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Chapter One: Snow Between Them
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The snow had erased the road, but it hadn’t erased the reason.

Silas Boone stood with his boots sunk deep in the drift, breath fogging the air in hard white bursts. The cold had weight to it, pressing down on his shoulders, working its way through wool and leather alike. He didn’t shift his stance. Didn’t reach for the Colt riding low on his right hip. Men who moved first in weather like this didn’t last long.

Across the stretch of churned snow stood Harlan Pike.

Pike looked smaller than Silas remembered—but not weaker. The years had taken some flesh off him, carved his face down to bone and weather. His coat was open at the throat, as if he didn’t care what the cold took from him anymore. Two pistols rode his belt, heavy with intent, and his hands were spread slightly away from his sides, fingers loose, ready.

Behind Pike, half-buried in snow, sat the cabin.

It leaned the way tired men do—still upright, but only just. Smoke no longer rose from the chimney. Whatever life had once filled it had gone cold.

Silas had hoped—quietly, foolishly—that Pike wouldn’t be here.

“You walked a long way for a dead place,” Pike called out, his voice carrying sharp and clear across the frozen ground.

Silas kept his eyes on Pike’s chest. “Didn’t come for the place.”

“No?” Pike’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “Funny. That’s usually what brings men back.”

The wind stirred, lifting loose snow and dragging it sideways across the ground like a curtain being pulled back. Silas felt the sting on his cheeks and welcomed it. Pain kept a man present.

“You left before the thaw,” Silas said. “Left people counting on you.”

Pike’s eyes flicked, just once, toward the cabin. “They should’ve known better.”

Silas took one careful step forward. Snow crunched loud as a rifle shot. Pike stiffened, hands lowering a fraction.

“Don’t,” Pike said.

Silas stopped. “We’re already past that.”

For a long moment, neither man spoke. The only sound was the wind moving through the trees and the distant creak of timber settling under ice. The world felt narrowed to that strip of snow between them—measured not in yards, but in choices.

Silas thought of the letter folded deep in his coat. Of the names written in a careful hand. Of promises made when the weather had been kinder and men had believed in spring.

“You don’t have to die out here,” Silas said. “Not today.”

Pike laughed once, sharp and short. “That’s the thing about days like this.” He spread his hands wider now. “They don’t care what a man wants.”

The cold deepened, as if listening.

Silas felt the weight of the moment settle in his bones. Whatever happened next would echo longer than the snow would last. He drew a slow breath and held it, steadying himself.

The space between them was empty.

But it was full of everything that had come before—and everything that was about to end.
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Chapter Two: What the Snow Remembers
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Silas did not draw.

Neither did Pike.

The moment stretched, thin as wire. Snow hissed across the ground, whispering against boots and leather, filling tracks almost as fast as they were made. If either man moved too quick, the cold would take notice—and so would the other.

“You should’ve stayed gone,” Pike said at last.

Silas nodded once. “Probably.”

That surprised Pike. It showed in his eyes. Men expected argument. They expected anger. Agreement unsettled them.

Silas took another careful step forward, angling just enough to keep the cabin in his peripheral vision. The door hung crooked, one hinge pulled loose. A drift had climbed halfway up the wall, pressing against the logs like a hand meant to shove the place flat.

“How long you been back?” Silas asked.

“Long enough.” Pike’s fingers flexed once, slow. “Long enough to know nobody’s coming.”

Silas exhaled. “You’re wrong about that.”

Pike’s jaw tightened. “You always were.”

The words carried history with them. Shared miles. Shared work. A winter ten years back when men had huddled in this same cabin and told themselves the worst was over. Silas remembered the smell of wet wool and coffee boiled too long. Remembered Pike’s voice, confident then, steady as if he’d always know what came next.

That voice was gone now.

“You left before the pass closed,” Silas said. “Took the best horse. Took supplies meant for five.”

Pike shrugged. “I took what I needed.”

“And the others?”

Pike didn’t answer.

Silas felt that silence like a blow. He shifted his weight, careful not to sink too deep. His thigh burned where an old injury flared in cold like this. Everything ached. That felt right.

“You could’ve come back for them,” Silas said.

Pike’s eyes hardened. “And died doing it.”

“Instead they died waiting.”

The wind rose, pushing between them. Pike turned his face slightly away, just enough for Silas to see the crack in him—the small, dangerous fracture where a man stopped justifying and started remembering.

“You don’t get to judge,” Pike said quietly. “You weren’t the one making the call.”

Silas took another step. Closer now. Close enough to see the frost gathered in Pike’s beard, the tremor in his left hand that Pike didn’t bother hiding anymore.

“I wasn’t,” Silas said. “That’s why I came.”

Pike barked a laugh. “To finish it?”

“To face it.”

That landed harder.

Behind them, a branch cracked under the weight of snow. Both men stiffened, hands dropping nearer their guns, eyes flicking outward before snapping back to each other. Nothing moved. The forest watched and kept its counsel.

“You think standing here changes anything?” Pike asked. “You think you get to walk away clean?”

“No,” Silas said. “I think I walk away carrying it. Same as you.”

Pike studied him then, really studied him, as if measuring whether Silas still knew how to stand when things turned mean.

“You should’ve let it lie,” Pike said.

Silas shook his head. “Snow covers tracks. Doesn’t erase them.”

Another silence settled. Heavier now. Final.

From the corner of his eye, Silas saw Pike’s right hand drift closer to the butt of his revolver. Not fast. Not yet. But deliberate.

Silas mirrored him—not reaching, just ready.

Whatever happened next wouldn’t be quick. It wouldn’t be clean.

And the snow would remember every step they took getting there.
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Chapter Three: The Cost of Standing
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The wind shifted first.

It came down off the trees in a hard, sudden sweep, lifting snow into the air and blinding the space between Silas Boone and Harlan Pike. For a breathless moment the world vanished—no cabin, no ground, no distance—just white motion and the sound of a man’s own breathing too loud in his ears.

Silas moved when the wind did.

Not forward. Sideways.

Boots broke crust with a sharp crack as he angled left, widening the line between himself and Pike. He did not draw. Not yet. Drawing too soon turned intention into panic, and panic was how men died in weather like this.

The wind thinned. Shapes returned.

Pike had moved too.

He stood closer to the cabin now, snow packed up against his boots, his stance widened, revolver half-clear of leather. His eyes were bright—not wild, but sharpened down to something narrow and dangerous.

“You always were slow,” Pike said.

Silas smiled faintly. “Only when I needed to be.”

Pike’s mouth twisted. “You think this ends with words?”

Silas shook his head. “No. I think it ends with truth.”

Pike’s laugh came out rough. “Truth froze to death in that cabin.”

The words cut deeper than Silas expected. He felt the pull of memory—men crowded inside, tempers tight, the storm screaming against the logs. Pike pacing. Arguing. Insisting they move before dawn. Silas saying wait. Always wait.

And then Pike leaving anyway.

Silas took another step, careful to
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