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The operating table’s stainless steel reflected Jennifer Snow’s distorted image back to her. Tendrils of black hair came loose from their bun, and her oval face appeared longer, forlorn. A few of the cats and Fawn’s rabbit, who were overnighting, rustled in their cages. The growing storm made them antsy, and so was she. It could be dangerous on the roads home this time of year, but at least that wasn’t something that made her anxiety gear up. Before she left the clinic she owned with Doc, she should check in with Doc’s niece, Tunie, who often took the late-night shift. Stifling a yawn, she trudged toward the office door.

“Help!” a man’s voice called.

Tunie’s quiet voice replied, but with what words, Jennifer couldn’t hear.

“This is an emergency. I don’t care that you close early on Saturdays. Where’s Doc?”

Jennifer pushed through the door, her white coat still on. “Sir, please lower your voice.”

“Who are you?” At least he’d lowered his voice. But he also looked her up and down, too much of an appraisal in his attitude.

“Jennifer Snow. I’m Doc’s partner now. And you are...?”

“No time for intros. My dog’s been shot. Arrow. Some stupid hunter. Please, help me get him from the car. He’s in a lot of pain.” He ran his hand through his dark hair and strode to the front door.

“Tunie, get the table ready.” She ran out with the man to his SUV. They got the dog, a black lab, out and carried him together. The cold air swirled fresh snow onto them, flecking the dog’s black coat. “What’s his name?”

“Blackie. I cut the arrow shaft before transport. Will he make it?”

“You did the right thing.” They moved quickly to the operating table, placing Blackie on it. “Tunie, the kit, please.” Tunie nodded. She’d been helping Doc for years, so she knew what to do. Tunie dragged the special stool she and Doc used to reach the operating table up to its spot and turned to get the kit out of the low cabinets.

“Will he be okay?” The man’s voice rose with urgency.

“I have to evaluate. Looks like it’s in his thigh, so that’s good news. We’ll need to get the arrow out. You should wait in the reception area.”

“No. I won’t leave him. I won’t interfere.” He touched the dog’s paw.

She shook her head slightly. Blackie’s breathing was a bit erratic, but he seemed to be holding steady. She and Tunie prepped themselves and Blackie and began. The man stayed surprisingly steady as they worked. Beads of perspiration wet her forehead as the procedure went on. He let out a breath when she removed the arrow. She had no time for relief. She had a wound to close.

“He’ll be okay.” The man’s statement might be a question, but it didn’t sound like one, so she continued, approaching completion.

“Okay, Tunie.” 

Tunie climbed down and turned to start cleaning up. The lights went out. 

“Not now.”

“What’s going on?” the man asked.

“Power’s out. Happens in storms sometimes.” The storm must’ve worsened.

“Don’t you have a generator?”

“It broke and we haven’t been able to get it fixed. There was a big storm just last week, and it being the holidays...”

“That’s not acceptable.”

“It’s what is.” She slipped off her gloves and mask and helped Tunie turn on the lanterns they kept for emergencies. They washed up.

“It’s no way to run a business.” His voice sliced through the relative quiet.

“Oh?”

“Yes. I suppose since you’re the only practice in town—”

“I don’t have time to debate best business practices with you. We’ve got to move these animals.”

“Can’t I take him home?”

“Not advisable. I have a small clinic room at home. We’ll take him, along with the other animals, there. You can head home, though. I’ll call you. Just leave your number with Tunie.”

“No way. Where Blackie goes, I go.”

“Tunie, do you have your truck?”

“Sure do. I’ll start loading cages.”

Jennifer ignored the hostile heat coming from the man’s direction and focused on Tunie. “Just the three cats. I’ll take Fawn’s rabbit and Blackie.”

“Sounds good.” Tunie took a lantern and set it in the hall to light her way outside. Her truck with the covered bed would be in back near Jennifer’s SUV.

“I’ll ride with you, then,” the man said. “Okay to leave my car in the front?”

“You ought to go home. I don’t even know who you are.”

“Cullen Prince. I assume you know who I am now. More importantly, why haven’t we met before?”

She wanted to roll her eyes, but they were too heavy-lidded from the long days she’d put in this week. Stormy weather wasn’t great for some animals, and it didn’t improve her stepmother’s moods either. “Yes, you’re one of Flora and Merry Fee’s nephews.” Much as Jennifer’s stepmother wanted to be in charge of Castleton, the Fee sisters were and had always been the most powerful people in town, kind of like local royalty, not that there was any in fact. But Cullen’s last name fit the image, and he was as arrogant as some royals, too. But he did care about his dog, so he couldn’t be all bad.

“Fine.” She was too tired to argue, and that wasn’t her style anyway.

“Good. Let’s move him, then.”

“You wait with him while I get Rabbit into the car, and get a pallet ready for Blackie.”

He huffed a breath but nodded.

Geez, what did he think, he and his pet should get priority treatment? Doc wouldn’t tolerate that and neither would she. She trudged to the coat rack, slipped off her coat and pulled on her outside gear. On the way out, she hefted Rabbit’s cage and spoke soothingly to him. He twitched his nose, but otherwise stayed calm while she loaded him into the back of her vehicle. As quickly as she could, she made a pallet ready for Blackie and hurried inside.

“You’ll be fine, boy,” Cullen said while stroking Blackie’s head. The dog’s breathing was steady. The tender look on Cullen’s face stopped her. Wonder what he’s all about? She didn’t have time for wondering.

“Okay, ready?” She slid her hands under Blackie’s warm body.

“Born ready.”

She stifled her groan at his cliché words. They carried the dog out to her car. Tunie had the other animals ready to go.

“I’ll lock up,” Tunie said. “Want me to call Doc?”

“I’d better, thanks.” She waved to Tunie and hopped in her seat. Cullen sat in the back with Blackie. The man was handsome, when he was watching his dog. But she had no time for men, handsome or not. Jennifer started down the hill, releasing a breath. Her shoulders hitched high, and the familiar headache throbbed. No relief tonight, not with Prince Charming back there, and probably Tunie hanging around as well. She sighed again.

“Rough week?” he asked.

“Guess you could say so.”

“That’s not an answer.”

She hadn’t thought her shoulders could get any closer to her ears. Just when, for a moment, she’d thought he was being nice... So much for that.

“I hadn’t heard Doc hired someone new.”

He just couldn’t deal with silence, apparently. “I bought into the practice.”

“You from around here?”

“My dad had a vacation home here. I decided to settle by the lake.” Her stepmother, Risa, had gotten Dad’s home, and his others, and most of the money and property, yet she’d chosen to stay here, in Castleton. Jennifer couldn’t understand why Risa had stayed in the quirky little town. Maybe she wanted feel like a big fish in a small pond. Jennifer wished she’d swim somewhere else altogether.

“He pass away?”

“Yes.”

“My parents too. Your mom here?”

“No.”

Her gaze caught his in the mirror. His expression hovered between exasperation and derisiveness. Guess he didn’t like one-word answers, either. Too bad. She pushed her hair off her forehead. Snow flaked against the windshield, obscuring the view. She loved that view, when the vista opened to reveal the blue shimmer that reflected the white snow-covered mountains surrounding it. And her little red cabin sat near one edge, her own hideaway.

She glanced at Cullen again. Now her space would be invaded. She didn’t mind the animals, not the furry ones. It was the human variety, especially ones like Cullen Prince, that disturbed her peace. Unfortunately, she couldn’t get Sheriff Ron out for that kind of disturbance of the peace. She rolled her shoulders. No, she’d brought this on herself, and she’d just have to deal with it.
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Chapter Two
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Cullen kept a hand on Blackie, who seemed to sleep peacefully now. Fool hunters, being so careless. On Monday, he’d be at City Hall, that tiny old building, to file a complaint. Maybe a lawsuit. He’d call his lawyer. For now, he needed to focus on Blackie.

Still, he needed to know who this Jennifer Snow was. She wasn’t the kind of woman he’d expect to see out here in a small Sierra mountain town, a vet in a local practice. The woman was pretty—maybe even beautiful. He couldn’t tell now, with her dark hair up in a loosening bun, her body covered in a puffy parka and winter wear.

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that she’d been caring and competent, and he probably owed her an apology for snapping at her. He shifted carefully next to his slumbering best friend. Cullen didn’t do apologies, so he’d have to find another way to make it up to Jennifer, or maybe she could understand that he’d been nearly out of his mind with concern for Blackie.

She pulled into a gravel driveway by a red cabin. They were out at the lake that made the northern border of Castleton. Most townspeople didn’t live out here—it was too easy to get trapped in the winter, no access to town if the road got blocked in a heavy storm. There were other cabins, though—the lake was popular with the summer crowd. He and Philip and their childhood friend Adam used to water ski and swim and horse around in its warm depths. Not as spectacular as Lake Tahoe to the north, but not as crowded, their own domain.

That she’d gotten through seemed almost miraculous. Maybe O’Dwyer had been out with the snow plow.

“Why do you live out here? Doesn’t it make getting to work a challenge?”

“Let’s get Rabbit and Blackie inside before this storm gets worse.”

The other worker—Tunie, Doc’s niece—pulled up in her truck. He wouldn’t get answers now. Not that that ever stopped him from asking the questions.

“I’ll get Rabbit. Stay here, please.”

Bossy woman. But she’d saved Blackie, seemed to be competent, so that was what mattered. Results were what counted.

The car began to cool, now that the heater was off. He scooted closer to Blackie. “You’re okay now. Just another move and you can rest inside. I’ll be right there with you.” Nothing could happen to Blackie. He wouldn’t allow it. His chest tightened, as if his trainer dropped a heavy weight on him. Flashes of his parents in the hospital, of Philip in a coma, stained his mind.

He shook his head. His parents were gone. Philip was fine. Just like Blackie would be.

He should be helping carry in those animals, but he wouldn’t leave his dog. Jennifer opened the door and nodded. He lifted the lab then transferred some of his weight to Jennifer. They carried his sleeping dog into the cabin. A fire crackled in a large fireplace, edged in river stones. It was an open floor plan: a large living and dining room with a kitchen on the far end. Windows opened a view to the lake, though that was obscured by the swirling snow.

They set Blackie in a bed close to the fireplace, but not too close. A long sofa stood nearby, with a couple of wing chairs on the other side and a coffee table in the middle. Bookshelves lined part of the other wall, with wide double doors in the corner.

Jennifer checked Blackie’s pulse and breathing then stood. “I’ve got to talk to Tunie. There’s a bathroom down the hall if you need it. Be right back.”

He squatted next to his friend. All seemed peaceful. He stroked his dog’s head and rose.

A cat curled on one of the wing chairs. A green and rose-colored bird twittered in a cage in the corner opposite those double doors. A dachshund pattered out, sniffed him, then Blackie, before settling in a small dog bed on the opposite side of the fireplace. Logs stacked on one side of the hearth, fire tools on the other side. A landscape painting of what looked to be this area hung above the fireplace. In the flickering light, it seemed almost alive. A couple of framed photos stood on the mantel along with some pinecones.

He walked over to look at the photos. One was a younger Jennifer with an older man who appeared to be her father, from the resemblance in their smiles and eyes. He looked familiar. The other photo was of a little girl and a beautiful woman. As Jennifer was now, she could be the woman’s sister, so it was probably her mother, and her as a young girl. Both had black hair, bright smiles, and even, pretty features. And their eyes—Jennifer’s were blue, but her mother’s were hazel—something in their expressions made him want to smile.

Shrugging, he glanced at Blackie, still resting peacefully. A second dog trotted out, a small terrier. How many pets did she have?

“Thanks, Tunie,” Jennifer said as she walked with the other woman to the door. “See you Monday.”

Tunie nodded and waved. Cullen waved back. He knew Doc’s children, but wasn’t as familiar with Tunie, the only other person in town who was short of stature like Doc. He missed Doc, whose outgoing, forthright personality made him an easier person for Cullen to deal with than quiet and reserved Jennifer Snow.

Jennifer shut the heavy front door. She’d taken off her parka, hat, and gloves. Her jeans and sweater still hid her body from view.

“I owe you thanks, too. You saved Blackie’s life.”

She walked past him. “Just doing my job.”

Ungracious much? “Job well done, then.”

“You’re welcome.” Funny how she sounded like he wasn’t welcome.

“How long will he sleep?”

“At least twelve hours, most likely. He appeared to be in top health, so he should recover quickly. But it was a trauma, so he’ll need rest. How long have you had him?”

“Since he was a pup: been seven years now.” Blackie was the last gift his parents had given him. Some might think a puppy an odd twenty-first birthday gift, but he’d also gotten a fine bottle of scotch and several of Mom’s favorites from the wine cellar. And then, shortly after, it had all been his. The wine cellar, the house, the hotels, the responsibilities. And Blackie had been there by his side through it all. “You seem to have some sort of menagerie.” He motioned to the various pets in the room.

“I don’t think my little group qualifies for that. Just two dogs, two cats, and a lovebird. Oh, and a fish tank in my office. The place is big enough.” She tugged on her sleeves.

“Yeah?” Usually someone would offer to show a guest around the place. He waited.

“I’m guessing you’ll want to sleep here on the sofa, by Blackie. You okay with that?”

“Sure.” Guess she wasn’t the show-you-around type. “Still early for sleeping, but if you’re tired, don’t mind me.”

She still didn’t smile; did she ever smile? “Guess we’ll need to eat.”

“Need help? I know you weren’t expecting company. I can cook a mean omelet.”

“Really? That would be good, actually. I’ve got to make sure all the animals from the clinic are settled, and call Doc.”

He had several questions, but clearly work called to her. He knew about that. This was the first vacation he’d had in years. He travelled, so to others it might look like vacationing, but he was always working.

She let the bird out of its cage and it flew around before landing on her shoulder. “I’ll show you the kitchen.” She led him into the room, a wide space with an island and stainless appliances. Her place was nicer than her partner’s; Doc’s old house was ramshackle and always in need of a repair. Maybe her parents had left her money.

She opened a cabinet by the stove. It was a large range, smaller than the one at Fee House, but one he could work on. 

“Here are the pans. Oven mitts up there.” She pointed to a hook by the stove. Then she opened the fridge. “Eggs here, and here.” She pointed to two shelves and a drawer. “Ignore the bottom shelves and drawers—it’s animal stuff.”

She had a section of her fridge dedicated to animal stuff? Okay. There were also some citrus fruit and other supplies he could make a decent dinner with. He wasn’t the cook his brother, Philip, was, but he could do all right. 

“Dinner in half an hour work for you?”

“Yes, thanks. I guess I forgot lunch.” She said it like it happened as a matter of course.

He understood the call of work, but not the exclusion of taking care of yourself in basic ways. Ignoring healthy appetites wasn’t his thing. “Say hello to Doc for me.”

She made an affirmative noise as she walked out, the bird now chattering to her. He shook his head. Odd one, she was. His phone buzzed. He pulled it out. Aunt Flora.

“Cullen here.”

“What’s happened?” Her tone was accusatory. “How’s Blackie?”

“He’s resting now. A new vet was there—Jennifer Snow—not Doc. But she operated and he seems okay. Their power went out, so we transported all the animals to her cabin. I should be back tomorrow, once she clears Blackie.”

“Doc needs to keep that generator up. I’ll speak to him.”

“She’s on the phone with him now.”

“Ah, good. I’ve heard she’s very competent. Unlike her stepmother.”

He almost smiled. Aunt Flora didn’t keep her opinions to herself. “Who’s that?”

“The mayor.” Her tone dripped with disdain. “Inept. Well, you see, not keeping after hunters. She’ll be hearing from me.”

“I’ll take care of it, Aunt Flora. Planning to go into the Hall on Monday.”

“You take care of it your way, and leave me mine. Now, you call us tomorrow for an update. And you invite Jennifer to dinner soon, as a thank you.”

He shook his head. There was no arguing with Aunt Flora. But unlike Philip, he’d do it anyway. “I’ll call, but I don’t think she wants our thanks. And best to let me handle the situation.”

“Don’t argue with me, Cullen Prince. You invite her, or I will.” She pushed out a breath. He could see her, lips in a grimace, patting her upswept short grey hair, and shaking her head at his stubbornness.

“We’ll see.”

“Yes, we will. Tell Blackie we love him.”

“Will do. Talk tomorrow.” He ended the call. Aunt Flora meant she loved him too. It was her way, to express more love to animals than people. He got it—wasn’t like he went around telling people he loved them. His aunts and brother knew. No need to say it.

He turned to check on his dog, who he could see from the open archway into the living area. Blackie slept on, as Jennifer said he would. Good. Back to dinner.

It’d been awhile since he’d cooked anything. He set out a pan, got eggs and some mushrooms and soft cheese out of the fridge, and grabbed a couple of dried seasonings from the spice rack. Another cat padded in and brushed against his leg. He wasn’t fond of cats. Blackie didn’t mind them, and had made a friend in his brother’s
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