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Chapter One — The Trail Ahead
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The wind coming off the high ridges cut through even Burl Bennett’s heavy bearskin coat, but he didn’t flinch. The snow was starting to crust underfoot, and his boots sank only a little with each steady step.

A heavy pack sagged on his back, straps digging into his shoulders, and in his left hand he carried a bundle of iron traps, their steel jaws clinking with each stride.

He paused at the edge of a frozen creek and looked back at his trail — just one line of bootprints and the faint drag of the traps in the snow. It was quiet, except for the creak of pines above and the occasional caw of a raven riding the wind.

Burl adjusted his marten-skin cap, the tail swaying behind his shoulder, and knelt by the water’s edge. He broke through the thin ice with the butt of his Hawken rifle and cupped his hands into the frigid water, drinking slow and deliberate.

The mountain smelled of spruce and snow, and maybe just a hint of woodsmoke far off. A sign someone else was out there — maybe another trapper. Or maybe worse.

He rose, slung the rifle back over his shoulder, and kept moving north.
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