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Chapter 1: The Cabin
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The final, serpentine mile to the lake was a gauntlet of ice and shadow. Shannon guided her aging sedan with a white-knuckled grip, the headlights carving a frail tunnel through the encroaching pines. Beside her, Brett fiddled with the radio, hissing static over the exhausted hum of the heater.

“Should’ve taken my truck,” he muttered for the third time, cracking another energy drink. The metallic tang filled the car. “This thing’s a coffin on wheels.”

“You offered to drive yours,” Shannon said, her eyes fixed on the treacherous road. “You said it needed new winter tires.”

A grunt was his only reply. He’d forgotten. Brett forgot a lot of things—anniversaries, promises, the names of the women she’d found traces of on his phone. But he remembered his grievances with crystalline clarity. Like his friends bailing on this trip. The cabin, Dustin’s family’s place, was supposed to be a rowdy winter blowout. Instead, a dying grandmother and a sudden concert had whittled their group down to a triangle. A very tense, very intimate triangle.

“Just us and Dustin, huh?” Brett had slurred last night, a possessive arm snaking around her waist. “Better keep your hoodie on, babe. Don’t want him getting ideas.” The joke had sandpaper edges. Brett’s insecurity was a low, constant flame, fed by cheap beer and cheaper choices. He saw rivals in the shadows much of the time, fearing someone or something was always coming for what was rightfully his.

Ahead, a clearing opened up, and the cabin appeared. It was a vision of rustic modernity: a two-storey structure of dark-stained logs and soaring glass, glowing like a lantern against the stark white of the frozen lake and the bruised purple twilight. Parked beside it was Dustin’s deep green SUV, already dusted with a fine sugar of new snow.

“Looks like the king’s in his castle,” Brett said, a note of challenge in his voice. He was out of the car almost before it stopped, his boots crunching aggressively on the snow. “Dust-in! You better have the good stuff!”

Shannon turned off the engine. The silence was immense, broken only by the wind’s soft sigh through a million pine needles. She watched as the heavy oak door of the cabin opened, and Dustin stepped onto the porch.

The light from within silhouetted him—broad-shouldered, solid in a way that spoke of practical strength, not gym vanity. He lifted a hand, not in a wave, but in a still, acknowledging gesture. Even from twenty yards, she felt his gaze bypass Brett’s boisterous approach and find her, still captive in her little car. A familiar, unwelcome flutter stirred in her stomach. She’d always thought he was handsome, in a quiet, unassuming way that felt more dangerous than Brett’s loud, frat-boy charm. It was a thought she’d locked away, a mental drawer she never opened.

By the time she extracted their bags from the back seat, the men were already inside. Shannon hauled the luggage towards the porch, her suitcase wheels useless in the snow. Before she could struggle with the steps, the door opened again.

“Here,” Dustin said, his voice a low vibration in the cold air. He came down and took the heaviest bag from her hand, his fingers brushing hers. A jolt, sharp and electric, passed between them. It was so visceral and surprising she almost dropped her purse.

“Thanks,” she managed, her voice breathier than she intended.

“No problem.” He held her eyes for a heartbeat too long. His were a calm, deep hazel, the colour of the forest floor. They held none of Brett’s restless gleam. “It’s a lot quieter than advertised. Sorry about that.”

“Not your fault,” she said, following him up into the warmth.

The interior was breathtaking. Vaulted cedar ceilings, a stone fireplace where flames danced hypnotically, and through the wall of windows, the vast, frozen expanse of the lake, drinking the last of the day’s light. It smelled of woodsmoke and pine resin.

Brett was already on the large sectional sofa, a bottle of local craft beer in hand. “Dustin’s been holding out on us, Shan. This place is legit. And he’s got a whole keg of something his cousin brewed in the basement. It’ll put you on your ass.”

“Charming,” Shannon murmured, taking off her coat.

“I’ll show you the room,” Dustin said, moving towards a curved staircase
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