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For the Blackfeet and Lakota peoples.

In memory of what was taken, and in honor of what survived.

“I wish it to be remembered that I was the last man of my tribe to surrender my rifle.”

— Sitting Bull, Fort Buford, 1881
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Author’s Note
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The Rancher is a work of fiction. Elias Harlan never existed. But the winter that nearly killed him did. The people he lived among did. The dispossession he witnessed did.

The Starvation Winter of 1883-84 killed approximately one quarter of the Blackfeet people on the Montana reservation. It was not a natural disaster. It was the predictable result of deliberate policy — the destruction of the buffalo, the cutting of promised rations, the confinement of a people who had no other means of survival.

These are documented historical facts. They are not comfortable facts. But they are true, and they matter.

Elias’s role in this novel is not to be a savior. It is to see clearly, and to write down what he sees. That act — witnessing and recording truth — is the novel’s central argument. Memory is not passive. In the face of erasure, remembering is resistance.

The Blackfeet Nation endures. The Lakota nations endure. Their descendants are still here, still fighting for sovereignty, still refusing to sell the Black Hills. The historical notes and sources in the appendix are offered for readers who want to follow this story beyond the final page.

This novel is my attempt, imperfect as it is, to contribute to the work of honest remembering.

William Mann, 2026
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Dawn
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Dawn broke cold over the hills, gray light sliding across the frozen lake. It brought no warmth. A woman pressed her hand to the bottom of an empty parfleche. The horses stood close, ribs sharp, breath hanging white. Across the camp, the men readied their thin ponies. There was nothing left to say.

Makóyi’s hands were stiff with the cold, the scars across his knuckles pale in the gray light. He stirred the coals with a short stick, coaxing a little heat from the night’s ashes. The fire breathed once, then settled back into smoke. Frost clung to the lodge poles behind him.

A pony stamped in the snow. Makóyi looked up.

Across the camp, the young men were tightening their cinches, pulling blankets from the backs of thin ponies, checking the fletching on their arrows. The only sound was the shifting of hooves in the frozen dirt.

Makóyi watched them for a long moment, the stick still in his hand. He had ridden out like that once, before the winters grew harder, before the game grew scarce. Now he only watched, knowing what waited beyond the hills and what the young men carried on their shoulders. The fire cracked softly behind him. He turned back to it, though his eyes lingered on the warriors as they gathered in the half-light.

Two winters past, the buffalo had still come in ragged herds, enough for a few good hunts if the snow held off. Then the white hide hunters arrived in greater numbers, shooting from wagons, stripping robes, leaving carcasses to rot under the sun. The agents at the fort spoke of rations—flour, beef, coffee—but the wagons came late, or not at all. The meat rotten when it arrived at all. Last winter the cough had taken Makóyi’s sister first, then her youngest boy, their bodies wasting like the ponies. Makóyi had held him until the breathing stopped, then carried him out to the burial scaffolds where the wind took the scent.

The camp had shrunk since then. Fewer lodges stood against the wind, fewer children ran between them. The women stretched the pemmican farther. The ponies grew thinner still, their coats dull. Raids had become the only way to bring in horses—trade for blankets, knives, whatever the traders would give. Horses meant movement, meat if luck turned, life for the children. The young men rode for honor once; now they rode for the camp.

Nitááhkii—his nephew, barely past his first raid—approached, leading a gray pony with a wolf pelt draped over its withers. The boy’s face was painted with red ochre lines for speed and protection, his hair braided tight. “Uncle,” he said softly, voice low so the women would not hear worry in it. “Will you speak a word for us?”

Makóyi rose slowly, joints protesting the cold. He took a pinch of sweetgrass from the pouch at his belt, held it to the coals until it smoldered. The smoke curled thin and sweet, carrying the prayer upward. He waved it over the pony, then over Nitááhkii, murmuring to Naatosi, the Sun, who watched all things. “Naatosi sees the thin bellies, the empty parfleches. Give these young ones the wolf’s cunning. Let them bring back what the camp needs. Let them return whole.”

Nitááhkii touched his forehead in thanks, then mounted. The others gathered—five in all, faces painted, blankets wrapped against the wind. One carried a rifle traded years ago, another a lance with eagle feathers tied near the tip. They moved quietly, no songs today. The women watched from lodge doors, children clinging to skirts. One young wife pressed a small bundle of dried meat into her husband’s hand; he nodded once, then turned his pony south.

Makóyi stood until the riders were small against the horizon, shadows swallowed by the gray. His wife, Ísstaakii, came to stand beside him. Her hands were rough from tanning, her eyes lined from the same hard winters. She slipped her fingers into his.

“They will bring horses,” she said finally. Not a question. A hope spoken aloud.

Makóyi felt the old scar on his knuckles throb. He stared at the coals, watching them wink out one by one.

“The parfleche stays empty,” he said.

She nodded once. No need for more.

Ísstaakii’s fingers tightened in his, cold against scarred skin. She said nothing else.

The wind rose, rattling the lodge poles like bones. He stood a moment longer, watching the gray horizon where the young men had vanished, then ducked into the lodge.

* * *
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Far to the south, under that same gray sky, Elias Harlan woke before first light, the cabin cold as a grave. He lay still for a moment, listening to the quiet—no cough from the next room, no soft breathing beside him. Only the wind under the eaves and the faint creak of timbers settling.

He rose, pulled on boots stiff with frost, and lit the lamp. The flame flickered yellow across the rough walls, catching on the few things left: a tin plate, a worn Bible, Clara’s shawl draped over the chair like she might step back through the door any minute. Three months since the consumption took her. Three months of nights like this.

He stepped outside. The prairie stretched flat and gray under the coming dawn, corrals empty except for the last string of horses—eight good ones he’d raised from foals. He’d planned to drive them to Fort Benton, next week, sell enough to buy seed and a new plow. Clara had always liked the idea of a garden come spring.

Scout waited by the door, tail low, ears up. The dog—her dog—had been Clara’s shadow since they’d claimed this land four years back. A scrappy cur mix, brown and white, with a bark that carried half a mile. She’d found him half-starved near the river, nursed him back, named him for the way he scouted ahead on walks. When the cough started, Scout never left her side—curled at the foot of the bed, head on paws, watching her waste away. Nights Elias came in from the corrals, he’d find the dog pressed against her, as if his warmth could hold back the fever.

Clara had lingered through the fall. The cough turned wet, then bloody. She’d smile through it, say the dog kept her company when Elias was out trading. “He’s my guard,” she’d whisper, fingers in Scout’s fur. “Won’t let anything get me.” Elias had ridden for the doctor once, twenty miles in rain, but the man only shook his head. “Consumption. Nothing to do but wait.”

She went quiet at the end, eyes on the window where the prairie met sky. Scout lay beside her until the breathing stopped. Elias buried her under the cottonwood by the creek, the one she’d liked for shade. He carved her name on a board, simple: Clara Harlan, 1852–1883. Scout stayed at the grave all night, whining low. Elias had to carry him back to the cabin.

Now the dog followed him everywhere—ate what Elias ate, slept by the fire, watched the horizon like he expected her to walk back over it. Elias talked to him sometimes, low words about the horses, the weather, how the claim felt too big without her. Scout listened, head tilted, as if he understood.

Elias checked the corrals, fed the horses the last of the hay. Scout trotted ahead, sniffing the fence line. Elias watched him, chest tight. The dog was all that remained of her—warm, alive, loyal.

He saddled his horse, packed a bedroll in case he’d be gone overnight. Scout bounded ahead, but Elias stopped him. “Stay. Watch the ranch, boy.”

Scout sat at the cabin door, tail thumping once. Elias rode north.

He returned at dusk, smoke from the chimney thin and wrong. No bark greeted him. The corrals stood open, gates swung wide. Horses gone—all but one lame mare in the far pen. Tracks in the snow: unshod ponies, heading north.

Scout lay near the corral fence, skull caved where they’d struck him. The dog had fought—blood on his muzzle, claw marks in the frozen dirt where he’d charged. His body was cold, stiff. They’d killed him and kept moving.

Elias knelt, hand on the rough fur. Scout’s eyes were half-open, fixed on nothing. He’d died defending the place, just like Elias had told him to.

Inside, the cabin was rifled: blankets gone, tin cups, the sack of coffee. But the silence was the real theft. No bark. No tail thump when the door opened. Just empty rooms and the cold.

Elias came back out, stood over the dog for a long moment. Then he lifted the body—lighter than he expected, all bone and loyalty—and carried it to the cottonwood. He dug beside Clara’s grave with numb hands, the shovel scraping frozen ground. When the hole was deep enough, he wrapped Scout in her shawl and laid him down. The dog had been hers. He belonged here.

No words. Just the wind and the scrape of dirt filling the grave.

He went back to the cabin, packed what he could: bedroll, ammunition, jerky, canteen. Loaded the lame mare with light gear—she’d follow slow. At dawn he’d track north, follow the prints into the hills.

The men who did this would pay. They’d taken his livelihood. His future. And Clara’s dog—the last piece of her that was warm and alive.

He blew out the lamp. In the dark, the wind carried nothing. Only silence. Empty corrals. Two graves under the cottonwood.
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Clara
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He had met her in Philadelphia.

That was not the kind of thing Elias Harlan told people, because people in Montana Territory did not want to hear about Philadelphia. They wanted to hear about the land, the cattle, the winters. Not the city. Not a stable hand from Ohio who’d ridden east looking for work and found himself mucking stalls for a man named Aldridge whose daughter had opinions about everything.

She had opinions about horses first. That was how he knew she was different.

Most of the women who came through Aldridge’s stables treated the horses the way they treated furniture — things to be admired from a distance and occasionally used. Clara walked straight to the nearest stall, held out her hand without hesitation, and let the mare sniff her for a full minute before she tried to touch her. Then she scratched the mare’s jaw in exactly the right place and the mare leaned into it like she’d been waiting all day.

Elias watched from across the aisle, pitchfork in his hands.

She was not beautiful the way women in Aldridge’s world were supposed to be beautiful. She was small and dark-haired, with ink on her fingers and a habit of squinting when she was thinking, which was most of the time. She wore her hair pinned up in a way that suggested she’d done it herself and didn’t especially care if it stayed. When she laughed she laughed too loud for her father’s parlor, and she knew it, and she laughed anyway.

Elias was twenty-six years old and had never met anyone like her.

He asked her to walk with him three weeks later. She said yes before he finished the sentence.

Her father, William Aldridge, did not approve. Not of Elias specifically — though a stable hand from Ohio was not what the man had in mind for his daughter — but of the whole direction Clara’s life kept moving in. She read too much. She argued with his business associates. She had married ideas about going somewhere, doing something, being something other than a wife in a drawing room.

And then there was the other thing. The thing that had settled over the Aldridge house like a weather system that never quite passed.

Clara could not have children.

The doctors had told her quietly, carefully, in the language doctors used when they were saying something they knew would break a person. She had told Elias before he asked her to marry him, sitting on a bench in Aldridge’s garden with her hands folded in her lap, her voice steady in the way a person’s voice is steady when they have practiced being steady about something for a long time.

He had said it didn’t matter.

She had looked at him then, really looked at him, and said, “It will matter to my father.”

She was right. Aldridge wanted grandchildren. He wanted the continuation of something — a name, a line, a legacy. Clara had failed at the one thing daughters were supposed to provide, and no amount of reading or arguing or opinions about horses changed that. She felt it at every dinner. In every long silence after she and Elias announced their engagement. In the way her father shook Elias’s hand at the wedding as though handing over damaged goods.

She never said any of this plainly. Elias understood it from the way she breathed easier once they were west of the Mississippi.

They settled in Montana Territory in the spring of 1881. Elias broke the land and built the cabin and ran the horses. Clara planted things — a kitchen garden, a row of cottonwoods along the creek, a life that was hers in a way nothing in Philadelphia had been. She wrote long letters to a cousin back east who wrote back, and she read everything she could get her hands on, and she learned the land the way she’d learned horses — patiently, attentively, with genuine curiosity about what it needed.

Then, in the second summer, a ranch hand named Dooley rode in with a half-starved pup in his saddlebag, said he’d found it by the river, said he couldn’t keep it, said did anyone want it. Elias said no. Clara said yes.

She named him Scout for the way he ran ahead on walks, always checking what was coming, always reporting back.

* * *
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He was digging again.

Elias heard the sound from the corral — that particular combination of excited panting and wet dirt flying — and he knew before he rounded the corner of the cabin what he would find.

Scout had located the soft ground beside the kitchen garden and was working it with the focused dedication of an animal who had found his life’s calling. He was muddy from nose to tail, spectacular in his filth, entirely satisfied with himself.

“Scout.” Elias said it flat and hard the way you said a dog’s name when you meant business.

Scout’s head snapped up. Mud flew. His ears — floppy, oversized, never quite in proportion to the rest of him — bounced with the motion. He looked at Elias with an expression of complete seriousness, as though he had been engaged in important work and resented the interruption, which would have been more convincing if he had not been covered head to toe in wet black earth.

Elias started toward him.

Scout bolted.

Not away — toward the cabin door, which was the wrong direction entirely, where Clara was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed and her mouth doing the thing it did when she was trying not to laugh.

“Don’t you let him—” Elias said.

Scout hit the step at full speed, skidded, recovered, and launched himself at Clara with the confidence of an animal who had never once been turned away.

She caught him. Somehow. Both arms full of muddy ecstatic dog, his paws on her shoulders, his tongue on her cheek, mud transferring to her dress in enthusiastic quantities.

“Clara—”

She was laughing now, the too-loud laugh, her face turned away from the worst of the licking. “Leave him be,” she said. “I’ll clean him up.”

“You always say that.”

“And I always do.” She pulled Scout back enough to look at him, his muddy face level with hers, his tail going hard enough to spray mud on the doorframe. She said his name softly, the way she said it, like a question she already knew the answer to. Scout stopped thrashing and looked at her with sudden gravity, as if he understood that a shift in register had occurred.

“Look at you,” she said. Look at you.

Like it was the best thing she’d seen all week.

Elias stood in the yard, hands on his hips, trying to hold onto his irritation and losing. “You’re going to spend an hour on that dog.”

“Probably.” She was already carrying Scout inside, one hand under his muddy chest, the other holding the door. “Put the kettle on when you come in.”

She didn’t look back.

Scout looked back. Once, over her shoulder, straight at Elias, tail still going.

Elias stood in the yard a moment longer.

Then he went in and put the kettle on.

* * *
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That was Clara.

That was what the cabin meant when it was full. What it meant when the shawl hung over the chair and the lamp burned in the window and the dog’s nails clicked on the floorboards.

What it meant before the cough started.

Elias did not think about Philadelphia anymore. Did not think about Aldridge and his silence and his careful handshake. Did not think about the thing Clara could not give her father, the grandchildren that never came, the line that would not continue.

He only thought about the mud on the doorframe that he’d never quite scraped clean.

And the way she’d said look at you like it was the best thing she’d seen all week.
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Nitááhkii
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They rode south at first light, five men on thin ponies, breath hanging white in the cold. Nitááhkii felt the weight of Makóyi’s blessing still on him—the sweetgrass smoke, the words about empty bellies and the wolf’s cunning. He gripped the pony’s mane tighter, the wolf pelt shifting beneath him.

He wanted to bring something back. Something that mattered.

The land stretched gray and endless, broken only by low hills and frozen creeks. They rode in silence, saving breath, watching the horizon. Nitááhkii studied the older warriors—how they sat their ponies, how their eyes moved across the land, reading tracks and wind. He wanted to move like that. Certain. Unafraid.

He thought of his mother, of the winter she died, of Makóyi taking him in after. He thought of the camp: the empty parfleches, the children’s coughs, the ponies too weak to carry much weight. He thought of Makóyi’s scarred hands, the way his uncle had looked at him this morning—not with words, but with a nod that said: Come back whole.

The wolf pelt warmed his legs. Cunning. Speed. Survival.

* * *
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They saw the ranch at midday: smoke rising thin from a chimney, corrals visible against the flat land, horses moving inside the fence. Eight, maybe more. Good stock.

Nitááhkii’s heart hammered against his ribs.

One of the men—Apiistoomska, the eldest—gestured with his chin. They spread out, moving low along a shallow draw. No songs. No shouts. Hunger had stripped the ceremony from it. This was work now, not honor.

Apiistoomska’s voice came low: “Nitááhkii, the far corral. Cut the rope. Oksksin, watch the ridge. The rest—drive them north when the gates open.”

Nitááhkii nodded. His hands were steady. He was ready.

* * *

[image: ]


They moved fast when the moment came.

Nitááhkii slid from his pony, knife in hand, and ran to the corral fence. The rope was thick, stiff with frost. He sawed through it, the fibers parting one by one. The gate swung open. Horses snorted, stamped, but moved when the men drove them out.

He felt it then—the surge of pride, the thrill of doing what needed to be done. He was part of something. He was helping the camp. He was proving himself.

He mounted his pony again, turning to follow the herd north.

* * *

[image: ]


Then the dog came.

It appeared from nowhere—a brown and white blur, barking, charging straight at the horses. Nitááhkii’s pony shied hard, rearing. The dog planted itself between the herd and the open gate, teeth bared, hackles up. Not wild. Not mad. Just doing what it knew.

Nitááhkii pulled his pony up hard, watching the dog for one suspended moment.

It was not attacking. It was defending.

He understood that. In his chest, in the place below words, he understood it completely. This animal knew nothing of treaties or hunger or children with hollow eyes. It knew only that something belonging to its people was being taken, and it would stand against that taking with everything it had.

Just like us, Nitááhkii thought. Exactly like us.

He tried to drive around it. Kicked his pony left, then right. The dog countered both moves, fast and fearless, cutting back to block the horses.

Nitááhkii pulled up. Looked at the dog. The dog looked back.

“Let them go, little brother,” he said quietly. “We both go home.”

The dog’s hackles rose. A low sound came from deep in its chest.

Then it lunged.

His pony screamed, rearing. The dog leaped, teeth finding the pony’s nose, and the world collapsed into noise and motion and blood.

He struck down hard with the heavy quirt—leather and wood, meant for driving horses.

The blow caught the dog across the skull.

A yelp.

Then silence.

The dog crumpled, legs folding slowly, like something leaving it. Blood pooled dark on the frozen ground. Its eyes stayed open. Still defending. Still certain it was right.

Nitááhkii sat motionless on his dancing pony, the quirt hanging from his hand.

Just like us.

Apiistoomska was already driving the horses north. The others followed. Nitááhkii kicked his pony forward, the blood on its muzzle bright against the white breath.

* * *
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They rode hard, the stolen horses streaming ahead. Nitááhkii kept glancing at the wound on his pony’s nose—a clean slash, not deep, but bleeding. He kept hearing the dog’s last sound. The yelp. The silence after.

He didn’t tell the others.

He didn’t know how to put the feeling into words.

The land opened up before them, gray and vast. The cold bit through his blanket. The wolf pelt no longer felt warm.

* * *
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The camp saw them coming from a distance.

Women gathered at the edge, children clinging to skirts. When the men drove the horses into the open space near the lodges, relief rippled through the camp like wind through grass. Horses meant life. Horses meant trade. Horses meant the children might eat.

One woman touched the nearest horse’s flank, whispered thanks. Another called to her husband, tears on her lined face. The children stared wide-eyed, pointing.

Nitááhkii dismounted, legs stiff from the cold and the ride. His pony stood with its head low, blood dried black on its nose.

Makóyi approached slowly, eyes moving over the horses, then to Nitááhkii’s pony. He saw the wound. His gaze lifted to Nitááhkii’s face.

He said nothing.

Nitááhkii looked away.

Makóyi nodded once, then turned to help with the horses.

* * *
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That night, Nitááhkii sat by the fire in Makóyi’s lodge, the flames casting shadows on the hide walls. Ísstaakii had given him soup—thin, but warm. He drank it slowly.

Makóyi sat across from him, tending the fire with the same short stick from that morning. The camp outside was louder than it had been in weeks—voices, movement, the sound of children playing near the new horses.

Makóyi spoke without looking up. “Your pony fought well.”

Nitááhkii stared into the fire. “It was just a dog.”

“Yes.”

Silence stretched between them. The fire cracked.

“But you will remember it,” Makóyi said finally.

Nitááhkii nodded. He would.

Makóyi set the stick aside. “That is what it means to ride for the camp. You bring back what we need. And you carry what it cost.”

Nitááhkii felt something in his chest loosen, just slightly. Not relief. Not forgiveness. Just understanding.

He was older now. Not in a proud way. In a way that sat heavy, like stones in a parfleche.

Outside, the wind rose. The lodge poles creaked. The camp settled into sleep, bellies a little less empty, hope a little less thin.

But Nitááhkii lay awake, staring at the smoke hole, seeing the dog’s eyes in the darkness.

Just a dog.

But he would remember.
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Camp Life
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Morning came slow over the camp, pale light catching on the frost that rimed the lodge poles. Smoke drifted thin from a few fires, not enough to warm much, just enough to keep the cold from settling too deep in the bones. Women moved between the lodges with scraped hides over their arms, children trailing behind them, breath white in the air. The new horses stood in a gaunt cluster near the edge of camp, heads low, steam rising from their backs.

Makóyi walked among them, hand on a flank here, a muzzle there, feeling the ribs under the winter coats. Good horses. Not enough to change the season, but enough to buy time. Enough to keep the camp moving when the snow softened.

Ksisstaki spotted him from across the trampled snow and hurried over, a pot of water balanced against her hip. She was young, not yet married, her braids tied with scraps of red cloth. She had a way of watching things — people, horses, the direction of smoke — that made her seem older than her years. Her smile came quick, even in the cold.

“You saw them come in last night,” she said. “The whole camp heard the horses.”

Makóyi nodded. “They rode well.”

She glanced toward Nitááhkii’s lodge, where the boy still slept. “He rode well,” she said, softer.

Makóyi didn’t answer. He watched the steam rise from the horses, watched the children edging closer, curious and hungry. The camp felt different this morning—lighter in some places, heavier in others. That was the way of raids. Something always came back. Something always stayed behind.

Ksisstaki shifted the pot in her hands. “The elders say we should give thanks today,” she said. “For the horses. For the riders returning whole.”

Makóyi looked out over the camp, the thin smoke, the frost, the faces lined by too many hard winters. “Yes,” he said. “Give thanks.”

But his eyes lingered on Nitááhkii’s lodge, and on the pony with the dried blood on its nose.

Something had come back with the boy.

Something he hadn’t spoken of yet.

* * *
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The camp woke slowly. Women scraped hides outside their lodges, breath white in the cold. Children circled the new horses, careful not to spook them. One boy reached out to touch a gray mare’s flank, then pulled back, grinning.

Makóyi stirred the coals, watching. The horses were thin but strong enough. They’d trade two for blankets at the fort, another for flour if the agent would deal. The rest they’d keep—breeding stock, maybe, or meat if the winter turned harder.

Ísstaakii came out with a bowl of thin soup, handed it to him without speaking. He drank. It was warm. That was enough.

Across the camp, Nitááhkii worked on his pony’s wound, cleaning it with snow. The boy hadn’t said much since they’d returned yesterday. Hadn’t looked up when the camp celebrated. Just tended his pony, shoulders carrying something new.

Makóyi flexed his hands, feeling the old ache in the knuckles. The scar there—pale, raised—was from a knife fight years back when the buffalo still came in numbers. A Crow raider had come at him in the dark. Makóyi had been faster. The Crow hadn’t gotten up.

He’d been proud then. Young. Thought scars made you a man.

Now he just thought they made you old.

His sister had laughed at him once, touching that scar. “You’ll collect these,” she’d said. “One for every season you survive.” She’d been right. But she hadn’t collected enough of her own.

* * *
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Ksisstaki appeared at the edge of the fire circle, water skins slung over her shoulder. Quick-footed, quick-tongued. She set the skins down, eyes on Nitááhkii where he worked across the camp.

“The great raider tends his horse,” she said, voice light with teasing.

Makóyi grunted. “He brought back horses. That’s enough.”

She looked at him sideways. “Uncle, did you ever bring back so many?”

“More.”

“How many?”

“Enough to feed the camp.”

She smiled. “And did your pony come back bleeding?”

Makóyi studied her. A smile met his lips before he turned away again. “All ponies bleed when they work.”

She nodded, satisfied, then looked back at Nitááhkii. “He looks different.”

“He is.”

She waited for more, but Makóyi offered nothing. After a moment, she picked up the water skins and moved on, bare feet quick across the frozen ground.

* * *
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Nitááhkii sat by his pony, working carefully. The gash on the pony’s nose had stopped bleeding but looked angry. He didn’t look up when the children passed. Didn’t call out to the other young men when they gathered to divide the horses.

Makóyi watched from across the camp.

Ísstaakii saw it too. “He will carry that dog a long time,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Was it necessary?”

“The dog was necessary. The pony lived. That’s all.”

She nodded, but her eyes stayed on Nitááhkii. “He’s young to carry such things.”

“We all carry what we must.”

The wind picked up, rattling the lodge poles. Makóyi turned back to the fire. The coals were dying. He added a few sticks, watched the flames catch.

An old woman passed, carrying a hide bundle. She nodded to him. He nodded back. No words. She’d lost her son to the cough last winter. Her daughter the winter before. She still scraped hides, still tended fires, still moved through the camp like the wind—quiet, persistent, unstoppable.

That was survival. Not glory. Just the daily work of staying alive.

* * *
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Ksisstaki returned at midday, something bundled in her arms. She approached Makóyi’s fire, eyes bright.

“Uncle, look.”

She opened the bundle. A pup. Dark along the spine, tawny at the chest, ribs showing under thin fur. It whimpered once, then pressed against her warmth.

“Where?” Makóyi asked.

“By the old lodge poles. There was a litter, but the others...” She didn’t finish. Didn’t need to.

Makóyi looked at the pup. It was starving. They all were. “It will take food we don’t have.”

“It’s small. It won’t eat much.”

“It will eat.”

She held the pup closer. “Please, Uncle. I’ll share my portion.”

Makóyi sighed. Looked at Ísstaakii. She said nothing, but her mouth softened slightly.

“Keep it warm,” he said finally. “If it lives, we’ll see.”

Ksisstaki’s face lit. She turned to show Nitááhkii, who was still working on his pony across the camp. He glanced at her, at the pup, then back to his work.

But Makóyi saw the flicker in the boy’s eyes. Recognition. Memory.

Just a dog.

* * *
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The afternoon passed in the rhythm of camp life. Women stretched hides. Men checked the new horses, discussed which to trade, which to keep. Children played near the fires, their laughter thin but real.

Ksisstaki kept the pup tucked inside her blanket, feeding it drops of broth from her own bowl. The pup’s eyes were barely open, but it lapped at the liquid, swallowing weakly.

Nitááhkii watched her from across the camp. Makóyi watched them both.

An elder approached— gray-haired, bent with years. He sat by Makóyi’s fire without asking. That was his right.

“The horses are good,” the old man said.

“Yes.”

“The young men did well.”

“They did what was needed.”

The old man nodded. “But Nitááhkii carries something.”

Makóyi poked the fire. “A man always carries something after a raid.”

“This is different.”

“Yes.”

They sat in silence. The old man knew not to ask. Makóyi knew not to explain. Some things were carried alone.

After a while, the elder rose. “The camp is grateful,” he said. Then he walked away, back bent, steps slow but steady.

* * *
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That night, Makóyi sat by the fire, watching Ksisstaki curl the pup against her side in her sleeping robes. The pup’s breathing was thin but steady. She stroked its head, whispering words Makóyi couldn’t hear.

Nitááhkii sat across from him, staring into the flames.

“She’ll try to save it,” Makóyi said.

Nitááhkii said nothing.

“Most don’t make it through winter.”

Still nothing.

Makóyi poked the fire with his short stick. “But some do.”

Nitááhkii looked up then. Met his eyes. Something passed between them—understanding, maybe. Or just the weight they both carried now.

The wind rose outside, colder than before. The camp settled into sleep. Somewhere in the dark, a coyote called, the sound carrying across the frozen land.

Makóyi thought of the white man’s ranch to the south. Of the tracks heading north. Of what would come when the man followed those tracks.

But that was tomorrow’s problem.

Tonight, the camp had horses. The children had played. A girl tried to save a pup.

Outside, the wind carried the scent of snow. Another storm coming. Another test.

Makóyi added one more stick to the fire, watched the flames rise, then banked the coals for the night.

He lay down beside Ísstaakii, her warmth a comfort against the cold. He closed his eyes.

But sleep came slowly.

In the darkness, he saw the tracks heading south. Saw the white man’s ranch. Saw the empty corrals and the dog lying still.

He knew what came next.

He’d always known.
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The Storm
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Elias rode north at first light, the lame mare trailing behind. The tracks were clear in the snow—five ponies, unshod, moving fast. He followed them with his jaw set tight, the cold biting through his coat. Scout’s grave was still fresh under the cottonwood. He could feel the weight of that dirt on his hands.

The land was open, empty. Nothing moved but the wind.

He kept riding.

By midmorning the sky had gone darker, a hard gray that meant weather coming. Snow started to fall—thin flakes at first, drifting sideways. The tracks blurred at the edges. The lame mare stumbled once, caught herself, kept going.

Elias leaned forward in the saddle, eyes on the ground. He could still see the prints. Still see the direction. North, always north.

He rode harder.

* * *
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The storm hit without warning.

Wind slammed into him, driving the snow sideways. The world vanished in white. The tracks disappeared under fresh drifts. His horse tossed its head, fighting the gusts. The mare lagged behind, blowing hard.

Elias pulled up, blinking against the snow. He couldn’t see ten feet. The cold cut through him like a blade.

He thought of Clara’s last winter—the way the cold had settled in her chest, the way she’d tried to smile through it. He thought of Scout lying by the corral fence, blood frozen on his muzzle.

He looked north, but there was nothing there. Just the storm.

He sat in the saddle a long moment, snow piling on his coat, breath freezing in his beard. The horses shivered beneath him.

He knew what waited if he kept going.

He turned west.

* * *
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The fort lay somewhere beyond the storm. Two days, maybe three. He’d been there once, years back. Soldiers, scouts, men who knew the tribes and the country. Men who might help. Or not. But it was a direction that didn’t end with him frozen stiff in a drift.

He rode with his head down, reins stiff in his hands. The wind howled across the open land, carrying the smell of more snow.

Behind him, the ranch sat empty. Two graves under the cottonwood. A dog that had died doing what he’d been told.

Elias kept riding.

He wasn’t done.

Just not this way.

Not today.

* * *
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The storm reached the camp by late afternoon.

Makóyi saw it coming from the south—a wall of white moving across the prairie like smoke. He called to the women, who hurried to secure the lodge poles, weight them with stones, bring in what they could.

The wind hit hard. Snow drove sideways through the camp. The new horses huddled together in the lee of the lodges, heads down, tails to the wind.

Ksisstaki ducked into Makóyi’s lodge, the pup tucked inside her blanket. Its eyes were barely open, but it was breathing. She curled by the fire, holding it close.

“It will die in this cold,” Ísstaakii said quietly.

“Maybe,” Ksisstaki said. “But not tonight.”

Nitááhkii sat across the fire, watching the storm through the lodge opening. His pony was outside, tied with the others. The wound on its nose had scabbed over, but it still looked angry.

“Close the flap,” Makóyi said.

Nitááhkii tied it shut. The wind screamed outside, rattling the poles.

They sat in silence. The fire crackled. The pup whimpered once, then settled.

Makóyi felt something else in the wind. Not the storm. He’d felt it before, years ago, when cavalry had ridden close to their winter camp. A sense of being hunted.

He looked at Nitááhkii. The boy felt it too. His shoulders were tight, eyes on the door.

“Someone’s out there,” Nitááhkii said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Him.”

Makóyi nodded. “Maybe. Or a scout. Or just the storm.”

“What do we do?”

“We wait. The storm will pass. If he’s out there, the cold will send him home. Or kill him.”

Nitááhkii looked down at his hands. “The dog—”

“Was necessary,” Makóyi said. “But the man doesn’t know that.”

Outside, the wind howled. The lodge poles creaked. Somewhere in the camp, a child cried, then quieted.

Ksisstaki held the pup closer. “Will he come for us?”

“Not in this storm,” Makóyi said. “Not alone.”

But he would come. Makóyi knew it. The tracks led here. The man had lost something. Men always came for what they’d lost, even when it meant riding into death.

The fire burned low. Makóyi added a stick, watched the flames rise.

Tomorrow the storm would pass. Tomorrow they would see.

Tonight, they waited.
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The Bear
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Winter carried warnings on the wind, and the horses caught them first.

A sharp whinny cut through the cold, close and urgent, the kind of sound animals make when something on the wind is wrong. Makóyi reined his pony and listened. Nitááhkii pulled up beside him, silent. The ridge ahead held its breath.

Makóyi turned his pony toward the treeline and climbed slowly, keeping to the shadows. At the top, he saw the creek below: a man on foot, two horses at the water’s edge. And beyond him, rising from the willows—

The bear was already up on its hind legs.

Makóyi pulled his rifle.

The man’s horse saw the bear and bolted, the second stumbling after. The man spun, reached for his saddle—gone. The bear dropped to all fours.

The man ran.

Makóyi shot.

The bear lurched, roared, turned. He levered and fired again. The bear went down hard, skidding through the snow before it lay still.

* * *
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He rode down the ridge. Nitááhkii followed.

The man stood shaking, breath tearing through him, staring at the bear. Then at Makóyi.

Makóyi nudged the carcass with his rifle barrel. Dead.

He looked at the man. “You run from grizzly,” he said. “Bear is always faster.”

The man nodded, still catching his breath. “I know. I... thank you.”

Makóyi studied him. A rancher, trail-worn, alone. He gestured to Nitááhkii and said in Blackfoot, “Find his horses.” Nitááhkii rode off without a word.

Makóyi knelt by the bear and drew his knife.

The man watched him work. Said nothing for a long while. Then: “Why?”

Makóyi didn’t look up. “Why what?”

“Why help me?”

“A man alone in winter is already dying.” Makóyi made his cut, clean and long. “The bear would only make it faster.”

He worked in silence. The man didn’t leave or hover. He simply stood back and let Makóyi work, which was the right thing to do.

After a time, the man said, “I’m Elias Harlan. Ranch on the Sun River.”

Makóyi wiped his blade. “Makóyi.”

The man nodded. Said nothing else.

When Makóyi had made the first cuts, he looked up. “You take half. I take half.”

Harlan frowned. “I didn’t kill it.”

“You brought it to this place. I killed it. We share.” Makóyi returned to his work. “That is fair.”

Harlan crouched across from him and helped without being asked—holding the hide back, steadying the meat. He knew what he was doing.

They worked.

* * *
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Cold settled around them. The creek moved under its ice, slow and quiet.

Hoofbeats behind them. Nitááhkii returned leading two horses—a riding horse and a lame mare, both skittish, both blowing hard. He tied them to a low branch and dismounted.

Makóyi saw the man’s eyes go to Nitááhkii’s pony.

To the nose.

The wound had scabbed over dark, the line of it clean and straight across the bridge.

Harlan looked at it the way a man looks at something that answers a question he hadn’t finished asking yet.

“Your pony,” he said. “What happened there?”

Nitááhkii glanced at Makóyi.

Makóyi set down his knife. “Wolf. Three nights past. The pony fought back.”

Harlan studied the wound a moment longer. “Must have been a big wolf.”

“Big enough.” Makóyi picked up his knife. “Wolves are hungry this winter. Everything is hungry.”

Harlan nodded. He didn’t say anything else about it.

They finished wrapping the meat. Makóyi tied a hindquarter to Harlan’s saddle. Tied his own portion to his.

He mounted. Nitááhkii mounted.

“You ride to the fort,” Makóyi said.

Harlan looked up. “Yes.”

“The soldiers there do not help my people.”

“I know.”

Makóyi held his gaze. He thought of the wound on Nitááhkii’s pony.

“You have bear meat to dry,” Makóyi said. “The tale will stay fresh. The meat will not.”
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