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CHAPTER ONE
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The Frozen Camp

The first thing Gideon Holt saw was the crows.

They weren’t feeding.

They were waiting.

He reined his mule at the edge of the beaver marsh and let the silence settle. Snow fell slow, more like ash than flakes, drifting through the gray light of an overcast morning. The ice on the water had crusted during the night—thin and dull, like old glass. Marsh grass poked up in stiff brown spears, rimed with frost.

A trap chain stuck up through the ice.

No trap.

No bait stick.

Just iron left behind like somebody had dropped it and walked away.

That wasn’t right.

No mountain man left iron behind—not unless he was dead, or had fled so hard he’d forgotten his own name.

Gideon slid down from the mule without a sound and tied the lead to a scrub pine. His boots pressed into snow that squeaked like dry leather. The cold bit the inside of his nose and made his eyes water. He drew a breath and tasted smoke—old smoke, not fresh—and something else beneath it.

Copper.

Rot.

He brought his Hawken up and held it across his body, muzzle low, ready to rise in an instant. His fur cap was crusted with snow, his buckskins stiff with dried sweat and cold, and his beard held frost along the edges. He moved slow, because fast movement in the mountains got men buried.

The camp appeared in pieces as he cleared the tree line.

A lean-to had burned down to black ribs. A kettle lay overturned, half-buried in snow. A sled sat crooked as if it had been dropped and forgotten. A pile of beaver pelts—good winter pelts—had been scattered and trampled, some crusted with ice.

Tracks everywhere.

Boot prints. Moccasin prints. Drag marks cutting through the snow.

And blood.

Frozen dark and flat, soaked into the crust and turned nearly black.

Gideon knelt beside the first body.

A man lay on his side, one arm stretched out as if he’d been reaching for something. His eyes were open, glazed, and full of snow. His throat had been cut clean. Not torn. Not chewed. A knife had done it.

Gideon looked over the body the way a smith looks at a broken tool—quiet, careful, taking measure.

He didn’t know the man, but he knew the breed. Trapper. Hard hands. Wool shirt under buckskin. A cheap ring on one finger. A man that had planned on living through the season.

Gideon rose and swept his gaze across the ruin.

No scalps taken.

No trophies.

That bothered him more than the dead.

If it had been Blackfeet, there would’ve been signs. If it had been wolves, there would’ve been tearing. If it had been grizz, there would’ve been pieces missing.

This was something else.

He felt the hair on the back of his neck tighten.

The crows watched from a limb above the burned lean-to. One of them clicked its beak softly, as if it knew a secret.

Gideon shifted, circling downwind. He studied the snow along the edge of camp, looking for the clean story in the mess. Some tracks ran fast. Some were measured. There were places where the snow had been kicked into churned piles like men had fought and fallen and fought again.

Then he saw it.

A set of prints leading away—not toward the timber, but toward the marsh itself.

Barefoot.

Staggered.

A man—or a boy—without boots.

That didn’t make sense in this cold. Bare feet would turn to meatless stumps in minutes.

Gideon followed the prints, Hawken still in hand, every step deliberate. He reached the marsh edge where the ice turned darker and thin. The chain poking up from the ice rattled slightly in the wind. Gideon crouched and touched it with a gloved finger.

Cold iron.

A faint smear beneath the ice—dark as old wine.

He straightened and listened.

Wind. Snow. The distant creak of trees.

Then—

Breathing.

Not his.

A thin, broken sound, like someone trying to pull air through pain.

Gideon froze.

He turned his head slowly toward a mound of frozen beaver pelts piled beside the sled. The hides were stiff as boards, edges curled, hair crusted with snow. Nothing moved.

He lifted the Hawken a fraction.

“Come out,” he said quietly.

No answer.

His voice stayed calm, but it sharpened.

“Or I’ll put a ball through the pile and see what bleeds.”

Silence held for three heartbeats.

Then a whisper, cracked and weak:

“Don’t... shoot.”

The hides trembled.

A figure crawled out from beneath them—skin pale, lips split, hair matted with frost. Not a grown man. A boy, near enough. Seventeen, maybe. No beard. Eyes too big in a face hollowed by hunger and fear.

He tried to stand, failed, and caught himself on the sled rail.

Gideon kept the rifle trained but lowered slightly—just enough to speak without threatening, not enough to be foolish.

“What’s your name?” Gideon asked.

The boy swallowed hard. “Eli... Eli Turner.”

Gideon studied him. Hands shaking. No knife on his belt. No pouch. No blanket. Just rags and stubborn breath.

“What happened here, Eli Turner?”

The boy’s eyes flicked toward the tree line like he expected it to answer.

“They come in the night,” he whispered. “Not Indians.”

“Who, then?”

Eli’s throat worked. “Men.”

“That don’t narrow it.”

Eli shook his head, frantic now. “Not like trapper men. Not like... regular men.”

Gideon’s jaw tightened.

“In the mountains, there ain’t regular men,” he said. “Only hungry ones.”

Eli looked up at him, and what Gideon saw there wasn’t just fear.

It was certainty.

“They’re still out there,” Eli said. “Watchin’.”

Gideon didn’t ask who they were. In the high country, they was always bad.

And winter was just beginning.

He glanced down at the scattered pelts, the burned ribs of the lean-to, the blood under ice, and the iron left behind as if it didn’t matter.

Then he looked at the boy again.

“You can walk?” Gideon asked.

Eli swallowed. “I can try.”

“You try, then,” Gideon said. “Because if you don’t move, the cold will finish what them men started.”

Eli nodded, biting back a shiver.

Gideon stepped closer, still watching the trees.

“Stay behind me,” he said. “And if I tell you to drop, you drop. Don’t ask why.”

Eli’s voice was barely audible. “Yes, sir.”

Gideon grimaced. “Don’t call me sir.”

“What do I call you?”

Gideon’s eyes stayed on the timberline.

“Holt,” he said. “Just Holt.”

He took one last look at the frozen camp and felt the weight of it settle into his bones. This wasn’t a simple raid. It wasn’t hunger. It wasn’t a bad turn of luck.

This was a message.

And whoever left it had made one mistake.

They had left a witness.

Gideon turned, guiding Eli toward the trees, the snow already swallowing their tracks behind them.

The crows stayed where they were.

Waiting. 
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Tracks in the Timber

The trees swallowed the wind.

That was the first mercy the timber offered.

Gideon Holt moved ahead of the boy, angling them away from the open marsh and into thicker pine where the snow lay deeper and quieter. Eli stumbled twice before they had gone fifty yards. The second time, he nearly fell face-first into the drift.

Gideon caught him by the collar and hauled him upright.

“You fall again,” Gideon said evenly, “you don’t get up so quick. Cold’ll steal your strength before you know it.”

Eli nodded, teeth chattering. His bare feet were wrapped in strips of torn shirt, already soaked through.

Gideon cursed under his breath.

“Sit,” he ordered.

Eli sank against a tree trunk, breathing hard.

Gideon unslung his possibles bag and pulled free an extra pair of wool socks, worn thin but serviceable. He knelt and unwound the boy’s frozen cloth wrappings. The skin beneath was white in places, red in others—angry but not yet blackened.

“Lucky,” Gideon muttered.

He worked fast, rubbing life back into the boy’s feet with rough hands before pulling the socks over them and binding them tight with leather cord.

“You got boots?” Gideon asked.

Eli shook his head. “They took ’em.”

“Took your boots and left iron in the ice.” Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “That tells me something.”

“What?”

“They weren’t hurting for supplies.”

He stood and offered a hand. Eli took it and rose unsteadily.

“Now you keep up,” Gideon said. “No more falling.”

They moved deeper into the timber, Gideon choosing ground that would muffle their trail—needle-covered earth beneath the snow, fallen logs, patches of stone. Every so often he paused and listened.

Nothing.

Too much nothing.

Snow dampened sound, but it didn’t swallow it whole. A woodpecker should’ve been tapping. A squirrel should’ve scolded them from a branch.

The forest felt emptied.

After a quarter mile, Gideon stopped again.

“Tell it proper,” he said without turning.

Eli hesitated. “Tell what?”

“Everything.”

The boy swallowed. “They come after midnight. We was sleepin’. I was on watch first part of the night, then I turned in. Didn’t hear nothin’ till the dogs started howlin’.”

“You had dogs?”

“Two.”

“Where are they now?”

Eli’s voice thinned. “Dead.”

Gideon nodded once. “Go on.”

“There was five of ’em. Maybe six. Faces wrapped. Not speakin’ much. Just hand signs.” Eli’s breath quickened as he spoke. “They went straight for the rifle stack. Knew where it was.”

“Inside job?” Gideon asked.

“No!” Eli shook his head violently. “Nobody there would’ve—”

Gideon held up a hand. “Calm.”

Eli took a shaky breath. “They shot Tom in his bedroll. Slit Mr. Carter’s throat. Burned the lean-to after.”

“They say anything?”

“One of ’em,” Eli whispered. “He said... ‘Leave the iron.’”

Gideon stopped walking.

“Say that again.”

“He said, ‘Leave the iron.’ Like it was important.”

Gideon’s mind turned that over slowly.

Iron was money
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