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Chapter 1: A Stranger in the Pines
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Dawn crept soft and gray over the high country, the first rays of sunlight slicing through towering pines and glinting off the snow-dusted peaks. Howard “Hawk” Hudson crouched by the smoldering remains of his campfire, hands steady as he brewed his coffee over the coals. The cold bit through his buckskins, but Hawk hardly noticed; he’d lived too long in the wild to let a little frost slow him down.

He finished his coffee and scanned the woods, sharp gray eyes missing nothing—a broken branch, a tuft of fur, a set of small tracks heading upstream. Hawk could read the mountain’s moods better than most men could read a newspaper, and this morning the woods felt unsettled. Like a hawk on a high perch, he waited, listening.

It wasn’t long before he heard the soft crunch of footsteps behind him, light and hesitant. He set his tin aside and reached for his rifle, but kept it low across his knees.

A shape emerged from the shadows—small, thin, wrapped in a too-large coat and a ragged wool cap. The boy looked half-wild, eyes darting with a mix of fear and hope. For a moment, he seemed about to bolt, but hunger won out.

“Morning,” Hawk called, his voice low and even.

The boy stopped, uncertain. “You... you ain’t gonna shoot, are you?”

“Not unless you plan to steal my beans.” Hawk raised an eyebrow, hiding a smile behind his beard. “Name’s Hawk. What’s yours?”

“Ezra ,” the boy answered, voice cracking. “I—I been out here a while.”

Hawk took in the chapped cheeks, the thin arms, the way Ezra  hugged himself against the cold. “You got folks?”

Ezra  shook his head. “Ma and Pa’s gone. Been driftin’ since.”

Hawk grunted, pouring a second cup of coffee and sliding it across a flat stone. “Sit. Warm up. No sense starvin’ with a fire goin’.”

Ezra  edged closer, eyeing Hawk with suspicion, then with a growing hunger. He reached for the cup with shaking hands.

“Where you headed, boy?”

Ezra  looked down. “Dunno. Away, I guess. Ain’t safe most places.”

Hawk considered the boy—his stubborn jaw, the spark in his tired eyes. “These mountains’ll eat you alive if you ain’t careful. Lucky for you, I know a few trails.”

For a long moment, only the sound of wind in the trees filled the silence. Then Ezra  nodded, too proud to beg, but grateful enough to accept.

Hawk poked at the fire, hiding his own surprise at the sudden shift in his routine. “Well, Ezra , looks like you just found yourself a trail partner. Least ‘til the next post, anyway.”

In the cold hush of the high country, a partnership—awkward and uncertain—began. The wilds of the Rockies stretched before them, full of danger and promise. Hawk Hudson, who’d sworn he needed no one, found his camp a little less lonely. And Ezra , a boy without a home, found the beginnings of one in the shadow of a mountain man.
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