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Chapter One
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Snow Sign

The snow fell steady through the night.

By morning, the basin lay buried in clean white silence. Zebedee Titus stood at the edge of his trap line and studied the ridge above Split River. Nothing moved there. No smoke. No elk breaking tree line. Just wind pushing fine powder across stone.

He would not have noticed the sign if the storm had lasted an hour longer.

Three tracks cut down from the north slope.

Not elk.

Not mule.

Horse.

Fresh enough that the edges still held shape beneath the top layer of snow.

Zeb crouched.

The prints were deep. Hard riders. Not wandering trappers. And they did not turn toward the river crossing. They rode past it.

Toward the survey line.

He rose slowly.

The government crew had come through two weeks ago, marking trees and measuring distance. Quiet men. No soldiers with them. Just chains, stakes, and a promise that rails would follow someday.

Zeb had not interfered.

Rails were noise and smoke, but they were still far off.

He followed the tracks north.

The trail cut through low timber before opening into a shallow draw where wind collected snow in long white drifts.

The first body lay half-buried near a marked stake.

Zeb stopped.

He did not kneel immediately.

The man wore a heavy wool coat and survey sash. No rifle in his hands. Snow had collected in his beard.

Shot through the chest.

Zeb moved forward carefully.

Four more lay scattered through the draw.

One near the chain line.

One behind a rock outcrop.

Two close together as if they had tried to run.

All shot.

All clean.

No scalping.

No arrowheads.

No tribal marks carved into wood.

Too clean.

Zeb knelt beside the nearest body and brushed snow from the wound.

Round ball.

Not trade musket.

Not smoothbore scatter.

Rifle.

He moved to the edge of the draw and studied the snow.

Boot prints.

Moccasins layered over boots.

Not natural.

He followed one print carefully.

Under the soft leather impression was a square heel cut.

Eastern make.

He stood slowly.

They wanted this to look like tribal retaliation.

But tribes did not plant false sign so carefully.

Zeb circled wide and found where the riders had waited before descending.

Three horses tied back in timber.

Three men on foot.

Disciplined.

No wasted movement.

Not rage.

Message.

He looked toward Split River.

If word of this reached the fort without correction, soldiers would ride.
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