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CHAPTER ONE
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The Long White Ride

The storm found him before he ever saw it coming.

Elias Crow rode with his head down and his collar up, letting the horse choose the ground while he watched the sky for trouble. The mare—an iron-gray with a white blaze and more sense than most men—picked her way through the drifts without complaint. Snow hissed sideways across the flats, thin at first, then thicker, like the land had begun to erase itself.

Elias had been riding since dawn, though dawn didn’t mean much this far north. The sun was a pale rumor behind the clouds, giving no warmth and little light. Everything was white and gray, and what wasn’t was black—rock, scrub, the mare’s coat darkened by wet snow.

He hadn’t planned on crossing this country in winter. No one ever did. Plans failed faster than horses when the cold set its teeth in you.

Behind him lay Willow Bend, a place that would remember him badly if it remembered him at all. Ahead lay nothing with a name. That suited him fine.

The mare snorted, breath boiling into the air. Elias shifted in the saddle and tightened his grip on the reins, fingers stiff inside his gloves. The rawhide creaked under him, a small, familiar sound that grounded him more than anything else. He’d ridden through worse weather before—dust storms that flayed skin raw, heat that cracked lips and tempers alike—but snow had a quieter cruelty. It didn’t shout its intentions. It waited.

A gust came hard from the north, driving needles of ice into his face. Elias turned slightly sideways, leaning into it, letting the wind slide off his shoulder instead of catching him square. He’d learned that trick from an old freighter years back—one of those men who’d crossed places most folks didn’t know existed.

“Easy, girl,” he murmured.

The mare’s ears flicked back at the sound of his voice. She took another careful step, then another. Snow climbed her legs, crusting at the knees, but she kept moving. Elias trusted her. Right now, she was the better judge of survival.

The land rolled gently, almost kindly, but kindness had nothing to do with it. Beneath the white lay stone and frozen earth, hard enough to break bone. He scanned the horizon, eyes narrowed, looking for anything that might offer shelter—a rise, a cut, a line of darker shadow. The storm thickened instead, swallowing distance until the world ended twenty yards away.

For a time, the only sound was the wind and the soft, rhythmic crunch of hooves.

Memories came uninvited.

A pot of coffee bubbling over a low fire. Laughter that hadn’t yet learned how to sour. A woman’s voice calling his name—not angry, not afraid. Just familiar.

He pushed the thoughts away. Memories were dangerous in the cold. They made a man careless.

The mare slowed, head lifting. Elias followed her gaze. The snow ahead lay smoother, the drifts shaped differently, as if the wind had lost some of its strength there.

Shelter.

He nudged her forward, cautious now. The ground dipped slightly, revealing a shallow cut in the land where stone jutted up through the snow like a spine. It wasn’t much—a low rock face, half buried—but it broke the wind enough to matter.

Elias slid from the saddle, boots hitting hard-packed snow. His legs protested, stiff from hours in the cold. He loosened the cinch and pulled the blanket free, draping it over the mare’s back. She lowered her head, sides heaving, steam rising off her like smoke from a banked fire.
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