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      The mare won't eat.

      She nosed at the hay this morning and turned her head. Did the same thing at noon. Now the sun's dropping behind the ridge, the temperature's falling with it, and Clover is standing in the far corner of her stall with her ears flat and her flanks twitching.

      Not good.

      My hands are steady when I check her gums. Pale pink, tacky. Her gut sounds are wrong on the right side. Too quiet. Too still. She flinches when I press low on her barrel.

      "Easy." My voice is the one I save for the animals. Low. Even. Nothing close to what I give people on the rare occasion I'm forced to interact with one. "Let me look at you."

      Clover lets out a groan that vibrates through my palm. She's a twelve-year-old bay I pulled off a kill pen in Fallon three years ago, and she trusts me enough to lean her head against my chest while I palpate her abdomen. She doesn't trust much else. Makes two of us.

      Could be a mild impaction. Could be something worse. December cold makes everything worse.

      My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. Wade. I let it ring.

      It buzzes again. Wade.

      Third time. Wade.

      Fourth time, the text comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wade:

      

      
        Answer your phone or I'm driving up there

      

      

      

      

      

      I call him back because the only thing worse than talking to my little brother is my little brother showing up at my cabin unannounced with that earnest expression and a bag of groceries I didn't ask for.

      "What."

      "Merry Christmas to you too."

      "It's December ninth."

      "Close enough. How's the herd?"

      "Fine." The herd is fine. Moved them to the south pasture last week ahead of the cold front. Thirty-two head of cattle, healthy, fed, watered. The herd is always fine because I don't let it be otherwise. "What do you want, Wade?"

      A pause. The particular pause my brother uses when he's working up to something he knows I'm going to hate. June's voice carries in the background. My brother's girlfriend since September, and the woman who has made it her personal mission to drag me back into civilized society one casserole dish at a time.

      "June's worried about you."

      "June's always worried about me. Tell her I'm fine."

      "She says you haven't been to town since October."

      "I stood at her booth for an entire afternoon at the Harvest Festival. That buys me until spring."

      Another pause. Longer this time. "Rhett."

      "Wade."

      "Come down for the Christmas Festival. One night. You eat dinner, you tolerate the tree lighting, you go home. Nobody's asking you to sing carols."

      My jaw tightens. Outside the barn, snow is coming down in thick, determined flakes. Two winters ago it came down exactly this way, the night I told Sam we'd bring the herd off the high meadow before the front hit. Told him the cattle would hold the trail. Told him we had time.

      Sam trusted my read on weather. He'd never had a reason not to.

      We didn't have time. The mountain made sure of it.

      "Not happening."

      "Rhett."

      "I've got a sick mare. Clover's off her feed, gums are tacky, gut sounds reduced on the right side. I need a vet, not a Christmas party."

      That gets his attention. Wade may run the valley operation, but he grew up around livestock. He knows what reduced gut sounds mean in December.

      "How long?"

      "Since this morning. She's not rolling yet, but she's uncomfortable."

      "Doc Ferris retired in September."

      "I know Doc Ferris retired. That's why I'm calling you instead of him."

      "New vet took over the clinic. Winnie Novak. June knows her. She's good."

      "I don't need good. I need someone who'll drive up a mountain in a snowstorm to look at a horse."

      "Hold on." Muffled conversation. June, animated. Wade comes back on the line. "June's calling her now."

      "In this weather?"

      "I'll text you when I hear back."

      He hangs up before I can argue, which is a move he's perfected over thirty-five years of being my brother.

      The snow is picking up. Wind pushes it sideways now, plastering it against the barn siding in sheets. My right leg aches from the hip to the knee, the cold settling into the hardware holding my femur together. Two winters ago, a horse went down on me in a whiteout, and the mountain kept the pieces that mattered.

      Sam. Best ranch hand I ever had. Three years on this mountain, cooking in the bunkhouse, ribbing me about my coffee. The closest thing to a friend I'd allowed myself in a decade.

      The mountain kept him too.

      I close Clover's stall and make my way to the cabin, snow crunching under my boots. Twenty acres of solitude, a cabin I built with my own hands, and a silence so complete my own heartbeat is the loudest thing on the ridge. This is what I chose. This is what I deserve.

      My phone buzzes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wade:

      

      
        She's on her way. Should be there in 45 min. June says be nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      Be nice. June has known me three months, and she's already figured out that needs saying.

      I don't text back.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five minutes turns into an hour. Then an hour and fifteen. The storm is serious now, visibility dropping to nothing, wind howling across the ridge. This vet turning around would be the first sensible decision anyone's made regarding my mountain in recent memory. Then headlights cut through the white.

      Wrong headlights. Too low. Too close together.

      A truck crawls up the last stretch of my access road at a speed that suggests the driver is either extremely cautious or actively praying. Small Toyota pickup. Two-wheel drive, judging by how it's fishtailing. Street tires. Street tires on a mountain road in a December blizzard.

      "You've got to be kidding me."

      The truck slides to a stop at an angle that blocks half my turnaround. The engine dies. For a long moment, nothing happens. Then the driver's door opens and a woman gets out.

      She is not what I expected.

      Doc Ferris was tall, lean, weathered. Seventy years old with hands that smelled permanently of iodine and a voice that could calm a bull mid-charge. That's what I pictured.

      This woman comes up to roughly the middle of my chest. Curvy in a way her oversized barn coat can't hide. Dark curls escape from under a knit cap, already collecting snowflakes. She's wearing red mittens. Bright, cherry red, and she's hauling a vet bag that looks heavier than she is out of the truck bed with both hands.

      "Winnie Novak." She shouts it over the wind, breath clouding in front of her face. Hazel eyes find mine across the yard, and she smiles. Full. Genuine. Dimples cutting into both cheeks. "June sent me. You've got a mare with a possible impaction?"

      My brain stalls on the smile. Nobody smiles when they arrive at a stranger's property in a blizzard. Nobody smiles at me at all, generally, least of all during a medical emergency on a mountain that wants to kill both of us right now.

      "Inside the barn." I reach for the vet bag. She doesn't let go. "I've got it."

      "I've got it too."

      We stare at each other. Snow collects on her eyelashes. Her cheeks are flushed pink from the cold, freckles standing out across her nose. Those dimples haven't gone anywhere because she's still smiling. At me. The grumpiest man on this mountain, standing in the dark with a scowl that should be classified as a weather event, and this woman is looking at me with warmth I haven't earned.

      I let go of the bag.

      "Barn's this way."

      She follows through the snow, boots crunching a half-beat behind mine. Short legs. She's practically jogging to keep up with my stride, and she doesn't complain about it. Doesn't complain about the wind or the cold or what my access road nearly did to her truck.

      "How long has she been off feed?" Professional now. Her voice carries authority I wouldn't have guessed from someone who arrives in red mittens.

      "Since this morning. She took water around ten but hasn't touched hay. Gut sounds reduced on the right, gums tacky. Temperature was 99.8 when I checked two hours ago."

      She glances at me. "You took her temperature?"

      "I know how to take a horse's temperature."

      "I didn't say you didn't. I said you did, and that's helpful." She pushes through the barn door I hold open, stomping snow off her boots. "Most owners who call me out can't tell me which end of the horse the thermometer goes in."

      Almost a joke. My mouth twitches before I can stop it.

      Clover is where I left her, standing with her head low. Winnie sets down the bag, strips off the red mittens, and her hands are on the mare before I finish telling her the stall layout. Small, sure hands. She runs
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