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Chapter One
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The snow had only just melted from the higher passes when Mack McGuire came down into the river valley with his pack pony and a bundle of pelts strapped tight across its back. The spring rendezvous was already well underway—dozens of trappers, traders, and Indian families scattered in a loose camp along the banks of the Snake River.

It was noisy, full of the smell of smoke, roasting meat, and wet leather. Mack kept to himself as he usually did, trading half his winter’s catch for powder, shot, salt, and a few strips of cloth.

He was about to leave when he saw her.

She stood at the edge of the camp, dark hair in braids, wrapped in a worn blanket too thin for the chill. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen, but there was a sharpness in her eyes that didn’t belong to a child.

Mack noticed how she flinched when a trader reached for her arm and yanked her toward his tent. How her jaw clenched tight but she didn’t cry out.

Later that night, Mack sat by his own fire, sharpening his skinning knife, when he heard soft footsteps behind him.

He didn’t look up. “If you’re lookin’ to steal from me, girl, you’d best think again.”

A quiet voice replied. “I wasn’t going to steal.”

He looked up to find her standing there, arms wrapped around herself against the cold. Her eyes darted nervously toward the lights of the camp.

“Then what do you want?” he asked.

She hesitated. Then: “I heard you’re a man who doesn’t belong to anyone.”

“That so?”

Her eyes met his. “I need someone who doesn’t belong to them. Someone who can get me out of here.”

Mack set his knife down and studied her for a long moment.

“Start talkin’,” he said.

She told him her name was Wren, and that she’d been stolen from her people months ago. Sold and traded like another piece of fur. Now the man who’d bought her planned to take her farther north, where she’d never see her home again.

And worse—she said—her brother was out there somewhere, hunting her down. Convinced she’d gone willingly.

Mack’s eyes narrowed. “What’s his name?”

She swallowed. “Chaska.”

He didn’t recognize the name, but he understood the kind of pride and anger it came from.

Mack looked at her a long while more. Then he stood, cinched his coat tight, and kicked dirt over his fire.

“Alright, girl,” he said. “Get your things. You’re comin’ with me.”
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