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Chapter One – Out of the Hollow
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The chill in the air bit sharper than usual that morning, the kind that gnawed through elk hide and flannel, a reminder that winter wasn’t done with the high country. Titus Turner—known to most folks as “Turnip”—knelt near a dying fire outside a crudely built lean-to, poking at the coals with a stick while steam rolled from his breath like smoke from a train engine.

Turnip had never been a man of polish. His buckskin shirt bore the grime of the trail and years of patchwork, and the animal-skin cap snug on his head was the same coonskin his father had worn before him. A battered Hawken rifle leaned beside him, the wood darkened with age and blood. A squirrel sizzled over the low flame, half-charred, half-raw—just how he liked it.

He chewed with purpose, his thick, scruffy beard twitching with each bite. Beyond the trees, the timberline rolled down into a fog-laced hollow, and farther beyond that, smoke curled into the sky from a distant chimney—a cabin or a town, maybe. Civilization. He hadn’t seen it in a while, not since the fall.

Turnip wiped his mouth on his sleeve and muttered, “Reckon I’d best check it out.”

He stood slowly, favoring his right leg—the one that still ached from a run-in with a cantankerous moose the previous summer. Slipping his knife into a sheath strapped across his chest and hoisting the rifle over one shoulder, he took a final swig from a canteen that tasted of pine and stubbornness.

He hadn’t meant to be alone so long. But when a man gets mistaken for dead and buried under a name he never claimed, solitude starts to feel safer than company.

Titus Turner had once been a trapper, a guide, and—for a brief, regrettable spell—a hired gun for a timber company in Helena. That was before the fight at Elk’s Ridge, before the fires, before the name Turnip became something folks whispered when they talked about ghosts who walked with a rifle.
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