you, bro.”
Cade didn’t reply. He just put the radio down and sniffed again. I wanted to hug him so badly, to get him to rest his head on my shoulder and cry if he needed to. I wanted to tell him it was alright.
“Thorny?”
I jerked my head around to look at the radio, then grabbed it off the table. “Harvey? That you?”
“Yeah,” Oliver Harvey replied. “How’s it going in there?”
“You mean to tell me Cade got his big brother and his Mom to tell him how loved he is, and I just got you?” I asked. I knew it sounded offensive, and I also knew Harvey wouldn’t take it that way. We’d played together long enough now. He knew when I was joking to hide what I was really going through.
And he would know that underneath the question, I actually was a little hurt that I didn’t have anyone there to speak to me.
“It’s not their fault,” Harvey said. “Your folks have been here since yesterday. Team can’t let them on the site. We’re only passing through.”
I nodded. Well, that made me feel better at least. “They’re really here?”
“Local town,” Harvey replied, his usual self: as few words as possible to get the message across.
“Alright.” I nodded to myself. “Well, tell them I’m doing fine.”
“I will.” Harvey paused. “Hang in there.”
Well, that was just about as good a pep talk as you could expect from Oliver Harvey. “I will, man. I mean it. Thanks. Means a lot to know you guys are safe.”
“We’ll see you guys soon,” Caleb said quickly. In the background, I could just about make out someone telling him to put the radio down.
“Bye, Caleb,” Cade said hurriedly as I thrust the radio in his direction.
There wasn’t a reply.
They were gone.
But they had left behind hope: things were going to be okay.
A hope that chilled me to the bone.
Because it meant all of this was going to be over soon.




Cade
I woke up nestled in Aiden’s arms, and for a second everything in the world actually felt right.
That was messed up, wasn’t it? I woke up under who knew how many feet of snow, far away from my friends and family, my aspirations and dreams, in the arms of a straight man – and it felt better than any morning I could remember.
There was even something strangely refreshing about waking up fully clothed. It was more intimate, somehow. Like snuggling under the covers together wasn’t just about sex.
Of course, in this case, it was about conserving body heat as the fire gradually died down while we slept, but that wasn’t the point.
It felt like being in a relationship together.
The next thing that hit me, after I woke up enough to remember exactly where I was and what was happening, was the fear.
“Morning,” Aiden murmured above me, his voice rumbling through his chest under my head. “Don’t worry. I’m here.”
“What?” I managed, hoping it sounded like I was mumbling because I was half asleep and not because I was freaked out.
“I felt you tense up when you remembered where you are,” Aiden said. His hand lazily stroked down over the side of my arm, raising goosebumps in its wake. “It’s alright. You’re safe here with me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
I couldn’t help myself – my pessimistic brain just kicked in. “What if the roof comes down?”
“I’ll shield you with my body,” Aiden said. “Like I did before. Remember?”
I did remember. That was the problem.
I remembered his huge body over mine, instinctively protecting me. Because I was Caleb’s little brother. Because he thought of me as fragile and weak – someone who needed protection.
Not a worthy partner by any means.
This wasn’t real. None of it was. Waking up in someone’s arms by a roaring fire in a comfortable home… that was an illusion. The reality of it was that I was a warm body with holes he could use to get off, and we were trapped down here and he had the urge most young men would feel when trapped in a deadly situation. The urge to spread his seed before it was too late.
We were going to get out of here, and it was going to hurt like hell because I was already in too deep.
As much as I wanted this to be real, it just wasn’t.
“How’d you sleep?” Aiden asked, pulling me out of my thoughts – though they threatened to suck me back down again the second he finished talking.
“Great,” I said with a sigh. “I guess I was tired.”
“Me, too,” Aiden said. He moved like a big cat, stretching his arms out on either side of me and his legs down toward the bottom of the bed. He just about filled the frame, whereas I fit on it comfortably. “The tiredness and the warmth – they really helped.”
“Plus there were no more avalanches while we slept.” It was my attempt at gallows humor. I wasn’t doing a great job of cheering myself up at all.
Aiden’s hand wandered from my arm to my side as if it had a life of its own, slipping around over my stomach. Fire pooled in the bottom of my belly because of course, it did. It knew what his wandering hand was most likely after.
“How do you want to pass the time today?” Aiden asked, and I knew it was a come-on by the sly tone in his voice.
“I should probably do some studying,” I said, in a desperate attempt to make him not push it any further.
Because if he pushed it any further, I was going to give in. There was no way I was going to resist this big, protective, football hero of a sex god. With the way he made me feel every single time he touched me, it was frankly a miracle I wasn’t already on my knees in front of him begging him to take me again with the bribe of a thousand blowjobs.
And given that was supposed to be a sarcastic thought about how bad of a deal that should be, it probably shouldn’t also have been one that was making me turn myself on.
Goddamnit.
“Are you sure you really wanna study?” Aiden asked. There was a little frustration in his voice, even if only a hint. “We’re supposed to be on vacation.”
I lifted my head to mime looking around and then stared at him. “Some vacation.”
Aiden rolled his eyes. “If this hadn’t happened, we would still be out here having fun,” he said. “You weren’t going to study the whole time you were here, were you?”
“Well,” I said and hesitated. When Aiden gave me an incredulous look I started backpedaling to try to justify it. “I just assumed that Caleb’s friends weren’t actually going to want to hang out with me, and I would need to do something to pass my time.”
“Well, Caleb’s friends want to hang out with you,” Aiden said with a slight pout. “So hang out with me.”
“I’m sure that has nothing at all to do with being stuck with me, without any other options,” I said. I sat up. I was going to get out of bed and do something with my time. This conversation was leaving a sour taste in my mouth.
“It’s not,” Aiden said. His voice sounded plaintive. “I actually thought you seemed cool when we met out there, too.”
“Cool?” I repeated. I looked over my shoulder and raised my eyebrows at him. “We exchanged pretty much one word.”
“Okay,” Aiden said. He looked down, muttering. “Cute.”
“What?”
“I thought you were cute.”
I blinked.
“Cute?”
The tips of Aiden’s ears were going red. Now, that was something I hadn’t seen before.
“Yeah,” he said. He shrugged and then met my eyes openly. “I thought you were cute.”
I narrowed my eyes at him and tilted my head. “You know, for a straight guy, you say an awful lot of suspect things.”
“Yeah, about that,” Aiden said, scratching his chin. “I’m beginning to think I might not actually be straight.”
“I asked you that first time,” I said, furrowing my brow at him. “You said you weren’t gay.”
“I’m not that, either,” Aiden said. He made a kind of helpless shrugging gesture. “I don’t know. I’m figuring it out myself. I think about hot guys as much as the next man, but I never realized I would actually enjoy gay sex so much.”
I tilted my head at him even further. “How much do you think the average man thinks about hot guys?”
“Uh…” Aiden shrugged again. “Like, I’m not blind. I can see when guys are hot.”
“And you’ve watched gay porn,” I said, remembering that little snippet from before.
“Yeah, sure,” Aiden said. “It’s fine. It’s people fucking. What’s not to like? Doesn’t everyone enjoy that from time to time?”
“Nope,” I said. “A lot of guys wouldn’t be caught dead watching gay porn.”
“Yeah, but that’s, like…” Aiden made a vague gesture. “Internalized homophobia.”
I chuckled. “Good psych assessment, but I don’t think that’s all it is. Aiden, I actually don’t think completely straight men would normally find other guys hot.”
“Really?”
“Maybe a guy crush on someone who they really, really want to be. Like when people idolize that movie star, Ridley Angus, for all his muscles,” I said. “Not like really, seriously thinking someone is hot in a sexual way. Not guys on the street.”
“Huh.” Aiden considered that for a moment. “So, what? Am I bisexual?”
“Maybe,” I nodded. “Or pansexual, maybe. I don’t know. It’s kind of up to you to figure that out.”
“Pansexual?” Aiden repeated.
“Attracted to anyone regardless of their sexuality, gender, or identity,” I clarified.
“Oh.” Aiden brightened a little. “I like the sound of that one.”
“You don’t have to make a choice right now,” I told him. “You should try living with it a little, see how it feels.” Despite my own words of caution, I started to feel warmth in my chest at the thought of it. If Aiden was actually pan, then it meant he wasn’t completely off-limits to me once we left here. It meant that there was a possibility that something more could come of this.
And, my sinking heart reminded me, if he still rejected me – it meant I couldn’t blame it on his sexuality. It would be all because I wasn’t good enough for him, pure and simple.
Maybe I shouldn’t have encouraged him to think about it so much.
“Hello?”
Both of us turned and lunged for the radio, but Aiden was the one to grab it. He pressed the respond button quickly. I had already recognized the voice as the member of the rescue team who seemed to be assigned to talk to us. “Hello,” Aiden replied. “Do you have any news for us?”
“I do,” he said, and from his voice, he sounded pleased. “We’ve been able to break through the snow on the other side of the chalets quicker than expected. You’re now the last remaining chalet to be dug out, and we’re quietly confident we’ll be with you tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” Aiden repeated, and my stomach dropped right down to my feet. “That’s great! Thank you!”
“We’ll see you soon,” the rescuer promised, and I hoped he was wrong.
Because all of this was about to be over, and it made me feel like telling them to just leave me here on my own forever.




Aiden
I put the radio back carefully where it had been, staring at it. I just needed a second. I turned and plastered a bright smile back on my face for Cade’s benefit.
It was fake. Completely and entirely fake. I just didn’t want him to feel bad that I was disappointed.
No, disappointment wasn’t the word. It was more like… regret.
Regret that all of this was going to end tomorrow, and I was going to miss it. As strange as that sounded, I was really going to miss being down here with my Red.
My Red. Except he wasn’t mine at all. He was probably going to get out of here and run back to his ex – or find a new way to value himself and move on. Once he was out of here, he wasn’t going to be interested in an inexperienced friend of his brother who was still confused about who he was. Cade would want someone who was gay and proud of it. Someone who knew what he was doing. Probably most importantly, someone who didn’t share a locker room with his brother.
It was all going to be over… which meant the only thing we could do now was to make the most of the time we had left.
“They’ll be here tomorrow,” I said, fixing him with a slightly manic grin. “You know what that means?”
“What?” Cade asked, giving me a suspicious look. Maybe my smile wasn’t as convincing as I hoped.
“It means we’re not going to be disturbed today. And we have enough logs to keep that fire going and keep us warm.” I shifted closer towards Cade, still sitting on the end of the bed, and put my hand on the small of his back before waggling my eyebrows. “Which means we don’t need our clothes to stop us from freezing.”
Cade looked at me over his shoulder and bit his lip.
The expression was just too much for me to take.
I lunged at him, capturing that mouth with my own and sucking his lower lip into my mouth. He melted against me, letting himself lean back and rest on my shoulder, lifting his face up towards mine. We kissed long and slow, exchanging lip nibbles and tongue wrestles, my hand stroking up and down Cade’s side. He moaned and softened against me even more. My blood was so heated I felt like I must be cooking from the inside.
I didn’t want this to ever end.
Except I did – because I wanted to do even more things with him. I wanted to taste him in other ways. I was getting addicted to the taste of him – and more than that, to watching him squirm with pleasure at everything I did.
I moved slowly, managing to keep our mouths connected as I shifted my body around on the bed to eventually sit beside him. Then I finally had to break contact as I slipped to the floor, kneeling in front of him and pushing his legs open so I could get between them. He bit his lip again, his cheeks flushed, and watched as I pulled his pants and briefs out of the way. He was semi-hard, but as soon as I pulled his dick out of all that fabric and pumped it in my fist just a couple of times he was hard as a rock and ready for me.
“Aiden,” he breathed.
“Keep on saying my name, Red,” I told him, my voice guttural and cracking. “You get me so fucking hard when you say it like that.”
Cade groaned low in his throat, his eyes widening as I moved closer to him, taking his dick into my mouth. I took just his head at first, swirling my tongue around and over it until he threw his head back with a cry.
Then I launched my real attack – taking him all the way down as best as I could and clamping my lips around his base, to pull back and begin pumping my head rhythmically.
“Oh, god,” Cade muttered. “Oh, god, oh god, oh god – Aiden!”
I made a humming noise without taking my mouth off him, encouraging him to say more. His hips jerked in response and he cried out wordlessly again before he could reply.
“You’re – it’s too – I’m already close…” he panted out, managing to make enough sense to be understood but only just.
“Okay,” I said, taking my mouth off him for just a second and using my hand to keep him going. “So, cum for me.”
“But…” Cade said, his voice and face both a picture of exquisite misery.
“Trust me,” I told him. “You don’t have to worry about being limited to just once.”
I was going to make this a day to remember for both of us. For me, because I would get to have the time of my life with a man I could honestly see myself with out there in the real world. And for him – I was going to make sure that whoever he was with after this, he would be comparing them to this day in his head.
I wanted to be the face that came into his mind the next time someone else made him cum.
I went to town on his dick, taking him in as deep as I could without gagging and remembering to keep my tongue moving inside my mouth, sucking him hard and fast, flicking my tongue over his head –
And he came with a shout right into my mouth, his hips bucking as I held on for dear life to make sure I got every taste. I wanted him to know I thought he was delicious. I wanted him to know I wanted every single drop of him.
He came out of my mouth with a popping sound, panting for breath and wiping his arm across his forehead as he looked down at me. I grinned and licked my lips, then lunged upwards to kiss him again. I pushed him down against the bed, crawling over him as we made out fiercely, giving me the chance to push my hips against his and show him just how hard he made me.
“Christ,” Cade breathed when we came up for air. “It must be the adrenaline.”
“Adrenaline?” I repeated, cocking my head sideways.
“You’re insatiable,” he said. “And we’re barely even eating anything. You must be running on adrenaline.”
I grinned at him, pretty sure my eyes were sparkling at this point. “Adrenaline? Nope. There’s a reason I have that nickname with the team.”
“Thorny?” Cade asked. I didn’t have to correct him. His eyes widened with understanding. “Horny.”
“That’s right,” I said, ducking down to nuzzle his neck.
“You mean you’re like this all the time?”
“Most of the time,” I said, nipping his earlobe with my teeth and making him shudder. “But there’s something about you, Red. Let’s just say you bring out the best in me.”
He made a groaning sound as I nipped his neck and ear again, then pushed at my chest. I sat up in shock, wondering if I’d done something wrong – but his face was heated, his eyes full of lust.
“My turn,” he said, and I didn’t resist at all as he pushed me onto my back, staring up at the ceiling for only a moment until his fingers at my waistband had me propping up my head to look down.
Cade’s deft fingers pulled my dick out of my pants and then, after what seemed like a moment’s thought, yanked everything I was wearing below the waist down to the ground. I lifted myself slightly to pull my shirt up and over my head, then reached out to help him do the same. He kicked off his own pants and we were naked together again.
My favorite state for us to be in.
He resumed his place down on the floor between my legs and took my dick in his hand, holding it as he positioned himself right and then stuck out his tongue. I pulled myself up to a sitting position, desperate to watch as he kept eye contact with me and licked my head – just the barest touch that had me gritting my teeth with lust and need.
Then he started to suck me off in earnest like he couldn’t hold himself back enough to carry on teasing me, and I almost exploded right there and then at the first sensation of being completely and utterly inside his mouth.
“Oh, fuck, Red,” I said out loud, and he looked up and met my eyes.
I had to close mine and slump back against the bed so I wouldn’t lose it.
It didn’t matter. As he licked, slurped, sucked, and pumped my dick with his hand, all I could picture in my head was that image. His wide blue eyes looking up at me from under that messy red hair, my dick in his mouth.
I wanted to make it last forever. In reality, it was only minutes.
I couldn’t help myself.
“Red, I’m gonna cum,” I warned him, but he didn’t pull back. I dared to open my eyes, lift my head just a little, and look –
And immediately came with a shout down his throat, unable to stop myself any longer. His greedy tongue flicked over me and milked me dry of every last drop I had in my body, leaving me straining and panting for breath as the aftershocks settled until he, at last, let me go.
I couldn’t even breathe as he sat up, looking at me as he deliberately drew his thumb across the edge of his mouth where a spot of cum had trailed out – and then sucked his thumb into his mouth to clean it off.
“Fuck,” I said, slumping back to look up at the ceiling and nothing else. “Red, you killed me.”
“Oh, really?” he asked. He climbed up beside me on the bed and lay on his stomach, his head pillowed on his arms so he could still look at me. “If you’re dead, does that mean you don’t want to fuck me?”
I rolled my head to the side and looked at him. “Give me five minutes,” I said, desperate at the thought that I might actually miss the chance.
“Five minutes,” Cade mused. “That gives me enough time to get myself ready.”
I raised an eyebrow and then watched as he put his own finger into his mouth, sucking it the way he had my dick just a moment ago, making blood rush down there again. Then he reached back and found his own asshole, starting to finger it with a moan.
Fuck me.
“Two minutes,” I said, revising my estimate down. “I think I’m only going to need two minutes.”




Cade
I winced as I sat down on the chair by the fire, grinning a little at the fact that I was so sore. It was the best kind of sore. The kind of sore that meant we’d had a very good, very long, and very athletic day.
“We should eat the last of the fruit,” Aiden said. He was bending over by the food supplies, seemingly not at all shy about the fact that he was still naked. We both were. Apparently, he’d been serious about not needing our clothes all day. “I might have an energy bar, too. I’m famished.”
“Me, too,” I said. He stood up and caught the fact that I’d been staring at his ass, and grinned at me.
“Perv.”
A flicker of something uncomfortable rose inside me – there were implications to that word that hit different for a gay man, even though I knew he was teasing. Especially coming from a football player, it made me think of locker rooms and high school and the kind of accusations that would fly around when they knew you liked boys. “Ha,” I managed weakly. “You’re the one shoving it in my face.”
“Not yet,” Aiden teased with a grin. He sat down at the table, dropping our food in front of me. Thankfully, I was still soft – we’d had so many rounds today, I didn’t think I could actually possibly manage to get hard for a long while. And even if I did, I didn’t have anywhere near enough energy to do anything about it.
“Let’s eat,” I told him, grabbing a banana and opening it. The outside was nearly black, and the inside hadn’t improved with time either, but I was so hungry that the food tasted good anyway. It was probably good that I had something to take my mind off how awful the meal was.
And the fact that it was our last substantial meal if they didn’t get through to us tomorrow after all.
“What about the beer?” Aiden said after a couple of bites.
I looked up at him, my mouth full of banana – that I had thankfully finished before making eye contact. “Hmm?”
He chuckled. “Do you want a beer? It’s our last chance, really.”
I thought about it for a second. We didn’t have much water left, and the beers were just sitting there. This was a celebration of the fact we were getting out tomorrow, right?
“Sure,” I shrugged. “Why not?”
I couldn’t say I was a huge beer drinker, but watching Aiden cross the room again gave me another chance to ogle his butt. And even when he was just walking around, his dick was still an impressive sight. I couldn’t believe I’d had that in me. I shuddered a little, glad that that was my only physiological reaction.
“You cold?” Aiden asked. Before I could answer he had grabbed a couple of blankets from the bed, draping one around my shoulders and the other around his own. It was a strange way to sit – naked yet wrapped up, by the roaring fire but under snow. This whole situation was a strange one, so it seemed almost fitting that we were having this strange last supper.
“I’ll miss this,” I blurted out, shaking my head.
“What?” Aiden asked, looking up. “Half-gone fruit?”
I laughed and shook my head. I gestured to myself and then at him. “The freedom. It’s odd. I would never have imagined myself doing something quite like this. Normally I’d be sitting here wondering what we would do if someone knocked at the door, or whether anyone could see in through the windows.”
“You’re too uptight,” Aiden said, then jerked his head up and met my eyes with an apologetic look. “Sorry, that sounded harsh. I just mean, it’s good that you’re getting a chance to relax. You should let go of your worries more. Just do things you want to do.”
Just do things you want to do. Yes, that sounded like Aiden’s philosophy. It explained a lot about how we’d ended up in this position in the first place.
“It’s not always that easy,” I said with a sigh, reaching for the beer and taking a long sip. That first taste went right to my head; I could feel it. I hadn’t been eating much for three days now, and we’d burned a lot of energy, too. It was probably to be expected.
“I feel that,” Aiden shrugged. “There are a lot of downsides to being a student athlete. And if I do ever manage to go pro, there’ll be even more.”
There it is. His way of subtly reminding me that there was no way he could ever see me out there, in the real world. No way he could allow it to affect his career. I’d already know that; he didn’t need to tell me twice. I nodded sagely like I could see how terrible it must be for him. “At least you get all the girls,” I said, which was supposed to be a lighthearted joke to show how well I was taking it.
I was not taking it well inside.
Aiden snorted. “As if,” he said. “Don’t you remember what I told you? They call me Horny because I’m single all the time.”
“That’ll change if you do go pro,” I told him, reaching for my beer again and chugging half the bottle in one go. I needed it, if I was going to get through this conversation without giving myself away.
“Yeah,” Aiden said. He was looking at me, and even though his words seemed to agree with me, his tone and his face seemed sad.
What was that all about?
Was he feeling guilty for the fact that he’d just given me the brush-off?
I finished my chips and reached for another piece of fruit, glad all the bananas were done.
“It’s going to be weird, tomorrow,” I said, thinking. There were fresh bananas out there. A whole world of other food, in fact. Tomorrow, there would be no more restrictions.
“I bet we’ve forgotten how bright the sun is,” Aiden said. He stared into the flames for a minute. “Or what it’s like to have a light reach every corner of a room.”
“Not to be nighttime, all the time,” I added. “And to be warm just walking around. Or sleeping. No need for heavy blankets or an open flame.”
“Or someone to warm you up,” Aiden said distantly. He was still looking into the fireplace.
What was that look on his face?
I took another swig of my beer, surprised to find it empty. Hell. I’d drunk that way too fast, even under normal circumstances. It was the strangeness of the situation, making me guzzle it down as a way to avoid the awkwardness.
“Well, anyway, you’ll have plenty of those,” I said, nervous now. Something was changing in the atmosphere of the room and I didn’t like it. “You know. People to warm you up. Because you’re popular.”
“I’m popular?” Aiden looked at me and something flashed in his eyes when he took in my empty bottle. “Tell me more.”
I snorted now. “You know all about how popular you are,” I said. “You don’t need me to tell you.”
“I want to know how you see me,” Aiden said, leaning forward across the table now. His eyes were gleaming.
“Stop it,” I said. “You just want me to feed your ego, and your ego is big enough already.”
Aiden sat back with a hurt look. “No, it isn’t.”
“Oh, yeah?” I gestured to him. “I don’t know a huge amount of men who are comfortable enough in their bodies to just walk around naked all the time.”
“You’re walking around naked,” Aiden pointed out.
“Only because you are.” I sighed. “This isn’t exactly a normal weekend for me.”
“I don’t usually spend my weekends under an avalanche either,” Aiden said. He flicked his blanket over his shoulders more, covering his body with it. That left me the only one exposed, so I immediately did the same.
Had I pissed him off? I was only telling the truth. And he was the one who had started with this whole brash honesty thing.
I ate the last of my fruit and reached for another bottle of beer, conveniently already on the table. I drank half of it before Aiden spoke again.
“At least there’s one good thing that came out of all this,” he said, reaching for another bottle himself.
“What’s that?” I asked idly.
“You,” he said. He fixed me with an intense look over the table. “I got to meet you.”
“You would have met me either way,” I pointed out. “We were assigned to stay together before the avalanche.”
“Yeah,” Aiden said, glancing around and gesturing. “But you’d have been in here with your books, and I’d have been out there on the slopes, and you would just have been that guy I thought was cute and nothing more.”
“That’s true,” I mused. “And we never would have, um…”
“Fucked,” Aiden said succinctly. He grinned as I felt my ears heating up. “There’s my Red.”
My Red?
Those words sent a kind of shiver down my spine. It felt good. To be his – that was something I wanted very much. I knew it wasn’t really true, but…
But there was something inside me that flared into life. A wild hope. A thought that maybe there could be something after this – even something secret or casual, something that was done behind closed doors and never mentioned to anyone else. Even that…
But, no. He didn’t mean anything by it.
“Right,” I said, clearing my throat and trying to drown my embarrassment in more beer. “We never would have fucked.”
Aiden growled. “You know I can’t take it when you use that kind of language.”
My cheeks heated even further. “You can’t still have any stamina left,” I muttered.
“Athlete,” Aiden reminded me with a wink. “Try me.”
I hid my face in one of the folds of my blanket, muttering something that even I didn’t understand.
Aiden chuckled and shifted in his chair. “Never mind,” he said. “I guess that’s all I’m good for. A quick fuck.”
I stared at him. “Why would you say that? I never said that.” Why were my words slurring just a little whenever I had to say an ‘s’? This was not a good sign.
“I know it,” he shrugged. He was looking into the fire again but his face was open – raw. “I know that’s what people think of me. I speak my mind without thinking so I come across as an idiot. I insult anyone who tries to like me by accident. People don’t really like me at all. They just like what I can give them – like my teammates putting up with me because I can play.”
“I like you,” I said without thinking. “I really like you, Aiden.”
He looked right back at me. There was a faint flush on his cheeks this time. “You do?”
I nodded before I could stop myself. What was I saying? This was the beer’s fault. I wasn’t supposed to admit that out loud. And – ‘I like you’? What was this, a playground?
“Let me show you,” I rushed out and yanked the blanket from around my neck before I could think twice. I fell to my knees on the other side of the table, in front of him, and shoved his legs open so I could get between them. I only had his dick in my hand for a second before it began to harden, and by the time it was in my mouth, Aiden was at full attention again.
Apparently, both of us still had enough stamina for one more try – because I was already turned on by the taste and feel of him against my tongue and lips.
“Fuck, Red,” he said. I sucked him for only a few minutes before he said it again and yanked me off him, dragging me up to my feet as he stood himself. The blanket he was wearing fell behind him as he aggressively claimed my mouth, pushing me across the room until my back was against the wall next to the fireplace. He shoved me up against the rough surface and pushed his body against mine, cocooning me with his arms, kissing me hard and fast like the world was ending. My arms slipped around his waist, one hand sliding up his back and the other down over his ass, holding him against me. We’d begun to fit together so well over these past few days. Both of our erections lined up together, hot and straining, every push of his hips against mine exquisite torture.
His hunger didn’t seem to let up. He was almost territorial – I had the feeling like he was marking me as his own, leaving scratches on my back from the brickwork of the fireplace, leaving my lips red and swollen under his desperate kisses, my face grazed by the stubble on his chin. He ducked his head and I felt his teeth graze my neck, his mouth sucking a second later – leaving another mark that I would have to cover from sight.
I could do nothing but gasp and moan as he worked his way down my body, pinching one of my nipples in his teeth and then rising again to take my mouth, seeming to need anything I could give him – and more, always more. I was melting under his onslaught, giving way, molding into whatever shape he wanted me – needed me – to be.
“Can I fuck you?” he breathed against my ear.
“Yes,” I said. Of course. We’d done it so many times already. He was going to ask now?
“I mean…” he bit my earlobe, not hard enough to break the skin but hard enough to be noticed. The sharp pain sent a rush through my body that somehow made me harder. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” I gasped. Yes, yes, yes. I was still somewhat open and relaxed from our earlier sessions, and with how turned on I was I wouldn’t even mind a little burn.
Aiden grabbed me, pulling me away from the wall by my arms, then turned. He picked me up and practically threw me onto the bed, on my back, crawling after me and lifting my ass and legs, moving me where he wanted me. He lined up and only paused for the barest moment before he pushed inside, filling me utterly.
I was going to burst – I was going to split open.
I was in heaven.
“Ah!” I cried out, unable to stop myself. The burn was quick and barely there, and a second later it was followed by intense pleasure as he hit right into the bundle of nerves that drove everything. It was like he’d figured out exactly where to find them. He could hit them every time without fail, making me see stars above my head.
“Say my name, Red,” he growled, thrusting into me fast and hard, making the whole bed shake. Until then I’d almost forgotten it was actually two beds pushed up against one another, but for the first time I was worried they were going to move apart and we’d fall into the gap.
“Aiden,” I gasped out. “Oh, god – I –”
“No,” he snapped, gripping my hips harder. “Say my name. Only my name.”
My eyes went wide as he hammered inside me, so hard I could barely stay still, finding myself pushed against the pillow which in turn was flattened against the headboard. “Aiden,” I said, swept along on the tide of his aggressive lust. “Aiden, Aiden, Aiden.”
He growled and cried out, fucking me harder and harder, taking me toward a crescendo, a wave that was only getting higher and higher. “Yes,” he shouted. “Say it!”
“Aiden!” I shouted back at the top of my lungs, my voice unbridled and raw, full of all the feeling I was supposed to be hiding, full of the ecstasy he was driving inside me, full of desire and intoxication and – something deeper that I was afraid to name.
I felt him cum inside me, finding my own release when I saw the look in his eyes.
A look that made me think of forever.
Cum spurted across my own stomach, a wash of bliss carrying me away for a few seconds and then ramping up almost to the point of pain as Aiden milked his pleasure in long, slow strokes. He pulled out before it got too much, then lay down on the bed beside me with a heavy whoomph.
It was long minutes before I had the courage to speak, too swept away by the intensity of what we had done.
“Aiden?” I said, and looked at him – but his eyes were closed, his breathing even. He was asleep.




Aiden
I groaned as a loud noise seemed to split open my skull, making my head throb.
“What is that?” Cade asked, making me wince again.
“You don’t have to shout,” I said weakly.
I felt him move beside me. In the middle of the night, we must have shifted to hold each other, and when he left my side and took his warmth with him I was bereft. I cracked my eyes open and realized I could barely see a thing either way; the fire must have almost completely died while we were asleep.
“I think it’s the rescue,” Cade said. A tone of excitement came into his voice, but it was quickly followed by panic. “Holy crap, Aiden. We have to get dressed and cleaned up!”
I groaned as I sat up way too fast, clutching my skull. “I’m too hungover for this,” I complained.
“It’s not just a hangover,” Cade said. I saw him jump out of the bed from the corner of my eye, then groan and steady himself on the bedframe. “It’s also dehydration. We only had beer last night and no water.”
“Let me sort out the fire and then we can take care of everything else,” I said, rubbing my head. I managed to force my body to move out of the warm blankets and onto the cold floor, where I could squat in front of the fire and start feeding it more wood. It had almost totally gone out. It took me a few precious minutes to coax it back to full life, by which time Cade had managed to grope his way over to the supplies in the dark and grab us both one of the last bottles of water.
I took mine and gulped it down gratefully. “Energy bar?” I suggested, basking in the warmth of the new flames on my skin.
“Might as well get some energy,” Cade agreed, though it seemed reluctant. He came back fast and ate his bar by the time I’d even got mine unwrapped, clearly in a hurry. “Come on. Where are those wipes of yours?”
“Top of the dresser on my side of the room,” I said. I cast an eye around. There were clothes scattered around us, the beds were a mess of tangled blankets, and of course, there was our… special blanket, tucked away down under the frame. It would be pretty obvious to anyone who managed to get down here what we had been up to. I didn’t even want to imagine what it probably smelled like in here, given we’d lost all perspective while we’d been living in it for the last few days.
Cade rushed back over to hand me one, and I reached out for him – but he didn’t even see my hand. He’d already stepped back to start washing himself, turning half away from me as if this was a private thing that he didn’t want me to stare at him for.
We were getting rescued today, and suddenly he didn’t want me to touch him.
It stung way more than I had thought it would, and I couldn’t help but have flashes of that first time – of me cleaning him up carefully and reverentially, marveling over his body and how attracted to him I was – as I quickly cleaned away any and all marks of the last few days.
Of course, there were some that couldn’t be washed away. As Cade turned back to me and started to rush for his clothes, I noted with some satisfaction that his neck still bore a dark bruise that wasn’t going to fade for a few days. A hickey. No matter what happened next, he was going to wear my mark with him. He’d see it whenever he looked in the mirror. He would know and he would remember. At least for a few days.
That was going to have to be enough. 
I grabbed the last of my clean clothes out of the dresser and threw them on, gathering up everything else I had brought with me and shoving it back into my bag. I knew that if we did end up able to bring anything with us, one bag that we could easily carry was probably the limit. There was no chance of bringing the rest of the food with us – not that I wanted to so much as look at one of those energy bars again. The last thing I needed was a reminder of those awful, too-small meals.
Of course, it would also be a reminder of the time Cade and I had spent together. Maybe, in a few months when the memories had faded a little, I wouldn’t be against eating one of them again after all.
Cade was nervous, stalking around the room and checking things, rifling through shelves, and looking under things to make sure he had gathered everything. His bags were a lot more loaded than mine were, and there were more of them. I remembered him nearly dropping them all when he first came into the cabin.
“We might not be able to take everything back with us,” I said, thinking it was best to broach the subject now.
“I know,” Cade snapped. “I’m trying to figure out which of my textbooks were the most expensive and which ones I can afford to leave behind.”
I looked down at my own bag. I was going to have to take out some of my clothes, but… “I can make space for a couple.”
“No,” Cade said, shaking his head distractedly. The fire threw his shadow on the wall behind him, leaping and stretching. It looked a lot more lively than he did. His muscles were strained, his fists clenched. Was he just stressed out about the books? Worried that our rescue might not go well?
There was another noise from above us, much closer this time, and I flinched. I looked up at the ceiling, but there was still nothing out there – no sign or indication of anything other than the noise. They might be right above us or a mile up in the snow; there was no way for us to tell.
“Just give them over here,” I said.
“It’s my responsibility,” Cade argued. Why was he being so stubborn about this?
Was he really so keen to avoid being seen with me at all up there that he didn’t even want me to pack a couple of books for him?
I swallowed hard at the thought.
“We should put the beds back to the sides of the room,” Cade said sharply. He turned and began pushing his own without waiting for a response. I didn’t even have time to ask him why. There was a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.
We hadn’t had a chance to talk about it. He was erasing every sign of what had happened down here. Trying to make it so that no one would ever even guess we had been together. I pushed my bed against the wall it had originally rested on, the sound of the feet scraping against the wooden floor grating in my ears. This wasn’t right.
We needed to talk.
There were two things that could be behind this. I could see that, but I didn’t know which one of them it was.
The first possibility was that he didn’t want to be seen with me. That he was hoping he could get back with his ex still, or that he just didn’t think I was his type. This had been just a fling to pass the time for him and that was all. He wanted this to be over and he didn’t want to have an awkward conversation about it – or to even think about it again up there.
The second possibility was that he thought I felt that way. That I wouldn’t want to risk my football career or my friendship with Caleb, who was on my team, over a little fling that happened because we were stuck with nothing else to do.
It wasn’t like that for me.
It was so far away from that, it almost made me want to laugh – though not in a funny way.
We had to talk. Even if it was going to be painful or uncomfortable, we needed to get this out – because I had to know which one it was.
“Red,” I said, my voice a little hoarse. Part of me was afraid that it was going to be the first one, and I was about to get my heart ripped out.
“You should probably call me Cade,” he said without looking at me. “You know. When we’re out there.”
That was a harder punch to the gut than I had been expecting.
The question remained, though: why?
And was there anything I could say or do to get him to change his mind?
“Red,” I said again, stubbornly. He needed to let me make my point.
“It was good,” Cade said. He looked at me but only for a second, like he’d thought he could face me but couldn’t. I noticed he’d arranged the collar of his shirt so that it covered the mark I’d left on his neck. “While we were down here. But we’re leaving now. It’s all going to be different. We don’t have to say anything about it ever again.”
“I –” I started, but a noise from above cut me off.
Noise – and light.
I couldn’t believe it. There was light streaming in from above us – so bright that I had to shield my eyes and look down. With it came so much noise all of a sudden – creaking and banging and voices up ahead.
“Everyone alright down here?” someone shouted, and I managed to raise my head and squint through my fingers to see a man in a snowsuit with a harness around his waist.
“Yeah!” I called back. It was strange to see someone bursting through a small hole in our ceiling. A ceiling I hadn’t even been able to see well until now, given how far it was from our fireplace. Like the sky had fallen in. I had that weird feeling of being in a movie, one where the protagonist didn’t even know his whole life was just a construct.
One that he could break out of.
“Let’s get you boys out of here,” our rescuer shouted, dropping closer to the floor with an extra harness on a rope in his hands. I recognized his voice this time. He was the man from the radio.
This was it.
We were leaving.
And I hadn’t had the chance to say what I knew I needed to say.




Cade
The cold hit me hard. I was shivering by the time I reached the tunnel they had dug towards us through the snow, a tunnel reinforced by special equipment that kept us from getting snowed in again by some kind of collapse.
All I could do was stare upwards. The man who had broken through to rescue us was waiting down there inside the cabin with Aiden. I was being winched up alone through a thin channel in the ice that wasn’t big enough for two people anyway, and it was the first time in this whole ordeal that I really did feel alone.
I didn’t look down. I couldn’t. If I could have seen Aiden’s face, I might have begged them to cut the ropes and let me stay down there.
The cold took over, the snow and the ice, and for a long horrible moment, I thought about what it would have been like to truly have been buried in this stuff. To have been outside when the avalanche came down, with no way to escape.
To have had it burst through the windows or take off the roof of the cabin with its force, drowning us in the cold until we ran out of oxygen.
I shuddered and held tight to the ropes of the harness, and when I breached the top and I saw that I was out in the world again my heart leaped and hammered uncontrollably in my chest.
I glanced around, half-blind from the sun glaring off the ice. I couldn’t see much. I was immediately surrounded by people, rescue workers who liberated me from the harness and pulled me away to take shaky steps across the surface of the snow. I felt like I hardly touched the ground before I was whisked inside a waiting helicopter, an EMT fussing over me and asking me questions I could barely answer quick enough.
It was overwhelming. I was outside. I could breathe fresh air – fresh air that tasted sweeter and smelled cleaner than any I had ever breathed before. The brightness of the day was all around me, amplified by the snow. I could hear so many loud voices, so many people between me and where I had been, but I didn’t know or recognize anyone and couldn’t even figure out how many people were there helping us.
Before I had managed to get a grip on what was happening, Aiden was being helped into the seat next to me. In the bright light, he looked different. There were heavy dark circles under his eyes, dark stubble on his chin, and his face was smeared with touches of grime here and there that he hadn’t quite managed to sweep away. He looked thinner than I remembered him being when we’d first met, but maybe that was just the light.
I looked away from his searching eyes and down at my own body. My clothes were dusty. There was a smudge of dirt on my left thumb.
A loud whirring was replaced by a headset that settled over my head. I couldn’t keep a grip on what was happening. We were lifting into the air, weightless but not, and I gripped onto the seat hard in a sudden spasm of fear. I had never been in a helicopter before. I’d barely been on a plane, only a couple of times. It felt so fragile – like we might tip out onto the ground or just fall from the sky.
I wanted to hold Aiden’s hand, but people were talking constantly in my ear and someone kept trying to get my attention and I couldn’t focus on a single thing or figure out where his hand was.
“There,” someone said, and I managed to understand it. “That’s where we’re headed. We have your friends and family waiting for you down there.”
Everyone was down there?
Caleb?
My heart jumped in my chest at the thought that I was about to see my brother – to confirm for myself that he was alive and well. I clung tightly to the edges of my seat as the helicopter descended, bringing us closer and closer to what just looked like a white square at first but turned out to be a marquee, a huge tent that got bigger the closer we dropped. We landed on flat and unmarked snow and then everything was noise and movement again: someone taking the headset off me, the noise of the rotor above our heads, the straps being removed from my chest, someone’s hand leading me out onto the solid ground. My legs were shaking so much that I almost fell. A crinkling foil blanket landed around my shoulders. I had no idea where I was going or what was happening.
“Cadey!”
Caleb’s booming voice cut through the noise. I was aware of being led inside the tent – open on one side but much warmer than I expected, with heaters lining the walls – and then he was on me. Caleb enveloped me in a huge bear hug, the foil crinkling loudly in my ears as he lifted me off my feet. At any other time, it might have been humiliating for everyone to see how easily my big brother could lift me like I was a twig compared to him. But all I knew was how grateful I was that he was alive, and I was alive, and then a solid force crashed into us both from the side and I heard my Mom’s voice and all I could do was cling onto them both.
When I finally came back to myself enough to know what was going on, and when Caleb and Mom let me go for long enough that I could actually look around, I saw him. Aiden. He was standing there with an older couple who had to be his parents – they had the right look about them. His Dad still had an arm thrown over his son’s shoulders. Aiden was smiling, nodding, probably reassuring them that everything was fine in his cool and confident way.
And here I was, crying like a baby in my Momma’s arms.
“I can’t believe how long you were down there,” Caleb was saying, shaking his head. “It was bad enough for me and Aubrey. You must have been losing your mind.”
“We found a way to make it through,” I told him with a tight smile, then cursed myself silently. I’d said ‘we’. I needed to remember to distance us. There was no ‘we’ anymore. Aiden wouldn’t want me to give the game away. Not to anyone.
The others who had been on the trip with us were waiting around in the tent, too. Sensing maybe that I was stable enough, Keaton and his boyfriend Olly rushed over to us. Keaton enveloped me in a quick hug and Olly clasped my hand and shoulder, nodding to show how pleased he was that I was alright. The others came one by one to greet me, though none of them really knew me. I could see they were more interested in talking to Aiden. He was their friend, after all. Their teammate.
That was fine.
I needed space to breathe and time to process. I looked up at Caleb and he understood what I needed instinctively. He’d always been a protective big brother – probably because of the difference in our sizes. He’d got the brawny genes, and I’d got the brains. That was how we had operated since I was old enough to remember and now wasn’t any different.
“Alright,” Caleb announced. “Coming through. We’re heading back to the hotel.”
Everyone, including the rescuers, stepped aside when he asked it. That was the benefit of being related to someone who was not just huge but also loud. I followed him gratefully towards the exit. I saw Aiden from the corner of my eye – saw him moving his mouth like he wanted to say something to me. I didn’t turn or respond. He didn’t need to warn me. I understood that I had to keep quiet about what we had done to survive.
It was just sharing body heat, after all. Just a way to make sure we stayed healthy until the rescue came.
We stepped out of the tent and down across a temporary wooden walkway, down towards an actual gravel area of the parking lot where Mom must have parked her car –
And I saw him, standing there in front of a news crew like he was giving them some kind of interview.
A pretty reporter in a skirt suit was nodding along with him, smiling, but someone must have spotted us coming. The cameras all swung around to face us – half a dozen of them – and the reporter started talking fast and loud into her microphone, loud enough for us to hear as we began to approach.
“And it looks like the last survivors of the avalanche to be rescued are now coming down! Brody, is that your boyfriend, Cade Coleman?”
“It is,” Brody said, giving me a grin as if he was happy to see me. As if I should be happy to see him. As if nothing at all had happened between us and the last six months had been erased from history.
“Go and let him know just how much you’ve missed him!” the reporter urged him through bright pink lipstick.
Brody started to rush towards me, and one single emotion rushed over me so strongly I almost fell.
Anger.




Aiden
The hubbub up in front of us caught my attention immediately. As soon as Cade had begun to leave the tent I had made sure to follow, telling my folks I was ready to go. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight still. As soon as he was gone, that meant it was really over – and I couldn’t bear that.
I still needed to tell him what I felt. I needed him to know.
I had a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that I wasn’t going to get that chance.
I started to push past people to get to the front of the column of friends and rescuers leaving the tent, needing to know what was happening. I could hear a woman’s voice – Cade’s name – and a man…
“Baby!” the man’s voice crowed out, too loud and too dramatic to be true. “Oh, thank god you’re safe!”
I made it close enough to see Cade’s hands forming into fists at his sides. Caleb’s were, too. This was…
Was this him?
Brody?
“Get away from me, Brody,” Cade snapped through gritted teeth.
Oh, this was Brody.
He clearly didn’t understand how many people in this small group wanted to punch him in the face. From the expression Cade’s Mom was wearing, I thought we could probably add at least one more to the tally.
“Honey,” Brody said, all faux-sweet for the cameras. He even held his arms out like he wanted to hug him. He was wearing a black leather jacket and skinny jeans, so completely inappropriate for the base of a mountain. “I know it’s been so hard. But I’m here now. Let’s put it all behind us.”
He was telling Cade more than just to forget about the avalanche. He was telling that they could forget about what ended their relationship. That they could start again.
My whole body tensed as I waited to hear Cade’s answer.
If he accepted…
“I’m not your honey or your baby,” Cade snapped. “You cheated on me with dozens of men. We’re not putting that behind us. We’re through, and you already know that. We’ve been through for months.”
Inside, I cheered. Cade had taken control. He obviously realized at last that he was worth more than that scumbag. He’d even been brave enough to do it in front of the cameras, instead of pretending to go along with it so he could save face. He wasn’t going to just let Brody claim all this media attention like he was owed it.
“Don’t be like that,” Brody said. He was frowning slightly. I could see from his body language and the strained look on his face that he was trying to convince Cade to at least play along. “We both made mistakes.”
No. I wasn’t having this. I wasn’t going to let Brody weasel his way back in. No matter what was next for Cade and me – even if we never saw each other again after today – I wasn’t going to let him get worn down and take this asshole back. Not even to fake it for the cameras.
I stepped forward, past Cade’s Mom and Caleb. “Excuse me,” I said.
“What?” Brody asked, his eyes snapping to me. He was starting to lose his cool. To forget he was playing for the cameras.
“Are you Brody?” I asked. “Cade’s ex?”
His nostrils flared. “I’m his boyfriend, yes.”
“I’m Aiden Thornton. Nice to meet you,” I said and punched him in the nose.
He swore, staggering backward and putting his hands to his nose, as I shook out my sore knuckles. There had been an audible gasp from the news crews, all of whom were now training their cameras firmly on me and Brody.
“Jesus!” Cade exclaimed. I looked at him, afraid I’d just lost him for good –
He grabbed my hand, examining my knuckles closely.
“I’m alright,” I murmured, staggered by the fact that he was concerned for me. “I just couldn’t let that bastard pretend he was a loyal boyfriend waiting for you to come out.”
“We banned him from the family area,” Cade’s Mom said sternly, fixing Brody with a glare. Apparently, she was supportive of my actions, too. “He just wouldn’t stay away. Like a bad stench you can’t get out.”
“Are you sure you’re alright?” Cade asked. He was holding my hand in both of his, gingerly prodding my knuckles.
“No, I’m not,” I said honestly. I knew the cameras were watching us. I looked up and took a deep breath. “These fucking cameras should stop fucking filming that dickhead piece of shit pussy ass bastard.”
“Hey,” Cade’s Mom complained, but the cameras were turning away. I’d achieved what I wanted to.
“Sorry for my French,” I said, turning to her with a deferential nod. “I just wanted to make sure they wouldn’t be able to use the news footage. I need to talk to Cade. I don’t mind doing it in front of family and friends, but I don’t want to do it in front of the world like that sorry excuse for a man.”
Brody was slinking away in the corner of my eye. He was gone. No longer a threat.
And then I looked back at Cade and it was like no one else in the world existed anymore.
“You said you’re not alright,” he reminded me, worry creasing his features.
“Nope.” I reached out and touched the side of his face with my free hand. “And I’m not gonna be. Not if this is really over.”
I heard an intake of breath from somewhere nearby, but I ignored it. It didn’t matter. I truly didn’t care who knew how I felt about Cade.
“What…” Cade spluttered, stumbling over his words. I could feel his hands shaking where they gripped mine. “Are you saying…?”
“I don’t want it to end,” I said. “I want to be with you. I like you, Red. More than a little bit. Do you really want it to be over just because we got out?”
Cade spluttered again, his eyes darting off to the sides. To our family. Our friends. So many people watching and waiting to hear his response. I didn’t take my eyes off him. I didn’t want him to feel any pressure – but even if he did, he’d just proven to me with Brody that he could handle it. He wasn’t going to give me the answer I wanted just because everyone was watching. He was braver than that.
“No,” he said, at last, his voice dry. “I don’t want it to be over.”
It felt like my heart exploded in my chest. He still wanted me.
I still had a shot.
I knew I had to take this chance.
It was now or never.
I had to make my move.




Cade
Aiden stepped closer and leaned down – and claimed my mouth with his own.
I found myself melting, closing my eyes into his kiss. It felt like the world was spinning around us, like we were the earth’s axis, like nothing else out there mattered at all. I distantly heard some kind of whooping and noises of surprise, but it was like it was happening far away to someone else. I didn’t care.
The only thing I cared about was Aiden.
I let go of his hand only so I could put my arms around his neck. He pulled me close against him as he kissed me, one arm looped around my waist and the other hand cradling the side of my face. In his arms, everything else faded away. Avalanche? What avalanche?
I had Aiden. That was all that mattered.
My stomach flipped around inside of me, electricity sparking through all of my veins.
I had Aiden. I really had him.
When we finally broke contact, noise and light and color flooded in around me once more – and I realized we’d done all that right in front of my family. Not to mention Aiden’s parents.
There probably couldn’t have been a more awkward time to choose.
Aiden looked up at Caleb and gave an awkward chuckle. “Uh, so, man…”
“Look,” Caleb said flatly, folding his arms over his chest. Aiden was big, but Caleb was still just that little bit bigger. And when he was in protective big brother mode, I could swear he managed to put on an extra inch. “If you do anything to hurt my baby bro – I mean anything…”
“I’ll be strung up on the goalpost overnight for Coach to find me in the morning?” I suggested.
Caleb narrowed his eyes. “Naked,” he added. “And I’ll beat your ass first.”
“That sounds fair,” I nodded. “So long as you’re not going to kill me for, uh. You know. Just being with him.”
Caleb sighed. “Fortunately for you, he appears to be smiling like an idiot, so it looks like I’m going to have to be okay with that part.”
I turned my head, looking at the others who had been with us. They were all watching with various expressions of surprise or – in the case of Keaton – what I could only describe as glee. Somewhere behind us, Brody had already limped away back to his car. I heard an engine start up – the throaty, overpowered engine of a stupid muscle car, the kind that no one else would be stupid enough to bring to a mountain – and knew he was gone for good.
I took a half-step forward into Aiden’s arms, burying my head in his chest as his arms came around me again properly.
And it felt so good.
“Congratulations, man,” Olly said, slapping Aiden on the back. Apparently, that opened the floodgates, because suddenly everyone else around us was offering statements of support or asking questions.
“I need to know everything,” Keaton told me with shining eyes. “I have a feeling this is going to be the greatest love story I’ve ever heard.”
I laughed, a little madness taking over. We’d gone from the darkest depths of the avalanche to bright sunshine and fresh air, and I wasn’t even sure if this was real or if I was having a really great dream that was going to be absolutely terrible to wake up from.
“Later,” I said, still clinging to Aiden. Now I knew I could have him out here, too, I didn’t want to let go. I never wanted to let go of him again. “I think we need hot food. And showers. And clean clothes.”
“I think we can manage that,” Mom said. “Let’s get you boys back to the hotel.”
“Just please, for the love of god, no chips,” Aiden groaned. “And I think I might have been put off fruit for quite a while, too.”
“And I need something to drink that isn’t just water,” I added as we all began to walk again as a group. The news cameras had all but packed away, apparently realizing that their footage was going to be ruined by underhanded tactics if they tried to take any more. “Maybe a nice calming tea.”
Aiden chuckled. “That sounds like your style,” he said.
“Why, what do you want? Hair of the dog?”
Aiden shuddered and shook his head. “Nope. No beer for a long time, either.”
“I’ll get in the front,” Caleb said as we approached our car. “You two can ride in the back together.”
“I can ride in your car?” Aiden asked. He looked over his shoulder at his parents – parents, I realized, who had just seen their supposedly straight son kiss a man out of nowhere. I peeked at their faces, but to my relief, they didn’t particularly look like they were fazed by it. “Is that okay?”
His Mom and Dad glanced at each other. “We’re all going to the same place, so it’s okay,” his Mom said with a decisive nod. “I can see you two are a little attached at the hip. But when we get to the hotel, you’ve got to at least let us fuss over you like doting, worried parents for a short while, okay?”
Aiden nodded with a wide grin. If his Mom noticed how red my cheeks had gone at the mention of us being attached at the hip, she didn’t show it.
We got into the car in a rush, and it was a break of only maybe a minute before I could grab Aiden’s hand again – but it felt like forever.
“I wanted to tell you something else,” Aiden said, squeezing my hand back tightly. “I made you a promise on that first day, remember?”
I thought back. “About judging whether what happened with Brody was my fault or not.”
“Right. Well, I’ve spent a lot of time with you, and now I’ve met him,” Aiden said. “And it definitely wasn’t your fault.”
I considered this for a long moment. It was freeing, really. But there was something else. “Wasn’t the deal that I now have to put myself back on the market?”
“Only if you’re going for a closed auction,” Aiden growled possessively. “There’s a bidder here who wants exclusive rights.”
I chuckled, rubbing the back of his hand with my spare, feeling a pleased flush light my cheeks.
“You’re really okay with this, right?” Aiden asked after a beat. He looked worried. His voice was pitched low, so maybe Caleb and my Mom wouldn’t listen. “You’re not just, you know. Putting it on because everyone was watching?”
I half-laughed. “How can you ask me that?” I said, shaking my head in amazement. “You’re the one who has an image you’re supposed to be taking care of.”
“I don’t care,” Aiden shrugged. “If it affects my career, then it’s the sport that’s the problem, not me. I told you, I don’t think I’m making it that far anyway. And if I do, I won’t be the first one. There was a pro player who came out earlier this year.”
I nodded. I had seen the reports. “Well, if you are, then… I’m really okay with this.”
“Yeah?” Aiden asked, his eyes sparkling above his grin.
“Yeah,” I said. The fact that it made him so happy made me want to say more, do more, give him more – always. “In fact, I’m ecstatic. I thought I was going to lose you. I was devastated.”
“You didn’t show it,” Aiden said with a pout. “I was getting my heart broken back there.”
“It’s called putting on a brave face,” I said with a sigh. I chuckled. “Thank god for your habit of speaking your mind.”
Aiden laughed. “I think that’s the first time it’s ever played out in my favor.”
“You should make it a rule going forwards,” I teased, laying my head back against the seat rest as I watched him. I never wanted to take my eyes off him again. “Try to only blurt out good things that are going to make other people happy.”
“Are you happy?” Aiden beamed.
“Very much so,” I said, and I laughed because we were just dug out of an avalanche and happy was an absurd thing to be. “And one more rule for a happy life.”
“What?”
“We are never going on vacation in the snow again!” I proclaimed, prompting agreement from everyone in the vehicle.




Aiden – Six Months Later
“Happy anniversary, baby,” I said, leaning down to kiss Cade on the forehead.
“It’s not been a year yet,” he protested.
“Nope,” I told him. “Six months.”
“Six months?” Cade reflected, wrapping his arm around my waist as we turned to walk from the train station. “It doesn’t feel like that long. But at the same time, it feels like much longer.”
“I know what you mean,” I chuckled. “Feels like we’ve always been this way.”
“I can’t believe we’re still together,” Cade sighed happily.
“Hey!” I held him away from my side for a second so I could look into his face. “What do you mean by that?”
“I didn’t think this was going to be a thing outside of that cabin,” he said, chuckling at my shocked expression. “You were straight, after all.”
“I was never straight,” I corrected him, slinging my arm around his neck again as we walked. “I just didn’t know it.”
“Right,” he nodded. “And now you’ve had a boyfriend for six whole months. How’s that feel?”
I kissed him on top of his head again. He was the perfect height for that. “Amazing,” I said.
“Even though I’m a massive inconvenience to your life?”
I laughed. “I wouldn’t say massive.”
“Really? You don’t think it’s a massive inconvenience that we can only see each other on weekends and during breaks, and that one of us has to do a huge train journey in order to get to the other one?” Cade cocked his head to the side. “Hmm – could that maybe be because you’re not the one who has to travel?”
I ducked my head a little sheepishly. “It’s not my fault I have practice.”
“You literally chose to join the football team,” Cade said.
“Well…” I trailed off, having run out of excuses. “Hey, do you wanna go see a movie tonight?”
“Smooth transition,” Cade teased me. “Yeah, okay.”
We were getting closer to the campus. It was only a block or so from the train station – useful for all the students who had to travel from outside of town or even out of state to come to college here in Crowhill Cove. I shifted my stance and reached down to hold Cade’s hand. It was something I had insisted on right from the start. I wasn’t hiding who I was or who I was with. Holding hands, kissing, hugging – these were all things I would do with any girlfriend in public, so the same applied to Cade.
“I heard from Brody this week,” Cade said, a change of tone that had me instantly on edge. I gripped his hand harder.
“What did that fucker want?” I growled, instantly on the alert. Did someone need punching again? Because I was only too happy to oblige.
“He wanted to apologize, actually,” Cade said. “I saw him around your campus a couple of times when I came to watch your games, but this was the first time he dared to contact me since the avalanche. He told me he knew he’d been an asshole.”
“Understatement of the year,” I snorted.
“He said he’s seeing a therapist,” Cade carried on as if I hadn’t said anything. “I think he’s been lonely. A lot of people cut him off when the whole story came out. He knows I’m with you and he doesn’t want to try to convince me to take him back. He’s just trying to right his past wrongs by apologizing to people he was bad to, and he says he treated me worst of all.”
“He’s got that damn right,” I huffed. I wasn’t happy with the idea of the two of them talking – what if Brody was just gearing up to hurt Cade again?
“Anyway, I forgave him. It’s a lot of weight off my shoulders, really.” Cade sighed happily again. I liked that sound. I just preferred it when I was the reason behind it, not his ex. “I just wanted you to know because we’ll probably end up hanging out together again. We used to hang out with the same people when I was coming to Crowhill Cove College to watch Caleb, and I still hang with them when you’re playing. If they forgive him, too, then we’ll be back to how it was before we even got together. I just want you to know you have nothing to be jealous about.”
“Well, thanks for telling me,” I said. Cade could have kept it from me to avoid any conflict, after all. Still. The thought of Brody being near him again hung like a stone in my chest. “Maybe his therapist can help him find someone else to treat right this time.”
“Hey,” Cade said, stopping in the middle of the street. We were right about to walk onto the campus. What was he doing?
I turned to face him. “What?” I asked with a frown.
He stood on the balls of his feet, reaching up to kiss me and winding his hands around my neck. “That’s what,” he said when he broke contact, looking deep into my eyes. “I’m not interested in him anymore. It’s you I love.”
“L…” I stared at him. “Love?”
His face went bright pink, but he nodded with a smile. “That’s what I said.”
I blinked a few times, stunned to hear him say it. But there was never any question. The answer was obvious. “I love you too, Red.”
“Really?” he grinned, his eyebrows shooting up.
“Really,” I said, claiming his mouth for a hungry, greedy kiss. “Now, come on. We need to get to my dorm. There are things I want to do to you that we can’t do on a public street.”
Cade’s face went an even darker shade.
“Okay,” he said, turning and almost sprinting for the campus as he tugged on my arm.
I kept pace with him easily, following his eager journey with a grin.
Things were good. Brody wasn’t going to threaten that.
I had never imagined I would be happily dating a guy – and telling him I loved him with a certainty that told me this was forever.
But life was good. We were happy; that was all that mattered.
And nothing, not wind or rain or snow, was ever going to keep me away from my Red again.




Read on for a preview of the next book in the series...
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Brody
“Him?”
 
That was the first thing someone said to me as I walked up to the guys in the lobby of the hotel. I was relieved to have found them after having to take a different flight. I thought I might miss them or get lost on the way or turn up somehow at the wrong hotel.
 
On the bingo card of anxieties I was carrying around with me, I had somehow forgotten to hold a space for ‘someone hates me because they know who I used to be’.
 
“Hi,” I said, hesitant and nervous now. The flight after a long day of work had taken it out of me. I’d been hoping we could get in, find our rooms, have dinner, and then get some sleep – even though I also kind of figured that this bachelor party trip might start with a late night.
 
“Hey, Brody!” Keaton exclaimed cheerfully, stepping forward immediately to pull me into an embrace. I was glad he was one of the grooms that this weekend was all about. If it was anyone else, the awkwardness might have been too much to get over.
 
With Keaton around, though, it was pretty hard to be miserable – or to fight. Any time anyone in our group had fought over the past few years, all it took was for Keaton to walk into the room and ask what was going on. After that, we knew we were going to make up.
 
The others started to follow his lead, welcoming me as the last person to arrive. Olly and Ace shook my hand, Cade gave me a brief and perfunctory hug, and Aiden clapped me on the shoulder for a bro-high five. Taeho just nodded at me, but I knew his deal – he was kind of a germaphobe, so I wasn’t getting a shake or a hug from him. There were three or four guys on Olly’s side of things that I didn’t know, all of whom either nodded quietly at me or reached out for a quick and awkward handshake.
 
That just left Xavi, who was still staring at me with a wrinkled nose like I was something that had been walked in on someone’s shoe.
 
“Why is he here?” Xavi asked, folding his arms over his chest. For a short guy, he definitely gave off way more of an aggressive vibe than he should have been confident in.
 
I sighed. This wasn’t going to be a great trip like I had hoped for, was it?
 
It wasn’t like I didn’t deserve it. I knew that.
 
“Don’t be a dick, Xavi,” someone muttered. I looked up to see Ace nudging him with his elbow and felt a flush of gratitude. I didn’t even know Ace that well, either – but the fact he was standing up for me made me feel lighter. “You’ll ruin the mood.”
 
Oh. So, he was standing up for the mood, not exactly for me.
 
Well… I’d take it.
 
“Let’s get set up,” Keaton said, clapping his hands. I was pretty sure his best man – which was Xavi, I’d heard – was supposed to be the one setting up the bachelor party. Or at least Olly’s best man, Caleb, who apparently couldn’t even make it out here thanks to his pro football commitments. But Keaton, in typical Keaton style, had taken over organizing everything – and I think I wasn’t the only one who was a bit relieved. “We’ll head to our rooms and get settled in, then meet in the restaurant for our first meal together in about half an hour. I’ve reserved a table, so don’t be late, okay?”
 
There were general nods and murmurs of agreement for everyone. “We’ve got the room keys already,” Olly said, finally speaking up for the first time since I’d arrived. “We can walk up together.”
 
We began to move as a convoy, all of us wheeling small suitcases or hefting large totes and gym bags. We blocked up half the lobby and then the whole of the hallway, but I doubted the hotel staff minded – we’d booked out six rooms all on the same floor, twelve seats in the restaurant, and we were almost guaranteed to clear out the mini bars and add plenty of extra charges to our bills.
 
This bachelor party was a cash cow, and the hotel manager must have known it from the way he cheerfully nodded and smiled as he waved us in the right direction with a short bow.
 
“Why is he even here?” I heard Xavi hissing, and the uncomfortable itch at the back of my neck made me certain he was talking about me. I shifted slightly, suddenly feeling way too hot in my leather jacket. I was walking behind them, and maybe Xavi didn’t even know I could hear him – or maybe he just didn’t care.
 
“You’re so annoying,” Ace huffed. “What do you care?”
 
“Because the guy is an asshole,” Xavi snapped back.
 
I kept my eyes on my feet so I wouldn’t trip over a lump in the carpet or stumble right into someone else’s bag, desperately pretending I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t dare look up to meet anyone’s eyes. I was doing a good job of faking it, but it would all fall apart if I had to look someone in the face.
 
Truth was, I knew I was an asshole. Or, I used to be. I was doing much better now, but that didn’t count for anything when someone knew my past.
 
I was willing to bet that everyone here knew who I really was: that I’d cheated on Cade endlessly when we were together, then showed up to pose for the news cameras when he’d been caught in an avalanche – six months after we’d broken up.
 
His feelings hadn’t been on my mind at all. I’d seen a chance to get my five minutes of fame and taken it.
 
And now I was famous all over the internet as the star in “Asshole cheating ex gets knocked OUT by dreamy football hunk”, a clip someone had recorded from the live news channel and promptly uploaded to every sharing site in existence.
 
I’d had my five minutes, alright – and I’d been paying for it ever since.
 
“He’s not…” Ace started, and when he didn’t say the rest of the sentence and deny I was an asshole, my heart dropped even further. “Look, things are different now. You weren’t at college with us the last couple of years. You missed it.”
 
“How could that possibly make a difference?” Xavi asked. “What he did to Cade was –”
 
“What he did to Cade has been completely forgotten about,” Cade spoke up. I hadn’t realized he was so close to us. I looked up involuntarily. Now my cheeks were burning. “And if Cade can find it in himself to forgive Brody, everyone else should be able to give him a second chance, too.”
 
“Although not everyone is as much of a saint as Cade,” Aiden said darkly. I knew Cade’s new boyfriend – or, well, just boyfriend, given they’d been together for a couple of years now – didn’t like me. After all, he’d been the aforementioned dreamy football hunk, and while the title was misleading (he hadn’t actually knocked me out), my nose still remembered the shape of his fist.
 
Coming on this trip had been a mistake. Keaton was such a nice guy, he’d probably invited everyone he’d ever interacted with. Or it was just a pity invite.
 
I shouldn’t have taken it.
 
“Look, it’s all fine between us now,” Cade said. He actually glanced my way this time, and there was sympathy in his gaze. I had the feeling he was doing what he could to try to make me comfortable. He was the only one – with Keaton distracted, I was getting dirty looks from Xavi, Aiden, and Ace. “After the avalanche, we started hanging out as friends again. Then I moved to be with Aiden at Crowhill Cove College, and Brody became part of the group as well. He was even in one of Keaton’s short film projects. You’re the only one out of the whole group who hasn’t hung out with him since then.”
 
Xavi shot me a mistrustful look, but his eyes also roved up and down my body – like he was assessing me. “If you say so.”
 
“Look, I’m not the same guy that I was back then,” I said, finally deciding to actually speak up for myself. If I didn’t, then all the friends Olly had brought with him that I had never met before were going to have a bad impression of me from the start. “I agree with you. I was an asshole. I’ve changed a lot.”
 
It was Ace’s critical gaze that swept over me this time. Up at the front of the group, Keaton had stopped outside one of the doors in the hall, so I had the feeling we’d reached our rooms. We all stopped walking at around the same time. “You still wear that same leather jacket,” he pointed out.
 
I gave him a wry smile. “Yeah,” I acknowledged. “But I grew up and sold the muscle car.”
 
“Shame,” Ace said, his eyes flicking away as if I no longer held his attention. “That was the most interesting thing about you.”
 
I wanted to change his mind. I wanted to tell him about how I’d sold it after graduation so I could get the capital needed to start my own business. How I was becoming a self-made man, which surely qualified as pretty interesting.
 
Apparently, though, he no longer cared about what I had to say.
 
And neither did anyone else – because Keaton was handing out keys at the front of the group, ushering couples into them in pairs. Olly went inside one to wait for him; Cade and Aiden stepped forward to take another; two pairs of Olly’s friends grabbed their own keys and disappeared.
 
The number of rooms available was dwindling, and so was the number of people left to go in them.
 
Xavi, Ace, Taeho – and me.
 
Considering the frosty reception I’d just had, there was only one thing to do.
 
Please, god, I prayed. Please tell me I’m sharing a room with Taeho.
 
“I’ll share with Taeho,” Xavi said, stepping forward and grabbing the key card from Keaton’s hand, sending my stomach plummeting all the way down into my boots.
 
“That leaves you two together,” Keaton said, holding out the key to Ace and beaming at us both. “Have fun! I’ll see you at dinner. Don’t be late!”
 
Don’t be late? I thought to myself.
 
I shouldn’t be here at all.
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And last but not least…
Cade: “Um, so, um… what we’re asking for today is if you would, um… [whispering] why is everyone looking at me?...”
 
Aiden: [interrupting] “Please leave Red a review on GoodReads or Amazon. If you don’t, you’ve seen what my right hook can do.”
 
Cade: “!!!!!”
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