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Chapter 1: The Weekend Away


[image: ]


The asphalt ribbon of highway, still damp from a morning shower, unfurled before their SUV, cutting a path through a landscape growing progressively wilder. In the passenger seat, Danielle tapped her nails—a fresh coat of a colour called “Bordeaux Lustre”—against the console. The last cell tower had blinked out of range twenty minutes ago, and the GPS now showed only a skeletal map and a persistent, unwavering blue line.

“You’re sure you saved the directions?” she asked, not for the first time.

Jeremy kept his hands loose on the wheel, the picture of calm. “Elijah’s instructions were idiot-proof. Fifty kilometres past the last gas station, look for the weathered wooden sign for ‘Cedar Ridge Trail’, turn onto the gravel, then follow the fork left at the giant glacial erratic.”

“The giant what?”

“The big rock that looks out of place. He texted a picture, remember?” He glanced over, taking in her profile against the window of towering spruce and granite. She’d dressed for comfort for the drive—soft leggings, an oversized sweater—but there was an energy about her, a faint, excited vibration he could feel from his seat. “Relax, Dani. We’re almost there. The estate’s supposed to feel remote. That’s the point.”

“I know, I know. It’s just... committing to a two-hour drive into the back of beyond for a whole weekend.” She shifted to look at him, a playful glint in her eye. “What was Elijah’s warning again? Word for word?”

Jeremy chuckled, reciting the familiar mantra. “If we so much as spill a drink on the Persian rug in the great room, if we leave a single scrape on the billiard table, or if the hot tub even thinks about overflowing, his uncle will personally ensure none of us, including Elijah, ever sets foot on the property again. It’s to be treated with ‘respectful reverence.’ His uncle’s phrasing.”

“Respectful reverence,” Danielle repeated, savouring the words. “For a weekend Elijah described as ‘unfettered fun.’ A certain contradiction there.”

“A challenge,” Jeremy corrected, a slow smile spreading. “To be our best, most interesting selves within pristine, luxurious confines. No consequences back home. Just... exploration.”

The word hung in the air between them, charged with all the unspoken conversations they’d had leading up to this. The theoreticals. The ‘what ifs’ that had started as a naughty game in their downtown condo and had somehow led them down this gravel road, deep into the Canadian Shield.

Finally, the promised fork appeared. A house-sized boulder, moss-covered and ancient, stood sentinel. Jeremy turned left, the tires crunching on the well-maintained but private road. Another five minutes of dense forest, and then the trees peeled back like a curtain.

The estate wasn’t a homely little cottage. It was a lodge. Built of massive logs and river stone, it sprawled across a cleared rise, overlooking a vast, dark lake that stretched to meet jagged hills on the far shore. Meticulous landscaping gave way to wildflowers, and a massive deck boasted a shimmering hot tub. Three other vehicles were already parked in the circular drive: Elijah’s rugged Jeep, Mateo’s sporty coupe, and Sofia’s compact hatchback.

As Jeremy killed the engine, the silence was profound—a deep, absorbing quiet broken only by the distant cry of a loon and the whisper of wind in the pines. It was the silence of being truly away.

“Wow,” Danielle breathed, all her earlier anxiety melting into awe. “It’s... incredible.”

“It’s something,” Jeremy agreed, squeezing her hand. “Ready?”

They grabbed their weekend bags from the back and approached the heavy oak door. Before Jeremy could knock, it swung inward.

Elijah stood there, beaming, a bottle of local craft beer in his hand. He was in his element—the gracious, slightly anxious host. “You found it! I was starting to watch for bears, not your SUV.” He pulled Jeremy into a one-armed clap on the shoulder and kissed Danielle’s cheek. “Come in, come in. But shoes off right on the mat here. Uncle’s number one rule.”

They complied, stepping onto cool, wide-plank hardwood. The interior was even more impressive: a vaulted ceiling with exposed beams, a stone fireplace big enough to stand in, and wall-sized windows framing the epic lake view. The air smelled of pine, woodsmoke, and citrus cleaner.

From the great room, two figures uncurled themselves from a deep leather sofa. Mateo, sleek and smiling, raised a glass of
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