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Chapter One: Tall as the Timber
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They saw him first because he did not move.

The ridge rose hard against the sky, timbered thick and dark, and the wind came down off it with the bite of coming weather. Most men leaned into that wind or turned their faces aside. Ephraim Cole stood straight in it, broad as the pines behind him, rifle grounded like it had grown there.

Jonah Pike climbed the last stretch breathing hard, boots scraping stone. He stopped a few paces back and wiped sweat from his eyes, trying not to show how the climb had taken him.

Ephraim didn’t look back.

He didn’t have to.

The man was tall—taller than any Jonah had known—and built heavy through the shoulders and chest, not fat, not soft, but packed tight like seasoned wood. Buckskins hung off him worn and honest, fringed and darkened by years of weather. His fur cap sat low, shadowing eyes that missed nothing and gave less away.

Jonah shifted his pack and glanced at the sky. Clouds stacked westward, thick and gray, the kind that didn’t hurry but didn’t quit either.

“Storm’s thinking,” Jonah said.

Ephraim’s voice came slow and level. “Storms always are.”

He stepped forward at last, boots crunching gravel, and looked down into the valley. It spread wide and rough—timber, broken stone, and shadowed ground where snow would linger long after it fell elsewhere. Country that didn’t forgive guessing.

Jonah followed his gaze. “We can cut straight down. Save time.”

Ephraim turned his head just enough to look at him.

Jonah felt it like a hand on his chest.

“That slope’ll take time back with interest,” Ephraim said. “Loose rock. Bad footing. You slip once, you won’t stop sliding till the ground decides you’ve had enough.”

Jonah swallowed. “Other way’s longer.”

Ephraim nodded. “It is.”

He didn’t explain further. He never did.

Ephraim Cole believed a man learned better when the land did the talking.

He started down the safer line, slow and steady, rifle balanced easy in one hand. Jonah followed, heat rising in his face, pride pricked but quiet. He told himself the old man was cautious because he could afford to be.

Halfway down, Jonah’s boot skidded.

It was nothing at first—just stone turning wrong—but then gravity took notice. Jonah pitched forward, arms flailing.

Ephraim’s hand shot back, iron-fast on Jonah’s shoulder.

No yank. No curse. Just control.

They stood like that a moment, wind tugging at their clothes.

“You done sliding?” Ephraim asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jonah said.

Ephraim released him and kept moving.

They reached the valley floor as the light began to thin. The wind threaded lower now, colder, more certain. Jonah bent over with hands on his knees, lungs burning.

Ephraim planted the rifle butt in the dirt and studied the timber ahead.

“Cole,” Jonah said, straightening. “Why do folks say you’re... well...”

Ephraim glanced at him sideways.

“...a giant?” Jonah finished.

For a second Jonah thought Ephraim might laugh.

He didn’t.

“Ain’t about size,” Ephraim said. “It’s about whether you stand when standing costs you something.”

The wind picked up then, sharp and sudden.

Ephraim started walking again, boots sure, shoulders square.
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