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CHAPTER ONE



Why won't this damn thing go? The engine revs when I stomp on the accelerator, but nothing happens. "I hate this fucking car anyway!" I slam my hands against the steering wheel. When I get back, I'm getting a new one. One that works. And one that doesn't remind me of her.

I push open the door, and even that takes more effort than it should. I throw my weight into it until it finally swings out, and then I toss my bag over my shoulder. I'll get the rest of the things tomorrow.

The cabin didn't seem so far away from the car, but I'll just have to walk the rest of the way. Maybe tomorrow I can call a mechanic and have him figure out what the hell is wrong with this thing. I try to kick it as I walk by, but I bash my shin against the bumper instead and double over while I curse it. Definitely getting a new car when I get back. Whenever that will be.

Not anytime soon. The instant I'm back, everyone will want to know what happened. "You two seemed so perfect together... Bro, you were even talking about buying a ring. Guess you never saw this coming?" And I don't want to hear it. I don't want to answer any of their questions because I don't even know the answers.

Halfway up the driveway, I slip on a patch of ice and tumble into the snow. "Why not?" I scream into the crisp air. My words are an explosion of steam. "Why not see just how bad everything can get for me?" By the time I can finally stand up, I'm covered in snow. I should have gotten my coat from the backseat. Is that where it is? I don't remember if I had it on when I left the bar. Or when I went into the bar. Maybe I didn't bring it. Maybe it's still at her place. Fucking coat.

I clean myself off the best I can, but the snow only melts under my hands as I brush at it. At least if I don't touch it, it won't melt, and I'll stay dry. I pull my bag higher on my shoulder, and it almost makes me lose my balance. But this time I catch myself.

The steps to the cabin are one giant snowy slope, so I move slowly up each one to make sure I don't trip. When I get on the porch, I stop. There's a light on. Did my brother forget to turn it off when he and his wife left? Asshole would never let me hear the end of this, so I can't wait to let him know. With any luck, I can get him so mad at Christmas that he'll refuse to speak to me.

I set my bag on the wooden rocking chair and search through it for my key. I shouldn't have just thrown it in. Now, there's no telling where it is. I flip the bag up and dump it all onto the porch. Underwear, a bag of chips, bottle of tequila, earbuds. But no key.

I drop to my knees and go through the bag one more time, but it's still not there. I clench and release my fists over and over. If I don't, I'm going to throw everything out into the middle of the yard. Maybe that's what I need to do. Just throw something or hit something. Anything to get rid of all this tension inside me.

I look around and find a rock sitting on the porch. It's the size of a baseball. And it's perfect. I hurl it toward my car, hoping I'll hear the crash of glass or at least a thud as it bounces off the metal. But there's nothing.

I fall back on to the porch and scream. The sound is eaten by the quiet snowy night. I can't do anything right tonight. No wonder she doesn't want to be with me. I splay my arms out to the sides like I'm going to make a snow angel. Why not? I slide them above my head, and something brushes against the back of my hand.

As soon as I tap my finger across it, I know what it is. My key! I grab it and hop up. Everything spins around me, and I have to grab the side of the cabin to keep from falling. Thank God! I make my way to the door—still holding on to the wall—and pull open the screen door. It takes a few tries, but I finally get the key into the lock and twist.

I don't open it right away, though. I need to remember the code. I'll have 30 seconds after I get in. I run through all the combinations I can think of. My birthday. My brother's. My mom's. None of them are right. It's simple. Dad always uses simple codes. 1-2-3-4? Or maybe 9-8-7-6-? It's one of those. I'm sure. And 30 seconds is plenty of time to try them both if I need to.

I shake my head to get it as clear as I can, and twist the door handle. It springs open just a crack and I listen for the beep... beep... beep of the alarm, but it doesn't come. I push the door open the rest of the way and take two steps in before I freeze. A flash of cold surges through me, and my pulse takes off.

"Gimme one reason I shouldn't shoot you right now."


CHAPTER TWO



"Who the fuck are you?" I sway a little as I look him up and down. A little shorter than me, dark hair, hasn't shaved in months, wearing black pajama pants and nothing else. He doesn't look familiar, but between the gun in his hand and the cabin spinning, it's hard to be sure.

"I should be the one asking that." His voice is rough, like stones rubbing together.

"Did my parents hire you?"

He cocks the hammer back on the gun. It's not quite pointing at me, but it’s close enough that it wouldn't take him even a second to aim.

"Calm down, fucker. I'm Evan Marshall. I'm allowed to be here. Sorta."

"You're allowed to be here? Is that so?" He sneers.

"I'll show you my ID." When I reach for my wallet, I lose my balance and fall into the doorframe.

"How fucking drunk are you?" The man lowers the pistol and peels back the front blinds just far enough to see out. "How did you get here?"

"My key."

"No. You used the spare key I had hidden under a rock. I watched you on the camera. I mean, how did you get here? Your tracks snake all the way down the driveway, but you couldn't have walked from town in the shape you're in."

"Walk? I drove. My car's right out there."

The man huffs and looks like he wants to hit me. "Jesus Christ. You're so goddamned wasted you don't even know what house you're going to, but you thought it was a good idea to drive? Brilliant. Who the hell did I piss off in my past life to earn this shit?"

"Excuse me?" I move toward him and pull my right arm back just a little, ready to swing at him if he keeps up this attitude. "I know exactly what house I went to. What I don't know is why you're here."

He glares at me without saying a word. "You can't even stand without wobbling." Just as I hold myself still to prove him wrong, he turns away. "Go sit on the couch like a good little boy, and I'll be right back. And if you touch anything at all, you're going to regret it. Got it?"

"Who the hell do you think you are?"

His jaw tenses, and he tucks the gun in the back of his waistband. "Come on." He grabs me by the shoulders. His fingers press in harder than they need to as he guides me to the couch. When I'm against it, he pushes me. I gasp as I fall, but then my ass hits the cushion and my head snaps against the back. Asshole man chuckles as he walks away.

I look around. The cabin is nothing like I remember. The living room is smaller and separated from the kitchen by a fireplace. There are a couple of closed doors and then a staircase that goes to the second floor. It all seems so much bigger in my memories. And better decorated. There's almost nothing here. No pictures on the walls. None of my mom's vases or tchotchkes. No sign at all that it's even been lived in other than a couple of lamps on the end tables, two remotes, and an open hardcover lying face down. I pick up the book to see what it is, but my eyes can't focus in the low light. I toss it back on to the end table, but it slides to the floor with a slap that echoes around the room.

"What the hell was that?" The man's steps thump down the stairs. When he gets to the base, he looks around and then looks at me. "What did I tell you?"

A lot of bullshit. How am I supposed to remember it all? I shrug.

"Unbelievable. You're lucky you're this drunk, or I would throw you out in the snow to fend for yourself. Tomorrow morning, you're gone. You hear me?"

"Tomorrow morning," I say, "I'm calling the police and having you arrested for trespassing."

He tosses a rolled-up blanket at me so hard that it knocks the wind out of me. "Yeah, good luck with that, kiddo. You stay on the couch tonight unless you have to piss. And I'm gonna get you a trash can in case you have to puke, but if you puke, it needs to be cleaned up and out of here by the time I come down in the morning." He watches as I unfold the blanket. "If you know what's good for you, you'll be gone in the morning before I come down too."

"What?" I'm trying so hard to spread the stupid blanket over me, I can't pay attention to what he's saying.

"Never mind. Here." He yanks it from my hands and shakes it out in one motion. "Your clothes are soaked. You need to take them off before you go to sleep. Give them to me. I'll hang them up."

We stare at each other, but neither of us moves. "Aren't you going to turn around?" I ask.

He tosses his hands in the air, but he turns away. "God, you're worse than a woman."

I peel everything off and set it all next to me on the couch. When I'm stripped of everything but my briefs, I wad the clothes up and throw them at him. His head snaps forward and his face is as red as a cranberry when he spins around. I burst out laughing as soon as I see it. The side of his lip opens in a snarl, and that makes it even funnier.

"Not the best idea to piss off a man who is being nice to you against his better judgement." He picks my clothes off the floor and spreads them across the back of a chair. "Are you going to behave tonight? Please say no, so I'll have an excuse to throw you out."

I give him two thumbs up, crawl under the blanket, and close my eyes. I'm still chuckling as I hear him storm up the stairs.
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"I think I found your problem."

I groan and roll over, and then feel a giant piece of ice on my cheek. I jump. My head feels like someone is slamming it into a door with every heartbeat. "What the hell!" I look up at the man standing over me and then around the room. I don't recognize either of them.

"I found your tequila on my porch this morning." He tosses the bottle onto my lap, and I swat it away before it freezes my dick off. "That should have been you out there. You're lucky I'm so nice."

"Where am I?"

The man chuckles. "Knowing where you are seems to be a struggle for you. You're in my cabin. The one you broke into last night. And you still owe me a thank you for not shooting you, by the way."

I don't even know what to say to that.

"You don't remember any of that?" he asks. I shake my head. "You got a problem with the liquor, my man."

Yeah, tell me something that Miranda hasn't already told me a hundred times. "Whatever. Do I owe you anything?" I reach behind me for my wallet and realize I'm just in my underwear.

"Owe me? Other than for my time and the amount of bullshit I had to shuffle through last night? No, you don't owe me anything. If you're looking for your wallet, it's sitting on the chair over there."

I hop off the couch like he's racing me for it and rip it open. It looks like everything is still inside.

"Now hold on." The man's voice is so loud it hurts. "You're the one who broke into my place, but when you wake up, you think maybe I robbed you? God, you're one in a million. More than that. My odds of winning the lottery have to be better than ever running into someone quite like you."

I pull my jeans on and ignore him. He can keep his sarcasm and attitude. As soon as I get dressed, I'm out of here. "What did you do with my keys?"

"Worried I stole your car? I hid them so you wouldn't get the ingenious idea to go for a drive in the middle of the night."

"So, where are they now?"

He reaches into a kitchen cabinet and pulls them from the back. I want to walk up and snatch them from him, but I don't.

"These aren't gonna do you much good today, though. At least not in the way you're planning. Look outside."

I spin and look out the broad window. Half of the bottom pane is covered in a snowdrift, so I have to walk closer to see out. "What am I supposed to be looking at?" Everything is white and covered in snow, and I can't make out a thing.

"That's all fresh—well over a foot—covering everything. All new since you decided to grace me with your lovely presence."

"So, what are you saying?"

He chuckles. "You're a bright bulb, aren't you? What I'm saying is that unless your vehicle is a snowmobile, I don't see you going anywhere today."

"What?" I look at him and he just holds his palms up. "I'm supposed to stay here with you today?"

"Oh, hell no. For your sake, you don't want that. Neither one of us does."

I look outside again. Now that I know what to look for, I can see the giant drifts humping up across the field. I can't look too long though because the too-bright scene pierces straight into my skull. "Well, if I can't leave and I can't stay, I'm a little confused about what I'm supposed to do."

"That's where that car of yours comes in. You can't leave, but you're gonna stay in it until they get these roads cleared. Now, get everything you need because we have to hustle. I already picked up all your things from the porch and put them in your backpack. At least the things I could find under the snow."

I sit back on the couch. "You aren't serious." He doesn't say anything. "They have to come clear this road soon, right? I can stay inside until then."

He sighs and sits next to me. Just the motion of the couch shifting under him is enough to set my headache off again. "I'm not being an asshole," he says. I roll my eyes. "This really is for your sake."

"What, are you going to turn into some abominable snow creature or something?"

He grins, but it looks almost sad. I start to say that he's already about as abominable as a person can get, but he's actually being a nice to me for the first time since I woke up, and I don't dare jeopardize that.

"It's not what I turn into that I'm worried about." He looks around and sighs. "This place does things to people. Believe me or not, it's for your own good. Now get everything together. I don't know how far away your car is, so we might have a bit of a hike."

I spin and look out the window. "Yeah, where exactly is my car?"

"That's a good question, and we're about to find out. Now, come on."
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It takes almost half an hour for us to get there, and standing even just a few feet away, I would have missed it under the drifts. It looks like I tried to turn into the driveway last night but didn't make it. With a little digging, we see that I ran into a snowdrift and neither of the front wheels is on the ground. I want to collapse into the snow pile.

"Be sure to keep a window cracked anytime the engine is on and keep checking your tailpipe to make sure it's not clogged with snow."

"You're seriously just leaving me out here?"

His eyes might turn soft for a split second, but it's hard to see much of anything with the glare. "I'm looking out for you. I wouldn't do this otherwise. I shoved a sleeping bag in your backpack. Use it to keep warm. Plus, I put my book in there. The one you were so interested in last night." I shrug. "Yeah, I'm not surprised you don't remember. That's why I dumped the rest of your tequila. You need to stay away from that. It turns you into a completely different person."

I roll my eyes. Even strangers are telling me I drink too much now.

"I'm heading back up to the house now. Don't come up there for any reason. I mean it, Evan. Forget that it's even there."

He turns to go, but I stop him. "I don't even know your name. You apparently know mine, though."

"Wyatt, but you'd be better off forgetting it too."

As he walks away, I pull the sleeping bag from my backpack. A plastic container filled with brownies falls out when I do, and I chuckle. So he's an asshole who won't let me stay in his house, but he takes the time to clear my tailpipe and pack brownies for me. I take off the lid and pop a tiny piece into my mouth. Homemade.

Even inside the sleeping bag, it's not long before I'm shivering. I try running the car for just ten minutes every hour, but as soon as I turn it off, I can see the ice crystals march across the windows. I'm going to die of hypothermia if I don't run it more. But even after twenty minutes with the heat on high, I get cold five minutes after I turn it off. After another fifteen minutes, my body shakes, and I have to start the car again.

When the sun goes down, even twenty minutes isn't enough. I add more and more time until I'm running it for forty minutes straight and then turning it off for twenty. For the first time in what seems like years, I finally feel a little warm, and I just start to drift off when my car sputters and dies. I snap my eyes open, and my heart races. I push the ignition button over and over. At first, it sounds like the car is going to start up again—just enough that I relax—but then nothing. And now, each time I push it, there's silence.

I stay as long as I can. I know Wyatt told me to not come back under any circumstance, but he couldn't have imagined this. I only need to get some gas from him. Just enough to get me through the night. As I walk toward his cabin, through the new drifts that have covered our trail from this morning, I convince myself that he can't have a problem with that. Just show me where the gas can is, and I'll take it back to my car. I won't even go inside his precious house.

I knock on the door and wait. But he doesn't come. I know he's inside, and I know he's awake. I can hear the television. So I knock again. Louder this time. Still nothing.

"I just need gas. That's all. I don't need to come in."

After a few seconds, the door opens. He's silhouetted by the lights inside the house, so I can't see his face. But he's shaking his head. "Are you totally out of gas, or are you just planning ahead?"

"Completely out. Sputter-and-die-and-won't-restart out. Just give me a can or two, and you won't see me again tonight."

"God fucking damn it."

"Look, I know you said not to come back, and I'm sorry. But I just need enough gas to get through the night. That's all. I'll pay for it. I'll even go refill the can for you tomorrow once I can get out of here."

He stands frozen, and I'm just starting to wonder if he's going to ignore me until I leave when he opens the screen door and takes a step back. "There isn't a choice, is there? You'll have to spend the night in here."

I take hold of the door handle, but I don't open it more than the crack it already is. "No. I just need gas. I mean it."

"Get in here. You're letting my heat out." He sighs. "I don't have any gas. Everything I own is electric."

I take one step inside, and the warmth pulls me the rest of the way. It's like being held after waking up from a nightmare. I want to just close my eyes and let it surround me and seep into me.

"Shut the door. And you'd better hope you're luckier than me. The second night is when it starts."

"When what starts?"

He walks back into the living room. "Take the couch. The chair is mine."


CHAPTER THREE



I'm awake before Wyatt in the morning, so I pad into the kitchen and look around. He doesn't have much. A box of fancy oatmeal, a carton of eggs, and a few leftover sausage patties twisted in foil and then sealed in a baggie—at least that's what he wrote on the outside. I start the oatmeal on the stove and pull out my phone.

Still no calls or texts from anyone. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Who is there to check up on me now that Miranda and I are over? Other than holidays and absolute emergencies, I never talk to anyone in my family. And I don't exactly have a lot of friends. Or even any. Just some people I work with, and they won't give me any more thought on a holiday weekend than I would give to them.

I scroll through the news for 25 minutes and then go back to the kitchen. The oats should be just about done, so I pull them off the burner and preheat a skillet to cook the sausage and some eggs. I just crack the eggs into the pan when Wyatt comes down the stairs. It's not like we're friends, or even get along with each other really, but a tingle goes through my body when I hear his feet on the steps.

"Good morning, sleepyhead," I say.

His eyes move up and down my body, and he sniffs. His nostrils flare just a little when he does it. It's kind of cute in an I'm-a-big-grouch-who-hates-everyone sort of way. "What's this?" he asks.

"Breakfast. You don't have much food, and I don't know what you like yet, so I made a little bit of everything that I found."

He walks around me and looks onto the stovetop and into the pans. Did he not believe me? I chuckle. "You normally make breakfast?" he asks.

"I don't know. Just felt like it today. I hope that's okay?" I don't know a lot about him, but from what I do know, he's probably mad that I'm trying to be nice.

"How do you feel?"

"Uh, fine." I drag out the word to give him more time to explain himself, but he doesn't. "Are you asking if I slept well? I did."

He moves close to me, almost too close, and looks me over again. The toothpaste on his breath reminds me that I don't know where my toothbrush is. In the car, I think. "Do you feel normal?" he asks. "Anything different?"

"God, what is wrong with you? For the first two days I've been here, you don't want anything to do with me, but now you're standing three inches away from my face and asking my life history."

He runs a finger along the side of my cheek, and I draw in a sharp breath. "You still have stubble."

I walk away from him. It's either that or hit him. "I haven't shaved yet today. Do you want to tell me how stinky I am too? I haven't had a shower since Friday morning. I can't win with you, no matter what I do."

"I mean, you still have facial hair. That hasn't changed, so there might still be time. We have to get you outta here."

"Oh my God." I throw my hands up. "We're back to this? Do you really think they plowed the road last night? Because I'm guessing they didn't. And even if they did, I need gas now, plus a tow truck to pull me off that stupid snow pile I somehow ended up on."

"Because you were a drunk idiot who thought he could still drive. If you weren't so stupid, you never would have ended up here." He goes to the closet and pulls out a pair of snow pants. "Can't see the road from here, so I have to go out and look. If it's clear, I'll call the town's tow truck guy. You can wait for him in your car. He's always quick."

I plop on the couch with a loud huff. "I really can't believe you. At least eat breakfast before it gets cold, and before you kick me out."

"I'm not kicking you out… Well, I am, but it's—"

"Yeah, it's for my own good. I just need to believe you. It's only been a day and a half, and I've heard it a million times already."

He sits next to me on the couch. "Look, I can't explain it, but this cabin changes people. That's why I wanted to know if you still felt the same." He runs his fingers through his brown hair. "I wish I knew you before, so I could compare. You probably won't know if you feel different or not."

“This is silly. Do you have an extra toothbrush I could use? I need to get cleaned up.”

"Under the sink. Still in the package. And towels are—"

"I found them last night. And I guess just throw all that food away since you don't want any of it."

"You already eat?"

I don't turn back as I walk into the bathroom. "No, but I'm not hungry anymore." I close the door.

The shower's warm water feels great as it splashes down my body, and I stay in so long that the water starts to turn cold. When I slide open the shower door, the tiny bathroom is filled with a thick fog. I take a deep breath. It's the first time I've truly felt warm in the last two days.

I pull the hairdryer from under the sink and use it to clear a spot in the mirror. Then I start on my hair. I brush it out as I blast the hot dry air along its length. It seems like it's taking forever, but it'll be so nice to have my hair done after days of just scumming around.

Halfway through, I remember I didn't plug in the curling iron. I'm probably not leaving the cabin today, but I still need to make at least a little effort. So, when I'm finished drying it, I curl it into loose waves that fall around my shoulders and then give it a quick spritz of hairspray to help hold it in place.

"Cute!" I turn my head in the mirror to see my hair from all sides. Cute? I shake my head and smile at myself in the mirror. But it is.

The bathroom is already getting a little chilly, so I hurry into my clothes and check myself in the mirror one more time before heading out to the living room. As soon as my hand touches the knob, I remember Wyatt and his mood. I take one last deep breath of the calm in the bathroom before I open the door.

Wyatt is sitting in his chair when I walk into the living room. "I feel sooo much better now." I grin as he looks at me. "And I hope getting some food in you helped you not be such a grump bucket?"

"What are you wearing?"

No, Evan, the delicious breakfast you cooked did not put me in a better mood, but thanks for trying. I push out a long sigh. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?" I look down at myself. An oversized grey sweater, black leggings, and a pair of grey and pink snowflake-pattern slouchy socks. "It's not like I'm going anywhere today, so I want to be comfy."

He almost leaps up from his recliner. "You want to be 'comfy'? Where did you get those clothes? Where?" His voice is raised, and I take a step away from him without even thinking about it.

"I stole them, Wyatt. I went right into the store, shoved these under my shirt, and ran out before they could catch me. Do you seriously have issues? Because it seems like you might."

He scrunches up his face. "I'm not accusing you of stealing them. I'm sorry if I seemed—fuck!" The shout is so loud it makes me flinch. "Sorry. This is what I was afraid of. I need to check that road. I hope it's clear, and I hope it's not too late."

"I hope so too. God forbid I spend a second longer here than I need to." I look in the pans on the stove to see if he touched anything. "I didn't plan to be trapped with some anti-social maniac hermit, by the way. It just sorta happened. But as long as you don't go psycho and tie me to a bed, I'm going to make the best of this for as long as I'm stuck. I really wish you would do the same."

He has one boot on when he stops and looks up at me. "I'm not anti-social. I just—you know what, you go on thinking that. Yes, I'm some crazy monster who might lose control of himself any second and do all kinds of bad things to you if you don't leave." He slams his foot down into the other boot. “So let me help you escape by checking the road.”

I turn my back to him and scrape the breakfast leftovers into bowls so I can stick them in the fridge. The door slams as I nibble on a piece of sausage, but I don't look back.

For ten minutes, the house is quiet. It's the idyllic cabin in the middle of a snowy field. Then I hear him stomping the snow off his boots on the front porch, and my body tenses. The latch clicks as he turns the knob.

"It must not be cleared yet, or I would have heard you celebrating all the way up here. I'm sorry I'm such a burden to you. I really don't mean to be." My throat tightens, and my voice gets shaky. Am I about to cry because of this man? I bite down on the sides of my tongue and hope that will snap me out of whatever this is.

Wyatt doesn't say a word. His coat and snow pants swish as he takes them off and hangs them by the door. Then he stands in front of me, and I look up. If I could let myself look past the fact that he's an absolute, unstable jerk—and the fact that it looks like he's never shaved a day in his life—I could almost think he's handsome.

He looks from me to the ceiling and takes a deep breath. "I've been an asshole to you, and I'm sorry. But it's only because—"

"You were raised by bears and have no idea how to behave around other humans."

He chuckles for just half of a second, and the sound makes me smile. "That too. It's just... I know what happens when people stay here too long, and I don't want that to happen to you."

"Yeah, yeah. You tie them up and ravage them before dumping their bodies in the yard out back, probably."

He sits at the other end of the couch, and it feels like the entire room tilts in his direction. "Something like that." He looks at me from the corner of his eye and smiles.


CHAPTER FOUR



All day long, I catch Wyatt glancing at me anytime he thinks I won't notice. At first, I smile at him to let him know it's okay, but he always looks away and his cheeks turn just a little red each time. After he does this a few times, I start staring at him. I watch his eyes move side to side as he reads. His left eyebrow raises for just a bit every few pages, and I figure out that it's when he reads something really interesting. Each time he flips a page, he brings his thumb to his mouth and gives it the tiniest lick to moisten it just enough to grasp the paper. Every time he does it, a tiny bit of me melts and drips to my core. Hot wax forming a rivulet down a candle.

He still looks up at me now and then. And his eyes still dart back to the page when he sees that I'm looking at him. But now he doesn't turn red. He blows out a tiny breath. The top of the page flaps. And each time, I imagine what it would be like to feel that breath against me.

It's just barely dark when he folds over the top of a page and snaps the book shut. "I'm going to bed." He looks down at me as he stands. "You should have everything you need. If not, you know where to find it at this point."

I whimper. "You can't be tired already. Stay up a little longer?" Why do I feel this way around him?

"Goodnight." He stops at the base of the stairs, and his eyes drift down my body before he turns away. "See you in the morning."

For a couple of hours, I try to keep myself entertained. I scroll through television shows but never find anything that interests me. I swipe through news articles. I even start reading his book. A scary story about a haunted house in the middle of a swamp. I only make it five pages. If I read more, I won't be able to sleep tonight. I set the book down and roll my head against the back cushion of the couch. I wish I knew what was wrong with Wyatt. Whatever it is, it's not me. No matter how much he makes it seem like it is.

Maybe he had the right idea going to bed early. There's nothing else to do. I chuckle to myself. Am I seriously going to bed because I'm bored? I go into the bathroom so I can wash my face and brush my teeth. I guess I am. When I'm done, I root through my bag for something to sleep in. Almost everything is still in my car. Maybe tomorrow I can get Wyatt to bring it in for me if he's in a good mood. Maybe I should plan on getting it myself.

The tank top I pull from my bag is different than I expect. It looks like it would go down to the middle of my thighs. I guess it's not that much longer than the sweater I'm wearing. It just… seems strange.

I take off the sweater and leggings and slip the tank top over my head. It does fall to my thighs, and the opening at the neck drops lower than I'm used to. But when I look at myself in the mirror, it seems fine. Maybe spending the last couple of days stuck in a cabin is playing tricks on my mind.

I tuck a couple of stray hairs up into my bun and walk back out to the living room. The blanket is folded on the back of the couch. I spread it across the cushions and settle under it, my head on the throw pillow, and I wonder what Wyatt is doing. Was he able to fall asleep? Is he lying there bored? What does he look like lying in bed? I already know from the first night that he sleeps shirtless, but what about his pants? Did he just put them on for my sake that night, or does he sleep in them?

I just want a peek. A quick one to satisfy my curiosity. So I creep up the stairs. I step on each tread with just my toe at first and then slowly transfer my weight to that step. A couple of the steps squeak, but as soon as they do, I lift up and move my foot closer to the edge. The last thing I want to do is wake him.

As soon as I get to the top of the stairs, I hear him. He's not snoring, but he's taking full breaths that shuffle down his throat rather than glide. I don't know why that makes me smile, but it does. I look around. There's no hallway or landing here. Other than a bathroom, his bedroom is the entire second floor.

I tiptoe closer, my socks slippery against the wood floor, until I'm standing beside the bed. His back is to me. I don't think I've ever seen a back like this in real life. It's something from a movie. A shirtless man raising an axe above his head and bringing it down on a piece of wood, his back muscles glistening with sweat and flexing with every backstroke and every swing.

I want to crawl into the bed just so I can touch him and see what that kind of muscle feels like. But I know better. I know how he would react. And I know it's not something I should do. I'm his guest, even if it's not because of his choice. And I shouldn't feel this way. I'm not gay. Am I? But I can't stop myself.

I move as slowly as I can. An inch at a time. A millimeter. And it seems to take forever. But I know if he feels the mattress shift under my weight, it will wake him. And if he wakes, I don't know what he'll do. For a second, I imagine him throwing me out and forcing me to sleep in my freezing car. But then I'm next to him, and he hasn't stirred.

One of my legs is on the bed, and the other is still on the floor. It's the last bit left to pull up, but I'm not sure how to do it. As soon as it lifts up, all of its weight will be on the mattress. Will that be too much? I lift it slowly. Heel first, then its middle, then the toes. I extend my leg almost straight out, and I know I would look foolish to anyone watching, but I have to be careful. I can't just pull it in. Not yet.

When it's completely straight, I bend that knee. At one point, it creaks, and I hold my breath. He couldn't have heard it, but I listen for his breathing. Still the same slow and steady scrape. When my knee is pulled nearly to my chest, I smile. I'm so close now. I just need to rotate. Only a little. Barely onto my right side. Slow. I push my feet under the covers as I twist, and then finally I'm facing him. It seems like it's taken me hours. It should be almost sunrise, but the room is still as black as when I first came up the stairs.

He's so close to me now. So touchable. I don't understand why I need to touch him, but I do. I don't even have a choice. It's as necessary and as thoughtless as my heart beating. I gasp when the tip of my finger touches his back. It's so warm. Somehow, even without the blanket over it, it feels like it's burning. I press just a little more. Only enough to feel the smooth skin under my ridged fingertips. Just hard enough to fill the outline of his muscles as I glide my finger from his shoulders down toward the small of his back.

When I get to the curve, I pull away as carefully as I'd touched him, and I exhale. I didn't know, but I'd been holding my breath the whole time. I grin and drop my head down to the pillow. I'll lie here, just for a little while, to listen to him. To watch him. To see the way his chest and shoulders expand with every breath and then shrink every time he blows it back out.

As I lie there, I notice I'm breathing in the same rhythm that he is now. Knowing that sends a tingling wave through my body. It's a connection we share without even realizing it. A bond I don't want to ever break, but when he gasps and rolls over, it snaps.

I press myself flat and pray that he won't wake up. That he won't open his eyes. His face is less than a foot away from mine now. His breaths tickle across my nose. They smell like a combination of mouthwash and the tacos I made for dinner. But I don't dare breathe myself. Not when he's this close to me. This close to waking up and discovering me lying next to him.

But when he settles into the same easy breathing pattern, I know I'm safe. My body relaxes, and I try again to match my breath to his. It's almost impossible this time. I'm either too fast or too slow. And when his eyelids slide open like a barn door, I stop breathing altogether.

It takes so long for him to notice me that I think maybe he's still asleep. I bargain with the universe and vow that if he just closes his eyes again, I'll sneak out of his bed and go downstairs. I'll never say a word, and he'll never know. But then he gasps and jumps backward.

"What the fuck are you doing?"

I wanted to see what you look like when you sleep and I wanted to touch your back and then watch you for a little bit, sound like terrible reasons to sneak into bed with another man. "I... I was cold." I want to roll my eyes at how feeble my lie is.

"Get out." The words are a whisper as he sits up. His naked chest rising and falling. I try to look up at his face, but I can't. "There are extra blankets downstairs in the closet."

I don't move. I don't even know if I can.

"You need to get out of my bed. Do you need me to get the blankets for you?"

I shake my head. "I don't want to go." How have I spent two days with him without noticing how intensely sexy he is? Without noticing the things he does to my body. I scoot closer to him and put a hand on his arm. When he doesn't move, I wrap both of my arms around him and try to pull him closer to me. He doesn't budge, but I end up sliding myself against him.

"You don't want this," he says. "Trust me. And I don't either."

I snort. "You're always telling me to trust you, even when I know you're wrong. I know what I want, Wyatt. Every part of my body is on fire right now." I slide a hand between his very naked legs. "And it feels like you want this as much as I do."

He closes his eyes as my fingers curl around his hard cock. "Think for a minute... were you attracted to me before tonight? Have you ever been attracted to any man?"

"It doesn't matter. I am now. Maybe you need to think a little less and listen to what your body is telling you. Does your body want me to leave? Does your dick want me to stop?" I move my hand lower on his base and then back toward its tip. Slowly teasing. His cock expands, reaching for more.

Wyatt doesn't say a word.

"Tell me to stop, and I will. Tell me you don't want this, and I'll leave. I'll go sleep outside. You'll never see me again." I pump my hand faster now. "Just one simple word, Wyatt. That's all you have to say. Can you tell me you don't want this?"

He bites his lip and falls back onto the bed. I move to my knees, my legs straddling his. His cock is just in front of my belly, and my hand is still wrapped around it. "Do you want me to keep going?"

He blows out a long breath, and I think he's never going to answer, but then his head moves up and down. Just a little. But enough to tell me he wants this.

I'm pumping him hard now, and in the reflection of moonlight I see a drop of pre-cum form on the head of his cock. I scoot down so I can lick it off. Something happens when my lips get close to his bulging head. There's a pull, and I lower myself on to him. Just kissing at first, but then my mouth opens and I take him inside me. Sucking him while I slide my fist up and down.

I've never sucked a dick before. The thought flashes in my mind, but that can't be right, can it? It feels so natural. So perfect. This can't be my first time.

Wyatt is sucking in air now. Short fast breaths, and I know that he's already close. I move faster. Licking his underside, sliding my hand along him, and scratching the fingernails of my other hand across his sac. He moans twice. The first one is long and drawn out. But the second is short. Forced. And I know it's coming. I open to it, and he shoots ropes of cum into the back of my throat.

For a second, I feel like I'm drowning. Like I'll have to cough it all up, but then I start swallowing. The more I drink, the more he gives me, but I'm going to take all of him. There's not even a question in my mind. I swallow and suck and lick until he starts to soften and even then I don't stop until I feel his hand on my shoulder.

I look up, and his smile almost makes me cry. This man who has hated me since I first came here is smiling at me now. And I smile back as I crawl up and press my body to his.

"We shouldn't have done that."

I put my hand over his mouth to stop him. "Don't ruin it by thinking. Just tell me how wonderful it was. And I'll tell you that I loved every second of it."

"It was wonderful," he says.

"And I loved every second of it. Now, not another word. Just hold me until we both fall asleep."

I roll over and he wraps his arms around me, pulling my back into him. I could be happy staying here in his arms forever.


CHAPTER FIVE



I know it's silly—we're not even leaving the cabin—but I still want to look good for him. I brush the eyeshadow across my lids and then draw in a bold black line of eyeliner. It's barely even eleven in the morning, but that doesn't matter. I glide the dark red lipstick across my lips.

This is our first day together after everything changed last night. A brand new start, and I'm going to make the best impression that I can.

Wyatt went to my car earlier and brought my luggage back to the house. It's laid open across his bed now, and I'm sorting through it. Looking for just the right thing to wear. My heart tumbles as soon as I see it.

It's nothing fancy. A sleeveless body-hugging sheath dress. The navy blue fabric is so dark, it looks black unless the sun is shining directly on it. I slip it on and look at myself. Perfect. I love it, and I hope he does too. I step into a pair of light grey pumps and walk down the stairs. Wyatt is already sitting in front of the television with the remote in his hand.

When I woke up this morning, his arms were still around me, and I pressed my back into him. His cock came to life even before he did. Just as I reached behind me to wrap my fingers around it, his hand caught mine. "Not so fast," he said. "You're not gonna talk me into that again. I should have stopped you last night."

My stomach twisted into a knot. I thought we were past that. I rolled over to face him and he slid away from me. "So, we're back to grouchy Wyatt, who doesn't want me around again? I was good enough to suck your dick last night, but now you're done with me?"

He looked like I stabbed him, and I was glad. "You still don't get it? Look at your hair." He ran his hand along the back of mine, and I closed my eyes. It was like being petted and it was my new favorite thing in the world. "You're wearing a nightgown. You snuck in my bed last night so you could give me a blowjob."

"No. I snuck into your bed so I could run my finger down your back." He lifts an eyebrow. "Maybe you don't know, but you have a very sexy back."

"So you—"

"The point is, I didn't sneak in your bed to suck your dick. That just kind of happened. And don't tell me you didn't love it as much as I did."

Wyatt rolled over. "That's just it. You shouldn't have liked it. Were you gay before you came up here? Did you ever suck a man's dick before last night?"

I sucked his. Why does he care what I did before? "It doesn't matter. I just want to be with you. This probably makes me the biggest idiot in the world, but I like you. Like actually like you."

"You never did, did you?"

I clench my jaw as he completely ignores what I just admitted to him. "I don't know. I can't remember."

"If you can't remember, that means you didn't. It's not something you forget unless you were drunk every single time you ever did it."

"I don't drink, so it wasn't that. But what difference does it make? Shouldn't that make it even hotter for you? I thought men loved to have sex with virgins."

He covered his face with his hands. "You're talking about men like you aren't one yourself. It's this cabin. I tried to warn you—I did everything I could to help you—but it changes people."

This again. I groaned. "You keep saying that, but that's not how reality works."

"If it didn't happen to me, I wouldn't believe it either."

"Did it change you from a normal man to this cold and hateful person lying beside me?"

He twisted his head and stared at me for so long that I started to feel uncomfortable. Maybe I pushed him too far. "I came up here to get away," he said. "Sound familiar? There weren't any changes until the second morning. At the time, I didn't notice them. I only realized it when I looked back, after it was too late... I wasn't a man at all when I came up here. Four years ago. I was 26 and just dumped by my boyfriend. On Thanksgiving Day in the backyard of his parents' house."

"So you... bullshit." I rolled over and got out of bed. "There's no way."

"Evan, look at yourself."

I looked down. I was wearing a nightgown, but there's nothing unusual about that. I'm still a guy. What he said is impossible.

"Look, you say you want to be with me, so today we'll do that. We'll stream movies and spend the whole day together. And I even promise to not grump." My mind shot off a million miles per hour. It was our version of a snowed-in date, and I was going to treat it like we were going out together. "But I want you to think about every choice you make today. Every single one. Think about what you would normally choose, and then think about which makes you happier. You'll see what I'm talking about."

I didn't believe him, but I did it anyway. I thought about every choice before I made it. Then I did what made me happiest. And that's what makes the disappointment in his face when he sees me so much harder to take. I want to give up as soon as I see his face drop, but I don't. This is our first date, and I'm going to take it seriously even if he isn't.

I sit in the middle of the couch and smooth my dress under me. He watches every move I make, so I pat the cushion beside me. "If this is going to be a date, you need to come sit next to me."

"I never said this was a date."

"No, I did. It's a choice that I thought about and then made. Just like you want me to do. So I would like you to choose to come sit next to me, please."

He sighs. "And that dress? And those shoes?"

"Choices I made. Not some magic cabin. I chose what made me happiest to wear. And that goes for the makeup too, before you ask."

He looks like he wants to say more, but he doesn't. He sits beside me, but not next to me. Instead, he's practically sitting on top of the arm to make sure there's as much space as possible between us. "So what do you want to watch?" he asks. “I've got The Replaceables queued up, but we could do Too Fast or Two Fast For You if wanna watch one of those.”

"My day to choose everything, right?" I hold out my hand for the remote. He doesn't want to give it up at first, but finally he does and I scroll to My Moon and Sea.

"A Korean romance series? Really?"

"I know you like to read, so you'll be fine with subtitles."

By the end of the first episode, we're both hooked, and we let the second episode automatically play. Halfway through, he asks me to pause so he can go to the bathroom. While he's gone, I scoot over even closer to the end of the couch. There's barely a foot between me and the arm now.

Before he sits back down, he stares at the gap and then at me. I don't even look at him. He knows what I did, and it was my choice, so I don't care if he likes it or not. I hear him swallow, and as he sits, his hip and arm rub against the side of my chest. I still don't say anything or even acknowledge that I'd slid over.

At the end of the episode, I make my next move. I don't try to hide it this time. I press against him and rest my head against the top of his arm. He's still warm, like there's a furnace inside him that just constantly pumps out heat. If he had stayed with me in the car, I never would have run out of gas.

His arm twitches against my cheek, and I wonder if he's had too much and is going to stand up. "Are you sure about this?"

Oh. My heart races. Is he finally going to give in and admit that there's something between us? "Yes."

"Really sure? You've thought about this? About what the old you would do?"

The old me wouldn't even be comfortable sitting on the same couch as another man. But looking at him from a distance, he seems so terrible and sad and lonely that I never want to do what he would do. "I choose this, Wyatt. I'm choosing you."

He leans away from me, and for a second, I feel empty. But then he puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into him. I look up at him. He's trying not to smile, but I can tell he wants this as much as I do. He always has. He was just stubborn.

"Why don't you have a Christmas tree?"

"Kinda seems pointless. It's just me here, and I don't really celebrate."

"It was just you here." I run a finger down his forearm and then pull his hand up to my mouth and kiss it. "I think we should celebrate this year."

He sits up straight. "You... What are... you mean..."

"Do you have any popcorn?" I change the subject before he has any more of a short-circuit.

He chuckles. "For us or for our tree?"

Our tree. The words echo through my brain a thousand times in less than a second. Our tree. "For us. Popcorn and cuddling kind of go together."

"Is that what we're going to do?"

"It's exactly what we're going to do."

I expect him to argue, to put up at least a token resistance, but he doesn't. He goes to the kitchen, pops a bag into the microwave, and pulls a small saucepan out of a drawer. "You like it buttery, right?"

"What a stupid question." Is he really about to add even more butter? Is it possible he's my dream man?

"That's my girl—fuck!" I look, thinking that he burned himself. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to call you that. I just... got carried away, I guess."

He looks horrified, but I smile at him. "I don't mind. Really." I don't know if I would have even noticed if he hadn't said something.

Thankfully, the microwave beeps and saves us both from anything more we might say. As soon as he pours the butter over the popcorn, the smell floats to me, and my mouth waters.

He sits beside me, and I curl myself into him tighter than I ever thought possible and grab a giant greasy handful as I press play.

It doesn't take long before we're both in butter comas. My eyes keep closing, and I don't even pretend I'm watching the show anymore. He's even worse. He snores in a giant mouthful of air, and it makes me jump. I giggle and am just about to make fun of him when I realize the reason it made me jump is that I was asleep too.

"Maybe we should turn this off?" I ask.

He stretches, and my head rises and falls with his chest. "I think we should maybe go to bed."

"Oh?" A wave of energy rushes through my body.

"And sleep. We're both tired, so nothing else. For now." He wedges his hand between me and the couch and somehow manages to pinch my ass. I yelp.

"I suppose we could rest up for later, so we can—"

"Oh my God! Do you hear that?" He jumps to his feet and rushes to the window.

I stop and listen. There's a distant rumble, but I can't make out what it is. "An earthquake?"

"A snowplow! We have to get you out of here!"


CHAPTER SIX



Everything inside me vanishes in the space between his words and my breath, and I start shaking. Why? We'd gotten so close. Everything was right. Almost perfect. And now?

"I'm calling the tow truck for you." The phone is already to his ear, and he's talking to someone I can't hear. When he hangs up, he's almost buzzing. "He said he can be here in twenty minutes. This is great. We need to get you packed."

"What if I don't want to go?" The words stick in my throat and can barely crawl out.

He looks at me for just a second before turning away. He doesn't say anything, and maybe that means he's thinking about this and about us. He remembers that he feels it too and is going to cancel the truck. "You need to change. You can't wear that."

"Wyatt, please?"

"Go through that closet." He points beside the door. "All my things are going to be way too big on you, but they'll be better than nothing. I'll go get your bags."

He goes up the stairs two at a time, and I walk to the closet like a zombie. My mind is gone. My body is just following Wyatt's commands now because it needs someone to listen to. It latched on to the closest person who sounded authoritative. And with his booming voice, I can't blame it for listening to him.

The closet is packed with winter gear. Coats and scarves and pants and boots. Some of them look smaller, girlier, so I take those. A pink coat with matching snow pants, cream-colored boots with fur lining around the top. A white knit beanie with a pink pompom at the top. White mittens and scarf.

I set it all on the couch, spread out like a buffet filled with spoiled food. Even my body has had enough now. It stops. It doesn't want to do this no matter what he said. I look at the stairs like he'll come down to tell me he's changed his mind if I just glance in that direction. There's a thud from upstairs and then a plastic whir. I assume it's him setting one of my suitcases on the floor and then pushing it aside so he can work on the other. I can't leave here. I can't leave him. I fall backward on the couch. A boot digs into the small of my back, and I barely notice it.

"You're not dressed. You need—Oh. This place works faster than I thought. But this is good. Those will fit you better and then once this magic or curse or whatever this is wears off, maybe those will change back. If they don't, burn them. You don't want them around." My only reminders of him? "Now, where are you going?"

I don't move. "Nowhere." But I'm not going there. I'm already there.

"When you came up, you thought this was your parents' cabin. Is that where you wanted to go?" he asks. "Before all this." I thought I did, but it's the last place I want to be now. "You can go there. Stay there until you change back. Then get back to your real life."

I finally look at him, and tears leak down my cheeks. "Today was supposed to be about my choices. But I don't choose any of this Wyatt. Don't make me leave. Please don't make me leave." I slide off the couch and onto my knees. It just takes me two short crawling steps to get to him. To wrap my arms around him and hold on tight. A three-year-old throwing a fit because she doesn't want to go. But what else can I do? If he could just look and see that this is what I want.

His hand slides down my hair, my cheek, and across my lips. He holds it there, and I try to memorize everything about his touch. The rough dry skin on his middle finger. The callous on his index finger that felt like a fingernail scratching my cheek. The heat that he puts off. I kiss the finger covering my mouth and hope that it will make him realize how I feel about him. Maybe it will make him remember how he feels about me.

"I'll take your luggage out to the car. Come out with me as soon as you're dressed." He pulls my arms off him like they're no more than the twist-tie on a loaf of bread, and he doesn't even look at me as he takes my suitcases and walks out.

I fall to the floor and let out a sob that shakes my whole body. But then the zombie is back. She lets my high heels fall from her feet and then stands and peels off my dress. She tosses it behind her. It doesn't matter where it goes. Then she steps into the snow pants. Pale pink sliding up her nude legs. She doesn't stop to think that she should wear something underneath other than a pair of panties. Why would it matter? She zips them and then the jacket and sits down to lace the boots up her legs.

She doesn't even stop to think that she looks cute in a giant puffy snow woman kind of way. There's no room for anything other than what he told her to do. If she lets any thoughts in, she'll fall to the floor again and never be able to move. The pain will sweep through her and Wyatt would have to carry her to her car. And he would. He wants rid of her so badly that he would carry her all the way out there through the snow that's waist deep in spots.

It's like a little of me pops above the surface when I think about that. My knees weaken and I get ready for the impact as my body hits the wood floor. But the zombie clamps down just before anything can happen and forces my thoughts away. She just puts on her beanie and mittens and pulls her hood up before she heads outside.

The sun shining on the sparkling snow is so bright it hurts. She's able to feel pain. I twist that knowledge around in my mind as she walks me down the drive, following in the path that Wyatt's body has plowed for me. I make her look around, knowing that it stings her eyes. Everything is too bright. On a day when my world is being torn apart, it should be grey. Rainy. The sky shouldn't be a cloudless, crystal blue. The evergreen trees shouldn't look so dark and green and full. The sun shouldn't dare to show itself.

The tow truck driver is already there by the time I get to the car. There's a chain connecting the back of my car to his truck and he's talking to Wyatt. Wyatt is smiling at him. Smiling because he's finally going to be rid of me.

"There she is." The tow truck driver tilts his head back and Wyatt turns to look at me. "You sure did a number on this. I don't know how you got her wedged up on this drift like you did." He chuckles. I should probably blush or laugh too. But it takes every bit of my energy and concentration to force the sides of my lips up into what I hope looks like a smile.

"She's not used to driving in weather like we have." Wyatt emphasizes the word she like it's some inside joke between us. "She doesn't really fit in around here. City girl."

My chest feels like he hit me with a shovel. I stumble backward and collide with a snowdrift that comes up to my rear. I don't know how far I would have gone if it weren't there. Maybe all the way back to the cabin.

It doesn't take the driver nearly long enough to wench my car free. The front wheels fall with quick thumps and bounces, and then it's ready. The driver smiles at me and I think he's saying goodbye. I hope so because I wave at him. But I can't take my eyes away from my car. My driver's side door. When he drives away, there's nothing keeping me here any longer.

"He put 4 gallons of gas in it. I don't know how far you need to go, so I made him give me all he had." Wyatt holds the door handle and waits for me to get closer so he can open it for me. Zombie me shuffles toward him. “I ran the engine for a bit to warm the inside for you too. Plus, turned the heated seat on. So hopefully it's all comfy for you.”

I wonder if it's a cruel joke. One last little dig while he still can. But zombie me doesn't care. She just slides into the seat once he has the door open and pulls her seatbelt on. When the door is shut, she shifts into drive and pulls away. She doesn't look back. Somehow she knows that if she does, she'll shatter.


CHAPTER SEVEN



My parents' cabin isn't that far from Wyatt's. When I was with him, it seemed like I was nowhere near it. It could have been in a different state. A different country. But it's on the same road as his cabin. Just five more miles the other day, and I would have made it. I would have never met him. My life would have never changed.

This time, the alarm beeps when I push the door open. There's no angry stranger pointing a gun at me. I wish there were. I put in the code—7447—and the beeping stops. The cabin is silent. Empty. It's appropriate.

I toss my keys on the counter. Wyatt found the cabin key for me and put it on the same ring as my car keys, so I wouldn't lose it. But I didn't bring anything else in. It's all sitting in the unlocked car in the driveway and I hope someone steals it. I hope they take the car too. I don't need anything anymore.

When I walk up the stairs to the bedrooms, I force myself to remember the times I came here as a little boy. All the times my brother would chase me up and down the steps. Eventually I was too big for him to bully, so he ignored me instead, like mom and dad did to both of us.

Even the couple of times I snuck a girl up here on my own, it was always for them. Something happens to high school girls when they find out you have a cabin in the mountains. I try to remember it all, even though I don't want to, because I know it's what Wyatt would want me to do. He threw me out of his house and made it clear that he wants nothing to do with me, but I'm still doing what he would want me to do? How pathetic am I?

My old bedroom is almost exactly like I remember it—light blue walls and dark blue curtains left from when I was little. I take a step through the door, but the air chokes me and I stop. It's so thick and heavy. I just need to open the windows and let the house breathe, but it feels like so much more than that. It's everything in my past pressing against me.

I turn around. Mom and dad's room is right across the hall, but I've never been inside it. Even now, the door is closed, and my heart beats harder as I twist the knob and enter this forbidden cave. It's not much bigger than my bedroom, but there's a king-sized bed instead of a full. I let my body fall onto it. The sheets and blankets and pillows are tucked in the closet, all bagged up to keep the dust away, and I'm still wearing the pink coat and snow pants. My boots are still on my feet.

When I close my eyes, I don't see anything. I'd thought maybe some part of my old life would reach out to me to drag me back from whatever cliff I'm leaning over. Some memory of baseball. Or an exam I passed in college even though I'd still been half drunk from the night before. Some woman who looked at me and made my stomach flip. But that never happened, did it? Not even with Miranda. I dated her because I was supposed to. I proposed because it was what people did. And when she called it off, I wasn't broken because I was in love. I was broken because I failed. I didn't live up to expectations. I lie still and let all the nothing eat away at me.
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The sound of my phone vibrating on the nightstand wakes me, and as much as I don't want to, I open my eyes to look at it. The cabin is dark now. Maybe I'll be lucky, and it'll stay dark forever.

Mom: Are you at the cabin, sweetie? Someone used your code. Is everything alright?

As soon as I see who it's from, my body fills with lead and I can barely lift my arm. It's all back, isn't it? When I was with Wyatt, I could pretend there was nothing else. But I'm not with him now, and my old life is back.

Me: Yes. And I'm fine.

Not that she would worry. She's never worried about me once in her life, so I'm sure she's not starting now. She's probably concerned someone had broken in and was stealing the towels or bottles of shampoo.

Mom: You know I'm always here for you anytime you need to talk. I love you, Cecilia.

I sigh. Yeah, always here for me. That's a new one.

Me: Love you too.

I don't even have the energy to set my phone back on the nightstand before I close my eyes again. I let it drop to my chest.
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I scream when the phone vibrates again. My shout echoes around the empty room. Why is this so difficult? I don't want to be around anyone. I don't want to talk to anyone. I want to pretend that no one else exists, and I'm the only person left.

It's a number I don't even know. I close my eyes and swipe away the call.

"Hello?” someone asks. “Are you there?"

Shit. I must have accidentally pressed the accept button.

"I can hear you breathing. Will you say something? Please?"

A tiny jolt shoots through me, but I can't place it. "What?" Whoever it is doesn't deserve a hello from me.

"Oh thank God. I've been calling all morning." That can't be. My phone has been sitting on my—oh. That explains that dream. "Um... how are you?" he asks.

"Who is this?" I sit up and hope that whatever haze surrounding me will clear.

"Wyatt. Oh, but maybe you don't know me anymore. I didn't think about that. Uh, wrong number I guess."

Of course I know him. I just never expected to hear his voice again after this morning. Yesterday? I look outside. It's light again, so did I sleep through the night? He hangs up before I can tell him.

I call him right back. "Of course I know you. Why are you calling?"

He hesitates and if I didn't hear him draw in a breath, I would wonder if he hung up on me again. "How do you feel?"

"How do you think I feel?" I pour every bit of bitterness I can dredge into my voice.

I hear him swallow. "I thought it was for the best. For both of us." He pauses, and I wonder if I'm supposed to say that I forgive him. Well, I don't. "Did I fuck up? Because it sure feels like I fucked up."

"Not at all," I say. "From the minute you saw me, you wanted to get rid of me, so you were a stunning success."

"Fuck."

"If there's nothing else, I have a lot of miserable brooding and even some languishing scheduled for today, and I'd really like to get to it."

"Wait!" His voice, that's always been so sure, is shaking. "Come back? You can still brood and languish, but do it here with me."

I shake my head. "What is wrong with you? Seriously, because it's something."

"It was all to save you. I remember what this place did to me, and I didn't want it to happen to anyone else. Especially not someone I... But that's why I did it."

I stand and walk to the window. There's a tree just outside. Dormant branches covered in snow and ice, but they're twinkling in the sunlight. "Are you happy here?"

"I... yeah."

"So you wanted to save me from the same happiness that you have now?"

Neither of us says anything. I rest my forehead against the glass. It's so cold it gives me a headache, but it feels good. I've been numb for so long that anything would feel wonderful to me. "What happens if I come back?"


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt is waiting for me when I pull up next to the cabin. He's on the porch in just a t-shirt and grey sweatpants. I want to stare, but I know if I crash into anything again, I'll never hear the end of it.

"You cleared your driveway for me?"

His lips quirk up. "Shoveling is good exercise."

I turn back to look at the driveway, and I can see the shovel marks. But that's insane. His driveway goes on forever. "The whole thing?"

"I couldn't sleep last night."

I climb the now clear steps to the porch, and I want so much for us to touch. But neither of us moves. "You have to be freezing. Do you want to go inside?"

"Do you?" he asks. "You're the one who needs to give serious thought before you step in there again."

What does he think I've been doing? Since he kicked me out yesterday, there have been two lives swirling in my head. One past and one that could be. And I tried to search through the past one for something to redeem it. There had to be one thing that made me want to stay in that life. But I haven't thought of a single thing. The other life, though, has so much promise for me. So much that I want. Every time I weighed the two of them, it was an easy choice. "I already have." I walk past him and into the cabin.

I only make it a couple of steps inside before I stop. "Wyatt?"

He wraps his arms around me from behind and nuzzles his mouth into the crook of my neck. "Surprise. I hope you like it."

I laugh. There's a giant Christmas tree beside the television. The fireplace mantel is covered in fresh boughs and pinecones and dotted in red berries. I turn to face him. "I love it. You did all this?"

His eyes smolder as he stares at me. "For you, Cecilia." He kisses me, and my legs barely have the strength to hold me as his lips meet mine and his tongue presses inside me. I've imagined this kiss, but not like this. It's like dreaming of licking the icing from a spatula, but then you get that plus the whole cake. I never knew how much I needed his cake.

When our bodies finally scream for air, we look at each other. He's smiling. I might be too. My body is still so numb I'm not sure what I'm doing. "You called me Cecilia." My mom called me that yesterday, but I didn't realize it until now.

"It's your name." There's no question. He knows it is. And so do I. I nod. "We still have to decorate our tree," he says.

Our tree. I burst into laughter, and no matter what I try, I can't stop. Our cabin. This is going to be our life. Together.

"What's so funny?"

I pull him even tighter. "Everything and nothing." All the stress and anxiety of the last few days bubbles out of me, and when it's finally gone, I wipe the tears from my eyes and pull him over to the couch. "Do you even have decorations?"

"A trunk full. I went to town this morning and bought almost everything Victoria had in her store."

I feel like I'm going to explode with joy. "You didn't."

"She looked at me like I'd lost my mind. Until I told her it was for the girl I love."

Everything stops, and I know it's not because of whatever magic is in this cabin. "You..." Nothing comes out. I just mouth the word.

Wyatt nods. "I do. I love you Cecilia. I hope that one day you can feel even a tenth of what I feel for you."

I bite my lip and drop to my knees in front of him. "I feel ten times what you feel for me. I never knew it was possible to love someone as much as I love you." I tug on the waistband of his sweatpants, watching his face the entire time. The minute the cool room air hits his cock, a shiver runs through him, and I know he wants this as much as I do. I run the palms of my hands along his inner thighs. He moans but catches them before I can go any higher. "What's wrong?" I ask.

He slides to the floor in front of me—my hands still in his—and he kisses each of my fingertips. "You're over-dressed for this." He slides the zipper of my jacket down, the metal skates across my chest and tiny wisps of pleasure spread out of it as it moves between my breasts, my sternum, my belly button, down to my waist. Then Wyatt peels it open and I let it fall from my shoulders and my arms.

"These..." He leans in and takes one of my nipples in his mouth. I gasp as white hot electricity shoots through my body. "These are wonderful." I nod as his mouth continues to work on me. They certainly are.

He presses me down to the floor. His mouth never leaving my nipple as we both float down. His arms on either side of me, holding him up and pinning me. Like I could possibly want to go anywhere else. "Take your pants off."

I slide my hands under my waistband and shimmy the snow pants and panties down. When I've reached as far as I can, he sits up onto his knees, and I whimper at the absence of his mouth. "Easy, girl." He chuckles. "I'll make sure you get plenty of me for the rest of your life." Could there ever be such a thing as plenty of him?

He pulls the boots from me and then my pants and panties. "Oh, Cecilia." He's looking between my legs. My heart stutters. Is something wrong? He bends over me and licks at... Oh my God. I squirm against the floor as his tongue runs along my folds and then my clit. "You are so perfect." His words are thin as smoke as they float up to me. I inhale them and let them fill me.

"You don't know how much I want to make you come with just my tongue, but that can wait for later tonight. I need to feel you around me now." He slides the tip of his cock against my entrance and looks up at me. It seems so unreal. He's going to fuck me. His dick in my pussy. But it seems more real than anything I've ever felt before. More than any sex I ever had as a man. More than anything I ever dreamed of.

I tilt my head, and he slips inside me. It hurts at first, and I gasp as the sharp pain radiates. He stops and pulls out. "It's your first time. It gets better. Lots better. Trust me, I've been through it." He smiles, and my muscles relax as he pushes into me again. It doesn't take long for the pain to transform into something more. Once he sees he's not hurting me, he shifts his position, just a little, but it makes my breath catch.

"This... this..."

"You like this?" he asks.

I can't move my head up and down fast enough to express how much I like it.

"What about this?" He slips his hand between us, and his thumb probes until it presses against my swollen clit.

"Oh my God!" My eyes roll back so far I'm sure I'm going to be permanently blind.

"That's my girl." Each thrust is harder now, like he can't control the force of his own body. And each thrust triggers a wave of magma to move through me as his dick and thumb work together. Each building me higher and higher.

He pushes me so far that I'm sure I'm going to die. I can't draw enough breath to give my body what it's screaming for. My heart can't pump fast enough.

"Wyatt... I can't."

He's panting so hard that he can't talk at first. "Just let go... don't try to hold on." As soon as he says it, the magma bursts out into a fiery explosion. Vaporizing everything it touches as it erupts from my core. And all I can do is scream. Over and over. With each thrust into me—into my pussy—I shriek.

"Fuck me." Wyatt pulls in a breath and freezes, and then he bucks even harder. Grunting and calling my name. His face is twisted, and he's never been more handsome as he fills me with his cum.

When he pulls out, his seed mixed with my juices leaks out of me and onto the floor. He rolls over and pulls me on top of him. "I never knew it could be that good," he says. "I've never..."

"Me either. Do you think it's going to feel like this every time?"

"I think we need to investigate, don't you?" he asks just as his mouth presses against mine, and I lose myself to him again.

I struggle to catch my breath. "I think we need to make this our life's work."


EPILOGUE


Even though we've had over two feet of snow this week, the sidewalks are still completely clear and dry. This is the first time I've been in the town after dark. It could be a film set. Every brick building is covered with Christmas lights, and every window is full of decorations.

There are tables set up at each storefront, the people bundled up and sheltered in the doorways, and they each have something different. Spiced apple cider, hot chocolate, spicy pork tamales, churros. I've dragged Wyatt back to the churro table three times, and I'll do it at least three more times before we leave.

"Next year we're doing this." I tell him.

"Hosting the entire town and giving them all free food?"

"I only meant we'll volunteer to work at one of these tables, but I like your idea even better." I stand up on my toes to kiss the side of his mouth and growl. The chocolate and cinnamon on his lips make me want to devour him right here in the middle of the street in front of everyone.

"Whoa girl, we still have to make it through the ceremony. Don't get too crazy yet."

I press him against the side of a building and work my hands around to his ass. "We could skip it and go home."

"Are you forgetting that you're the one who made me come to this thing? I'd have been more than happy to stay home with you all night."

"Maybe I should listen to you more often."

He runs his finger along my bottom lip, and I lift my leg so my thigh brushes against his cock. He closes his eyes and looks like he's never been in worse pain.

"Come on, guys. They're about to start."

I recognize Lucy's voice without even looking. Two days after I moved in with Wyatt, she knocked on our door with a pecan pie and pumpkin roll. Somehow, she found out I was living there and wanted to welcome me and to invite me to lunch with a few of the other girls in town. In just four weeks, we've all become such close friends that it feels like I've known them my entire life.

Wyatt insisted he didn't tell anyone, and the more I see him interact with the people in town, I believe him. He communicates to them mostly with grunts and other almost unintelligible sounds. There's no way he could have dashed off a series of clucks and sideways glances to the town rumor mill without me noticing. I suspect Lucy's husband, Henry, is the real culprit. He's the tow truck driver, so he knows my car. He could have spotted it parked in our driveway.

"Yo, lovebirds, you can make out afterward. That's when the rest of us do it." Apparently, ignoring her won't make her go away. I give Wyatt one last quick kiss and turn around. She's got a huge goofy grin on her face as she pulls me into a hug. "Merry week before Christmas!"

I squeeze her and let go. "Merry week before Christmas to you too." Wyatt just grumbles behind me. "He says 'same,'" I tell her.

"Oh, I know. The last few years we've all had to learn how to speak Wyatt." She giggles. "Between you and me, I'm glad he was finally able to get a woman. And a sexy one like you. It must be so hard without being able to speak." Wyatt glares at her, but she just winks at him and laughs.

The three of us walk to the town square. It's really just a little open space outside the town office building, but almost every inch of it is taken up by an enormous spruce tree now.

There are around 200 people who live in the town, and I think every one of them is here tonight. We form a tightly packed half circle around the tree. Mayor Denlinger is at the base next to a giant switch.

As soon as we get close, Henry comes over and wraps an arm around Lucy. I look up at Wyatt waiting for him to do the same to me, but he's looking up at the tree. "Is this bigger than the ones they normally get?" I ask.

"Dunno. Never came to this before."

"Seriously?"

"Yep." He turns to me and pulls me tight against him. "Never had a reason to come before."

Just as he says it, the mayor shouts out the countdown, and I have to blink away tears.

He flips the switch, and every one of us oohs at the same time. Even Wyatt. The entire tree is covered in lights and the glow bathes the white ground around it in daylight.

Wyatt twists me so I'm facing him, and he leans in. His lips are so close to mine that I can almost feel them, but he stops. "So, what do you think?" he asks.

"It's still a week away, but I think this is already the best Christmas I've ever had." I kiss him, and he slides a hand behind me and squeezes my ass.
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The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

It's my first day at my new school. My first day teaching students this young. But after years of teaching high school—and after what happened with my ex—I need a fresh start, even if it is something completely different. In fact, it's better if it is completely different.

I'm not even an hour into the day when he walks to my classroom. His voice makes my heart race. And when I see him, it feels like a series of explosions sweep through me. He introduces himself as the art teacher, and the more I talk to him, the more I fall for him. But I can tell he's not gay, so he could never feel the same way about a man like me. The more time I spend here, though, the more I wonder how much of a man I really am...

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.
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ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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