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Forging Horseshoes at Devil's Cut
Gilles Reverdin
Rain, stone, and a narrowing mountain cut turn Devil's Cut into a trap for a weary farrier named Inez Mercer. When a widow arrives with a lame mare, a mule that refuses orders, and a wagon bound for the far side of the ridge, Inez must put her craft to work in the dark before the storm seals the pass and leaves them stranded.
ProseHub


    
Dust on the Cut
The forge behind the livery sat half in shade and half in glare, as if the building itself could not decide whether to sleep or sweat. Inez Mercer stood at the anvil with one boot braced on the plank floor and her sleeve rolled to the elbow, shaping a front shoe for a bay gelding that had already snapped one nail and tried twice to tell her he was offended by the whole arrangement. The horse did not speak English, but he managed the tone well enough.
The town of Devil's Cut was already awake. Somewhere out on Main the bakery door slapped open and shut. A cart wheel rattled past on the packed road. From the boardinghouse came the smell of burnt coffee and fried ham, and from the church yard came the peevish cry of a crow trying to steal a crust from the picnic table. The day had that dry, glassy look that meant heat now, rain later, and trouble either way.
Inez quenched the shoe, tested the curve against the gelding's hoof, and nodded to herself. Good enough. Better than good enough, if anyone asked. She set the hot iron aside and took a rasp to the hoof wall, shaving off a curl of horn that fell like pale sawdust at her feet.
The livery boy, a narrow kid with freckles and a hat too big for his head, leaned in the doorway. He had a tin cup in one hand and a biscuit in the other.
—You leaving after this one? he asked.
—That was the idea, Inez said.
—You say that every time.
—And every time somebody in this town finds another reason to need a horse standing upright.
He grinned at that, which was fair enough. She grinned back only a little, the kind of grin that admitted the joke without inviting more conversation.
She fitted the shoe, drove the first nail, and heard the clean bite of iron into hoof. That sound always pleased her, no matter how tired she was. It was one of the few things in life that answered back honestly. No speeches. No grand notions. Just fit, pressure, correction.
By the time she had clinched the nails and brushed the hoof clean, sweat had slipped down her spine and the gelding had gone from sour to smug. Inez wiped her hands on a rag and reached for her hat.
She was folding the brim flat when the church bell gave one hard, ugly note. Not a call to worship. Not a funeral. A warning.
The livery boy looked out toward the west and swore under his breath.
—Slide on the cut, he said. —Broke loose after sunrise. Folks are saying the road's half buried.
Inez paused with one strap in her hand. Of course it had to be the cut. Nothing simple ever happened in Devil's Cut, and the valley seemed to take a private pleasure in proving it.
—How bad? she asked.
—Bad enough that old Hiram's wagon turned back. Bad enough that somebody's mule sat down in the road and refused to budge until three men carried its feed sack.
—That's not weather. That's judgment.
—Could be both.
Inez slung her leather roll over one shoulder and stared toward the west, where the sky had gone the color of tarnished pewter. She had a board payment settled. Her shoes were packed. Her mare was rested. By noon she could be on the south trail, away from this town and every hand that knew her name.
She was not in the habit of revising plans for the sake of bad luck.
Then she heard hooves outside, hard and hurried, and the livery boy stepped aside as a broad-shouldered man in a dust-streaked coat came in with a ledger under one arm and irritation already fixed on his face.
Bram Keene did not waste time on greetings. He planted his boots in the doorway like a claim stake and looked around the forge as if he owned the nails in the wall.
—You still here, Mercer?
—Last I checked, yes.
—Good. My drive is pinned down south of the cut. Two riders, eighteen head, and three horses that need shoeing before we can move them through the pass.
Inez set her hat on the bench and folded her arms. —Then you'd best find a woman with four hands.
Bram's mouth twitched, not quite a smile. He had the kind of face that could turn a joke into a threat by standing still long enough.
—I'll pay for the whole lot now.
—That isn't the same as changing the day, she said.
—It ought to be.
The livery boy took a careful step back, which was wise. Bram Keene had money, land, a temper, and the certainty of a man who had never been told no by anyone he respected. He also had a cattle herd caught in the wrong place and the kind of weather gathering in the west that made hard men harden twice as much.
Inez picked up the rasp again and ran a thumb over the edge of the gelding's hoof. —Your herd can wait till the road clears.
—The road won't clear on its own.
—Neither will your manners.
That earned her the first honest look he'd given all morning. Not anger. Not yet. Calculation.
—If I lose those animals, he said, —I lose half a season.
—If I stay, I lose my patience.
The boy snorted into his cup and turned it into a cough when Bram glanced at him.
Bram lowered his voice a notch. —There are families east of the cut depending on that herd. Feed. Cloth. Lamp oil. You know how this town runs.
Inez did know. She knew that stores ran thin by fall, that flour got dear when roads failed, that one delayed shipment could make a porch full of people feel the winter twice. She also knew a man could dress necessity up as righteousness and still be asking for special treatment.
—Bring your horses after I finish what I started, she said.
—That won't do.
—Then it won't do.
Bram's jaw worked once. He was about to answer when a wagon wheel clattered outside, followed by the sharp complaint of a mule whose opinion of travel had clearly been asked too often.
The noise stopped at the door. A woman's voice came next, steady and tired.
—Is this the farrier shop, or did I take a wrong turn into a church of stubborn animals?
Inez turned. A wagon stood in the lane with one wheel sunk deep in dust, a pale mare hitched at the front, and a mule planted so hard in place it might have grown there on purpose. A widow's black dress can make a woman look smaller than she is, but not this one. She was broad in the shoulders, square in the jaw, and carrying her worry like a fence post: straight, practical, unadorned. A boy of about twelve stood in the wagon bed, one hand on the sideboard, the other on the mule's harness as if he expected it to bite him for touching the wrong strap.
The mule stared at Inez with deep, offended patience.
—That one yours? Inez asked.
The boy answered before the woman could. —His name is Judge. He thinks roads are a rumor.
Judge flicked one ear.
—It suits him, Inez said.
The woman climbed down and laid a hand on the mare's neck. —I'm Willa Crane. We came from the north farm. The road's blocked near the cut, they said. I need to get this mare across before the weather turns worse.
—You and half the valley.
—Then I won't take long.
Bram made a small sound in the back of his throat, half irritation and half disbelief. He had not come for company. Neither had Inez. Yet here was the day, bringing her a widow, a mule named Judge, a boy with a crooked grin, and a herd boss with no use for waiting.
Willa's mare was a buckskin with a thin neck and a tired eye, one of those animals that had worked hard enough to develop dignity on principle. The mare shifted her weight and snapped a hind leg up once, then set it down gingerly, as though the ground had insulted her.
Inez motioned to the hitch rail. —Lead her around back.
Judge refused to move.
The boy tugged. The mule leaned its whole weight into stillness and stared at the road as if it expected the road to apologize first.
—He does this, the boy said.
—She always does this? Inez asked.
—Only when she feels unappreciated.
Judge brayed once, sharp and vile. The sound startled a flock of sparrows off the wash line.
Inez barked a laugh before she could stop herself. It was a short laugh, but real enough to surprise her. —I like him already.
—You can have him, the boy said. —If you can make him carry his own load.
—No one in this town has that kind of power.
Willa gave the boy a look that said she loved him, had no patience for him, and would deny both if asked. —Benji, stop courting trouble. We need the mare looked at.
Bram stepped out of the forge doorway and took in the wagon, the mule, the woman, the boy, and the mare with one sweep of his gaze.
—Mercer, he said, —I said I was first.
—And I heard you, Inez replied, —which is more than can be said for most of the things you've asked today.
Willa turned toward him. —If there's a line, I'll stand in it.
Bram's expression shifted. He did not like being seen by strangers as the kind of man who made lines matter more than needs.
—There is no line, he said. —There's a drive stuck before a storm.
—Then you're in the same weather as the rest of us, Willa said.
Benji failed to hide a grin at that and had the decency to look ashamed of himself afterward.
Inez crouched by the mare's front leg. The hoof was dry at the toe, chipped at the heel, and warm in a way that warned her more than any limp could. She pressed a thumb into the coronet band and felt the horse flinch.
—When did she go lame? she asked.
—Yesterday afternoon, Willa said. —She slipped on shale near the creek.
—Has the shoe come loose?
—Not loose. Gone.
Inez lifted the hoof and frowned. The mare planted her ears, uneasy but obedient.
The bottom of the foot held a split she did not like the shape of. Not a clean crack. A running fault, small at one end and meaner at the other. She traced it with the tip of her knife and felt the hoof yield a little under pressure.
—She's been pushing this too hard, Inez said.
Willa drew a breath through her nose. —Can she make the cut?
Inez looked up at the woman, then at the west where the sky had darkened another shade.
—Not as she is.
The words landed hard. Benji went still. Judge snorted, as if agreeing with no one in particular.
Bram folded his arms. —How long to fix?
—Depends who keeps asking questions while I work.
He didn't smile, but the corner of his mouth moved.
Inez stood and brushed dust from her knees. The mare's hoof needed cleaning, the crack needed support, and if the road had already come down in a slide, the day had just narrowed to a dangerous little strip of time. She could see that much without any fancy wisdom.
What she couldn't see yet was how much of that time she meant to spend on a widow's horse instead of leaving town before any of this became her trouble.
Then the wind changed. It came down from the west carrying the smell of rain and broken stone.
Inez went to the forge yard, said nothing for a long moment, and then reached for her tools with the slow, grim focus of a woman who had just discovered the day had refused to let her go.
The scrap pile behind the shed looked like every bad decision Devil's Cut had ever made and then forgotten to bury. Bent hoop iron. A cracked tire rim. Lengths of chain gone red with rust. One broken stovepipe that still held the memory of soup. Inez sorted through it with quick hands, ignoring the fly buzz and the grit that blew into her sleeves.
Benji hovered at the fence, curious despite himself.
—You always make horseshoes out of trash?
—Only when the day feels cheap, Inez said.
—That doesn't sound very hopeful.
—Hopeful is for people with spare time.
He laughed at that, then looked as if he'd laugh again and thought better of it.
Willa stood under the awning with her palm resting on the mare's neck. She watched Inez as if measuring her by more than the work. Not with suspicion. With the weary attention of someone who had learned that skill and kindness often rode the same wagon but never sat on the same bench.
Inez set the scrap iron on the anvil, stripped off the worst of the rust with a wire brush, and put it into the fire. Orange crept across the metal. She worked the bellows with her shoulder, fed the flames, then drew the iron out with tongs and struck it into shape. Each blow rang clean through the yard. The sound bounced off the barn wall and drifted into the street where a few heads turned in instinctive interest.
Bram was one of them. He had not left. Of course he had not left.
—You could finish two of mine while you're at it, he called.
—You could stop standing there and make yourself useful, Inez called back.
That got a thin chuckle from one of his men, which Bram ignored in the way a man ignores a mosquito bite until it becomes annoying enough to earn a slap.
Inez drew the first shoe too narrow, then widened it with a measured set of strikes. The mare needed a shape that would cradle the split and keep pressure off the weak edge. It was not fancy work. It was better. Fancy got horses killed when they hit rock.
She dipped the iron in the trough and a ribbon of steam rose sharp as vinegar.
The church bell sounded again, then stopped. Far off, a wagon creaked. Someone had started cutting peaches in the boardinghouse kitchen, and the smell drifted over the yard, warm and sweet under the dust.
Benji sniffed the air. —You smell that?
—Peaches, Willa said.
—And danger, Inez added.
Benji gave her a solemn nod. —Same thing in this town.
That drew a snort from Willa, and for a moment the worry on her face eased. Inez filed that away without meaning to. A woman like Willa did not waste her smiles. A boy like Benji did not spend them freely either.
She shaped the second shoe, then the third, each one made to match the mare's weight and the cracked hoof's uneven line. The work put her in a good, hard place where nothing mattered except heat, strike, fit. She liked that place. It did not ask her to belong anywhere.
Still, when she turned and saw Willa pouring tin cups of water from a jug, her hands moved before she had decided to join them. Willa offered a slab of cornbread with sorghum on top.
—You've eaten? the woman asked.
—Eventually, I will.
—That is not an answer.
—It's the one I have.
Willa passed the bread over. —Then eat while you can.
Inez took the bread and bit into it. The sorghum was dark and sticky, the bread still warm. She had not meant to be grateful for anything today, which probably explained why the taste landed so hard.
—You travel light, Willa said.
—Traveling heavy only teaches the mule new insults.
Benji nearly choked laughing. Judge, from his place by the fence, turned one eye toward them as if he understood every word and disapproved on principle.
Inez chewed, swallowed, and looked at the woman again. —North farm isn't close enough to force a run like this unless something pushed you out.
Willa did not answer at once. The wind rattled a loose tin sheet on the shed roof.
—My husband's gone, she said at last. —The place is too much for one pair of hands. My sister's got land on the other side of the ridge. If I can get there before the cut closes, we'll have a roof before the cold starts.
No drama in it. No plea. Just fact, laid down plain.
Inez nodded once. That was enough.
She turned back to the fire and fed the iron in again, but the day had changed shape around her. It was no longer a matter of finishing her own work and leaving. It was a matter of whether a widow, a boy, a stubborn mare, and one mule named Judge would make the pass before weather turned the valley into a trap.
Bram came back just as Inez was on the second set of shoes. His temper had not improved with waiting, which was unsurprising. Men like him rarely got more pleasant when inconvenience refused to bow.
—Mercer.
She did not look up. —Keene.
—I need my horses done.
—You need a calendar.
He stepped closer to the forge, squinting into the heat. —Your jokes won't move a herd.
—Neither will yours.
That drew a sharp breath from one of his riders. Bram held up a hand without turning around, and the man shut his mouth.
Willa crossed her arms. —If your cattle are as sharp as your temper, they'll be fine.
Bram's gaze moved to her, then to the wagon, then to the boy. —Lady, I have no quarrel with you. I have a quarrel with the clock.
—Then take it up with the sky, Willa said.
Benji muttered to the mule, —See? The adults are doing it again.
Judge answered by stepping on Benji's boot and refusing to move for three full seconds, which was enough time to make the point.
Inez set her hammer down and faced Bram. —You want my work before hers because you've got more mouths to feed.
—That's right.
—And she wants her mare fitted because if it goes bad in the cut, she'll lose the only horse she has that can manage the climb.
—That's not the same.
—No, it isn't. That's why I'm not letting you turn it into one.
Bram's face went hard. Then, after a beat, it softened just enough to show that anger was covering fear and had been all along.
The wind slapped dust against the shed boards. The western sky had gone nearly black under the low belly of the storm.
Bram said, lower now, —If the herd doesn't move, I lose buyers. If I lose buyers, the ranch takes the hit. If the ranch takes the hit, a lot of people go short.
Inez leaned one hip against the anvil. —And if I work till my hands split, I still only have two of them.
—Then tell me where to put mine.
It was the first useful thing he had said all day.
She measured him with a quick glance. He was no weakling. He had forearms like rope and the look of a man who could lift, carry, drag, and curse without stopping. Not soft hands. Not useless ones.
—You know how to hold a horse's head?
—Yes.
—You know how to keep one from biting the other?
—Also yes.
—Then you'll be useful after all.
His mouth twitched. Not a smile. Close enough.
Willa watched the exchange, then tipped her head. —Heard of worse team-ups.
—By who? Benji asked.
—By every woman who ever had to make a road out of bad weather and bad temper, she said.
The boy gave her a look full of admiration he tried and failed to hide.
Inez returned to the forge. She needed to finish the last shoe and dress the hoof, then check the mare under load. She could already feel the shape of the evening closing in. It was not a comforting shape. It pressed from the west and the north at once, as if the valley had decided to narrow just to prove a point.
She heated the final length of iron until it glowed white at the edges, then bent it round the form with quick, practiced strikes. The hammer rang. The mare stamped. Judge sneezed dramatically at the sparks and earned a laugh from Benji, which was about the only thing in the yard that had not gone sour.
The shoe was ready.
Now came the part that told the truth.
Inez brought the mare into the open and ran her hand down the foreleg, feeling the pulse under the skin. The horse shifted, uneasy with the smell of hot metal and the crowding of too many humans. Inez spoke low, not because the mare understood words, but because tone mattered more than any sermon.
—Steady now. Just work with me.
Willa took the lead rope. —She doesn't like strangers.
—Neither do I.
—Then she'll feel right at home.
That won a dry little laugh from Benji, who had stationed himself safely out of kicking range with the solemnity of a man taking lessons from disaster.
Inez lifted the hoof, set it on her knee, and cleaned the sole with the hoof knife. A dark line in the crack shone where dirt had packed in. She picked it free, then pressed the frog with a thumb. The mare twitched, but held.
Bram had moved close enough to watch, which was useful if he stayed quiet. He did, for once.
The shoe went on hot enough to hiss when it touched the hoof for the first time. Smoke curled up. The mare snapped her head, then settled as Inez drew it back and seated it firmly. The burn marked the fit. Not punishment. Proof.
—There, Inez said.
She drove the nails, each one placed with a short, sure strike. The mare flinched once, then stilled. Inez rasped the clinches flat, set the hoof down, and stepped back.
The mare took one careful step, then another. Better. Much better. Not perfect. Not close to perfect. But the kind of better that made a road possible.
Willa exhaled as if she had been holding her breath since dawn.
—How bad? she asked.
—Bad enough that she shouldn't have crossed shale in the first place. Good enough that she can make the pass if she keeps her head.
—And if she doesn't?
—Then she'll make the ground insult her again.
Benji grinned. —Sounds like she's related to Judge.
The mule chose that moment to sidestep, catch the edge of a water bucket, and tip it in a perfect spill across the yard. He stood over the mess with affronted dignity, as if the bucket had attacked him and lost.
—See? Benji said. —Absolutely related.
Even Bram let out a breath that might have been a laugh if anyone had asked it to introduce itself properly.
The sky gave a low groan of thunder.
Inez looked west. The light had gone strange, the dust turning dark at the horizon. Rain would hit hard and fast once it started. If the road had already slid, then the cut was likely to close tighter before dark. She crouched again and put her hand under the mare's injured hoof, turning it slightly to catch the light.
There.
A line she had not liked before had opened just enough to show its full shape. The crack ran deeper than it had in the shop. Weight on stone would drive it wider. One bad jolt in the pass and the foot could split far enough to take the mare down.
Inez's jaw tightened. She had been hoping for a few hours, maybe a full day if the weather held. Hope was now a foolish thing to carry.
Willa saw her face change. —What is it?
Inez stood slowly. —It's worse than it looked.
Bram turned his head. —How much worse?
—Bad enough that if you wait till morning, the mare won't make the cut.
The words sat in the yard like dropped iron.
The wind came up again, stronger now, and flapped the loose tin on the shed roof until it sounded like a fist on a coffin lid. Somewhere out on the road a rider shouted to someone else, then both voices were swallowed by the gust.
Benji looked from the sky to the mare to Inez, all the questions a twelve-year-old could carry piled up in his face.
Willa tightened her grip on the lead rope. —Tonight, then.
Inez didn't answer right away. She was staring at the hoof, at the split line hidden under the mare's weight, at the narrow window the storm had left them.
Then she reached for her tools and said, —Tonight, if you want the pass to stay open at all.
Nobody moved for a heartbeat.
Then Bram spoke with the kind of clipped urgency men use when they are trying not to sound afraid. —If we go now, my herd goes with us.
Willa looked at him. —Your herd can walk behind us if it keeps its distance and doesn't stamp the mare into the dirt.
—My cattle don't take orders from widows.
—Then tell them to try taking them from Judge.
The mule lifted his head at the sound of his name, ears forward, as though the conversation had finally reached a topic worthy of his attention.
Inez put her tools in the roll with quick hands. Her mind had cleared into the hard, practical place she knew best. Not fear. Not hope. Action.
—Here's how it goes, she said. —We take the mare slow. Bram, you keep your lead animals calm and your men quiet. Benji, you stay close to the wagon and do exactly what your mother tells you. If anybody starts crowding, I stop the whole thing and we all sit in the dust until dawn, which will leave us stranded with a very unhappy mare and a road that won't like us any better.
Bram stared at her a moment, then gave a single nod.
That nod changed the air. Not because he had become a better man. Not because he had yielded all at once. It changed because everyone could hear the truth in it: he had run out of time to be difficult.
Willa lifted her chin. —You truly think we can make it?
Inez glanced at the sky, the wagon, the mule, the mare, and the cut west of town where the stone walls narrowed into a hard, twisting throat.
—If we don't, none of us will like the other side of tonight.
Benji, trying for courage, tried for humor too. —I didn't much like the start of it, so that's no great loss.
Willa reached over and squeezed his shoulder. Just once. Quick, warm, and gone.
Inez saw it and looked away before the sight could sharpen into feeling. She had no use for feeling tonight. She had a road to survive.
She moved to the forge to bank the fire, then paused when the mare shifted and gave a short, sharp breath through her nostrils. The sound was not pain. Not yet. But it carried a warning she trusted more than any man's speech.
Inez knelt, lifted the hoof once more, and studied the seam where the crack hid under the shoe. The break had widened since she'd set it. A hair. Enough.
The pass was not a path now. It was a test.
She closed her hand around the hoof pick until the metal dug into her palm and said, very softly, as much to herself as to the others, —We go now.
Willa began tying down the wagon bed while Benji ran to fetch the spare harness. Bram barked orders to his riders in a tone that made even the horses stand straighter. The yard filled with motion all at once: leather creaking, iron clinking, a low murmur of men trying to sound organized, Judge refusing to step near the traces until Benji shoved a biscuit into his mouth as tribute.
—You feed him before a crossing? Inez asked.
—No, Benji said, —I bribe him. There is a difference.
Judge chewed with grave disdain and allowed himself to be harnessed, which was the closest thing to gratitude that mule had ever offered anyone.
Inez checked the mare one last time, then pressed a hand to Willa's elbow.
—Keep her off the rock as much as you can.
—And if she stumbles?
—Then you hold her up. Don't yank. Don't panic. She'll feel it if you panic.
Willa met her eye. —You talk like you've done this before.
—Not this exact mess.
That got a small smile out of her. A real one this time, brief as a spark.
The first fat drops of rain struck the yard just as they rolled the wagon toward the street. Dust rose in a sour cloud, then flattened into mud where the water hit hardest. The smell of it was sharp, clean, and almost welcome.
The town had changed shape in the hour Inez had been in the forge. Doors were shut. Windows latched. The bakery's sign swung on one hinge. A woman on a porch crossed herself as the wagon passed, though whether for luck or habit nobody could tell.
Inez moved at the mare's shoulder, one hand on the bridle, the other ready near the harness. She felt the horse tremble once, then settle when she spoke low and steady. The mare trusted the work under her feet more than the sky above her. That was sensible.
Bram rode just ahead with two men behind him, all three tense in the saddle. He glanced back once.
—You sure this is wise?
—No, Inez said. —Just necessary.
That seemed to satisfy him better than comfort would have.
At the end of Main Street, where the road bent toward the cut, the wind came hard enough to drive rain sideways. In the distance, beyond the bend, stone had already come down. Inez could hear it: the dull roll of rubble shifting under fresh water.
She brought the mare to a stop and lifted the injured hoof. For a moment the animal leaned into her arm, trusting the balance she gave it. The crack was hidden again under the shoe, but not well enough to fool her.
The hoof had opened another sliver.
Not much. Not nothing.
Enough to turn the crossing into a gamble no sane person would take with a day left in the light.
Inez held the hoof still and stared at the line. The rain darkened her sleeves. Thunder muttered over the ridge.
Willa's voice came from the wagon seat, careful now. —Inez?
Inez did not look up yet.
The mare could make the cut if the ground stayed kind. The mare could fail if one stone turned under her weight. Either way, by morning the road would close.
There was no safer hour waiting ahead.
Inez set the hoof down with care, straightened, and looked toward Devil's Cut as the first wash of rain cut the dust into mud.
Then she said what the day had forced her to say all along.
—If we mean to cross, we do it tonight.

    
Shaping Horseshoes in the Dark
The rain did not wait for permission. It came over Devil's Cut in a hard, slanting sheet that turned the road glossy, then ugly, then dangerous in the space of a breath. Inez stood at the edge of Main Street with the mare's lead in one hand and the rain running off the brim of her hat in narrow streams. The horse flicked one ear, uneasy but still willing, while the wagon behind them creaked and shuddered with the weight of tied-down barrels, bedrolls, flour sacks, and the kind of household things a woman took when leaving one life for another. The valley smelled of wet dust, horse sweat, cold iron, and the sharp green edge rain always dragged down from the hills.
Bram's riders were already pulling on slick coats. One of them cursed at a cinch that had chosen exactly this moment to loosen. Another had his hat so full of rain he looked like he was carrying a soup bowl on his head. Inez nearly laughed at that, though she was too busy tightening the mare's lead to let it show.
—You still think this is wise? Bram asked.
—No, she said. —I think it's necessary.
He looked at her as if he wished those two words did not sound so much alike.
Willa climbed onto the wagon bench and gathered the reins. Her face was set, not pale, not dramatic, just hard in the way that meant she had already spent all day being afraid and had no intention of starting over now.
—If we turn back, she said, —we wait here for the road to choke shut, and then what? We sell what we can't carry and hope the weather feels charitable?
—We could wait till morning, Bram said.
Willa gave him a look so dry it almost made the rain seem courteous. —And you could try arguing with the mountain. I hear it has a better temper than you.
Benji let out a small, guilty snort from the back of the wagon. Judge, who had been standing with the patient resentment of a man forced to attend someone else's funeral, shook water off his ears and brayed once, loud enough that one of Bram's men had to wipe rain out of his face before speaking.
—That mule's got opinions, the rider muttered.
—Then he's fit for the company, Inez said.
The boy laughed openly at that, and even Willa's mouth twitched. The humor was a thin thread, but it held.
Inez moved to the mare again, checked the shoe with thumb and eye, and felt the hoof pulse under her hand. The crack had not worsened yet, but the shoe sat on a line of tension that made her teeth want to grind. She needed more than a good fit. She needed something that would cradle the split from below and keep the hoof from torquing sideways on stone. The town smith might have had the right stock, if the town smith had not gone home early with a bad back and a worse opinion of the weather.
She looked west, where the cut began beyond the last two houses and the cottonwoods leaning in the ditch. The storm had already blurred the ridge. By dawn, if dawn came clean at all, the road would be a river of loose shale.
—Bring the wagon closer to the forge yard, she said. —I need the mare under cover while I work.
—How much work? Willa asked.
Inez gave the mare's hoof one more measured glance. —Enough to make the night interesting.
Bram heard that and sighed in the disgusted way of a man who knew his evening had gone to pieces. But he signaled his riders, and they moved the herd of horses from the roadside toward the shed one at a time, leading them careful on the wet ground. The cattle drive could wait in the lane. The mare could not. That was the hierarchy of things now.
As they shifted position, the baker's boy came sprinting up from the street carrying a cloth-wrapped parcel over his head like he was transporting a holy relic. He skidded in a puddle, recovered, and thrust the bundle toward Willa.
—My mother said take this, he gasped. —It's salt pork and a loaf, and she says if any of you die doing this, she'll be annoyed because it wasted her baking.
Willa blinked once, then accepted the parcel. —Tell your mother thank you.
—She said not to thank her until you've lived through supper.
Benji almost fell off the wagon laughing. Even Bram huffed through his nose, which counted as a victory in any weather.
Inez watched the exchange and felt the shape of the evening settle around them: practical, uneasy, and oddly human. Not a grand rescue. Not a miracle. Just people passing bread under rain while the road outside threatened to swallow their plans whole.
By the time they reached the forge yard, the rain had started coming down in thick, cold ropes that turned the dirt to black paste. Inez backed the mare under the awning and set to work without another wasted word. The forge stood alive with heat, the bellows breathing orange into the dark while steam rose from every wet surface in the yard. A half-dozen horses crowded near the rail. Bram's men worked at tying hoods and tightening straps. Judge stood as far from the noise as the length of his rope would allow, which was not far enough to satisfy him.
Inez opened her leather roll and took inventory with a glance. Hoof knife. Rasp. Tongs. Hammer. Nails. The iron she had shaped earlier. Good. Not enough. Not for what the mare needed now.
She turned to Bram. —Give me your broken tire rim.
He frowned. —What for?
—To make something useful out of your bad luck.
One of his riders gave a low whistle, and another muttered, —That's as close to a sermon as she's likely to get.
Bram shot him a look that would have stripped paint, then jerked his chin toward the wagon. —Take the rim off the south wheel. Gently.
The rider obeyed, and the metal ring came free with a shriek of wet iron. Inez took it, held it to the fire, and began to work it down while the rain hissed on the roof above. She needed a wider branch on the shoe, something that would spread the load and keep the crack from opening when the mare met the stone in the cut.
Benji hovered at the edge of the awning. —Can iron do that?
—If you treat it like it can, Inez said, —it usually agrees.
—That doesn't sound like science.
—It isn't.
Willa stepped close enough to watch. —It is for horses, though.
Inez glanced up. —For horses, for mules, for half the people I know.
That earned her a small, tired smile from Willa, one that made her look younger and older at once. The rain tapped hard on the boards. Somewhere in town a dog barked at thunder and then changed its mind. The storm had the confidence of a thing that knew everyone was listening.
Inez heated the rim until it turned bright at the edge and struck it with the hammer, flattening the curve into a broad strip. She measured the mare's hoof against it, then bent the metal into a form with extra support at the heel and a slight flare at the outside edge. It was not elegant work. It was smart work.
Bram watched longer than he intended. Finally he said, —You always build things this way?
—Only when the first way won't do.
—That's an expensive habit.
—So is owning horses.
This time he did smile, brief and unwilling.
The forge smelled of hot scale and wet leather. Inez worked in a rhythm that steadied the whole yard. Heat the iron. Shape it. Quench. Check. Adjust. Again. The mare stamped once, then relaxed as Willa stroked her neck and murmured low words Inez could not hear over the rain. Benji took shelter beside the wagon wheel, where he plucked at the fringe of his sleeve and watched every hammer blow as if each one might teach him something important.
At one point the wind shoved hard against the awning, and a row of empty tin cups rattled off the bench and rolled into the mud. Judge snorted at them as though the cups had planned the whole thing. Benji pointed and said, —He thinks the cups are attacking.
—Then he's the smartest creature here, Inez replied.
The line earned her a laugh from the boy and a low, actual chuckle from Willa, which was enough to make Inez feel the smallest flicker of satisfaction. Not because she was charming. She was too old and too tired for that nonsense. Because humor made a pocket of room in a night that wanted none.
When she finished the new shape, she held it under the lantern light and studied the fit. Better. Much better. It would not solve everything, but it gave the mare a chance.
She set the iron aside, flexed her fingers, and realized they had gone stiff from the cold rain blowing in under the awning. Her wrists ached. Her shoulder burned. She ignored both and reached for the hoof pick.
The mare did not love being handled in the rain, and Inez respected her for that. She lifted the foreleg, cleaned the sole, and packed the split with tarred tow to keep grit out. Then she laid the custom shoe against the hoof and tested every angle with an eye narrowed to a slit.
Benji leaned in before he should have. —Will it stay?
—If you keep asking it questions, maybe not.
He backed up with exaggerated innocence. —I was only trying to be helpful.
—That is always what trouble says.
Willa snorted softly at that, and Inez took the moment to drive the first nail. Clean bite. Good hold. The mare twitched, then quieted. Inez went on, setting each nail in sequence, cutting the tips, clinching them down, rasping the edges smooth. Her body knew the task so deeply that thought became unnecessary. Shoulder forward. Elbow in. Hammer true. Palm steady. Weight balanced.
This was the kind of work she trusted most, because it answered with consequence. If she missed by a hair, the mare would feel it. If she got it right, the road might spare them all.
Bram crossed his arms and looked toward the west. —The cut's already shedding stones. I can hear it.
Inez did not stop working. —Then listen less and move quicker.
—You don't know that herd.
—No, but I know rain.
His jaw tightened, not from offense this time but from the plain truth of it.
Willa adjusted the wagon line and then said quietly, —If the herd can't make the pass, you turn back with us?
Bram's eyes flashed toward her. —I don't turn back.
—That sounds like pride.
—It sounds like survival.
—Most bad decisions do, Inez said without looking up.
Benji made a choking noise that might have been a laugh. Willa gave him a warning glance and then softened it with a brief touch to his shoulder. Inez saw the exchange and filed it away again, same as before. A woman and her son. A hard road. A hand on the shoulder. Such things did not belong to the world she usually moved through, and yet they were sitting close enough to touch.
The last nail went in. Inez trimmed and rasped the edge, then set the hoof down.
The mare put weight on it carefully, then took two testing steps. The shoe held.
Willa let out a breath she had likely been keeping since the morning. —Thank you.
—Don't thank me yet.
—That sounds like something a gambler says.
—No, that sounds like someone who has seen a horse test his own luck.
Judge chose that moment to pull the lead rope from Benji's hand by three inches and then stop, as if to prove that mule decisions were based on principle rather than impulse. The boy nearly stumbled, recovered, and pointed at him with scandalized respect.
—He did that on purpose.
—Of course he did, Willa said. —He'll spend the rest of the week pretending it was an accident.
Inez laughed then, full and brief, and had to turn away from the bench so nobody would see it catch her by surprise. The sound was lost quickly in the rain. Still, it changed something. Not the world. Not yet. Just the air between them.
Bram came up beside her. —How long before the road goes?
—If it hasn't gone already, soon.
—You think we have time?
Inez looked at him. He was wet through, jaw set, trying not to show what he stood to lose. A man like Bram was easiest to dislike when he sounded certain. Easier now, maybe, because the storm had stripped certainty out of him like paint from timber.
—Enough time for one decision, she said. —Not enough for three.
He studied the mare, the wagon, the boy, the mule, then the darkening west. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped into something steadier.
—Then we take the pass at once.
Willa nodded once, not trusting herself to say more.
Inez cleaned the tools fast while the horse team was brought into order. The yard grew busier by the minute, every hand suddenly aware of how little room remained between them and the mountain. She rolled the leather back into its sling, wiped the hammer dry, and hung the tongs near the fire.
The rain struck harder. The roof shook. Somewhere beyond the sheds, a horse whinnied sharp with alarm.
One of Bram's riders came running in from the street, hatless and breathless. Water streamed off him in sheets.
—The north bend's going bad, he shouted. —Another slide. Big one.
Nobody spoke.
The rider swallowed, eyes wide. —It's not closed yet, but it will be.
Inez looked at the fresh shoe on the mare, then at the sky, then at Willa. The answer was already taking shape, though she did not like it.
The pass had moved from dangerous to desperate. The work was good, but the window was gone. If they meant to cross, they would need to go now, through rain, stone, and whatever panic the storm had hidden in the dark beyond town.
She tightened the strap on her leather roll and said, —Then nobody stands around admiring the weather.
They were ready too late and somehow still just in time, which is how bad nights usually begin. The wagon rolled first, lumbering through the street with the mare straining up front and Judge dragging his feet in the back as though every inch of progress required a complaint. Bram's herd moved behind, five riders working the cattle into a tighter line while lightning flashed beyond the ridge in long, white forks that made the wet road glow like a blade.
Inez walked at the mare's shoulder, one hand on the bridle, the other free for balance. She had no umbrella, no grand plan, and no patience for anyone who asked whether this was wise. The rain soaked through her shirt and made the hem of her coat slap against her legs. Mud thickened beneath her boots. She kept moving.
Willa held the reins with a grip like a vise. Benji sat next to her, too quiet now to be funny, though he kept peeking over the sideboard with the solemn, hunted expression of a boy watching adults make a difficult thing look possible.
The first yards past town were ugly but passable. Then the road narrowed. Stone walls climbed on either side, slick with rain, with the cut opening ahead like a wound in the hills. Fresh rock lay scattered across the track from the earlier slide. The wagon wheels climbed over it slowly, complaining in deep wooden groans.
Bram rode up beside Inez. —If we get the herd through, drinks on me.
—If we get the herd through, I won't be thinking about your drinks.
He glanced at her and actually laughed once, short and startled. —Fair.
The laugh died as another thunderclap rolled overhead. A horse in the rear quarter shied sideways. One of Bram's riders caught the rein and swore. The cattle pressed together, restless, and the whole line shuddered with the first true fear of the cut.
Inez saw it in an instant: the mare feeling the crowding, Judge twisting in the traces, the wagon wheel hunting for traction, the lead steer smelling panic and wanting to become part of it. If the animals took fright here, the narrow road would turn into a pile of hooves, wagon spokes, and broken temper.
She moved.
Not thought. Motion.
Her left hand slapped the mare's neck in a firm, steady rhythm while her right reached down and took the bridle close to the bit. She spoke low, not soothing exactly, but commanding in the oldest language horses know.
—Easy. Easy now. Walk with me.
The mare tossed her head, then settled one step at a time.
A stone rolled from the bank above them and struck the road with a wet crack. Benji yelped. Judge brayed in outrage, which would have been funny if the moment had not been so badly timed. The mule planted his feet and refused to go another inch.
—Of course, Inez muttered, —now he finds his principles.
Willa leaned forward and snapped, —Judge, if you embarrass me in front of these people, I will remember it forever.
The mule turned one ear, apparently considering the threat, and then—against all reason—took three reluctant steps. Benji stared at him in disbelief.
—She threatened him, he whispered.
—Respectfully, Willa said, —I have a great many years of practice.
Another rider shouted from the rear. The cattle had balked at a bend where the road pinched close to the wall. Bram galloped back to contain them, his horse throwing mud. For a breath, everything threatened to unravel. The rain beat harder. Stones ticked down from the slope in the dark.
Inez let go of the bridle just long enough to seize the wagon wheel and shove it straight when it slid toward the ditch. Her shoulder screamed. She ignored it. The mare lurched, then caught herself. Willa hauled the reins and kept the team from drifting.
Bram rode in hard, then down off his saddle with a quick curse. —We need to clear that rockfall.
—Then clear it, Inez snapped.
He did not argue. That was the surprise. He vaulted to the road, grabbed a pry bar from the saddle loop, and began levering smaller stones aside with his rider. It was not noble. It was simply necessary. The line of men and horses bent into the work together.
For the first time all night, nobody was standing apart pretending their problem was separate from the others.
The cut tightened around them as if the mountain had decided to test every spine in the party at once. Water streamed off the bank in dirty rills. The wagon wheels sank deeper. The mare's fresh shoe held, but Inez could feel every hesitation through the lead rope. The horse wanted to run. The horse also trusted Inez not to let her do anything foolish. That was as close to faith as the animal world usually got.
The cattle began to bunch.
Bram shouted over the storm, —Left side! Push them left!
One rider swung wide, cracking his reins through the rain. Another whistled sharp and low. The herd shifted, then spooked when a steer caught sight of lightning reflected off the wet stone and tried to back into the line.
Inez saw the problem before it fully happened. A horse, one steer, one moment of crowding, and the whole pass could collapse into stampede. She dropped the bridle, seized a loose lead rope from a rider, and ran two quick steps along the wagon side to the nearest frightened horse. Without stopping, she looped the rope beneath the cheek strap, tugged the animal's head sideways, and forced its eyes off the cliff edge and onto her hand.
—Not there, she said, voice low and sharp. —Here.
The horse blew hard through its nostrils, then stopped trying to spin.
Benji watched from the wagon bench with eyes wide as saucers. —She just grabbed that like it was nothing.
—That is what skill looks like, Willa said.
Her son nodded, as if he had just been handed an important lesson and intended to keep it.
The last narrow bend before the true throat of the pass came into view. There, wedged in the road by the earlier slide, was a slab of stone larger than a barrel and slick as a fish back. It blocked the center line enough that a wagon wheel would catch it. One wrong angle and the axle could twist.
Bram swore under his breath. —We can't go around.
—We don't need around, Inez said.
She stepped to the rock, set both hands against it, and planted her boots in the mud. It did not move. Of course it did not. She adjusted her stance, took a breath, and used the bar Bram had dropped in the road. Lever. Wedge. Shift. Not muscle alone, but leverage and timing, the same way a good shoe used iron and hoof together.
The stone rolled a handspan to the side.
Then another.
Bram stared at her for one disbelieving heartbeat before throwing his weight against the bar to help. Together they dragged the slab far enough clear for the wheel to pass.
Willa called from the wagon, —Are we through?
—Not yet, Inez shouted back. —But the road's less rude now.
That earned a startled laugh from Benji, and even one of Bram's riders barked a grin before the next bolt of lightning wiped it away.
The laughter did not last long. Rain intensified. The cut ahead groaned with stone settling under water, a deep, ominous sound that made everyone glance up. The whole mountain felt unsteady.
Inez wiped rain from her face and looked at the narrow opening ahead. The pass was still open, but only barely. Their room for error had shrunk to almost nothing. The mare's foot held. The wagon held. The herd held. For now.
She could feel the night pressing in, waiting for one weak link.
Bram came up beside her, breathing hard. For once his voice was not sharp.
—You were right. This needed more than waiting.
—Don't sound so wounded by it.
—I'm not.
—Good. I dislike pity almost as much as I dislike rain.
He let out a wet laugh at that, then straightened when another rumble rolled from the ridge. —What now?
Inez looked ahead into the black throat of Devil's Cut and tightened her grip on the lead rope.
—Now we find out whether the new shoe was enough.
The herd moved again, slow and wary, into the tightest part of the pass. The wagon followed. Judge, still offended by the whole world, lifted one hoof, then another, and kept going as if doing so had been his idea all along.
The storm swallowed them deeper into the mountain, and Inez went with them, already feeling the next danger before it showed its face.
Inside the cut, the sound changed. The rain still hammered the stone, but the walls carried every noise back at them in a warped, echoing way that made a single hoofbeat sound like a crowd moving in panic. Water rushed in thin sheets down the sides of the pass and pooled in the ruts. The air grew colder, squeezed between rock faces that seemed to lean inward just enough to remind everyone who owned the place.
Inez kept one hand near the mare's shoulder and one ready at the bridle. Her eyes moved constantly: footing, slope, herd spacing, wheel alignment, the temper of each animal by the set of its ears and the rhythm of its breath. She felt as if she were fitting more than shoes now. She was fitting a dozen living things into a space they did not want and that could not forgive mistakes.
A steer slipped on a patch of slick stone and hit its knee hard. The herd jolted. One horse squealed. Bram's rider shouted, too loud and too sharp, and the sound rippled through the cattle like a dropped match in dry grass.
—Quiet! Bram roared.
The word cracked through the pass.
For a moment it worked. Then a second horse balked. The mare in front of the wagon surged sideways against the lead rope. Inez planted herself, slid in the mud, and held fast until the animal felt the resistance and gave up trying to bolt. Her boots filled with water instantly. She did not care.
Benji clutched the wagon side and looked pale but determined. —We're going to make it, right?
Willa spared him one hand long enough to brush his sleeve. —Yes.
The word was more promise than fact, but she said it as if facts could be improved by courage.
Bram rode back to the rear to keep the cattle line straight, leaving Inez with the wagon and the mare. The load creaked as the wheels rolled over hidden rubble. One wheel jumped. The wagon lurched. Willa swore, then corrected fast enough to keep the side from clipping the wall.
Inez saw the mare's front hoof land wrong on a lip of stone and moved without thinking. She jammed her shoulder against the horse's neck, turned the head away from the awkward angle, and forced the animal to take a shorter step. The custom shoe held with a crisp, reassuring click against the rock.
Good.
Not enough to relax, but enough to trust for another ten yards.
Then the mule chose that moment to stop.
Judge planted his feet in the road and would not advance. The wagon jerked behind him. Benji nearly toppled forward.
—Oh, for the love of all that is dry, Inez muttered.
Willa leaned out. —What is it now?
Judge stared ahead at a dark patch in the road where the rainwater had pooled and reflected lightning in a way that made it look deeper than it was. A harmless-looking puddle. A mule's offense might have been a larger matter than the rest of the world could appreciate.
—He doesn't like that water, Benji said.
—He doesn't like most water, Inez replied.
—He calls it insulting, Willa said.
As if in answer, Judge made a sound like a cough and a complaint had a baby. Even now, even with danger pressing on all sides, Benji laughed. It was a brief sound, but bright enough to cut through the weather.
Inez crouched, grabbed a handful of wet gravel, and tossed it into the puddle. The surface broke. Judge snorted. She tossed another handful, then stepped through the muddy edge herself.
—See? she said. —The world remains rude, and yet survivable.
The mule watched her, deeply unconvinced, then took one careful step after another. Benji shook his head in wonder. —You tricked him.
—No, I taught him to be suspicious of nothing in particular.
—That sounds worse.
—It is worse. That's why it works.
The rain never eased, but the pass finally opened slightly at the far end, enough for a lantern to show the bend where the trees returned. A few yards more and they would be out of the throat and into the lower shelf beyond the cut. Not safe. Never safe. Just less trapped.
Inez felt the mule, the mare, the wagon, and the line of cattle begin to stretch with hope. She did not let herself join it. Hope made people careless. She preferred useful things.
And yet, when Willa looked over her shoulder and said, quiet enough that only Inez could hear, —You're staying with us till this is done, right?
Inez should have said no. She had plans, roads south, work elsewhere, reasons to keep moving.
Instead she said, —Until it's done.
Willa nodded once, and in that small motion was more trust than any grand speech could have carried.
The pass was still dangerous. The storm had not spent itself. But the shape of the night had changed. Inez could feel it in her shoulders, in the wet rope in her hand, in the steadying rhythm of the mare beneath her.
They had entered the cut as strangers grouped by necessity.
They were becoming something harder to separate.
The lower shelf lay ahead, a narrow ribbon of mud and stone edging the mountainside with a long fall beyond the darkness. Lightning made the drop visible in sudden white cuts, then erased it again. The sight was enough to tighten every muscle in Inez's back, but the animals could not be allowed to feel that. Not now.
She spoke to the mare with the same low steadiness she used at the forge. —One step. Then another. Easy.
The horse answered by putting its hoof exactly where she wanted, which was a fine gift and one she did not take lightly.
Behind them, the herd had settled into a grim, obedient plod. Bram's men had gone quiet, conserving their voices for when they mattered. That, in itself, felt like a victory. Men who learned silence in bad weather tended to survive longer.
A gust of wind came up from below the shelf and hit them sideways. The wagon rocked. Benji braced both hands, wide-eyed, while Willa tightened her grip and set her jaw. Judge planted himself again, but this time only for half a heartbeat before accepting the next nudge and going forward with all the enthusiasm of a minister walking to a wedding he disapproved of.
Inez's mouth quirked despite herself.
The road bent around a jut of stone. Just beyond it, the cut began to widen enough for the first time that night to feel like mercy. The rain still fell hard, but the pressure eased a fraction. The sound of the herd changed, less crowded, less frantic.
Bram rode up from the rear, soaked and grimy and somehow still managing to look as though he meant to argue with the weather into submission.
—One more bend, he said. —Then we're out.
—Don't tell the mountain that, Inez replied.
He glanced at her. —You always this cheerful in a storm?
—Only when somebody else is wetter than I am.
That pulled a tired grin from him. Brief. Real. Then gone.
It might have been the first moment that night when Bram Keene looked less like a man defending his own pride and more like part of the same worn, muddy animal line everyone else was dragging forward. Inez noted it and kept going.
The mare stumbled once.
Not a full slip. Not a crash. Just a wrong landing, a quick catch, and the breath of danger. Inez reacted instantly, dropping her weight low and taking the bridle short. Her left hand steadied the horse's head while her right slapped the flank once, firm and rhythmic, to tell the body to continue before fear could grow teeth.
The horse recovered. The shoe held.
Willa saw it and exhaled in a rush. —Good girl.
Benji echoed, —Good mare.
Judge, perhaps feeling neglected, brayed at the stone wall in a tone of deep grievance.
The sound startled a cluster of loose pebbles overhead, and for one absurd heartbeat Inez expected the mountain to answer back. Instead the pebbles trickled harmlessly down the side of the cut and landed in the mud with soft little taps.
The absurdity nearly made her laugh. She did not, but it loosened something in her chest.
Another twenty yards, and the team broke out of the narrowest part of the pass into a wider shelf where stunted pines clung to the slope and the road no longer felt like a trap. The air was still raw with rain, but the mountain had stopped pressing quite so closely.
Willa let her shoulders drop for the first time since they left town.
—Is this the part where you say I told you so? Bram asked Inez.
—No.
—Why not?
—Because if I start enjoying this, somebody will die out of spite.
He gave a short, exhausted laugh. One of his riders heard it and looked startled, as if the man had caught the flu.
Inez kept her hand on the mare until the road truly widened. Only then did she allow herself to breathe deeper. The night was not over. The storm still needed to pass. But the crossing was no longer a gamble on a knife edge. It was a hard success in progress.
She looked back once at Devil's Cut behind them, dark and narrowed and already half hidden by rain.
Then she looked ahead to the valley beyond.
The far side was not yet home, not yet safety, but it was the place where choices would have to be made. She could feel that waiting just ahead, as plainly as she could feel the mare's heat under her hand.
And for the first time in a long time, the feeling that rose in her was not the wish to leave.
It was the urge to see what came next.

    
Where the Shoes Held
The lower shelf finally opened out enough for the wagon wheels to breathe, though not by much. The rain had thinned to a cold, persistent skin of water that coated the stone and made every hoofprint look temporary. Inez kept one hand on the mare's bridle and the other ready at the lead rope, feeling the animal's muscles work under her palm in tight, careful pulses. They had survived the throat of Devil's Cut, but only by inches, and the night still carried enough danger to make a lie of relief.
Behind her, Judge the mule plodded along with the expression of a judge deciding the sentence before hearing the evidence. He had not once tried to bolt, which in his case counted as devotion. Benji sat on the wagon bench, sodden through and trying very hard to look older than twelve. Willa held the reins with both hands and kept her eyes on the road ahead, jaw set the way a woman sets it when she has decided fear can ride in the back and keep its mouth shut.
Bram rode a little to the side, his hat gone, his coat plastered to him, his men scattered behind the herd in a loose but workable line. The cattle were quieter now, but the whole column had the brittle feel of something one hard sound could still split apart. Lightning flashed far off beyond the ridge and showed the shelf dropping away to blackness on the left. The sight made even the horses shorten their steps.
Inez felt the mare stumble once, just a touch, and then recover. She stopped immediately and crouched at the foreleg. The shoe she had fitted in the forge still held, but one nail had worked loose from the constant pounding. She tapped it with her thumbnail and heard the faintest click of movement.
Not good. Not yet bad. The worst kind of problem.
Willa leaned over the wagon side. "Tell me that's not the sound you don't like."
"It is," Inez said. "But only a little."
"I have grown to hate your version of comfort."
"You're adapting well."
Benji peered down at the hoof. "Can you fix it here?"
Inez looked at the dark shelf, the rain, the herd, the wagon, and the steep lean of the mountain beside them. Then she nodded once. "If the mountain wants to make us work outdoors, it can wait its turn."
She led them another fifty yards to a shallow overhang where the rock pushed out just enough to steal some of the rain. It was not shelter so much as a kinder insult from the hillside. Under it sat the remnants of an old miners' stop: a soot-stained fire ring, a cracked kettle, three tin cups, and a table no one had trusted in years. The place smelled faintly of smoke, wet pine, and old coffee grounds. Inez had no use for the past, but she approved of any ruin that still remembered how to keep off the weather.
Judge stopped at the edge of the overhang, looked up at the dark rock above him, and decided the roof had a suspicious expression. He sidestepped twice, snorted, then stood still as if daring the ceiling to move first.
"Your mule fears architecture," Inez told Benji.
"He calls it suspicious overhead behavior," the boy said solemnly.
That nearly made Willa laugh. Nearly was enough to matter.
Inez knelt in the mud and unhooked her leather roll. She pulled out the hoof knife, the rasp, the small hammer, and the last of the nails. Then she set one hand against the mare's leg and spoke low, the same steady tone she used when a horse had reason to distrust the world.
"Hold still. You'll get your say afterward."
The mare flicked an ear and stood.
The overhang kept the rain from striking directly, but the wind still crawled in cold fingers along the stone and under coat hems. Inez made the mare lift her foot onto her knee, cleaned the sole, and widened the loose seam with the tip of the knife until she could see exactly where the shoe had begun to shift. The crack in the hoof had not broken farther, but it had started to ride under stress again, opening just enough to demand attention.
She clicked her tongue once and set the hoof down. "Bram. You've got any scrap iron left from the wheel rim?"
He dismounted at once, no complaint this time, and went to the wagon. That alone said the day had changed shape. A man like Bram Keene did not begin by taking orders well, but bad weather has a way of sanding pride until it fits the situation.
"What kind of scrap?" he asked.
"The kind that bends when I tell it to."
One of his riders gave a wet laugh. Bram shot him a look, then ripped the remaining split ring from the damaged wheel and brought it over. Inez took the metal, checked the curve by feel, and shook her head.
"This will do. It'll have to."
Willa crouched beside her with the lantern held low. The flame shivered in the wind, making the shadows under the overhang jump and twitch. "Can you make her another shoe from that?"
"I can make enough shoe to finish this night."
"That sounds like your sort of promise."
"It's the only kind worth making."
She did not have a proper fire, only a little cooking flame under the old kettle and a pouch of charred wood taken from Bram's kit. So she worked the iron cold, laying it against the table edge, then the wagon step, then the flat lip of a stone where the rock was just broad enough to serve as an anvil. It was not elegant. It was not the kind of work anyone bragged about afterward. But it was honest, and it was hers.
Benji watched the metal bend under her hammer. "Looks too small."
"So does your hat," Inez said.
He touched the brim, offended despite himself, and Willa barked a quick laugh before she could stop it.
That laugh loosened the air more than the overhang loosened the rain. For a moment the whole little shelter felt less like a place where people had been trapped by weather and more like a place where strangers had been forced into the same circle and were discovering they could survive the company.
Inez liked the feeling less than she should have, which was how she knew it mattered.
She set the rim on the stone lip and struck it with the hammer until the iron gave way in bright little shivers. Then she bent the end wider for the heel, narrowed it at the toe, and checked the shape against the mare's hoof every few blows. The horse stood with one ear turned back toward Inez and the other toward the storm, as if dividing her trust between craft and weather. Fair enough.
Bram crouched opposite her, elbows on his knees. "You do all this by feel?"
"Mostly."
"That's unsettling."
"Good. Horses like it better when men are unsettled."
That pulled the rider to Bram's left into a coughing laugh, which Bram pretended not to hear. He had the decency to keep his hands ready when Inez asked for them. One held the lantern. One braced the table when the stone slipped under the metal. Another passed nails at the right moment without a word.
Outside the shelter, one of the cattle gave a low bellow, more tired than frightened. The sound carried under the overhang and mixed with the drip of water from the rock edge. Somewhere up the shelf, a rock fell loose and clattered down the slope with a noise like breaking dishes. Nobody spoke for a beat.
"That," Benji said, "is a bad sound."
"Yes," Willa said. "It is."
"Do you always have to agree so quickly?"
"Only with things that are trying to kill us."
Inez almost smiled. She kept hammering.
The new shoe took shape in small, deliberate corrections. She rounded the branch that would cradle the split side of the hoof, then flattened the outside edge so the mare could grip on shale without twisting. She punched the nail holes with a drift, widened one slot for balance, and tested the fit against the hoof again. The smell of hot iron, wet wood, and horse sweat filled the shelter.
When she was satisfied, she looked up at Bram. "Hold her leg. Not tight. Just enough."
He did as he was told, his big hands careful on the mare's pastern. It was not a soft moment, exactly, but it was close. Inez set the shoe to the hoof, adjusted once, twice, then nailed it in with quick, confident blows. The horse twitched only once. Good. That was enough.
As she clinched the nails and rasped the edges, the mare shifted her weight, tested the new shoe, and settled with a long breath through her nose.
Willa let out the breath she had been saving. "All right," she said quietly. "All right."
Inez sat back on her heels for a moment and wiped rain from her face with the back of her wrist. "She can go now. Slowly. If anyone pushes her, they'll answer to me."
Benji lifted a finger. "Does that include the mule?"
Judge, hearing his name, flicked one ear and stepped on Benji's boot with remarkable timing.
The boy hissed. "I feel answered."
That got a real laugh out of Willa, brief but warm enough to brighten the shelter. Even Bram's mouth softened. For a little while, the world outside could keep its rocks and thunder. Inside the overhang, the mare's hoof was whole again, and the night had yielded a small corner of ground.
They went on soon after, because the road was not the kind of thing that let people rest simply because they wanted to. The herd moved first, then the wagon, then the mare at Inez's side. The new shoe held clean against the stone. Each step landed truer than the last. Inez listened to the sound of it as closely as she listened to the rain.
The shelf narrowed again beyond the miners' stop, pinched by a shoulder of rock that forced the line into single file. Here the cattle balked. A lead steer planted its feet, rolled its head, and refused the angle ahead. The animal behind it shoved. A horse snorted. Bram swore and started forward, but Inez was already moving.
She took the lead rope from the rider nearest her, stepped in front of the steer, and slapped the flat of her palm against its shoulder. Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to convince. She made a sharp low sound in her throat, more vibration than word, and shifted her weight sideways to show the animal where its feet ought to go.
"Walk with me," she said.
The steer stared at her, offended by the suggestion of cooperation. Then it took one step, not because it understood, but because her body had made the next step look easier than standing still.
Willa called from the wagon, "You talk to cattle the way some women talk to children."
"I talk to whatever is behaving poorly," Inez called back.
"Then this town must be a full-time occupation."
Benji laughed, which in turn startled Judge, who responded by planting himself and refusing to go through a puddle that was no deeper than a soup bowl. The mule's outrage was almost comic enough to ruin the tension of the moment. Almost.
"He's doing it again," Benji said. "He thinks if he stares hard enough, the road will move."
"A lot of men work that way," Inez said.
Bram barked a short laugh before he could stop it. Then he looked over at her as if surprised by the sound.
The laugh did not last. A horse in the second line slipped on the wet stone and swung sideways toward the drop. Inez lunged, caught the reins with both hands, and dug her boots into the mud until the animal felt the resistance and stopped fighting. Bram was there in a blink, grabbing the saddle horn and bracing the horse's shoulder while one of the riders dragged the rear line away from the edge.
Nobody spoke for several breaths.
Rain rattled against the brim of Inez's hat. The horse under her hand trembled, then steadied.
"That's why we go slow," she said at last.
Bram nodded. "I heard you the first time."
"Good. I'm a fan of repeating myself only when somebody deserves it."
That finally earned a proper grin from him, quick and unwilling but real. He wiped rain from his mouth and looked ahead at the road. The pass was still bad, but it was not impossible. Not now. Not if they kept their heads and gave the animals room to think.
Inez took point again, watching the hoof placements, listening for the shift in the herd behind her. She could feel the work in her shoulders, the ache in her wrists, the mud gathering around her boots. It all belonged to the night. The mare's new shoe bit into the stone with a firm, reliable sound.
The line moved. One step, then another. The shelf held.
The worst stretch came after midnight, when the rain finally thinned enough to make the darkness seem wider. The road bent around a bluff and dropped toward a shallow wash where the creek, swollen by storm water, had crossed its banks and left a thin sheen of grit over the stones. The wagon wheels slid there. Not much. Enough.
The front left wheel caught, bumped, and leaned toward the edge. Willa shouted. Benji grabbed the sideboard. One of Bram's riders cursed and reined in too hard, which only made his horse step sideways into the other horse's space. For one ugly second the whole line threatened to fold in on itself.
Inez moved without asking permission from the moment. She threw herself to the wagon side, jammed both hands against the wheel, and shoved it back onto the clearer line. Her shoulder hit wood. Pain flashed down her arm. She ignored it and shouted, "Hold! Keep them straight!"
Bram dropped from his saddle and ran to the rear wheel, planting his back against the wagon bed to help her. The added weight gave her enough time to wedge her boot heel beneath a stone and stop the slide. Willa snapped the reins tight and brought the team square. The wagon lurched, then steadied.
"You could have warned me," Bram grunted.
"I did. Your ears were busy being decorative."
He laughed once, breathless, and kept pushing.
Then the mare shied hard at something invisible on the slope. Her injured leg slipped on the loose grit, and the shoe Inez had just fit twisted against the hoof with a sickening scrape. The horse's eyes went white around the rim. She began to panic.
That changed everything.
Inez was on the mare in an instant, one hand locked around the bridle, the other wrapping under the foreleg to steady the limb. She could feel the shoe half-turned, one heel lifting where it should have stayed flat. If the horse struck one more bad stone, the crack would split farther and take the whole foot with it.
"Lantern," she snapped.
Willa already had it out. Bram caught the handle before the wind could snuff it and lifted his coat around the flame. Benji climbed down from the wagon and stood uselessly for half a heartbeat before Inez barked, "Stay back!"
The boy obeyed at once.
Inez set the hoof against the wagon hub, got her knife under the loosened nail heads, and pried the damaged shoe free. The mare jerked. Inez swore, grabbed higher on the leg, and held. Bram braced the horse's shoulder. Willa kept the lead taut. Rain blew in sideways under the lantern glow and turned the whole scene into a blur of wet skin, iron, and grit.
The old shoe came off with a metallic snap.
For one brief moment, the mare stood barefoot on the stone, exposed and trembling. Then Inez reached into the leather roll, took the remade shoe she had kept tucked inside, and bent it once more across the wagon hub to finish the curve. It was not perfect. It did not need to be. It needed to hold long enough to reach the other side.
"Now," she said.
She seated the shoe against the hoof, adjusted the angle by touch, and drove the first nail in with her hammer. The horse kicked once. Bram took the blow on his forearm and did not let go. Inez drove the second nail. Then the third. Her hands worked fast, sure, almost invisible in the lantern light. Clinch. Rasp. Set. The hoof went back down, and the mare stood.
Inez leaned forward, forehead nearly touching the horse's neck, and said, very low, "Good girl. Just a little farther."
The mare answered by taking a step.
The road beyond the wash narrowed again, but the panic had broken. The line moved because it had to. The herd smelled the change in the humans around them before they understood it themselves. Bram's riders tightened into position without shouting. Willa kept the wagon square. Benji clung to the sideboard and watched Inez as though she had just pulled weather out of the ground by its collar.
Judge, still unimpressed by all forms of effort, chose that moment to refuse a patch of wet mud that was apparently insulting in a new way. Benji leaned down and hissed, "If you make us stop now, I will tell everyone you were scared of a puddle."
The mule considered this threat with grave dignity, then stepped through the mud like a martyr walking into a funeral he did not approve of.
"I respect that animal's commitment to embarrassment," Inez said.
"He gets it from the family," Willa answered, and the humor in her voice came back enough to make the sentence lighter than the road.
Lightning flashed low across the sky ahead, revealing a stretch where the cut widened at last and the stone walls gave way to scrub and pine. The sight did not mean safety. It meant room. Room enough for the horses to settle. Room enough for the wagon to stop fearing every turn. Room enough for breath.
Bram rode up alongside Inez, rain running off the edge of his jaw.
"That was fast work," he said.
"It was necessary work."
"Still counts."
She looked at him. "You say that like it surprises you."
He shrugged one shoulder. "Maybe it does."
They moved together through the last narrow pinch of the pass, the mare now steady under the new shoe, the wagon wheel no longer threatening to slip, the herd finally stretched enough to breathe. The cattle stopped bunching. The horses stopped dancing sideways at every sound. Even the rain began to feel less hostile, more like weather and less like punishment.
By the time they reached the far shelf, the eastern sky had begun to pale under the storm front. Not dawn yet. Just the first thin suggestion of it.
Willa sat back in the wagon and let her hands fall open for a second. "Did we make it?"
Inez glanced behind them at the dark mouth of Devil's Cut. "We're not dead in it anymore. That's close enough for tonight."
Benji laughed softly. "That's the nicest thing anyone has said since supper."
"Your supper was very good," Bram said. "The bread, anyway."
"That is not a compliment," Benji replied.
"It is from me."
"I know. That's why it hurts."
The line laughed with him, briefly, tiredly, and the sound did more than ease the night. It made the group feel like a group instead of a collection of people forced into proximity by weather.
Inez looked at the horses, the wagon, the mule, the soaked men, Willa's straight back, Benji's damp grin, and Bram trying to remember how to be useful without being impossible. Her chest tightened with something she did not have a name for and did not try to avoid.
The road behind them was still ugly. The road ahead was still uncertain. But the first part of the crossing had been won by hands, hammering, patience, and the kind of nerve that does not announce itself until the moment it matters.
They found the Crane place just after the sky thinned to gray, a low spread of barns and wire fence tucked into the lee of a hill with a spring-fed creek cutting behind it. Willa's sister met them at the gate in a shawl and work skirt, one hand already raised to her mouth at the sight of the wagon, the herd, and the state of all of them. There were tears in her eyes before anybody had time to speak, and she cursed them all for arriving in such a weather-beaten condition, which counted as welcome in a family that had done hard things for a living.
A kettle was put on at once. Coffee appeared. Then biscuits. Then a skillet of onions and beans, because no one in the valley believed in feeding people delicately after a storm. The smell of it drifted through the barnyard while the last of the rain clicked from the eaves.
Inez stood by the wagon wheel and watched Willa step down and hug her sister in a way that said more than any speech could have. Benji went straight to the feed bin and was immediately assigned the job of carrying water, which he accepted with the enthusiasm of a boy who understood the value of staying useful. Judge, having discovered a patch of dry hay under the lean-to, lay down with a sigh so deep it sounded like an insult to the whole journey.
Bram approached Inez with his hat in his hand. That alone would have made a different sort of man look foolish. On him it only looked honest.
"You got us through," he said.
"We got through," she answered.
He nodded. "Still."
He reached into his coat and drew out a folded pouch heavy with coin. Inez took it without opening it. Payment was payment; she was not one to romanticize hunger.
"There'll be work on my side of the ridge once the cattle are settled," he said. "If you ever want it."
Inez tucked the pouch away. "That's a fair offer."
He looked toward the barn where the rain was still dripping off the rafters. "You leaving once the storm clears?"
It was an ordinary question. Too ordinary for how hard it landed.
Inez turned her head toward the side yard, where a small pole shed stood empty beside the feed shed and caught the morning light at an angle that would keep a forge dry if one were built there. She saw the shape of a work space before she let herself call it that. The ground was level. The wind came around the hill and missed it. A stone trough sat nearby. Not much. Enough.
Willa crossed back from the house with a tin cup of coffee and heard the last of Bram's question.
"Don't ask her to answer that before she finishes one meal," she said. "That's rude even by your standards."
Bram gave the smallest bow of surrender. "Fair enough."
Willa handed the cup to Inez. "You can drink it while you look around."
Inez did not ask whether that was an order or an invitation. Willa's face said both, and both were accepted.
She took the coffee, stood very still for a moment, and then looked from the sheltering barn to the pole shed to the woman who had trusted her with a horse, a boy, and a crossing. The answer, when it came, was not dramatic. It was practical.
"I think," she said, "I can set up here if I put my mind to it."
Benji looked over from the water bucket. "Set up what?"
Inez gave the pole shed a long, measuring look. "A proper stand. Horses don't stop needing shoes because a storm gets theatrical."
Willa's mouth curved. "You're serious."
"Mostly."
"Mostly serious is the best kind," Benji said, and then immediately looked proud of himself for sounding older than he was.
By noon the rain had moved east in ragged sheets and left behind a sky washed pale and uncertain. The barnyard gleamed with puddles. Chickens had returned to peck at the mud with self-important caution, and somewhere beyond the creek a dog barked at a crow as if settling a debt from last year. The world had begun its slow repair of itself.
Inez stood with a hammer in hand beside the little pole shed and measured the beam spacing against the wall. Bram's men, having finished with the cattle for the moment, brought over a scrap of plank, a coil of wire, two rusted hooks, and enough old iron to suggest they had all suddenly become interested in carpentry. None of them had been asked to do more than carry. Naturally they did more anyway, because men who survive hard country tend to become useful in flashes.
"You really mean to build here?" Willa asked.
Inez tested the post with the heel of her boot. "I'm not dragging a forge over the ridge if there's dry ground and a roof willing to cooperate."
"That's the first sensible thing you've said all morning."
"You have not heard me price the work yet."
That drew a laugh out of Willa, warm and unforced. It was the kind of laugh that makes a place feel less temporary.
Benji came back carrying a shallow bucket of nails almost too big for him. Judge followed because the bucket smelled faintly of grain, and the mule never ignored a possible injustice in the shape of food. He shoved his nose toward Inez's sleeve, then at the hammer, then at the bucket, as if auditing the entire operation for signs of corruption.
"He expects payment," Benji said.
"For what?" Inez asked.
"Supervision."
"He didn't supervise anything."
Judge snorted, offended, and stepped squarely on a loose board, making it crack with a sound that sent the nearest chicken into a brief, ridiculous panic. The bird shot straight into a rain barrel and bounced out, offended in turn.
Even Bram laughed then, openly this time. The sound fit him poorly but honestly.
Inez looked over at the shed again. A forge did not need much if a person knew how to make one from almost nothing. A trough for quenching. A firebed. Hooks for tools. A place to hang the leather roll. She saw the outline of future work where, twenty-four hours earlier, she had seen only a stretch of empty wall.
Willa came to stand beside her. "You always travel this light?"
"Lighter than the people who carry a house in their heads."
"That sounds lonely."
Inez hammered one of the posts into place and said, "It was."
Willa did not push. She only nodded once, as if that answer had its own weight and deserved respect rather than a speech.
A little while later, the first strip of iron was heated in a makeshift fire pit under the shed roof, using dry kindling and coals salvaged from the old miners' stop. The heat came up slow and steady. Enough to work with. Inez watched the color bloom in the metal and felt the same old steadiness settle into her hands.
This was not a farewell. It was a beginning shaped out of scrap and weather and the stubborn decision to stay where work was needed.
Benji leaned against the fence and watched her draw the iron out with tongs. "So," he said, "you're not leaving."
Inez set the bar on the block and took up the hammer. "Not today."
"Does that mean tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow has not earned an answer."
Judge lowered his head to inspect the new work space, found no grain bucket, and huffed a complaint so deep it shook dust from the shed roof.
"He approves," Benji translated.
"Of course he does," Willa said. "It's only dry because he hasn't been asked to move."
Inez struck the iron once, clean and bright, and the note rang out over the yard. It sounded like a promise she had not made lightly and could still choose to keep. Not because someone asked it of her. Because her hands knew what to do here, and because the people standing around that yard had made room for her work without asking her to become someone else.
She shaped the first shoe with measured blows while the morning brightened around the barn, and when the edge was true she set it aside to cool. There would be more shoes, more horses, more bad weather, more jokes about Judge and his opinions. There would be a place for the forge, a place for the wagon, a place for the widow and her son, and maybe even a place for a farrier who had spent too long believing movement was the same thing as freedom.
The hammer rang again.
This time, nobody tried to stop it.
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