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Chapter One
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Winter at Ghostwater Lake

No one with any sense chose Ghostwater Lake for wintering.

That was the opinion voiced—loudly and often—by Silas Grange, who had been keeping the register and the stove going at the North Fork House since before most of the timber in the valley had been cut. He leaned back in his chair now, squinting at the two names freshly written in his ledger as if they offended him personally.

“You mean to tell me,” he said at last, “that you’re plannin’ to stay there all winter?”

“Yes,” the young woman replied, without looking up from the careful curl of her handwriting. She dotted the final letter of her name, closed the book, and smiled as though Silas had asked whether she’d like more tea.

“We do.”

Silas grunted. Outside, the late-autumn wind shoved against the clapboard walls of the hotel, rattling a loose shutter. North Fork wasn’t much of a town—one muddy street, a freight depot, two saloons if you counted the one that stayed mostly closed—but it was the last place with a roof and a doctor before the mountains swallowed the trail whole.

“Ghostwater freezes early,” Silas said. “Snow piles deep. Wolves run hungry. Ain’t no neighbors. Ain’t no mercy.”

The young man standing beside the woman cleared his throat. He was tall, city-built, with soft hands and a mustache that had been waxed into careful obedience. He wore wool too clean for the country and boots that hadn’t yet learned the shape of a trail.

“That is precisely why we wish to go,” he said. “Solitude has its advantages.”

“Solitude,” Silas echoed. “That’s one word for it.”

The woman—Miss Eleanor Marsh, according to the register—turned to face him fully now. There was nothing reckless about her. She carried herself with a calm certainty that unsettled Silas more than foolish excitement would have.

“We understand the risks,” she said. “But we’ve been told that black and silver foxes still run the ridges around Ghostwater Lake. Scarce elsewhere. Nearly untouched.”

Silas’s eyes flicked to the man.

“And you plan on catchin’ ’em?”

“My husband does,” Eleanor replied. “For me.”

Her husband nodded, as if this settled the matter completely.

“We brought traps,” he added. “Six of them.”

Silas barked a short laugh before he could stop himself. “Six.”

“Yes,” Eleanor said. “I don’t see why more would be necessary.”

Silas shook his head slowly. “You folks don’t know the country.”

“That is why we require a guide.”

The old man studied them both for a long moment, weighing city polish against mountain truth. Finally, he spat into the stove and said, “Only men I know foolish enough to trap that high this late are Calder Pike and Amos Reed. They’ve been runnin’ lines together for—what—fifteen years now?”

“Are they reliable?” Eleanor asked.

Silas considered. “They’re alive. Most seasons. That’s about as close to a guarantee as you’ll get.”

As if summoned by the mention of his name, the door swung open on a blast of cold air. Snow dusted the shoulders of the man who stepped inside. He was broad through the chest, bent slightly forward as if the mountains had pressed him that way over time. His beard was iron-gray and his eyes sharp, measuring the room before settling on the strangers.

“Talkin’ about me again, Silas?” he said.

“Just in time, Calder,” Silas replied. “These folks want to winter at Ghostwater.”

Calder Pike removed his gloves slowly. “They do, do they?”

Eleanor met his gaze without flinching. “We’ve been told there’s an old cabin there.”

“There is,” Calder said. “Built it with Amos years back. Ain’t pretty. Roof leaks some. One shutter don’t close. But it’ll keep snow off, mostly.”

“Would you be willing to guide us there?” Eleanor asked. “And later show us how to set our traps?”

Calder’s eyes slid to the six steel traps stacked neatly by the wall.

“Those all you brought?”

“For foxes,” Eleanor said.

“For foxes,” Calder repeated.

He scratched his beard, then gave a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Well,” he said, “Ghostwater’s a hard teacher. But it teaches fast.”

Outside, the wind rose higher in the pass, carrying with it the promise of a winter that would test every promise made inside that warm room.

And none of them—not Silas Grange, not Eleanor Marsh, not even Calder Pike—could yet see the price that lake would demand.
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The Long Climb

They left North Fork before dawn, when the world still belonged to shadows and frost.

The mules breathed steam into the half-light as Calder Pike checked the cinches one last time, his movements economical, practiced. He spoke little, and when he did it was only to the animals, low and steady. Eleanor Marsh watched him from beneath the brim of her hat, committing each motion to memory. She had learned already that men like Pike did not waste words.

Amos Reed arrived as the first pale strip of daylight lifted along the eastern ridge.

He came down the street with a long, loose stride, rifle slung over one shoulder, pack riding high between his shoulder blades. Where Pike was built like a stump—solid, rooted—Amos looked as if he’d been carved from wire and wind. He was taller, leaner, his beard darker and neatly trimmed. His eyes missed nothing.

“Mornin’,” Amos said, nodding once at Pike.

“Thought you might sleep in,” Pike replied.

“Figured I’d see the fools before they froze,” Amos said, and then turned his gaze on Eleanor and her husband.

Eleanor stepped forward. “You must be Mr. Reed.”

“Amos is fine.”

“I’m Eleanor Marsh. This is my husband, Thomas.”

Thomas extended his hand. Amos looked at it for a moment before taking it, his grip firm but brief.

“Six traps,” Amos said, glancing toward the packs. “That right?”

“Yes,” Eleanor answered.

Amos smiled faintly. “City folk always bring what makes sense where they come from.”

The trail rose almost at once beyond the last outbuildings of North Fork, climbing through timber that grew thinner and more twisted with every mile. Frost glazed the ground, and where the sun touched it, the crystals flared white and vanished. By midmorning, the air had turned sharp enough to burn the lungs.

They traveled in single file.

Calder took the lead, breaking trail where the snow had begun to gather in shallow drifts. Amos brought up the rear, eyes constantly shifting—tree line, ridge crest, the faint scrawl of tracks half-buried beneath fresh powder.

Thomas struggled.

He did not complain, but the climb punished him. His breathing came shallow, his face pale beneath the mustache. Eleanor noticed everything, though she said nothing. When they stopped, she handed him water without being asked. When he stumbled, she waited without comment.

Amos watched this with quiet interest.

By midday, the wind began to move through the higher passes, sliding down the slopes like a living thing. It carried a sound Eleanor couldn’t place at first—something between a whistle and a moan.

“Lake’s not far now,” Calder said, stopping near a stand of dead pine. “Another mile, maybe two.”

“Why’s it called Ghostwater?” Eleanor asked.

Amos answered before Pike could.

“Because it never stays where it ought to,” he said. “Fog rolls in sudden. Ice cracks loud enough to sound like voices. Men swear they hear callin’. Most don’t like to stay long enough to learn better.”

Thomas attempted a smile. “Superstition.”

Amos met his eyes. “Call it what you like.”

The cabin appeared without ceremony—just a dark, low shape at the edge of the frozen lake, half-buried in drifted snow. Its roof sagged slightly, and one shutter hung crooked on a single hinge, banging softly in the wind.

Eleanor felt a tightening in her chest—not fear, exactly, but the weight of distance. North Fork might as well have been another country.

“This is it,” Calder said.

They worked until dusk, hauling packs inside, clearing snow from the door, setting a small fire that smoked before it caught. The cabin smelled of old wood, mouse droppings, and long-abandoned winters.

Amos tested the window frame with a boot. “Needs patchin’.”

“We’ll manage,” Eleanor said.

Amos studied her then—not dismissive, not impressed.

“Winter don’t care what folks plan,” he said. “Only what they know.”

As darkness closed around the lake, the wind rose again, sweeping snow across the ice in pale ribbons. Eleanor stood at the cabin door, watching the mountains fade into shadow.

Behind her, the fire crackled.

Ahead of her, Ghostwater waited.
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