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      Peter parked the Range Rover in front of the cabin and got out, stretching; it had been a long drive from the city. The place he had rented was a large log home, two floors with three bedrooms, one for Mark and me, one for Peter, and one for Gary. There were chimneys at both ends of the house, and a number of small outbuildings. It looked rustic, but the agent had assured us that it was completely modern inside.

      Peter had booked the cabin for the four of us weeks ago, counting on snow. The agent promised snow, saying there was always a foot or two by this time of year. His estimate was a little off. Channel Four had reported record-level snowfall, but that was last week. The rangers had reported that the roads had been plowed, and that we actually did have access to get the Range Rover up to the cabin. They said that as long as we brought supplies with us for the whole week, we would have the time of our lives.

      Mark and I had gotten married last spring, a June wedding, and Gary and Peter had been groomsmen. The three guys used to hang out and go on trips regularly, but the new addition, me, had brought about changes, and this was the first time the guys had gotten back together. They were going all-out, renting snow machines, skis, tubes, and everything any of us could think of to bring along. We were planning a snow-covered paradise of a trip.

      Mark and I got out of the backseat, while Gary stayed in the passenger seat, playing with his cell phone. He yelled out at us, “No signal!” Peter and Mark quickly checked their phones, and came to the same conclusion. There wouldn’t be any interruptions this week. I’d miss my Candy Crush, but truth be told, I’d just as soon give up Facebook for a week. I didn’t even check my phone’s service.

      We each grabbed a bag of groceries and followed Peter up the steps, or at least I think they were steps, as they hadn’t been shoveled, up to the front door. Peter opened the front door and stepped inside. He flipped the switch and the lights came on; we hadn’t been certain there would be electricity with all the snow and ice that had fallen over the past few weeks. Looked like we were lucky on that count.

      I stepped in right behind him, with Mark and Gary coming in behind me. We each put down our grocery sacks and looked around. It was exactly what the agent had promised- a beautiful, modern, rustic cabin with all the amenities and comforts, including a Jacuzzi out back. I couldn’t wait to explore the upstairs, but first we had to bring in the supplies.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon inside, unpacking bags and exploring the house. Everything was warm and comfortable. Despite the snow on the front steps, everything looked meticulously maintained.

      That evening, the four of us gathered around the big kitchen table and played from the selection of card games that Gary had brought along. We had the most amazing hot chocolate and Mark’s famous nacho chips while playing. When we finished playing cards, Gary went up to his room. He was a writer, and said he needed to get some words down about the drive up here. Mark, Peter, and I sat in front of the fireplace for a while, none of us saying anything, just resting and enjoying the quiet.

      I sat there, snuggled into Mark’s shoulder and enjoyed the smell of him. He’d worn a red-and-white sweater this evening, and I loved the way it felt on him. I looked over at Peter, and he was staring right back at me. He quickly looked away. Peter and I had never dated, never gone out, but I knew he’d had a thing for me the first time I met him. I’d been going out with Mark for six months before he brought up the idea of introducing me to his two best friends. Gary was nice enough, but Peter and I meshed instantly. When Mark finally proposed, I was so surprised that I agreed on the spot.

      Over the past six months or so, I had come to regret my choice. Mark was cute, but all he ever talked about was work. If I wanted to hear about his job all night, I’d go to work with him. I don’t know exactly what Peter was thinking now, but I suspect it was regret as well. Still, I was with Mark now, and that was fine. He’s been good to me. We watched the fire for a few minutes more, and then Mark suggested that we head upstairs.

      Mark got undressed and hopped into bed quickly, while I took a bit longer with my makeup. I was looking forward to sex tonight in this strange new place, but by the time I got to bed, Mark was already snoring. Yay. I climbed into the bed, trying hard not to squeak when I touched the cold sheets with my naked body. It warmed up quickly enough, and soon I was asleep too.

      We stayed inside most of the morning, as it was snowing pretty hard outside. I'm not quite sure why we stayed inside, as it was supposed to snow all week, and that was the main reason we had come up there. Anyway, it was about 2 p.m. before we headed outside. Peter and Gary headed to the trailer to unload the snowmobiles, while Mark and I wandered off down one of the many snow-covered trails that crisscrossed the whole region. The trees were thinly spaced and had no leaves, so we could see a long ways, even through the forest.

      We spotted many different kinds of winter birds, as well as a bunch of squirrels running around out in the snow. We saw tracks of bigger animals, probably dogs or deer, but never actually saw the animals. From off in the distance, we heard someone, probably Gary, swearing loudly. A minute later, we could hear the roar of at least one of the snowmobile engines. Mark chuckled and said that we should probably head back, as the boys were probably ready to ride.

      They had indeed unloaded the pair of two-person snowmobiles, and they had them running and ready to go before we emerged from the woods near the back of the cabin. The cursing we’d heard was Gary, who had run over his foot with one of the snow machines. He was fine, but he wasn't happy about it. Peter was busy refueling the machines after being stored for so long.

      Peter looked up. “Hey guys, want to go on a quick ride before dinner?”

      I looked at my watch. It was nearing 4:00 already. It would start getting dark in half an hour, and if last night had been any indication, it would get pitch black out here by 5:30.

      Mark yelled, “Hell, Yeah!” and raced for the nearest machine. He jumped on, and Gary quickly crawled on behind him. Mark turned the throttle and jumped forward with a lurch. Gary screamed like a little girl and almost tumbled off backwards. Then he leaned in a little closer to keep from falling off.

      Mark had done a fast loop around the cabin while I got on the other machine behind Peter. I put my arms around his waist and didn’t hesitate to hold on tight. Even through our jackets, I felt warmth there.

      Peter didn’t lurch forward; he carefully sped up and headed for the woods. Peter shouted back, “Relax, I’ve driven these things before. They’re perfectly safe if you don’t get carried away.”

      “Great!” I shouted over the engine noise. So far, it felt a lot like riding a motorcycle, only slower.

      We headed out into the woods, starting out on the same trail Mark and I had walked on earlier. Sometime early on, he split away from that trail and headed a different way. I thought Mark and Gary had separated from us, but then they zoomed past us on a trail that intersected ours. They were going at least double our speed and were howling like raving lunatics all the way.

      We sped along the trail, and Peter came to a stop. There was a river in front of us. It looked frozen, but I think he wanted to take it slow just in case. He eased forward on the throttle, and a few seconds later we were on the other side. We climbed the bank and headed on down the river a ways on the far side.

      We came to a place where the rocks wouldn’t let us continue alongside the frozen river, so we headed further into the woods to go around. The trees had thinned out here, so there was plenty of space to drive, even without a trail. Actually, there was so much snow out here that there may or may not have actually been a trail underneath.

      About this time, I noticed that I couldn’t hear the other snowmobile or the howling lunatics anymore. They probably hadn’t crossed at the river.

      We passed what looked like a shed, or perhaps it was a hunting cottage. Whatever it was, it was all locked up and the windows were boarded over. We passed it and kept going. Peter veered to the right, heading back in the general direction from which we came. There was a big hill ahead of us, and Peter had to really hit the gas to go up the side.

      When we reached the top, we were in for a surprise. There was nothing on the other side but a steep cliff. Peter put on the brakes, but the front end was already off the edge, and the thing wouldn’t back up.

      “Climb off the back, slowly,” Peter whispered.

      I slid off the back, quietly. I don’t know why we were suddenly whispering, it’s not like there was a bear approaching or anything like that. I guess he was just afraid of losing the snow machine down in that ravine. The machine started to slide forward, and Peter gave up. He rolled to the side and landed hard in the snow. The snowmobile, on the other hand, slid over the edge and fell straight down about ten feet into a rocky ridge.

      Peter sat up, looking stunned. “Shit!” He crawled over and looked over the ledge. “We’ll never get that back out without a vehicle and a winch.”

      I asked, “Will Mark’s snowmobile be enough to do it?”

      Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to try.” He looked around. He yelled, “Mark! Gary!”

      I didn’t hear any response. The sound was somewhat deadened by the snow and the trees, but obviously the boys weren’t around.

      Peter didn’t seem worried. “We’ll wait for them; they’ll be along soon.”

      “Shouldn’t we walk back?” I looked back the way we’d come. “It’s going to get dark soon.”

      “Nah. They’ll be here soon, and if we leave this spot, we may not find it again easily.” He looked at me. “You cold?”

      “Hell yes!” I laughed. I wasn’t particularly scared, but this was an annoyance I could have lived without.

      “Hang on.” Peter disappeared down the ravine. It was too steep to drive back up, but it wasn’t hard to climb into or out of. It started to snow lightly again. A moment later, Peter reappeared, holding a Thermos. “I came prepared!”

      “What is it?”

      “Coffee. I figured we’d be cold, and you never know when you might want to stop for a break, right?”

      This wasn’t really the kind of break he had in mind, I could tell, but still, warm coffee was not to be denied. “Sounds good to me.”

      We sat under a small sheltering bush and poured coffee. Peter pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He offered me one, but I declined. I’d never liked the things. Still, if it continued getting any colder before Mark and Gary showed up, I just might be tempted.

      “It’s getting dark,” I said between sips of not-that-hot-but-steaming-anyway coffee. “We should try to get back on our own.”

      Peter looked dubious.

      “Are we lost?”

      “Um. No. But I don’t think we can make it before dark. I really thought they’d be out looking for us by now.”

      “Those two are probably back in the cabin getting drunk by now. They won’t even start to worry until after dark.”

      “You might be right. Let’s go.”

      We got up and started walking the way we’d come. I thought to keep heading toward the river, but Peter thought it was a lot safer to head back following the route we’d taken; there was less chance of getting lost that way. I couldn’t argue with his logic.

      It took about twenty minutes to get back to where we’d seen the hunter’s cottage. In the meantime, we’d heard absolutely nothing from Gary and Mark or their snow machine. Or anything else. It was eerily silent out there
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