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Chapter One – The Silent Pass
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The snow was ankle-deep and falling slow when Murdock Lancer crested the final rise into the valley below. He stopped just long enough to take in the wide sweep of white and pine, his breath curling from his beard like smoke from a long-forgotten fire.

Behind him, months of high country trapping. Ahead, the flickering smoke of Fort Weller—or what should’ve been.

He adjusted the weight of the packs lashed to his back and to the side of his mule, then started the descent without a word.

Murdock didn’t talk to himself. Didn’t hum, whistle, or complain. Some men needed noise to beat back the silence. Murdock welcomed it. Trusted it more than he’d ever trusted people.

But something about this silence...

It wasn’t right.

No shouting from the fort yard. No clang of hammer on anvil. Not even the lazy bark of a mutt waiting by the cookfires. Just the wind and the soft crunch of snow beneath his boots.

He passed the outer fence. A gate stood open. Tracks in the snow led both in and out—but none were fresh.
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