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Chapter One – A Shot in the Silence
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The snow was deep enough to swallow a man to his knees, and Eddie Ellison liked it that way.

The high country above the Snake River didn’t offer much in the way of company, which suited him just fine. He didn’t come to the mountains for talk. He came for the quiet. The clean air. The way the world shrank to just him, his rifle, and whatever tracks he found in the powder.

He was kneeling now, leather mittens dusted white as he reset the jaws of a trap near the edge of the frozen creek. Muskrat, maybe. Or mink if he was lucky. He worked methodically, almost reverently, his breath hanging in the air in slow puffs.

It was peaceful.

Until it wasn’t.

The shot cracked through the silence like a hammer striking stone. Eddie froze, head snapping up, eyes narrowing as the sound echoed through the canyon.

Not a hunting shot. Too hurried. Too close.

He waited, ears straining in the brittle stillness. The silence stretched long enough to make him wonder if he’d imagined it—then came another sound.

A cry.

It wasn’t loud, but it carried on the wind, thin and desperate.

Eddie straightened, pulled his Hawken from where it leaned against a pine, and slung his possibles bag over his shoulder. His boots crunched as he started up the ridge, the snow clinging to his leggings as he climbed.

He didn’t like visitors, and he liked trouble even less. But nothing screamed trouble louder than gunfire and a cry on an empty trail.

The ridge gave way to a narrow shelf overlooking the valley below. Eddie crouched low and scanned the white expanse. The trail cut through the trees like a ribbon, choked here and there by drifts. Nothing moved at first—then he spotted it.

A figure.

Someone staggering along the trail, leaving a crooked line of footprints behind them. Whoever it was carried no pack, no horse, nothing but the clothes on their back and what looked like a rifle dragging in the snow.

Eddie’s sharp eyes picked out the dark stain across the figure’s side even from this distance. Wounded.
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