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[image: ]




The Cold That Stays

The storm came sideways.

Zebedee Titus had seen blizzards roll down off the peaks like freight trains, loud and furious. He’d seen snow fall so quiet a man might mistake it for mercy.

This one did neither.

It crept in low and mean, the sky turning the color of old iron before the first flake ever touched ground. By the time Zeb noticed the wind had shifted, it was already too late to outrun it.

He was riding the high timberline above Mercer’s Bend when the world narrowed to white and howl.

His horse fought the first gust, head dropping, ears pinned. Zeb leaned forward in the saddle and gave the animal its head.

“Easy,” he muttered.

Snow thickened in minutes. Trees vanished twenty yards out. The trail he had ridden that morning disappeared behind him like it had never existed.

Zeb angled toward a rock outcropping he remembered from summer — a narrow cut in the granite face where a man could break the wind long enough to survive it.

He did not ride blind.

He rode by memory.

By feel of slope beneath hoof.

By the way the wind struck one cheek harder than the other.

When he found the rock cut, he dismounted stiff and half-frozen and led his horse into its shallow shelter. He built a fire no bigger than a skillet, fed by dry twigs he’d kept wrapped in oilcloth for just such a moment.

The storm did not pass.

It settled.

By morning, snow lay waist-deep outside the cut.

By afternoon, he heard the first crack.

A tree somewhere in the timber snapped under weight, the sound sharp and final.

On the third night, the mountain moved.

A low thunder rolled through the dark — distant at first, then closer. The snowpack gave way somewhere above, sliding in a long white roar that shook the rock beneath him.

Avalanche.

Zeb closed his eyes and counted the seconds until silence returned.

Passes were sealing.

And sealing early.

Too early for stores to be full.

Too early for cattle to be slaughtered and salted.

Too early for grain to be hauled down from higher fields.

When the wind finally broke on the fourth morning, it left a sky the color of bone and a silence that pressed heavy against the ears.

Zeb stepped out into a world remade.

Drifts swallowed fence posts whole.
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