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Callum

“You’re going to die at your desk. Just like Dad.”

Declan’s words hung in the air between us, and I couldn’t argue. Not when I was sitting in our father’s chair, behind our father’s desk, at nine o’clock on a Tuesday night with a migraine building behind my eyes and no memory of my last meal.

My brother stood in the doorway of my office, arms crossed, watching me with an expression I didn’t care for: concern masked as casual irritation. He was supposed to be in San Francisco until Thursday.

“You look like shit,” he added, almost cheerfully.

“I’m busy.”

“You’re always busy. That’s the problem.” He dropped into the chair across from me, propping his Italian loafers on the polished mahogany. Our father’s desk. I’d inherited it along with everything else the company, the responsibility, the weight of keeping this family from falling apart.

Declan had inherited our mother’s charm and our father’s complete inability to take anything seriously.

“I have a meeting with the Whitmore Group tomorrow,” I said, forcing my attention back to the spreadsheet. Column F wasn’t reconciling with the revenue forecasts, and the discrepancy, small as it was, nagged at me like a splinter under my skin. “Their CFO sent projections that don’t add up, and I need to figure out if they’re incompetent or trying to hide something before I sit across the table from them.”

“It’s December fifteenth, Cal.”

“I’m aware of the date.”

“Ten days until Christmas.”

“Also aware.”

Declan sighed a long, theatrical exhale designed to communicate maximum disappointment. “When’s the last time you left this building?”

I finally looked up. Declan was thirty-one, three years younger than me, and handled Mercer Technologies’ public relations with the same ease he handled everything else in life. He smiled his way through investor meetings, charmed journalists into favorable coverage, and somehow convinced the world that our company was run by humans rather than the machine I’d become.

“I went home last night,” I said.

“For how long?”

I didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

“Jesus, Callum.” Declan’s feet dropped from the desk. “Have you slept? Eaten anything that wasn’t caffeine or spite?”

“I had a protein bar.”

“When?”

I tried to remember. The day had been a blur of conference calls and contract reviews. “This morning. Possibly yesterday morning.”

Declan pulled out his phone and started typing.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling in reinforcements.”

Before I could object, my laptop chimed with an incoming video call. Finn’s face filled the screen, our youngest brother, twenty-eight, with the same dark hair as Declan and me, but our mother’s softer features. He was in what looked like a server room, banks of blinking equipment visible behind him.

“Is it true?” Finn asked without preamble. “Declan says you’ve been at the office for three days straight.”

“Declan exaggerates.”

“I have security footage,” Declan said, not looking up from his phone. “Well, I have access to security footage. I could pull it if you want to keep lying.”

I closed my laptop. “I have work to do. Both of you have work to do. This intervention, or whatever you’re staging, is unnecessary.”

“When’s the last time you had a headache?” Finn asked.

The question caught me off guard. I didn’t answer.

“You’re rubbing your temple right now,” Finn said quietly. “You probably don’t even realize you’re doing it. You used to do the same thing right before Dad ...”

“Don’t.” The word came out sharper than I intended.

Silence. Declan and Finn exchanged a look, the kind of wordless communication they’d perfected as kids, when they’d team up against me in arguments or conspire to steal cookies before dinner. Back when we were a family that did things like argue about cookies.

Back before I became the thing holding us all together through sheer force of will.

“Two weeks,” Declan said finally.

“What?”

“You’re taking two weeks off. Starting now. Tonight.”

I almost laughed. “Absolutely not.”

“The Whitmore meeting can be pushed to January. Margaret already confirmed it.”

“You talked to my assistant behind my back?”

“She’s worried about you, too. Everyone’s worried about you, Cal. You’ve lost weight. You look like you haven’t seen sunlight since October. And those headaches ”

“Are none of your concern.”

Finn leaned closer to the camera. “Mom called me last week. She wanted to know if she should fly back from Portugal because, and I quote, ‘Callum sounds like a stranger when I talk to him.’”

The mention of our mother was a low blow, and they both knew it. Eleanor Mercer had spent eight years after our father’s death holding herself together with pills and willpower, present in body but absent in every way that mattered. When Declan and I finally convinced her to retire, to sell the house full of memories and move somewhere warm where she could start over, she’d cried with relief.

She was happy now. Healthy. I called her every Sunday and listened to her talk about her garden, her book club, and the Portuguese widower down the street who kept bringing her homemade bread.

I would not be the reason she came back.

“I’ll take some time off in the spring,” I said. “After the Q1 earnings report.”

“You said that last spring,” Declan countered. “And the spring before that. And every season for the past six years. You’re going to work yourself into an early grave, just like...”

He stopped.

The silence was suffocating.

“Just like Dad,” I finished for him. “You can say it.”

Declan’s jaw tightened. “The estate in Colorado is fully stocked. I had it prepared last week, just in case. The caretaker’s been through, the generator’s serviced, there’s enough food for a month. All you have to do is get in your car and drive.”

“And do what? Stare at mountains?”

“I don’t care if you stare at a wall. You need to get out of this building before it kills you.” Declan stood, buttoning his suit jacket. “Two weeks. If you don’t go voluntarily, I’m calling Mom and telling her everything. The headaches, the weight loss, the fact that you’ve been sleeping on your office couch more nights than not.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“It’s brotherly love,” Finn chimed in. “Delivered with aggressive tactics because you don’t respond to anything else.”

I looked between them, Declan in my office doorway, arms crossed, jaw set with rare determination; Finn on the screen, watching me with quiet intensity. They’d grown up while I wasn’t paying attention. Become men I was proud of, even if I’d never figured out how to tell them.

They were also, apparently, staging a coup.

“One week,” I said.

“Two.”

“Ten days.”

Declan considered this. “Twelve. And you leave your laptop here.”

“Twelve days, and I bring the laptop but only check emails twice a day.”

“Once a day.”

“Twice, or I’m not going.”

Another exchanged glance. Finn shrugged. Declan sighed.

“Fine. Twice a day, maximum thirty minutes per session. And if Margaret tells me you’ve been calling the office, the deal’s off and Mom gets a plane ticket.”

I should have argued more. I should have explained that the company needed me, that stepping away even for twelve days could mean missed opportunities, overlooked problems, cracks in the foundation I’d spent six years building.

But the headache was pulsing behind my right eye, and I couldn’t remember what I’d eaten yesterday, and my little brothers were looking at me like I was already a ghost.

“Fine,” I said. “Twelve days.”

Declan’s face broke into a grin. “Road trip. Just you and the mountains. Maybe you’ll even remember how to be a human being.”

“I remember how to be a human being.”

“When’s the last time you did something that wasn’t work?”

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

Declan’s grin softened into something more genuine. “That’s what I thought. Go home, pack a bag, and get out of the city. We’ll hold down the fort.”

He left before I could respond, clapping me on the shoulder as he passed. On the screen, Finn lingered.

“Cal?”

“What?”

“It’s okay to need a break. It doesn’t mean you’re failing anyone.”

The words hit somewhere I didn’t want to examine. I nodded once, not trusting my voice, and ended the call.

The office was silent again. The Denver skyline glittered beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, forty-two stories of city lights that I rarely bothered to notice anymore.

I stared at my steady hands, hands that had built a four-billion-dollar company from the wreckage my father left behind. Tonight, they looked like strangers.

When had I stopped recognizing myself?

The headache throbbed. I rubbed my temple without thinking, then caught myself and stopped.

Twelve days. I could survive twelve days of nothing.

Maybe I could even learn to sleep through the night again.

I grabbed my coat, turned off the lights, and left my office for the first time in seventy-two hours. The elevator ride down felt like descending into unknown territory.

Which, I supposed, it was.
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Wren

“We’re going to be fine,” I told Pirate. “We’re going to be absolutely, completely, totally fine.”

Pirate stared at me from his carrier in the passenger seat, his single amber eye radiating pure skepticism. He’d lost the other eye to an infection before I adopted him, one of the many “unadoptable” animals I’d taken in over the years. The shelter had called him aggressive. I called him discerning.

Right now, he was discerning that I was full of crap.

“Okay, maybe not totally fine,” I said. “But we’re alive. We have a plan. And Ernest is doing his best.”

Ernest was my 2009 Subaru Outback, currently wheezing up a Colorado mountain road like an asthmatic climbing Everest. I’d named him after Hemingway; both were old, temperamental, and had a concerning relationship with self-destruction.

The snow was falling harder now. My windshield wipers were losing the battle, shoving wet clumps of white from side to side rather than actually clearing my view. The GPS on my phone had given up an hour ago, announcing “signal lost” with what I could have sworn was judgment in its robotic voice.

“According to the map I downloaded,” I said, squinting through the windshield, “this road should connect to the main highway in about twenty miles. Then it’s a straight shot to the interstate, and from there, only sixteen more hours to Aunt Meredith’s.”

Pirate yawned.

“I know sixteen hours sounds like a lot. But we’ve already done twelve today, so really, what’s sixteen more? We’ll stop somewhere, get some sleep, and by tomorrow night we’ll be in Oregon. Fresh start. New life. Nobody will even know what happened.”

What happened.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel, forcing the thought away before it could spiral. Three weeks ago, I’d had a thriving veterinary practice, a cozy apartment above the clinic, a business partner I considered my best friend, and a five-year plan that involved expanding to a second location and maybe, eventually, opening an animal sanctuary.

Now I had a car full of boxes, a cat who tolerated me, and $347 in my checking account.

Aiden had been thorough. I had to give him that.

“The thing is,” I told Pirate, because if I stopped talking, I might start crying, and I’d promised myself no more crying, “I always knew he was too charming. Everyone warned me. My mom, before she,” I stopped, swallowed. “People warned me. But I thought I knew him. Eight years, Pirate. We went to vet school together. We built that practice from nothing. I thought ”

I thought he was the one person I could trust.

The check engine light flickered on.

“No,” I said. “No, no, no. Ernest, don’t you dare.”

Ernest dared.

The engine coughed, then shuddered, then made a sound I could only describe as mechanical sobbing. I pulled to the side of the road, not that there was much road to pull to the side of, just a narrow ribbon of pavement carved into the mountainside, and the car rolled to a stop with a final, pathetic wheeze.

I turned the key. Click. Click. Click. Nothing.

“Okay.” I took a breath. “Okay. This is fine. This is just a... a temporary setback.”

I pulled out my phone. No signal. Of course, no signal. I was in the middle of nowhere, on a mountain, in a snowstorm, because apparently the universe had decided that losing everything I’d worked for wasn’t quite enough punishment for the sin of trusting the wrong person.

The snow was already accumulating on the windshield, the outside world disappearing inch by inch into white. The temperature gauge on my dashboard, one of the few things still working, showed twenty-eight degrees and dropping.

Pirate meowed.

“I know,” I said. “I know. Let me think.”

I couldn’t stay in the car. Even with the blankets I’d packed, the temperature would drop too low overnight. I’d read enough news stories about hikers found frozen in their vehicles to know that hope wasn’t a survival strategy.

I couldn’t walk back the way I’d come. I’d been driving for over an hour without seeing another car, a house, or any sign of civilization.

Which left forward.

I grabbed my phone and turned on the flashlight, then pulled on my heaviest coat a thrift store parka I’d bought in Missouri, and wrapped a scarf around my face. I transferred Pirate to his soft-sided carrier, the one he could curl up in like a fuzzy orange donut, and grabbed the blanket from the back seat to drape over him.

“We’re going to walk until we find help,” I told him. “It’s going to be cold, and you’re going to hate it, but I need you to trust me.”

He blinked his single eye.

“I know my track record on trust isn’t great right now. But I’m all you’ve got, so work with me here.”

I stepped out of the car and immediately understood why they called it a whiteout. The snow wasn’t falling so much as attacking, coming from every direction at once, stinging my exposed cheeks and finding its way into every gap in my clothing. Within thirty seconds, I couldn’t see Ernest anymore.

I picked a direction forward, I thought, though honestly, it was hard to tell, and started walking.

The cold was a living thing. It crept through my boots, my gloves, the seams of my coat. My toes went numb first, then my fingers, then my ears, despite the hat I’d pulled down to my eyebrows. I clutched Pirate’s carrier against my chest, trying to share what little body heat I had left.

“Any time now,” I muttered through chattering teeth. “Any time, universe, you could throw me a bone. A house. A cabin. A hermit with a fireplace. I’m not picky.”

I walked. The snow kept falling. My legs burned, then ached, then went worryingly numb. I couldn’t feel my face anymore, which I supposed was a blessing; it meant I also couldn’t feel the tears freezing on my cheeks.

Just when I’d started to wonder if I should turn back, if I even could turn back, if I could find my car again in this endless white, I saw it.

A light.

Faint and golden, barely visible through the snow, but unmistakably real.

“Pirate.” My voice came out cracked and desperate. “Pirate, there’s a light.”

I don’t remember the last hundred yards. I must have walked them, must have pushed through the snow that was now up to my knees, but my body had gone into some kind of autopilot that bypassed conscious thought. All I knew was the light, growing closer, turning into windows, a door, a house.

Not just a house. A mansion. Stone and timber and glass, sprawling across the mountainside like it had grown there, warm light spilling from every window.

I climbed the steps to the massive front door and pounded with a fist I could no longer feel.

Nothing.

I pounded again, harder. “Hello? Please is anyone there? Hello?”

The door swung open.

A man stood in the doorway, backlit by a roaring fireplace, and for one hysterical moment, I thought I’d died in the snow, and this was the afterlife. Because he looked like he’d been carved from the same stone as the mountains, tall and dark-haired with gray at his temples, sharp jaw, sharper eyes, wearing clothes that probably cost more than Ernest’s.

He stared at me.

I stared back.

“Hi,” I managed through numb lips. “My car died. I’m not a murderer. Can I use your phone?”

He blinked once, slowly, like I was a spreadsheet that didn’t make sense.

“There’s no cell service,” he said.

His voice matched the rest of him, low and cool and utterly unwelcoming. Of course. Of course, the only house for miles would belong to someone who looked like he’d never smiled in his life.

“Landline?” I said.

“Out. The storm.”

I processed this through a brain that was rapidly freezing. No car. No phone. No way to call for help. “How long until the storm clears?”

“Weather report said three days. Possibly more.”

Three days. Trapped on a mountain. With this glacier of a human.

Pirate chose that moment to meow a loud, indignant yowl that clearly communicated his opinion of the situation.

The man’s gaze dropped to the carrier. Something flickered across his face, not quite surprise, not quite annoyance. “You have a cat.”

“His name is Pirate. He only has one eye. He’s not a murderer either.”

The man stared at me for a long moment. Snow was blowing into his fancy foyer, and I was pretty sure icicles were forming in my hair, and every second he deliberated was a second closer to me becoming a permanent ice sculpture on his porch.

“Come in,” he said finally, stepping aside.

I didn’t wait for him to change his mind.

The warmth hit me like a wall, thick and glorious and almost painful against my frozen skin. I stood in his foyer, dripping melting snow onto what was probably a very expensive rug, and tried to remember how to feel my extremities.

He closed the door, shutting out the storm, and turned to face me with an expression of resigned inconvenience. Like I was on a delayed flight or had an unexpected meeting.

“There’s a bathroom down the hall,” he said. “Towels in the cabinet. Get warm before you go into shock. I’ll...” He paused, seeming to search for the appropriate protocol for unexpected frozen strangers. “Make tea.”

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it more than I’d meant anything in weeks. “Thank you, I’m my name is Wren. Wren Gallagher.”

“Callum,” he said.

I waited for more. A last name, maybe, or some indication that he was capable of speaking in complete sentences.

Nothing.

“Well.” I clutched Pirate’s carrier and tried to smile, though my frozen face probably turned it into something closer to a grimace. “Thank you, Callum. I promise I’ll stay out of your way until the roads clear.”

He gave me a look that suggested he doubted my ability to do any such thing.

Then he turned and walked toward what I assumed was the kitchen, leaving me dripping in his foyer, holding a one-eyed cat, wondering how my life had gone so spectacularly sideways.

“Three days,” I whispered to Pirate. “We can survive three days with anyone.”

Pirate purred.

At least one of us was optimistic.
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Wren

The bathroom was bigger than my old apartment.

I stood under a rainfall showerhead that could have doubled as a car wash, letting water so hot it was nearly scalding pound the feeling back into my body. The shower had multiple jets, side jets, back jets, and a misting feature I accidentally triggered and couldn’t figure out how to turn off. There were more knobs and buttons than in the cockpit of an airplane.

Pirate sat on the marble vanity, watching me through the glass with the resigned patience of a cat who had seen his human make questionable decisions before and expected nothing less.

“Don’t judge me,” I said, my voice echoing off the tiles. “I almost died. I’m allowed to enjoy this.”

He licked his paw.

By the time I finally forced myself out of the shower, my skin was pink, and my fingers had turned pruney. The towels were the size of blankets and softer than anything I’d ever owned. I wrapped myself in one and caught my reflection in the mirror, wild auburn hair dripping down my shoulders, freckles standing out against flushed cheeks, eyes that looked too big for my face.

I looked like a drowned cat. Appropriate, given the company.

My clothes were soaked through, but I found a white robe hanging on the back of the door, thick cotton, probably worth more than my car. Former car. I sent a silent apology to Ernest, who was probably buried under three feet of snow by now, and pulled on the robe.

“Okay,” I told Pirate. “Time to face the glacier.”

I padded barefoot down the hallway, Pirate trotting beside me now that he’d been freed from his carrier. The house was even more impressive from the inside, with soaring ceilings, exposed timber beams, and massive windows that would probably showcase stunning mountain views if they weren’t currently showcasing a wall of white.

Everything was tasteful and expensive and completely devoid of personality. No family photos, no art, no indication that a human being actually lived here, rather than a very wealthy ghost. The walls were bare except for the occasional abstract painting that looked like it had been chosen by a decorator rather than a person with actual opinions about art.

I found the kitchen by following the smell of something herbal, the promised tea, apparently. The room was huge and modern, all stainless steel and granite, with a six-burner stove I would have killed for back when I had a kitchen.

Callum stood at the counter, his back to me, pouring hot water into a mug. He’d changed out of his earlier clothes into a different set of expensive-looking clothes, dark slacks, and a gray sweater that probably cost more than my monthly grocery budget. Even from behind, his posture radiated tension. Shoulders tight, spine rigid, like he was bracing for an attack.

“Thank you for the shower,” I said.

He didn’t turn around. “There’s tea.”

“I see that.”

He finally faced me, holding out a steaming mug. His eyes dropped briefly to the robe, his robe, I realized, and something flickered across his face. Annoyance? Discomfort? With this man, it was hard to tell.

I took the mug, wrapping my hands around its warmth. “I really am sorry for barging in on you like this. I know this isn’t exactly how you planned to spend your evening.”

“No.”

I waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t.

The silence stretched. I’d never been good with silence; it made me twitchy, made words bubble up and spill out whether I wanted them to or not. A remnant from childhood, from years of trying to fill the quiet spaces before my mother’s moods could fill them instead.

“So,” I said. “Do you live here full-time, or is this a vacation house?”

“Vacation.”

“It’s beautiful. Very... spacious.”

“Yes.”

“Lots of bedrooms?”

“Six.”

“Six bedrooms! Wow. That’s a lot of bedrooms for one person. Unless you’re not here alone? Is there a wife, or a... ”

“No.”

I took a sip of tea to stop myself from talking. It was chamomile, perfectly brewed, and I wondered if this stone-faced man had actually put thought into making something soothing or if chamomile was just the only option.

The kitchen was immaculate, not just clean, but curated. Like someone had designed it from a magazine spread and then removed all evidence that humans actually lived here. No fruit bowl on the counter. No magnets on the refrigerator. No stray coffee cups or forgotten grocery lists.

Just gleaming surfaces and the faint hum of expensive appliances.

“How long have you owned this place?” I asked because apparently I was incapable of sitting in comfortable silence.

“It was my father’s.”

“Was?”

“He died. Six years ago.” Callum said it flatly, like he was reporting a stock price rather than a family tragedy. “The house came to me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago.”

But something flickered in his eyes, there and gone so fast I might have imagined it. Grief, maybe. Or guilt. The kind of old wound that never fully healed, just scabbed over until something pressed on it.

I knew that look. I’d seen it in the mirror often enough.

“My mom died too,” I said, not sure why I was sharing this with a stranger. “Three years ago. Cancer. The slow kind that gives you time to prepare but doesn’t actually prepare you for anything.”

Callum’s expression shifted, not softening, exactly, but becoming more present. Like I’d said, something that finally registered as human.

“That’s a difficult way to lose someone,” he said.

“They’re all difficult ways.” I wrapped my hands tighter around the mug. “But yeah. Watching someone disappear piece by piece, knowing what’s coming and being powerless to stop it that has its own special flavor of terrible.”

We stood in silence for a moment, but it felt different now. Less awkward. More like two people who understood something about each other without needing to explain it.

Pirate chose that moment to make his entrance, padding into the kitchen with his tail held high. He surveyed the room with his single amber eye, surveyed Callum, and then, to my complete betrayal, walked directly to the man who had shown approximately zero warmth since my arrival and wound between his ankles.

Callum looked down at the cat like he’d discovered an alien species in his kitchen.

“That’s Pirate,” I said. “He doesn’t usually like strangers.”

“Hm.”

Pirate rubbed his face against Callum’s probably-expensive pants, leaving a smear of orange fur. Then, with the audacity that only cats possess, he sat down directly on Callum’s foot and began to purr.

Something shifted in Callum’s expression. Not a smile, I was beginning to suspect he’d forgotten how, but a slight softening around the eyes. He bent down, almost reluctantly, and scratched behind Pirate’s ear.

The purring intensified to a volume that seemed impossible for such a small animal.

“Traitor,” I muttered.

“He’s not usually this friendly,” I said, watching my cat betray eight years of loyalty for a single ear scratch. “He bit the last three people who tried to pet him.”

“Maybe he sensed they weren’t worth trusting.”

“And you are?”

Callum straightened, and the brief moment of
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