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Aiden and Tristan’s stories started out as a
joke. I read a thread on Goodreads about tropes in M/M Romance and
was laughing at all the things mentioned there. I told Amy Spector
and Al Stewart about it and said that I would write a story,
including as many of them as I could possibly piece together.

That was how it started, and though there is
still a healthy dose of the clichés I often laugh at in these
stories, I started to care about my characters.

With the help from Al Stewart, Amy Spector,
and Bealevon Nolan this became more than just a joke among friends,
it became the start of all the stories taking place in Nortown,
Whiteport, Courtland, Northfield, Snowmelt, Minwall, and every
little village therebetween.

A huge thank you to Leonie Duncan, who took
time out of her busy schedule to read all the stories
back-to-back.

* * * *

Aiden and Tristan

By Ofelia Gränd

Once in a Snowstorm


Chapter 1: Slush and Snowdrift

Aiden Evans leaned forward
as much as he could, his face close enough to the windscreen that
the cold seeped into his skin. The snowflakes were coming down at a
rapid pace, making it impossible to see the road in front of him.
The windscreen wipers swished back and forth, back and forth, on
top speed, but it didn’t help.

His was the only vehicle
on the road. No sane person would drive in this weather. Aiden
didn’t have a choice. Or he guessed he
could have waited until the morning, but the walls in his rooms had
been closing in at the same rate as his lungs had contracted—he’d
had to leave. He couldn’t stand his tiny white flat, couldn’t stand
sitting there all alone, when the rest of the world was preparing
for Christmas.

The heater spluttered again. It had done so a
few times during the drive, but now a smell of burned plastic
followed. Aiden turned it off. It hadn’t helped much anyway; the
small car cabin was still cold enough for his breath to mist. He
squinted at the road. Where did it
go?

Aiden slowed down even
more. His hands cramped from his hard grip on the steering wheel.
The thick snow drifting over the road made it impossible to see
where the paved surface ended and the shoulder began. He glanced at
the lampposts and tried to guess the road’s angle. Steering slowly, he took aim at the lamppost
after the one closest to him. The sound of the snow rasping against
the underseal was worrying. A Smart car wasn’t built for this kind
of weather. Aiden was used to the brightly lit city, with its
ploughed streets and gritted surfaces.

The wheels spun, the
engine revved, and Aiden yelped. Then, after an excruciating
moment, the car miraculously started to move forward again. Aiden
sighed in relief. For a moment there, he thought
he’d be stuck. He had no idea where he
was, and he hadn’t seen anyone in ages, so how he would get help if
something happened, he didn’t know.

For a few hundred metres,
everything went well. The forest was thick on both sides of the
road. The light from the lampposts hardly reached the ground—not
even the white from the snow helped the visibility. Snowflakes the
size of biscuits continued to fall on the windscreen, smearing as
the wipers struggled to get through the slush piling up.

Aiden could kill for a large
latte with amaretto syrup at this point. He was starting to get
tired, not to mention cold, and the ball of nerves in his stomach
grew tighter with each mile he travelled.

He’d tried to call his mother several times since he’d left
Whiteport, but she hadn’t picked up. He didn’t think she knew his
number even though he’d had it for a couple of years now. She
couldn’t be ignoring his calls—what mother ignored her son’s calls
a few days before Christmas?

Sure, it had been five
years since he’d last spoken to her, and
he probably should have made sure he was welcome before he’d packed
his bag, carried it out to his car and started driving, but he
simply couldn’t stay in his flat any longer. Knowing he would have
to leave it in a few days made it impossible to spend another
minute in the confined space.

Mother would understand.

Though there were several things she wasn’t
willing to understand. He tried to shut down the hurt that wanted
to take hold of him. Even if she couldn’t accept his lifestyle—he scoffed and tried to blink
away the tears that threatened to spill—she wouldn’t let him become
homeless. He could bet his life his room looked the same as when
he’d left it five years ago.

He’d borrow her car and go back after Christmas to fetch his
things. He didn’t have much, but he needed his massage table and
his clothes, and his coffee machine, of course. He’d spent a
fortune on it, but it was worth every penny. Maybe he should keep
his TV, too, and his books. He sighed. He shouldn’t have left so
hastily, but he couldn’t spend the holiday there, it simply wasn’t
an option.

If his stupid boss
hadn’t decided to close down the spa
section of the hotel, he wouldn’t have lost his job. And if he
hadn’t lost his job, he would still be able to pay his rent. And if
he still had his flat, however small it might be, then he wouldn’t
be driving around in a fucking snowstorm in the middle of nowhere.
He wouldn’t have been trying to get a hold of his
mother.

He put on the hands-free
and tried her number again. His cold hands suddenly turned sweaty.
Surely, she wouldn’t turn him away, not
in as dire a situation as this. Replaying their last conversation
made him doubt his welcome, but she was his mother, after all. The
call went through, and he held his breath as he waited. He reached
the point where he should hang up, but he waited a bit
longer.

With a sigh, he took off
the headset and threw it on the passenger seat, not daring to take
his eyes off the road, or what should’ve
been a road. When his vision started to blur, he cursed his own
stupidity. What grown man cried because his mother didn’t pick up
the phone?

In a swift movement he wiped his
cheeks, tried to blink away any new tears threatening to spill. The
car slid a little to the side, Aiden tried to compensate by turning
the steering wheel. The car lost traction, and without thinking he
hit the brakes.

The car spun.

The dark of the night, the
snowflakes, and the dull light from the lamppost melted together.
Aiden didn’t know where he was going or
where he’d come from. It all happened so fast, and before he knew
it, he crashed into something solid. The seat belt locked, cutting
into his shoulder before it threw him back against the
headrest.

Panting, he looked at the
white in front of him. His hands shook, and new tears flowed down
his cheeks as he tried to start the car again. The engine crackled
and hissed before dying completely. Aiden stared in disbelief.
Hitting the steering wheel didn’t help;
neither did screaming. Out of breath, he leaned forward and rested
his head against the cold plastic of the wheel.

He reached for his phone—no signal.
This can’t be happening.
Nausea rolled over him. All he could see was darkness and
snow-covered pine trees. He put his phone in his pocket and zipped
his jacket all the way up. Somewhat hesitantly, he reached for the
door handle, pushed the door against the whipping wind, and stepped
out into the swirling flakes. His new sneakers disappeared into the
snow, and cold immediately surrounded his ankles.

The tracks of his car were
already filling as one snowflake after another heaped up in them.
Aiden reached for his backpack, closed the door, and started
trudging through the cold white mass, away from the rapidly
disappearing tracks and his sun-yellow car. He hoped no one crashed
into it while he was away. He also hoped there would be a town just
around the next turn, not that there were any turns. The lampposts
stood in a straight line as far as he could see.

* * * *

Aiden couldn’t feel his feet; they’d gone
from hurting to numb. His fingers burned from the cold, and the
snow kept coming down at the same pace it had all evening. He had
no idea where he was. Trees, trees,
and more trees. But what there was even more of was snow. He
looked up into the sky and went dizzy from watching the flakes fall
down. They seemed to fall so fast, and yet some of them looked as
if they weren’t moving at all.

His phone had beeped its
battery warning twice, which meant the next one would be a double
beep, and then it would die. It didn’t
matter. He didn’t have a signal anyway, but maybe they could use it
to track him when he’d been buried in the snow.

He feared that was where
he was heading—towards a slow, cold death. If he
didn’t find somewhere he could ask for
help, soon it would be over. Who would have thought there’d be so
many trees between Whiteport and Courtland, or that the distance
between the small villages scattered between the two cities was so
great?

Aiden didn’t know how long he had been
walking, or rather plodding through the snow. An eternity. He was becoming unsteady, his
muscles ached, and he shivered heavily. He couldn’t decide if he
was nauseated or hungry, maybe both. What he did know, though, was
that he needed to sit down, if only for a little while.

He stopped. His breathing
was coming in rapid pants, and they didn’t slow even though he was standing still. His fingers were
shockingly red. The snowflakes landing on his hands took longer to
melt now than they had at the beginning of his march, or maybe it
just looked that way.

The muted light from the
lampposts blurred together, but Aiden believed there was a turn
ahead. He would rest there.

Slowly, he continued
forward, putting one foot in front of the other. It was hard to
know where to place his feet since he couldn’t feel them, and he sunk down to his knees in the deep
snow with each step, but he kept his gaze locked on the turn. He
didn’t know if he was on the road or if he was walking next to it.
Snowflakes caught in his eyelashes; no matter how many times he
blinked them away, new ones kept on coming.

He took one more step,
noticing that this time he didn’t sink
down as low into the snow. Giggling, he looked at the tracks that
had magically appeared on the ground. They looked like railroad
tracks though narrower. He turned around to look behind him and
almost fell over as the ground shifted under his feet. It didn’t
really shift; he was standing in the same spot he had a few seconds
earlier only looking in another direction. He gazed at the turning
tracks, disappearing into the forest a few metres from where he was
standing. Aiden recognised those kinds of tracks. You didn’t grow
up in Courtland without knowing what snowmobile tracks looked
like.

Going off the main road wasn’t smart, but
maybe it was a shortcut. Maybe there was a cosy little town on the
other side of the woods. He peered between the trees, but there was
only inky darkness, icy trunks, and the never-ending snow.
What do I have to lose? Apart
from his life, not a single thing. And at the moment he’d gladly
trade his life for someplace warm.

The tracks went in between the lines of pine
trees, and Aiden followed them. Every step was a struggle, but at
least he wasn’t sinking down as much as he had on the road. Either
the snow didn’t drift as much in here, or it had been packed by the
snowmobile. It didn’t matter why…Come to think of it, not much
did matter.

Aiden swayed and staggered,
forcing himself onwards, one step after another. Dizziness came in
waves, and the waves were longer and deeper with each tide. When he
stumbled and stepped on the other side of the tracks, the snow gave
way under him. The trees spun, and he found himself buried to the
waist in the white cold. He sighed and let his body go limp,
leaning back to rest, still half covered in snow. The snowflakes
came down towards him, the sky infinite, and the snow
limitless.

He closed his eyes. He needed to
rest. The snow was soft, and
the silence peaceful. He could go to sleep…

* * * *

Soft approaching footfalls
interrupted his slumber. Were they footfalls? They were closing in
rapidly, and they didn’t sound…human.
Aiden didn’t have the energy to open his eyes and look. It was
probably all in his imagination anyway.

But he
couldn’t ignore when something wet and
cold touched his face.

Aiden grunted and turned away,
squinting in exhaustion at his would-be attacker. Through the blur
of icy lashes, he saw a brown face and honey-coloured eyes watching
him with interest. The light-brown snout came towards him again,
but Aiden managed to put up an arm before the wet whiskers made
contact with his skin.

What was a dog doing in the
middle of the forest?

The bark startled him.

“Og! Get back here!” The
voice was human. Aiden tried to speak, but not a sound passed his
lips. The last of his energy seeped out in the snow. He reached up
and grabbed a hold of the dog’s collar, not wanting it to leave
him. Then he closed his eyes.

* * * *


Chapter 2: Snowflakes and Man-findings

Tristan Gardner swore over
the damn dog. He didn’t feel like
standing outside in the freezing wind, but he didn’t dare to leave
him in the cold, either. Not with all this snow. Og might be a damn
dog, but he still didn’t want to be without him. He folded his arms
across his chest and peered out between the trees. He had to be
there somewhere.

The minutes ticked by, and
Tristan’s anger was slowly replaced by
worry. What if he was stuck? The snow was thick—really thick, where
it had been drifting in the wind—and more kept coming down. He
didn’t think he’d be able to leave here; the road was probably
closed by now. Ploughing it would be useless, and Tom wouldn’t make
it into town with the snowplough before he would have to turn
around again.

Tristan hoped Tom had
helped Jennifer clear the parking lot outside the motorway café.
People stopped by on a night like this, especially if there was a
power outage. The ones living a little closer to town than he did
would make their way there. Everyone benefitted from the
café’s emergency backup electrical
generators in times like these. Not that the centre of the town had
power outages nearly as often as Tristan did, out here on the
outskirts, but it was always a comfort for people to know the café
would be heated and serving food. It was the town’s gathering
point, and Tristan hoped someone would help Jen out. Maybe he
should take the snowmobile and head in to give her a hand. But he
didn’t want to leave Og in weather like this, when there was no
guarantee Tristan would be making it back any time soon.

“Og!” His call was
answered by a bark nearby. “Come on, boy.”

The darn dog
didn’t come. Tristan sighed, grabbed the
yellow snow shovel standing by the door, and started trudging
through the snow. Og had better be stuck, or Tristan would strangle
the stupid mongrel with his bare hands.

Snowflakes clung to his beard, and as he
touched the knitted cap on his head, he realised it was already
covered with snow. A walk outside was not what he’d envisioned
after his arduous journey into town. He’d only gone in on his
snowmobile to make sure he’d have enough dog food at home—he was
pretty sure they would be snowbound for days. He’d had a quick chat
with Jennifer, and then he’d headed back home. Maybe he should’ve
stayed in town.

Jen always worked too
hard. Running the motorway café and taking care of Luke all by
herself was tough, and Tristan always worried when he
couldn’t be there.

“Og!” The dark and the
snowflakes made it hard to see. Nothing but snow-covered tree
trunks and not a dog to be found.

Another bark came from
close by. Tristan squinted into the woods. Og’s bright eyes glowed in the dark. A white-spotted dog was
not easy to locate when everything was white-spotted, but now when
Tristan knew what he was looking at, he could see that Og was
indeed trapped. A dark figure held on to his collar, not that Og
appeared to be bothered, judging by the happy thump of his tail
against the snow, creating a white cloud around both him and the
person on the ground.

Tristan took a careful step
closer. His grip on the shovel tightened. What kind of lunatic came
into the woods in weather like this?

“Hello?” Tristan stopped a couple of metres
away from the body—a man, he saw now—and waited for a response.
Only a muffled groan came. Fuck!

Tristan dropped the shovel
and hurried forward to the man and shook him lightly.
“Hey. Come on, wake up.” The eyelids fluttered
as the man tried to open his eyes. Tristan touched his forehead—icy
cold. The man was almost completely covered in snow and his hair
was wet—Tristan assumed his clothes were, too. Without thinking, he
reached for the man’s hand, shook loose his fingers from Og’s
collar, and started to pull him out of the snow.

He sighed as he took in
the trendy jeans and sneakers. Why couldn’t people dress according to the weather? If Og hadn’t
found him, he’d have frozen to death—he wouldn’t look so pretty in
his designer clothes in a casket.

He hefted the man up in a
fireman’s carry and started making his
way towards the cabin. It was like carrying an ice block. He
guessed he should be pleased about the man being short and small
framed. His curly dark hair flopped around his face with each step
Tristan took.

They
weren’t far from the cabin, but ploughing
through the snow with the extra weight of the man and Og running
around his legs had Tristan sweating and out of breath in no time
at all. He grunted as he sank knee-deep into the snow, mentally
cursing the stupid man for walking into his forest.

He
couldn’t stay angry, though. He worried
about the man being injured. It would be impossible to get an
ambulance out here, and Tristan only had a basic knowledge of first
aid. First, he needed to get him out of his wet clothes, that much
he knew. Hypothermia was no joke.

* * * *

Tristan placed the
semiconscious man on one of the kitchen chairs. He seemed to wake
up all right, but he still hadn’t said
anything. Og was walking in circles, wagging his tail and sniffing
the stranger’s shoes. The stupid dog would’ve done a happy dance if
an axe murderer showed up in the middle of the night, although
hopefully his barks were enough to scare away anyone with ill
intent.

Tristan glanced around his
cabin, trying to figure out how best to get the man warm and dry
before sending him on his way. The wood-burning stove was in the
middle of the room and worked as a divider between what Tristan
liked to call his living room and his kitchen area—in all honesty
it was one rather big room with a kitchenette in the far end. He
had always thought his log cabin was big enough—at least for him
and Og—but with a stranger sitting at the two-seat table, it seemed
confined.

Keeping a watchful eye on
his visitor, Tristan pushed the worn sofa closer to the
stove. “You can start to undress while I
go fetch something dry for you.”

For the first time, those green
eyes seemed to realise Tristan was there. Some of the fog in them
disappeared, and they widened as the man took in his
surroundings.

No point waiting for a
response, Tristan threw a few logs in the stove and went
upstairs—in reality it was more a ladder than a staircase—to find
some clothes for the man. The upper floor consisted of one tiny
room, where he had to crawl over the bed to get to the other side.
It was impossible to walk around it; the angled ceiling was so low,
the only place he could stand without banging his head was in the
middle, but it was enough for him. He didn’t need more than a place to sleep.

He ruffled through the
pile of clean laundry he kept on a chair in the corner of the
bedroom. He didn’t have a closet; he
hadn’t seen the need since he moved in here, seven years ago. All
his clothes fitted on a chair, so why bother building a wardrobe?
It wouldn’t fit in this room anyway.

He found a pair of dark-blue sweatpants and a
cotton jumper, a pair of cotton socks and a pair of boot socks to
go over them—the guy could keep his own underwear on or freeball.
Tristan would not be lending a
pair to a complete stranger.

He returned downstairs to
find Og with his head resting in the stranger’s lap, gazing into those emerald-green eyes. Tristan shook
his head at the dog and addressed the man, who seemed more alert
now, although he was still out of it.

“Why haven’t you
undressed? You need to get out of those clothes.” If he sounded
annoyed it was because he was. He’d been looking forward to a night
in front of the TV, sprawled on the sofa with Og. Now he had to
take care of an imbecile in designer clothes who thought a stroll
in a snowstorm was a splendid idea.

Tristan clenched his jaw
and watched the man slowly raise his hands and look around him in
confusion. “Come on, get
going.”

“Erm…” The man started
coughing. “Who are you?”

Tristan wanted to roll his
eyes, but he didn’t. “I’m the superhero
who saved you from freezing to death in the snow.”

“Oh…” The man’s hands
shook as he tried to grip the little metal tag on the zip of his
jacket—his too-thin jacket.

Tristan sighed. He
wasn’t normally a bastard, but something
about this man infuriated him. Without another word, he placed the
dry clothes on the kitchen table and started to undress the
stranger. He could hear his teeth chattering even though he had his
mouth shut. A pang of worry went through Tristan. He had to get him
out of his wet clothes and onto the sofa in front of the
stove.

Tristan worked quickly; he needed to get
something warm inside the man to raise his core temperature.
Soup, Tristan thought. He’d
bought a three-pack of instant soup a while back—mushroom, if he
remembered correctly. Why, he didn’t know. He hated instant soup.
It tasted like flour. Perhaps he should cook some broth. He had
some root vegetables and venison, but it would take too long.
Later, maybe.

The skin on the
guy’s hairless chest was so cold it
almost hurt Tristan’s hands to touch. He didn’t touch more than
necessary, but the buttons in the thin cotton shirt wouldn’t
unbutton themselves. What the hell possessed someone to go walking
in a blizzard without adequate clothing?

Tristan stretched his back
and handed the dry jumper over. “Put that
on and take off your jeans. They’re soaked.”

Tristan put the sweatpants
on the kitchen table and turned to go find the soup. The stranger
wasn’t moving, never mind putting on the
jumper or sweatpants. His gaze was glued to his screaming-red
hands.

“Hey!” Tristan snapped his
fingers, and those green eyes met his. “Put the jumper
on.”

The man nodded and raised
his arms in an uncoordinated manner. Tristan held in a sigh—it
wasn’t the man’s fault he was frozen to
the bone…or wait a minute, yes it was! He reached for the jumper
anyway and pulled it over the man’s head. The dark locks had dried
somewhat, and a few of them bounced as his head slipped through the
neck of the jumper.

Tristan tried not to notice the
bouncing curls or the green eyes. He had tried not to notice things
like that for the last seven years, and he would continue trying
not to notice them in the future as well.

In one harsh movement, he yanked the man into
a standing position. He unbuttoned the fly, not noticing how the few hairs on his lower abdomen
caressed his knuckles as he tackled one button at a time. When the
buttons were done, he grabbed the waistband and pulled. The wet
fabric clung to the man’s slender hips, bringing the light-blue
bikini briefs with them on the way down. Tristan looked away. He
did not want to see shrivelled bits. One glance told him
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