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One

Brynlee
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“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered, scrubbing my hand down my face in frustration.

“I’m sorry, dear. It’s less than two weeks until Christmas, and we’re completely booked.” The older woman smiled warmly, but it did nothing to calm the chill snaking its way over my skin. “That storm filled any vacancies we had fast, with so many people getting stuck passing through.”

“Are there any other hotels in town that might have a vacancy?” the guy next to me asked, clearly unable to get a room either, as the woman helping him gave him the same sympathetic smile I was given by the woman helping me. 

“There’s only one other hotel in Sugarplum Falls,” the younger woman replied to him. “I can call and check, but Sugarplum Suites is usually completely booked months before the holiday rolls around.”

I held my breath, looking up at the sign that read Sugarplum Inn, waiting to see if she had any luck. She held the phone to her ear and greeted whoever was on the other line before frowning and shaking her head no when they confirmed they didn’t have any rooms, either.

“Are you sure there’s nothing at all?” I asked, desperation thick in my voice. “Not even a linen closet no one uses?”

“I’m sorry, there’s nothing available. I’ve checked everything,” she said, pushing her glasses up her nose and leaning closer to her computer to look at it.

I dropped my head.

“All out of rooms?” A burly man questioned, resting a toolbox on the end of the counter.

“Unfortunately. I’ve never seen this hotel book up so fast in the ten years I’ve worked here.” 

His brows pulled together as he frowned and scrubbed his hand along the thick beard that covered his jaw. 

“Well, it’s not much, but I have a cabin I’m not using if the two of you want it.” He looked between me and the guy who went from standing a few feet away from me to being so close that I could smell the soft scent of his cologne. 

“We’ll take it,” he rushed out, not giving me a chance to respond first. 

The two men turned their focus to me, waiting.

I looked around, pushing out a frustrated breath as my foot anxiously tapped the tile floor. It wasn’t like I had any other options, given that the hotels were full and I couldn’t drive to the next town. Who knew if there was even a next town? I had no idea where I was and should consider myself lucky that a kind man was offering me shelter.

But then again, I was always taught never to take anything from a stranger, and one could argue that a cabin might fall under that umbrella. Plus, it wasn’t like I knew the guy I would be staying with. That could be incredibly dangerous and was possibly a risk I shouldn’t take. Hadn’t they seen 20/20? There were plenty of true crime episodes to prove my point that shacking up with a stranger was a terrible idea.

“I’m Sebastian, by the way,” the young guy beside me said, extending his hand to the other man while I continued contemplating how many different ways this guy could kill me, chop my body up into tiny pieces, and probably feed it to the reindeer I saw outside when I rushed in.

“I’m Bert. Nice to meet you.”

I could feel their attention returning to me again, eyes staring so intently they could probably read my mind.

“I’m a thriller author,” I blurted out, pulling my shoulders back squarely.

Sebastian blinked a few times, his lips pressing into a thin line as he tried to keep the smile from forming on his attractive face. I knew my answer startled him; shit, it surprised me too. 

“Okay...” He nodded, as if he was trying to see how that was relevant. “Thanks for the info, I guess?” He laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what to do with that information or what it means.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, making myself look more intimidating. I’d seen plenty of shows to know that you were less likely to be captured if you looked like you would be a challenge—or more like a pain in the ass. I wasn’t going to let him see an ounce of my fear or uncertainty. No, sir, no way. Fake it til you make it—or, in my case, fake it until you can make it out alive during an insane blizzard being trapped in a cabin with a sexy stranger who might have other plans to murder you two weeks before Christmas.

“It means that I’ve watched plenty of true crime shows and have done massive amounts of research to know how to kill someone and make it look like an accident,” I answered with a raised eyebrow and arms folded over my chest. “And I know how to hide a body or two if needed.” 

I looked from him to Bert, who quickly raised his hands in front of him, the flannel material of his shirt lifting and showing his round stomach that hung over his jeans. 

“Don’t tell my wife that. She’ll probably take you up on the offer,” he teased with a laugh. “Now we’d better get going, or we’ll never get up the mountain before that storm blocks the road. I reckon you’ll need to stop by the store for reinforcements, so I’ll follow you there and then take you up.”

“Sounds good. Thank you, Bert,” Sebastian said, grabbing his suitcase handle and rolling it out of the way before grabbing mine. “You coming?”

I worried my lower lip between my teeth before looking over at the women at the desk. If I went missing, at least they would be able to say they saw me go with an attractive stranger and would likely be able to give a very accurate description to the sketch artist of what he looked like, given how hard they were staring. 

We walked outside, the wind pushing a blast of ice-cold air into our faces as snow swirled by. I lifted my arm to shield it as I tried to catch my breath. Once I got inside my car, everything would be fine. I would be sheltered from the storm and have a few minutes to clear my head.

Only, when I spotted my car, dread filled my stomach when I discovered that the bottom half of it was already submerged in snow as it continued to fall from the sky in record amounts.

“I have a truck,” Sebastian offered, noticing my dilemma. “I can help you grab your stuff and give you a ride to the store before we head up to the cabin.”

“Thanks,” I said tightly, shaking my head as I couldn’t believe my luck. I wasn’t irritated with him, just that this was happening in general. I grabbed what I could, slightly embarrassed by the amount of baggage I’d brought with me, and helped him load it into the back seat of his truck. Once we were settled, we followed Bert to a store called Waldon’s, which was already packed with people rushing to get bottled water and other essentials.

“Want to each take a cart to get what we need and then meet at the registers in twenty minutes?” Sebastian asked once we got inside. Bert had already taken off to grab the things he needed after his wife called.

“Sure. That works.” I smiled the friendliest smile I could muster and then pushed the cart away from him, trying to figure out what all I would need. If he was still planning to take me to the cabin and kill me, I wasn’t going to give him my best smile—those were reserved for my best friend, Macy.

I squeezed past a handful of people as I tried to make my way down the aisle that everyone else seemed to be focused on. I grew up in southern California, so I had no idea what I would need for a storm of this magnitude. I had already grabbed a case of water from an end cap and then added a few flashlights and some batteries to my cart like the others were before pushing past them. 

Bert hadn’t said how big the cabin was or whether to expect power there, so I focused on grabbing some canned goods and packets of tuna that didn’t require anything other than to open the package and eat it. It wasn’t my favorite, but it would do. 

I stocked up on crackers and granola bars, looking for things that would work as meal substitutions if needed. I decided against buying anything that required refrigeration and skipped over to the personal care aisle and stocked up on stuff for the bathroom before heading to the clothing section. I had packed what I thought were warm clothes, but after the frigid cold turned my body numb, I decided to grab a few more things.

There were a ton of thermal options, so I grabbed some pajamas and threw them in the cart. I couldn’t think of what else was a necessity, so I focused on what would make me feel better with this sudden change of plans. I grabbed a soft throw blanket that was sherpa-lined and added it to my stuff, along with a few boxes of chocolates and some roasted nuts.

By the time I got to the register, Sebastian was already there, checking out. He smiled over his shoulder and then made small talk with the woman ringing him up. Her skin was flushed as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, giving him bedroom eyes as she scanned the last item.

I turned my attention to the magazine rack beside me and studied the headlines, debating whether to grab the one who claimed a man had been abducted by aliens in a UFO while sitting on the toilet. My fingers reached for it but quickly moved away as Sebastian approached. 

“Did you find everything you needed?” he asked, tucking his receipt into his back pocket. 

“I think so. You?” I didn’t have the slightest idea what I needed, so I was pretty confident I had missed something; only time would tell. 

“Pretty sure I did. I stocked up on batteries and toilet paper and grabbed a few flashlights in case we needed them. A couple of cases of bottled water. Some protein bars. All of the essentials. I was going to ask what you like to eat so we can plan meals together, but I figured we can talk about that when we get there. I grabbed plenty of food.”

“Oh,” I mumbled nervously, looking at the items in my cart. “I didn’t really buy stuff to—”

“Don’t worry about it,” he assured me. “Like I said, I grabbed plenty. I have a habit of cooking too much for just one person.”

“Thanks,” I said softly, looking away as his chocolate-brown eyes studied me. 

I lifted my shoulders, hoping the deep breath that I took would fill my lungs. I felt overwhelmed by everything. It was too much. 

Never in a million years did I think I would find myself stranded in the middle of nowhere, in some Christmas-obsessed small town, with an incredibly good-looking guy unless I were writing it in some cheesy holiday romance book. But that wasn’t my style, which meant it would end up turning into a holiday murder mystery type thriller, which didn’t look good for me. 
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Two

Sebastian
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“There’s a backup generator, which you’ll need once the next storm pushes through. The likelihood of you getting back down the mountain for the foreseeable future is slim. I’ve gone ahead and put my extra first aid kit in the bathroom in case you guys need it. There’s a pantry in the kitchen where you can store your stuff. I haven’t been up here in a while, so I doubt there’s much in it. Feel free to help yourself to whatever you need. And there’s firewood in the detached garage, but you may need to chop more before the storm passes. You know how to do that?” Bert asked as he studied me with arms folded over his chest.

“Yes, sir. My grandpa taught me when I was younger. I haven’t been through a storm of this magnitude before, but I’m familiar with the weather in Montana.”

“Good. You’ll be fine then. There’s space in the garage for you to bring it in and cut it there. I’ve got my set up in the corner; you’ll see it when you go in. Leave the wet wood out to dry and stay ahead of it so you don’t run short.”

“Will do,” I promised. 

“There’s also Christmas decorations up on the rafters in there. There are some lights and a small tree that will look nice in that corner. That’s where my wife Janice always insists on putting it when we come up. You don’t have to go crazy with the decorations, but there are a lot to choose from.”

“Okay. Sounds good.” I smiled but wasn’t sure what else to say.

“Christmas is a big thing around Sugarplum Falls,” Bert said, rocking back on his heels as he shoved his hands in his coat pockets. “Everyone around town makes a big deal of it and decorates for the holiday. This cabin is still in Sugarplum Falls, even if it’s way up here. My friend Sam always says there’s nothing a little Christmas spirit can’t solve, and if that fails, then eat a candy cane or two. Now, that’s not the real saying, but it’ll have to do.” Bert nodded to both of us and then turned on his heel to leave. “If you need anything, my phone number is written on the board on the fridge.”

He nodded and looked around as if he was trying to see if there was something he was forgetting to tell us, like the fact that the cabin was tiny and barely fit one full-sized bed and a few chairs in what was supposed to be considered the living room area. 

“Alright, well, I guess you two are all set. Sorry it’s not the best, but it’ll keep you from losing a toe trying to sleep in your truck.”

“We appreciate your generosity,” I said, shaking his hand. “Thank you for allowing us to stay here.”

Bert had already declined any payment for us using the cabin, but I was determined to find a way to pay him back regardless.

We gave each other a final nod before he stepped outside and hurried to his truck while I pushed against the wind to get the door shut. Once secured, I locked it and slid the deadbolt up top into place. 

I turned around to find the beautiful woman with long dark hair and large green eyes scanning the room as she sat in one of the chairs, knees tucked into her chest.

“I’m Sebastian,” I said cautiously as I approached and sat in the other chair.

“I know. You told me.” She lowered her chin and watched me.

“Yeah, but you haven’t told me your name yet.”

She chewed her lip nervously as she watched me. She had acted tough earlier when she told me she was a thriller author and assured me she knew plenty of ways to murder me and hide the body. But now, she seemed scared and vulnerable, which pulled at my heart in a way I hadn’t expected.

“Why do you want to know it?” she questioned.

I lifted my hands and let them fall as I leaned back into the recliner, spreading my legs out in front of me.

“I guess it just sounds better than saying hey, you all the time.”

A tense silence filled the air for a few minutes before she tilted her head and looked at me.

“Brynlee. Brynlee Marie Adams. I’m twenty-eight. I graduated with honors. I had an imaginary pet when I was little, a dog named Pebbles. She was a cocker spaniel and my only friend because I was in and out of foster care homes and never in one place long enough to build a lasting friendship. I was a book nerd throughout high school and was never one of the popular kids.”

“Wow. Okay,” I said with a soft laugh, soaking all of the information up. “I wasn’t expecting that, but thank you.”

Her green eyes blinked a few times before her shoulders relaxed slightly.

“It’s proven that killers are less likely to kill their victims if they feel they know them and have a personal connection to them. Now you know something about me. Personal details.” She jutted her chin out, but the way her breathing changed, I questioned how much of it was true.

“First—I have no plans to kill you. Second, I don’t think that’s 100% true. Look at the rate of people killing their spouses, parents, or children. They know them personally and still kill them.”

“Anyone can kill anyone,” she sighed as if I were the stupidest person on the planet. “Men are far more likely to target a stranger and stalk their victim. They enjoy the chase of going after someone vulnerable. Women are more likely to target someone familiar to them—usually a spouse or partner.” She lifted her eyebrows as if to drive her point across. 

“So, because I’m a man, I’m supposed to be a cold-hearted killer? You do realize that I wasn’t stalking you, right? We both ended up at this cabin because we got stuck in a crazy blizzard with nowhere to go. This wasn’t premeditated.”

“So you say,” she said with a shrug. “I couldn’t see much in that storm, so who knows how long you might have been following me.”

I shoved a hand through my short hair and stared at her in disbelief. 

“Alright, but what if this is a deeper plot, and instead of being the predictable villain and storyline, we throw everyone for a loop? Who’s to say that you’re not some obsessed fan of mine who stalked me, lured me to this cabin, and now plans to murder me because you’re in love with me?” I challenged, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my knees.

“That’s easy,” she said with a soft snort and shake of her head. “I don’t even know who you are.”

We stared at each other for a few minutes, neither looking away.

“So, you’re telling me you haven’t heard of F.E. Tish?”

Her mouth opened briefly to say something but quickly snapped shut. Her cheeks tinted the cutest shade of pink as she adjusted in her seat, pulling her knees
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