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Ashley



I’m staring out the bubble window of the small red helicopter at the snow-laden peaks of the Cascades. Some of the deep fresh snow looks like it’s going to slide down in a massive avalanche any second. I think we should be flying a lot higher up, just in case. But I’m only the passenger and not the pilot who’s barely said a word to me since he made sure I was strapped in securely. This entire trip is my little brother’s fault, and I’m regretting agreeing to it. 

According to Steve, the smallish package in my duffle bag simply has to get to his best friend Finn before Thanksgiving. My brother was supposed to deliver it, but a sudden emergency board meeting required him to stay in San Francisco. My time being considerably less valuable (per Steve and the IRS) I got drafted to hop a commercial flight to Seattle and then board this whirleybird thing to go find Finn. 

FYI, I’ve known Finn since he and Steve became friends in middle school. He’s always been tall, dark, and quiet. Doesn’t talk unless he has something to say, which as I recall wasn’t all that often. But my memories of him are mostly from years ago. I haven’t seen him very much since the two of them enlisted in the Navy together right out of high school. Steve got out after four years and is now a tech billionaire and Finn stayed in but got accepted into the SEALs. Which is where he got even more hush-hush than he was already. Steve said he’s been hiding out in the mountains because of some media scandal that I vaguely remember hearing about but didn’t really listen to. Finn is not the type to find himself in the middle of any frenzy, media or otherwise.

None of that explains what’s so freaking urgent about this package and why it couldn’t go through normal channels like the post office. Surely even the mail could get it there before Thanksgiving. And why is that so important a date, anyway? But Steve practically made me sign in blood that I would deliver it in person and stay present until Finn opened it. Then I can get back on the helicopter and reverse my direction of travel. I’m a glorified errand girl. At least the view is pretty. I say that as an entire ledge of snow goes scudding down the side of the mountain to join previous avalanches. From the look of the sky, I’d guess more of it will be redecorating that peak within a few hours.

Maybe I’ll at least get to meet some cute SEALs? Finn doesn’t count. He’s two years younger than me, the same age as Steve, but some of the others could be older and still single? A girl can hope. I mean, if I have to come all this way, a little drool-worthy eye candy and some flirting with a man who knows how to move well doesn’t seem like too much to ask.

We’re descending now, far more abruptly than in an airplane, although a quick glance to my left tells me the pilot has everything under control, I think. But the speed of the ground whooshing up to meet us is disconcerting. There is snow piled everywhere, except for the red square marking the landing zone, which looks like it’s been blown clear fairly recently. It’s behind a decrepit building and I can see a few small rooftops here and there through the trees, but there are no signs of a road. It must be under all that white stuff.

The helicopter pilot shuts everything down and helps me out, still without saying a word. The rotors are still going around but slowly enough to see them instead of the blur when it’s air born. “I’ll just meet you back here when I’m done?” I inquire as I grab the duffle with the package. The pilot nods but continues to move around the machine. Weird guy. I head into the building, wondering if someone there will know where Finn is. I’m not going trampling through the snow-bound wilderness without directions.



Finn



My buddy Steve told me he was sending me something special for my twenty-eighth birthday. Which, by the way, isn’t for another month, but apparently I’m to expect the delivery sometime this week. He was very cagey about the exact nature of this gift, which isn’t like him, so I’m more than a little curious. Steve’s not much for giving gifts either, if I’m being honest. Guys don’t really get hung up on that kind of shit, but everything about this smells of one of Steve’s plots. Nothing I can do about it though, so I shrugged my shoulders when he mentioned it over the phone a few days ago and went about my business. I was the communications guy in my old SEAL battalion, and I’ve mostly kept up with that here. I’m the one making sure the satellite feeds are still connected, the radio transmitters are working correctly and so on. It’s never ending with the amount of computer glitches, wildlife interference, and all the damn fucking snow.

So I’m really not thinking about much else when my radio pings, “Yo, Monk. Delivery for you at headquarters.”

“Coming,” is my only response. The guys call me Monk occasionally because I would never go out partying with the single guys (or the misbehaving ones). I’m no puritan. I just found out pretty early on my cock is only interested in one woman. Like since I was twelve. So yeah, it’s never seen any live action, but if what they say about visualization practicing for reality is true, I’m a damn machine. 

Too fucking bad Ashley has never viewed me as anything besides her little brother’s best friend. I got up the nerve to ask her out once, after I turned eighteen so she couldn’t use that as an excuse. She didn’t even realize that’s what I was doing. That’s how badly I’ve been zoned. I think I’m in one even farther out in left field than the friend zone. Sort of like extra-long-term parking at the airport. When I got back stateside I tried to meet up with her but she was out of town and then the media thing happened. And well, I wasn’t going to bring that shit down on her head, so I cut that last thread of hope. Doesn’t mean I’m still not visiting her silky warm pussy in my dreams. Every damn night.

I’m not too far from headquarters, where I’m standing at the moment. Some camera traps needed new batteries and to have their lenses cleaned, so I cut across country on my snowshoes, keeping well away from the tree wells that can swallow a man into a snow pit. There’s a small red helicopter just lifting off when I get to the back door. I wonder what was so important Steve needed to hire a chopper. He’s got the money, but he’s notoriously stingy about wasting it. Must be a helluva gift.

Well, fuck. I’m stunned. Ashley’s actually here, not just living in my overheated imagination. She’s sitting at one of the cafeteria tables with her back to me, her long dark hair hanging down, contrasting against the bright red of her sweater.

“Ash?” My voice croaks like I’m a damn teenager. I feel like one with her in the room.

She swivels with a gasp. “Finn? Oh, my God. You’re huge! I never would have recognized you.”

“Seems like you did, short stuff.”

She mock glares at me for the old nickname. She always hated that as the oldest, she was almost immediately shorter than Steve. The way I heard it by the time he was in kindergarten and she was in second grade, he was already taller and making the most of it. I never knew her when I wasn’t at least a foot taller.

“Come on, I’ve got your special package. Steve made me swear on Grandma’s grave that I would watch you open it. But I’ve no idea why.”

Dread fills my stomach. Steve is definitely up to something. He’s always known how I feel about his sister. If he sent her…

“Maybe we should go somewhere more private. Just in case, you know, he’s done something that only Steve would think of.”

“Good idea.” She rolls her eyes. “Let me go tell the pilot to grab some lunch. I’ll be right back.”

“Um, Ash? The helicopter left. Right as I came in.”

“He left? He said he would wait!” Her eyes get huge. “I can’t stay here. I don’t even have a change of clothes.”

“Maybe in those bags sitting by the back door?” I offer.

“He didn’t.” Fury is starting to rise in her green eyes. 

“Who? Steve or the pilot?”

“My money’s on my idiot brother.”

I nod. Mine is too. This is looking worse and worse. Although my cock is feeling cautiously optimistic. “Come on. Let’s find you some snowshoes and we can go back to my place. We’ll figure out next steps after we open this mysterious package.” Those plans might include Steve’s murder if Ashley’s face is anything to go by.
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Ashley


Finn finds a pair of snowshoes in a back room that will do for my height. Then he leads me on an unmarked trail through the trees for a good half an hour. Even though he’s carrying all my bags, I’m still huffing and puffing for breath while he looks like he only leisurely strolled down half a city block. He’s not even breaking a sweat. The air is crisp and there’s a faint scent of Christmas wafting out of the forest. Not a whiff of exhaust or any other city smells. It strikes me as very foreign.

We enter a small clearing, which actually means more snow, not less, because there are no trees to keep some of it off the ground. It rises in smooth hills and valleys like white sand dunes. It’s gorgeous but cold, and my legs are getting worn out from the up and down of climbing the swells. A small cottage that looks like it was plucked out of Ireland and plonked down here sits in the middle of the clearing with a thin wisp of smoke curling up from a chimney on the end. 

“Finn, it’s beautiful.” I pause to drink it all in.

“Thanks, I wanted to try out cob construction, so the guys helped me. They mostly went for wooden A-frames, but I’ve always liked the old cottage look. And it stays remarkably warm. Come on, we should get you inside before you


















