
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
First published by Bloodshot Books in 2018



Copyright © 2025 by Christine Morgan



Join the Crystal Lake community today
on our newsletter and Patreon!
Download our latest catalog here.



All Rights Reserved



Cover Art: 
Matthew Revert | matthewrevertdesign.com



Layout: 
Jacque Day | jacqueday.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.











  
  


[image: image-placeholder]









  
  


[image: image-placeholder]









  
  
This one’s for Dad.










  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
THE HUNTER




A deep, thick, silent whiteness covered the forest. It muffled sound. It hid the contours of the land, so that an innocent-seeming step could bring his foot down on a rock, or into a hole, or send it cracking through the ice of some buried pool. 

A misstep or a fall could break a bone. He might be unable to get back, and it would be a long time before anyone reached him…if anyone came at all.

He’d die out here. 

Pierre LeCharles knew what that kind of dying would be like.

Slow. Slow, and cold. 

Even in his heavy furs, even with his masses of hair and full beard, he would begin to shiver. His muscles would turn dull, numb and leaden. His mind would play tricks on him, as if the frigid air itself was somehow making him drunk. 

He’d spoken with people rescued from the brink of freezing. People who’d gotten lost or injured in deep winter, lost in the woods or mountains, even in their own fields when the land was seized by the grip of a terrible blizzard. 

He’d listened to their accounts of the moods and madness that came over them, how they had grown irritable with their companions, how their very thoughts seemed to turn thick and syrupy. Some were afflicted with dreamlike visions of loved ones or angels, cozy hearths and hot food. Some claimed to have felt apart from their own bodies as if mind and soul had already divided from the flesh. 

He’d heard how just when it seemed they could feel no colder, when the shivering had stopped, they were suffused with a wonderful glowing warmth…a warmth that quickly became heat…as if they were about to catch fire. 

He’d witnessed for himself the grim aftereffects. Skin rubbed away raw where ice had caked on it. Eyelids sealed shut by a rime of tears. Frostbite…fingers and toes, hands and feet, noses and ears turned to purple-grey blocks of icy flesh…inky blisters that seeped with fluid…skin sloughing off in loose crinkled flaps and sheets…amputations. 

He’d seen the bodies of some who had not been rescued. The way some had, toward the end, torn open their clothes…perhaps mind-tricked into thinking themselves stifling from an unbearable heat. Limbs might be frozen stiff into whatever contorted poses in which the unfortunate victims had died, so that they had to be thawed before they could be wedged into coffins. 

The frontier was unforgiving. If it wasn’t the droughts, it was the blizzards. If it wasn’t the blizzards, it was the grasshoppers. If it wasn’t the grasshoppers, it was the Indians. Or wildfires. Or disease. 

So many people did not realize those harsh truths until too late. They came bringing all their worldly possessions, their wives and livestock and children. They spent every penny they had on passage West, believing the tales the railroad companies told about the bounty and prosperity of the wide prairies, following the feverish rumor-scent of gold or silver. 

It was insanity to be out here unprepared. 

Sometimes, even the most prepared could still fall prey to that insanity.

Take himself, for instance. 

Here he was, miles from the safety of his snug sod-and-log house, where the thick walls would keep out the cold. Miles from a fire where hot stew simmered and flat bread baked on the bricks. Miles from the jugs of beer, cider and whiskey for which he’d traded bales of lush pelts. 

Miles from Two-Bird. 

Insanity.

She was sick. Possibly dying. She could be gone by the time he got back. Never to smile at him again, or touch his bearded cheek, or raise her dark eyes so lovingly to his.

Two-Bird. His beautiful Two-Bird.

The thought of losing her wrenched at his gut as if he’d swallowed a barbed hook. 

He’d been married twice before, long ago when he was young and foolish. Once to a spiteful shrew who’d driven him out of the house threatening to bash his brains out with a skillet for drinking on the Lord’s Day, and once to a fat lazy creature who warmed their bed with a blacksmith while he was off trapping. He’d sworn off women after that…until he met Two-Bird. 

Or won her, as the case may be. 

Won her in a poker game at a saloon in Deadwood. The same saloon, some said, where Wild Bill had met his end several years earlier… LeCharles didn’t know if that was true or not, but the same aces-and-eights that had been so unlucky for Hickok were lucky enough for him, winning him sixty dollars and an Indian girl. 

Two-Bird. Sixteen at the time, but so slim and girlish she seemed even younger. Quiet and demure in her fringed doeskin tunic and moccasins…glossy black braids hanging to either side of her sweet face…a beaded leather headband with feathers by her temples…nothing like the large meaty women he usually preferred. 

He certainly hadn’t anticipated falling in love with her. Now he flinched at the thought of life without her. Tiny, graceful Two-Bird. That fear chilled him more than the bite of the wind, a chill from within, a chill no amount of furs or exertion could ward off.

He could have tried to make it to the nearest settlement, find a doctor. But Two-Bird’s father had no patience for what he called “white man’s medicine,” and it was because of the old man that LeCharles was out here in the mountains instead of home with Two-Bird. 

Hezekiah Runninghorse, a small wiry man with pale coppery skin, coarse black hair, and bright blue eyes, claimed to be the son of a traveling preacher and a Dakota medicine-woman. Or the son of a Sioux shaman and a schoolmarm. Or of a Gold Rush prospector and a Cheyenne war-chief’s daughter. Or of the trickster Coyote and a San Francisco whore. Or the heir and only child of a wealthy Bostonian couple, but abducted and raised by the Cherokee before being called to Jesus.

Whether he was any or none of those, LeCharles had no idea. What Runninghorse was was a lunatic. Also a gambler, a fast talker, and possibly a liar and a thief. He’d been run out of more towns than LeCharles had even been to, shot at more times than the target in a Wild West show, and owed money to people from here to the Mississippi. 

But he was clever. He spoke many languages and he knew many things. Some said he could do magic. 

He was also Two-Bird’s father, and despite everything else—despite it being Runninghorse’s fault she’d ended up at stake in a card game in the first place—she loved the old man. 

She wanted so little, was happy with the most humble surroundings and the smallest kindnesses, and gave so much in return. LeCharles couldn’t refuse her. So, he endured Runninghorse, who came visiting unannounced and stayed for weeks or months at a time, eating well and drinking better, borrowing money with shining promises of repayment once some scheme or another panned out. 

Two-Bird had been sick for days already when Runninghorse arrived in the lull between one snowstorm and another. Unannounced as usual, and with a furtive air about him that suggested he was on the run from more than the weather. 

LeCharles hadn’t cared. He’d been nearly frantic with worry by then, not wanting to leave Two-Bird alone, not daring to take her with him, and not willing to just sit and do nothing while she either got well or got worse. He was ready to take any chance, listen to any scrap of wisdom no matter how insane it might seem.

Runninghorse had many scraps of wisdom, and tried them all. He brewed up evil-smelling concoctions for Two-Bird, he prayed over her and read from the battered Bible he carried, he shook feathered sticks and chanted, he painted signs and arcane symbols on her, he puffed from a ceremonial pipe and blew clouds of smoke in her face. 

Then he told LeCharles that Two-Bird had no ordinary sickness. It was a spell, a curse, an evil spirit.

“It is,” he said, “the wanageeska.” 








  
  
WINTER SPIRIT




“Can you make it go away?” LeCharles had asked, holding Two-Bird’s hand as she dozed and twitched and coughed and rolled her head fitfully from side to side. Though her brow glistened with clammy sweat, her hand was icy, and she shivered beneath many furs and blankets. 

“The wanageeska is a powerful spirit,” Runninghorse said. In preparation for his efforts, he’d streaked black and yellow marks on his face and donned a bearskin cloak dangling with rabbit bones, eagle feathers, animal claws and beads. He also wore his best felted top hat and a fancy waistcoat with a watch chain, though the watch itself was long since gambled away. “It comes only with the worst winters. Like last year, the Winter of Blue Snow, do you remember?”

LeCharles nodded. As if he, or anyone who’d lived through it, could forget? The winter of ’86 and ’87 had been a bad one, despite the pretty-sounding name. Cattle that hadn’t died of the cold—often with their heads frozen to the ground encased in suffocating clumps of the ice that had formed from the vapor of their breath as they tried to graze—bled to death slicing their legs and muzzles on crusts of ice covering the prairie grass. When the spring thaws came, the flooding waters ran choked thick with their carcasses. 

“Or the winter of seven years ago,” Runninghorse went on. “The Snow Winter, that one was. My wife died then. My pretty Laughing Moon.” He gazed with sad affection at Two-Bird, who had lapsed into sleep. “We had so little food. I went for supplies but another storm came and I could not return for several days. When I did, I found she had given most of her share to our daughter, so that she starved, but Two-Bird lived.”

So that, LeCharles thought but didn’t say, five years later he could lose her in a poker game. He said instead, “And the…the wanageeska?” 

“Dwells high in the mountains where the world is always frozen. Only when the snow is very deep and the wind is very cold can the wanageeska come down to hunt. Otherwise the sun would blind it, and the heat would make it melt away to nothing.”

“But what is it?” LeCharles had demanded. 

“A white shadow that moves with silence, that watches with pale eyes, that howls with the voice of the blizzard.”

“You mean it’s a…a beast? A bear, a mountain lion, a wolf?”

Runninghorse scowled. “A spirit, I told you. If you hear its howl or look in its eyes, you risk falling under its spell. That is what happened to Two-Bird. She will grow sicker and sicker, weaker and weaker. Then a madness will take her and she will run out into the snow, where the wanageeska will find her, and devour her.”

And the only way to break the spirit’s hold, he had gone on to tell LeCharles, was to confront the wanageeska…face to face, without looking in its eyes or hearing its howl…and pluck out a tuft of its hair while speaking the name of the afflicted person.

So, now here he was, climbing higher into the mountains, searching for tracks or any sign of a beast he wasn’t sure existed outside of the crazed mind of the old half-breed. 

But this was for Two-Bird, that Runninghorse wouldn’t weave a rug of lies when her life was at stake. Runninghorse wouldn’t send him out here to die for no reason. Runninghorse seemed to like him well enough, for Two-Bird’s sake if not LeCharles’ own. It was ridiculous to think that the old man would send him off on an empty fool’s errand to die in the wilderness. 

But it was cold, and getting colder. The air was still, a strangeness in itself after days of the wind whistling down from the north and whirling in snowy eddies above the valley. 

A white shadow…a pale-eyed spirit. 

LeCharles had been a fur-trapper since he was fourteen, working his way steadily westward across the country to stay ahead of encroaching civilization with its noise, crowds and ugliness. He reckoned that he’d trapped, skinned, cured and sold every kind of fur-bearing creature from Quebec to Montana. But he’d never seen this snowy spirit-beast of Runninghorse’s. 

“It may change its shape,” Runninghorse had told him, “for I knew a woman who called it the Ghost Wolf, but one man told me had a mane like a lion, and another man claimed it could skate on the river ice like an otter. It also may fly, for I have heard it leaves its kills high up in trees where even a bear cannot climb. And one man told me that his grandfather was killed by a wanageeska that had taken the shape of a beautiful maiden with skin and hair the color of snow.”

Another time, he would have dismissed it as legend, myth or superstition. Like the thunderbird, or the shaggy man-apes of the coastal forests, or the great serpents that were said to live in certain dark lakes. 

For Two-Bird, though…

For her, he would listen to Runninghorse. He would try to find the wanageeska, if it existed, and if it did he would rip a fistful of hairs from its cold white pelt. 

It was better than doing nothing. Better than sitting beside Two-Bird, helpless, only able to watch her die. 

He was well up into the high country now, beyond the furthest of his traplines and the shelters he’d built from branches and hides. The sod-and-log house had never seemed so distant. Around him he saw sparse trees with boughs bent low by the weight of their snowy burdens, the humps of covered bushes and boulders, rocks jutting up cold and grey and edged with glittering icicle knives. 

LeCharles paused to stamp his booted feet and brush snow from his shoulders. He had brought dried venison and gnawed at a strip of it, surveying his surroundings.

“Bring back the hair,” Runninghorse had finished, “and place it over her heart, and the wanageeska will depart from Two-Bird. But you must be quick. The hair of the wanageeska is spun from snow, and, like snow, it will melt.”








  
  
THE HUNTED




LeCharles finished the strip of venison and looked up at a sky the color of wet cotton, the clouds only slightly darker than the snowflakes. He scanned the treetops, not expecting to see anything more interesting than an abandoned eagle’s nest, and blinked when his gaze happened across something else…something that, from here, almost could have been an animal carcass lodged in the fork of a dead lightning-split tree. 

A swig from his flask sent whiskey chasing the venison down his gullet, and warmed him from the inside out in a ruddy flush. He shook himself and set off in the direction of the dead tree. 

As he drew nearer, he saw that it was indeed a carcass…a wolf…grey and black pelt caked with snow…body mangled and torn open…legs jutting like sticks…head bent back and throat ripped out…frozen stiff. Trails of iced blood streaked the tree bark. More had dripped to the ground, and frozen there in dollops and spatters like a sprinkling of rubies in the snow. 

Most predators, LeCharles knew, might kill other predators in disputes over territory, mates or prey. They did not often kill each other for food. The flesh of meat-eaters was not tasty, and usually the meal of last resort. 

From what he could see of the wolf when he was right beneath the tree, it appeared to have been partially eaten. Chunks of meat were missing, exposing bare bone. The pelt was shredded—waste of a perfectly good pelt, he could have gotten a decent sum for a wolfskin like that. 

The tail, he noticed, was untouched. A fine tail. A real plush banner of a tail. He could climb up there and cut it off…

He set his rifle aside, leaning it against a rock. The tree wasn’t very tall, the wolf carcass no more than nine or ten feet above his head. He could reach it without much effort. 

And then, at least, he would have something to show for this long, futile search for a beast that likely came from nowhere but that mad old halfbreed’s imagina— 

All at once, LeCharles found his skin crawling. His scalp tightened, and the hairs on his arms and the nape of his neck were trying to stand on end. His mouth was a dryness of the aftertaste of whiskey and venison. 

He’d heard nothing to alert him…seen nothing…smelled nothing. 

Yet his skin crawled and his hair rose. 

His hand had already been straying toward his knife, thinking about that wolf tail free for the taking, so he gripped the antler hilt and drew the blade as quietly as he could. 

Quiet or not, the scrape of steel leaving leather sounded loud as a shovel scraping rock, and LeCharles winced. 

He turned in a slow circle, breath locked in his lungs so as not to send up steamy wisps that might interfere with his vision.

Whiteness. Whiteness broken only by those rearing grey icicle-edged rock faces, dark branches, and the occasional vivid burst of evergreen where the weight of the snow had slid loose. He could see his own tracks, scuffed by the drag of his coat.

Nothing else. 

No movement but the irregular falling of the fat white flakes. 

LeCharles relaxed, but only a little, and did not return the knife to its sheath. 

A jostling shift…what might have been a rustle if not for the heavy muffling snow, the kind of rustle an animal might make while slipping through the underbrush. A tremor shuddered through a cluster of boughs. Piled whiteness fell with a soft thump, and more sifted down as the boughs rebounded, quivering. 

And from beneath those boughs, staring back at him, a pair of pale, pale eyes. 

Beast eyes, but like no beast eyes he had ever seen. 

Spirit eyes? The eyes of the wanageeska?

The old half-breed lunatic had been right?

If he was right about that, then he might also have been right about Two-Bird, which meant LeCharles had to pluck some hairs from the pelt of this creature. Spirit or not, he had to try. 

He started toward it. 

The pale eyes narrowed. 

Slit nostrils in a greyish-white nose flared. 

Large tufted ears flattened back. 

The rest of it was hidden against snow and shadow, but LeCharles had an impression of a long body, low-slung and hunched. He had an impression of white fur and tensed, muscular strength. Larger than a wolf, larger than the dead wolf in the dead tree, but not by much. 

“Come on, then,” he said, and saw it twitch at his voice. 

He realized he was looking the wanageeska in the eye…which, according to Runninghorse, meant he would be stricken with the same illness as Two-Bird. He also realized, too late to do him any good, that he’d left his gun leaning against a rock when he should have retrieved it. 

If bullets could even touch a spirit-creature at all, that was…

“Come on!” This time he spoke with challenge and command, though his skin had resumed crawling and his guts felt knotted with fear. 

He held the knife in his right hand, out and away from his body. His left, he shook free of the fur mitten, letting the mitten swing by its cord and leaving his fingers exposed to the bitterly cold air. 

The wanageeska lifted its head and opened its mouth. It made a noise that was not a snarl, not a howl, not a screech and not a hiss…but somehow all of those combined. A horrible noise, a noise that made LeCharles’ bladder cramp. 

Horrible, but what was more horrible was the teeth. 

Teeth? Fangs? Tusks? 

Sharp ivory against a mouth-lining of so faint a pink it was almost colorless, a mouth like a beartrap. 

He saw it crouch, hindquarters bunching to leap. 

“Come on, you white devil,” LeCharles said, through his own teeth that were gritted so hard they ached. 

It leaped. Blurred whiteness lunging at him, and he flung up his knife arm to ward it off. He took the force of the wanageeska’s lunge on his forearm and was driven back, staggering, flailing his free arm for balance as he floundered through the snow. 

The vicious beartrap mouth clashed shut inches from his face. He could smell its breath, damp and dank, like a chilly root cellar stocked with raw meat. 

LeCharles went over backward, landing hard. It was atop him, the full weight of it, and its weight was cold. Cold as if carved from living ice. He braced his forearm against its throat and shoved up with all his might. The knife was in his fist, angled so that the point was more danger to him than to the beast. 

Claws snagged the shoulders and chest of his coat. The wanageeska yowled-shrieked-roared again, blasting its foul breath at him. He felt a pinprick in his upper arm as one claw pierced the many layers of his garments. 

The fingers of his left hand were already numbing, but he groped and clutched and yanked. This time the creature’s cry was of surprise—and, he hoped, pain—as his fist came away bristling with thick white hairs. 

“Two-Bird!” LeCharles yelled, remembering Runninghorse’s instructions. And since he himself had also looked into those eyes and heard that howl, he ripped out a second fistful. “Pierre LeCharles!”

It hurled its body to the side, claws hooked deep in his clothes so that he was dragged halfway over in a clumsy roll. Somehow he knew it meant to go for his throat, rip it out in a shower of blood and flesh. He hunched and tucked. The teeth-fangs-tusks plunged into his shoulder with terrible icy agony. It was LeCharles’ turn to shriek, and even under the din of his own shrieking and the wanageeska’s triumphant growl, he heard teeth grind and grate against bone. A hot, shocking wetness gushed down his chest and back.

His left arm spasmed and flopped into the snow, his fist still closed on the prize he’d ripped from the beast’s pelt but the arm limp and senseless. He lashed out wildly with the knife in his right, the tip just catching a large triangular ear and splitting it. Pinkish blood sprayed a fine mist that froze in the air and fell as tiny granules. 

LeCharles heaved with his legs, driving the beast up and off with his boots in its underbelly. It tumbled over his head, its breath coughing out with a stunned huff from the impact. It lay there, dazed.

If it bled, if it could be hurt, then…

His left arm was still a flopping deadweight, but LeCharles barely noticed. He rolled to his knees and threw himself at the wanageeska before it could recover. The knife slashed, missed, slashed, cut, slashed, cut again. More blood flowed. 

A paw swung and claws shredded his right mitten, scored the back of his hand. He slashed the blade across the paw, across fleshy grey-white pads. The beast yipped. It was backing away, trying to retreat, the big shaggy head swinging around in search of escape. Red rosettes spotted its pelt. 

Somehow on his feet now, covered with snow and soaked with blood, LeCharles advanced. He shook with adrenaline, with rage and determination. 

“Come on,” he said to the beast. His voice was a raspy croak. “Come on, damn you, and let’s finish this!”

Pale eyes gleamed at him through the thickly falling snow, and with a low dreadful cry, the wanageeska came.








  
  
SO COLD




The fire blazed and snapped. Shadows jumped against the earth-and-log walls. The jugs and sacks and stores of canned goods on the plank shelves seemed to twitch and move. Sparks whirled up like dancing fireflies. Sizzling sap in the dry wood gave off its sweet scent to mingle with the smoke. She could see the bright flames, the orange coals glowing in their bed of ashes. They had never built a fire so large in their little stone-ringed hearth. A week’s worth of wood, a bonfire. 

And still, Two-Bird was so very, very cold!

She knew it must be giving off great heat, but she could not feel it.

Sweat ran on her father’s face, smearing the intricate designs he’d painted there into black and yellow smears. He had stripped off his hat and cloak, then his prized fancy waistcoat, and finally his shirt. He moved about the room barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only cotton drawers held with a drawstring at his skinny waist and hiked up to his bony knees. 

The trouble was not the fire. The trouble was within Two-Bird herself. 

Her lower lip was sore, throbbing where she held it pinched to keep her teeth from rattling together like beans in a gourd. For a while she’d held a piece of leather in her jaws, but that made her feel the panic of a wild mare caught and bridled. 

Every blanket they had covered her from toes to chin. Wolf pelts and bearskins and the entire fleecy hide of a big mountain sheep were piled atop the blankets. She lay on a plump bed ticking stuffed with hay and dried clover, supported on a wooden bedframe. She wore layers of wool and flannel. 

And for all of that, she shivered as though she lay naked on a barren peak of rock, exposed to the wind and snow. 

So cold!

Her father went to the window, opening the shutter just a sliver and sticking his head close to the gap, seeking relief from the sweltering heat and stuffy, smoky air. He looked like he longed to wrench the door open and rush out into the winter night. It reminded her of stories he’d told her of sweat lodges, where the men would sit for hours in the fragrant steam, then go outside and hurl themselves into snowdrifts. 

After a few moments with his head in the window gap, he returned the shutter to its proper place and came over to the bedside. He bent over her, his braids swinging, and smiled when he saw that she was awake. It was a crooked, tobacco-yellow smile that did not dispel the worry in his familiar sky-magic-blue eyes. 

“Thirsty?” he asked. 

Two-Bird managed a slight shake of her head. 

“Hungry?”

This time the head-shake was more emphatic. She shifted her gaze toward the door, held it for a meaningful pause, and returned it to her father with eyebrows raised questioningly. 

“Your man’s not back yet, little bird.” He patted in the vicinity of her shoulder, though she could barely feel the pressure of the touch through all the furs. “He will be. Soon, I’m sure. Soon.”

She drew her brows together, glanced at the door and the window. 

“Well, yes, it’s gone dark… but I’m sure he’s on his way. Nearly here. Just you wait. He’s a good man, your Pierre LeCharles. I knew that from the first time I set eyes on him. I knew that he was a man who would take care of my precious daughter, do right by her. He’ll be back soon and he’ll have brought you something special.”

Pierre always brought her something special when he went to town or to a trading post. Always. Even if the trapping had been poor and he could barely afford the basic staples of flour, coffee, bacon and molasses. Even if it meant going short on his own tobacco and whiskey. A ribbon, a handkerchief, a peppermint stick or bit of horehound candy, a tin cup, a sprig of flowers…something. He liked to surprise her, make her smile, see her delight as she accepted each small gift. 

This was different. 

He had not gone to any town or trading post. The bales of pelts were still stacked against the far wall, and the mule’s harness hung on its peg. 

Two-Bird waited, looking at her father with steady expectation. 

Father sighed. “You look very like your mother when you do that. Did I ever tell you the story of how we met?”

She lowered one eyelid halfway and slanted the other eyebrow. It was one of her favorite stories, and of course he knew that. He was hoping to divert and distract her, but she was not about to be diverted or distracted. 

He tried to pretend he had not seen her expression, settling onto a bench and leaning it back so that his knobby spine rested against the table edge and his prominent nose pointed at the low ceiling. “I was preaching the Good Word of the Lord then, going from place to place with not much more than a pony cart and one black suit to my name. This was just after the end of the War Between the States—”

Two-Bird rolled her eyes and exhaled impatiently through her nose. 

“You’ve heard that one before?” he asked. 

She nodded. She could have said it along with him word-for-word if she’d been able to speak. The little Indian girl found wandering alone on the prairie, sole survivor of a massacre…the traveling circus that had taken her in and given her a home and raised her as part of the show… See Princess Laughing Moon, the Genuine Indian Maiden!… and finally how Hezekiah Runninghorse had seen her, fallen in love with her, and persuaded her to run away with him. 

“I suppose you have.” He let the bench tip forward again so that all of its legs rested on the dirt floor. He sighed again. He mopped his face with a calico kerchief, further smudging the designs.

Two-Bird hugged herself under the blankets. She rubbed her hands together. The coughing seemed to have eased for the moment, but the inside of her chest felt like a rough hollow cave that had been scooped from frozen stony soil. 

“Still cold,” he said. “The fire’s as high and hot as it will go. Won’t you try and drink some broth? It might warm you.”

It wouldn’t, she knew. The cold was too powerful. But he seemed to have no better ideas, and neither did she, so she gave another nod. He helped her sit up. She raised her knees and leaned forward against them, pulling the fleecy hide around her shoulders and partway over her head. 

The pot had been swung off of the fire to keep it from boiling away to nothing, but was still evidently hot, because when Father poked a finger into it to test its temperature, he yanked it back with a yelp. He ladled broth into a bowl, fetched a spoon, brought it to her bedside. It amused her to see him fussing like a hen. 

The broth was rich and clear, smelling of wild fowl and small game, herbs and marrow and onions. She remembered Pierre skinning some rabbits he’d snared… when had that been? Before her father arrived? After? How long had she been ill?

Between sips of broth, she tried to rub more life into her cold hands, then signaled to her father in the silent language they had invented when Two-Bird was barely more than a baby. 

“As I said, I’m sure he’ll be back soon,” Father replied.

Two-Bird clutched at his arm, imploring. 

He dropped his head and shut his eyes for what seemed a very long time, then met her gaze again. “He went to find the wanageeska, and get hairs from its pelt to break its freezing hold on you. I told him. I sent him.”

The wanageeska…she had only the vaguest memories of the stories. A winter spirit that howled with the blizzard and bit like the coldest wind, a great white beast that sent the storms raging out of the north. The wanageeska would kill and devour animals not safely secured against the weather, and freeze solid any people foolish enough to be caught out in it. 

She had a far stronger memory of her mother telling her father not to frighten her with such tales. That had been the winter of the deep snows, snows that had come before the harvest and lasted until spring. The winter they’d run out of firewood and had to burn twists of hay…endless hours of twisting hay until their hands bled. The winter Laughing Moon had died. 

The chills swarmed over her, stronger than ever, turning the warm pool of broth to a block of ice in her belly. She pushed the half-empty bowl away and burrowed back into the furs and blankets. Her eyelids squeezed shut as if she could squeeze the memories from her mind. 

“He will come back,” Father said. 

But she could hear his uncertainty. It made her want to scream at him, which of course she could not do. Just as she had not been able to scream at him when he finally returned with bundles of supplies to find his wife dead and their daughter nearly starved. 

Now he had sent her man, her good man, out into the snow to hunt a spirit. 

Tears gathered behind her closed lids and even the tears were cold. Her chest tightened. Her breath felt like a harsh north wind across bleak ground. Sitting up for only the short time it had taken to drink half a bowl of broth left her exhausted, bone-weary and despairing. 

“It was the only way,” he said. “LeCharles is a fine trapper, a fine hunter, the best I’ve ever known. If anyone can find the wanageeska, it is him. He may have had to go far into the mountains, that’s all. He must have realized he would not make it back before nightfall and made for one of his shelters. You know he has them scattered all through these woods. I’m sure he is in one of them now.”

He touched her shoulder, but she rolled away from him and hid her face. A cough scratched its way up her throat. 

“I’m sure he is,” Father insisted, sounding anxious. “Now the snowstorm has let up, the wind has stopped, tomorrow we may even see the sun in a clear sky. I’d bet my watchchain that before we’ve had our morning coffee, he’ll—”

A massive weight crashed against the door. 








  
  
HEALING MAGIC




The wood groaned under the force of the blow. Bits of sod shook loose and fell from the walls and roof. 

Two-Bird gasped, and it tore at her throat like shards of ice. She tried to sit up again but it was a weak effort, and she fell back, shivering. 

Father sprang to his feet, an absurd scrawny figure in his hiked-up cotton drawstring drawers, with his face a dirty smutch of ochre and charcoal and his braids untidy. But he grabbed up his Colt, which had been lying on the table beside a jug of beer and a loaf of bread. He leveled it at the door. 

There was a thump and a scrape, a dragging. A moan. 

A voice. 

“Two-Bird…”

She did sit up then, eyes wide, a hand flying out. Her father rushed to the door, heaved aside the latch-bar, tugged it open. The flames leaped as frosty air swept in around the tottering, stumbling figure of her man. 

He made it three steps in before collapsing to his knees, then to his face. His furs and buckskins were caked with snow, stiff with ice. 

Her father blurted exclamations in several languages as he gaped at the man on the floor. Then he snatched for his wits the way an eagle would snatch for a fish in the river, and wrestled the door closed again. 

Two-Bird could barely hold herself upright. The world seemed to be going white around the edges, as if riming over the way a pond’s smooth surface did during the first hard freeze. Her head spun with the strangest sensation of falling, falling from a great height toward a vast whirling blankness. 

Pierre moaned again. He pushed himself onto his forearms and elbows. Through the fringe of fur on his hood and the tangled skeins of his own hair—normally the color of ripe wheat, it and his beard were so snow-whitened that he looked like an old man—he swept his gaze around the room until he found her. 

One hand was curled into a tight fist, the flesh looking unnaturally blue-grey in the firelight. A torn bit of cord dangled where his mitten should have attached. The other fur mitten had been ripped open, showing the back of his hand, showing vicious gashes lumpy with clotted blood. More blood covered him, the dark stains becoming visible as snow melted from his garments. His knife sheath was empty, his rifle was gone. 

She moved to throw back the blankets and Father gestured her to stay. All she could do was watch as her father helped Pierre up, helped him onto a chair, got him out of his heavy clothes. They were sodden with water and blood. 

“Here,” Pierre said. He nodded at the hand still clenched in a fist. Several long white hairs stuck out from it, almost like fine pale porcupine quills. 

Father made as if to touch one, then hesitated. “The…the wanageeska?”

“Found it…pulled its fur.” A ghastly frozen smile crossed Pierre’s face, twisting it, making him hardly resemble the handsome man she knew and loved, the man who was so kind and gentle toward her, the man who held her snug against his big strong body in the dark of the night. “It didn’t much care for that.”

“You fought the wanageeska?” Father asked in a hushed whisper.

“Had to.” His other hand, the mittened one with the gashes, indicated his left shoulder. “Bit me.” He looked over at Two-Bird again. He was horribly pale, horribly haggard, but his brown eyes were filled with nothing but love and concern for her. 

“Open your hand,” Father said. 

“Can’t.” He grimaced. “Think it’s the…the frostbite. You’ll have to pry the fingers apart.”

Her father also grimaced, and Two-Bird knew that he was imagining what she was, the brittle crackle of those fingers bending, perhaps even snapping gruesomely off like icicles from a branch. 

None did snap off… but the brittle crackle was even worse than she had imagined. She wanted to look away as her father collected the tufts of white fur and put them carefully aside, far from the fire. But she didn’t look away. Pierre was her man, he had done this for her sake, and if she couldn’t help him, the least she could do was not look away. 

“It is frostbite, yes,” Father said. “We’ll need to—”

“Cure Two-Bird first,” Pierre said. “I’m…” He bared his teeth in the ghastly frozen smile again, perhaps meant to be reassuring. “…fine. Cure Two-Bird. Before the fur melts.”

Somberly, his mouth tucked into a line, Father found the tufts of fur he’d set aside. He approached the bedside, where Two-Bird still lay unable to sit up. She lifted one weak hand to touch the fur. 

White. Thick. Soft. Not fox, not rabbit, not anything she’d ever felt before. Luxuriant. A fine city lady would pay much money for a cape made from such fur. 

“This,” Father said, holding it before her eyes, “will make you well again, little bird. This will make you well.”

He folded back the blankets, opened and loosened the front of her layers of clothing, and placed a handful of white fur against her skin, above her heart. He added a few strands to the amulet he’d put around her neck earlier. The amulet was beaded doeskin on a leather thong, and already held an acorn, a crow’s feather, a hare’s foot, a lucky silver dollar and various other objects. 

“Keep these here,” he told her, putting clothes and blankets back as they’d been and then patting her on the chest. “As they melt, so will the power of the wanageeska melt from you. The ones in the amulet will make it so its magic can never reach you again. Do you understand, little bird?”

She nodded, coughed, shivered, and indicated that he should go to Pierre, he had to help her Pierre. 








  
  
FROST-BITTEN




“She’ll be better soon?” Pierre asked, the words slurred. 

Two-Bird watched with half-dazed eyes as her father fetched a pail of snow from outside and rubbed it on Pierre’s cold frostbit-grey flesh. She saw Pierre arch his head back when sensation began to return, saw him grit his teeth so that cords stood out in his neck. 

“Ah, God,” he said, holding his arm deathly still as if to move it at all caused unbearable pain. “Itches…burns…like sticking my hand in a patch of fire-nettles…ah, God!”

He was down to his drawers, the firelight gleaming gold on his own dense pelt of chest hair…where it was not matted and sticky with blood. She could see all too well the brutal wounds in his shoulder. The flesh was gored, torn, mauled. As he warmed, the blood began to thaw and trickle afresh, like the waters of a creek in spring when the ice went out. 

Pierre glanced at the trickling blood, but almost with indifference before returning his attention to the greyish lump that was his left hand. His right gripped a brown clay jug of whiskey, and he brought it to his lips for a deep swig. 

“Thought I wouldn’t make it back,” he said when the shudders had passed. “Thought I’d die out there. In the cold…and when it got dark… but I couldn’t give up. Just…just kept…walking. The snow stopped. No stars, but the moon…bright and pale through the clouds…bright enough to make my way.”

“You did well,” Father said. “I’ve done what I can for the hand. We wait and see. In the meanwhile, let me look at your shoulder.”

“Mmph,” Pierre said around the mouth of the jug. He leaned his head to the right, which almost sent him off the chair. 

Her father muttered and clucked as he wiped off blood with a wet cloth so he could examine the wounds. Pierre flinched a time or two as Father pressed and poked, and grunted once when Father did something that made a wet sound and a surge of blood, but he did not cry out. He drank the whiskey and, when not looking at the jug, smiled a tight, pained smile at her. 

Even from here, where she lay no longer able to hold her head up enough to see well, the wounds looked bad. Deep. Ugly. She had thought he was not moving his arm because it pained his frostbitten hand, but now she wondered if his arm was still able to move at all. It seemed to hang there at his side like a dead thing. 

“Bit you,” Father said in a musing way. 

“Mm-hmm.” Pierre swayed a little and braced his good elbow on the table’s edge. “Claws couldn’t get through, eksh-eksh-except on the mitten an’ a little bit on t’other shoulder. Teef shure did though.” He glanced at Two-Bird, and she thought his eyes were going bleary from the drink. “Big teef. Biggesht teef I ever shaw.”

“Hsssssh.” Her father let a breath out through his own teeth. “I’m going to have to sew these holes.”

Pierre blinked owlishly after Father as Father rummaged for a needle and thread. “You’re gonna what?”

Father found the nice sewing kit that Pierre had given Two-Bird, one of those gifts he brought, something special from town. It was a small tin box stamped around the sides and on the top with images of locomotives and railroad workers. Inside were a packet of needles, a thimble, six wooden spools of thread in different colors, pins, buttons, other odds-and-ends. 

“Sew those holes,” Father repeated. “It’s going to hurt.” He set the sewing kit on the plank table and took the jug. 

“I’m drinking that.”

“You can have the rest. I need to—”

He tipped the jug, and whiskey gurgled out in a brown flood over Pierre’s shoulder. Pierre bellowed. His good fist slammed down on the table hard enough to make it jump, spilling a bowl of broth. Then he seized the jug back and drained it, throat working as he gulped and gulped. 

Two-Bird stared with wide-eyed accusation at her father, but he only grinned at her and shrugged. He picked through the needles to find one he liked, threaded it, jabbed the tip at his callused thumb, inspected the thimble as if he had no idea what it was for, and hummed a tune she remembered him humming as he smoked his pipe in the evenings by the fire. It was his waiting-for-something tune. 

Finally Pierre slumped sideways, his right arm stretched out along the table, his head cradled on it. He sent another smile in her direction, this one lopsided and silly. “You’re the besht…besht shing ever hap’n to me…” he said. 

His eyes closed, his mouth drooped open, and he started to snore. 

“Took him long enough,” Father said, and went to work. 

She saw Pierre twitch once or twice as the needle punched through his skin with the thread hissing after it like a snake with a strange thin tail. Whenever he did twitch, Father sprang nimbly away, as if he expected Pierre would rouse with a furious roar and swat his head from his neck, like an enraged bear disturbed from its winter slumber. 

But at last the worst holes were sewn shut, the bleeding had slowed, and Father was able to wrap long strips of cloth around Pierre’s upper body to serve as a bandage. He cleaned up the rest of the blood, then shook him. 

“Hnn?”

“It’s done. Let’s get you to the bed, and you can sleep.”

With Pierre only half-wakeful and reeling on his feet, and Father so short and scrawny by comparison, it was a wonder they were able to walk together across the small room without further injury. Father led Pierre around to the other side of the bed, next to the mound of furs and blankets covering Two-Bird. The bed creaked as Pierre sank onto it, yawning hugely. He rolled his head to the side and gave Two-Bird a look that said he was trying to figure out which of the several hazy images of her was her, but he adored them all anyway. 

She was still cold, but somehow not as cold as she’d felt before. That hollow scooped-from-frozen-stony-soil ache still came with each breath, but she didn’t have to cough. And though she was weak as a baby rabbit and trembling like a new fawn, she was able to stroke her fingertips along Pierre’s cheek. 

“Thanksh,” Pierre said to her father. “You’re crayshee, Heh…Hezhee… Runninghorse, but you’re all right.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, LeCharles,” Father said, chuckling. “It isn’t every man who could face the wanageeska and escape with his life.”

“Din’t,” he said. 

“What was that?”

“Din’t esh…eshcape. Killed it. Shtabbed it through the ribsh. Shtopped itsh… shtopped itsh damn heart.”

With that, he closed his eyes and began snoring again. 

Father stood very still and silent for a moment, then shifted his gaze to Two-Bird. A pallor crept into his light copper skin. “Did he just say… did he say he killed the wanageeska?”
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