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Chapter One
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The Cabin Without Tracks

Zebedee Titus found the cabin by smoke that wasn’t there.

That was the first wrong thing about it.

In the high country, a living place announced itself. A wisp from a stovepipe. The faint scent of pine pitch and bacon fat. A line of chopped wood stacked neat against a wall. Even a lonely trapper left signs that said, I’m still here.

This place said nothing.

Zeb stood on a low ridge and studied the clearing below. Snow lay smooth as a blank page, wind-polished and untouched. The cabin sat in the center — small, log-built, roof sagging a fraction under weight — and yet the snow around it held no story.

No boot tracks.

No sled grooves.

No horse prints.

Nothing leading in.

Nothing leading out.

Zeb’s horse snorted softly. He patted the animal’s neck and dismounted.

He did not walk straight down.

He circled wide first, keeping to timber where fallen needles and shadow broke the clean white. He moved slow, eyes working the edges of the clearing for the smallest lie — a scuffed branch, a drift cut too sharp, a rock turned the wrong way.

Still nothing.

He stepped into the open.

The snow accepted his bootprint with a quiet crunch that sounded too loud in the emptiness.

Halfway to the cabin, he stopped.

Wind moved across the clearing in a low sheet, smoothing the surface, filling the shallow depressions his boots had made as if the ground wanted to erase him. Zeb lifted his head and listened.

No birds.

No squirrel chatter.

Even the creek he’d followed up the valley ran muted beneath ice.

The cabin door hung crooked, slightly ajar.

Zeb did not call out. Men who called out in places like this often got answered with lead.

He approached the doorway, standing to the side of it, and eased the door wider with the barrel of his Sharps.

It creaked.

Inside, the air was colder than outside, as if the cabin had been holding winter in its walls. Zeb stepped over the threshold and let his eyes adjust.

A table stood in the center with a tin plate still set out.

A cup.

A knife.

A single candle burned down to a stump.

On the hearth, ashes sat gray and old. Not from yesterday. Not from last week. Ash that had been cold a long time.

Zeb moved one step farther in.

The bed in the corner was made — too neatly for a man alone. A wool blanket tucked tight, pillow squared.

A trunk sat under the window. Lid open.
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