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Chapter One

The Stakes in the Snow
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Zebedee Titus saw the stakes before he saw the men.

They stood in a straight line across the low ridge above Split River, red cloth tied to each one, bright against the white basin.

Too straight to be trap markers.

Too deliberate to be wandering sign.

Zeb stopped where he stood.

Snow fell light and steady. The basin lay quiet beneath gray sky. Creek water ran dark under forming ice. Nothing had moved here in weeks beyond elk and wind.

Until now.

He climbed the ridge without hurry.

The stakes ran east to west in perfect measure, cutting through timber and open ground alike.

Measured ground did not stay wild long.

He knelt beside one and brushed snow from its base.

Fresh driven.

Not frozen in.

He followed the line west.

Two men worked near the river fork, hammering another stake into hard ground.

Three more stood further back, marking notes on a clipboard.

Armed escorts stood near the horses.

Not hired freight guards.

Uniformed.

Federal.

Zeb remained above them long enough to count.

Seven surveyors.

Four soldiers.

Efficient.

Official.

No powder stacked in crates.

No hidden rifles.

Just law.

He descended openly.

One of the soldiers saw him first.

“Halt,” the man called.

Zeb halted.

The survey crew paused but did not reach for weapons.

A tall man in a dark wool coat turned from the clipboard and studied Zeb carefully.

He removed his gloves before speaking.

“You live here?” the man asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Nathaniel Cross. Chief engineer for the Continental Rail Survey.”

Zeb said nothing.

Cross glanced toward the line of stakes.

“We’re mapping winter routes.”

Zeb’s eyes moved to the narrow fork where Split River tightened between stone walls.

“You cut there,” Zeb said.

Cross followed his gaze.

“It’s the most direct corridor.”

“It floods in spring.”

“We’ll bridge.”

Zeb looked at him a long moment.

“Bridges fail.”

Cross smiled faintly.

“So do roads.”

The soldier nearest Zeb shifted slightly but did not raise his rifle.

Cross studied him more carefully.

“You’re Zebedee Titus.”

It was not a question.

“Yes.”

“I’ve read the reports.”

Zeb said nothing.

Cross nodded slightly.

“You stopped a freight conspiracy here two winters ago.”

“Yes.”

“That was criminal.”

“Yes.”

“This is federal.”

Zeb looked down the straight line of red cloth in snow.
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