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​The Wendigo Cannibal: Kâkîsiwêw (Swift Runner)

In 1879, North-West Mounted Police Inspector Claude Gagnon investigates a horrific crime: Cree man Kâkîsiwêw (Swift Runner) has killed and consumed nine family members during a brutal winter of starvation. Swift Runner claims he was possessed by a Wendigo—a spirit of insatiable hunger—but colonial courts dismiss this as either lies or irrelevant insanity.  Through Gagnon's investigation, trial testimony, and lifetime of reflection, the book reveals a tragedy far more complex than simple murder. It explores the collision between Indigenous and colonial legal systems, the inadequacy of British law to comprehend Indigenous frameworks for understanding psychological and spiritual crisis, and how colonial policies created the conditions for tragedy while punishing individuals for the consequences.  As Gagnon ages, he recognizes that colonial law was designed not for understanding but for asserting sovereignty, that even his careful investigations served a system fundamentally incapable of justice across cultural divides. The book follows similar cases through the Fiddler brothers' prosecution in 1907, examining how the Wendigo concept has been reclaimed by contemporary Indigenous scholars as a metaphor for colonial systems themselves—entities that consume without limit while claiming to provide civilization.  An unresolved tragedy demanding ongoing engagement with questions about justice, sovereignty, and genuine coexistence across profound differences.
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The Wendigo Winter

My Investigation into Swift Runner's Descent

Inspector Henri Gagnon
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PART I: THE DISCOVERY

Chapter 1: The Man Who Came Back Alone
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Fort Saskatchewan, North-West Territories

April 1879

The first time I laid eyes on Swift Runner, I knew something was wrong. Terribly, profoundly wrong.

It was a raw spring morning at Fort Saskatchewan, the kind where winter hasn't quite surrendered its grip on the North-West Territories. Ice still clung to the North Saskatchewan River's edges, and the wind carried a bite that made even hardened men pull their coats tighter. I stood on the wooden walkway outside the North-West Mounted Police headquarters, watching the morning's activities with the peculiar alertness that comes from twenty years in law enforcement—first in Montreal, now in this vast, unforgiving frontier.

Constable MacLeod approached me with an expression I'd come to recognize: the look of a man who'd seen something disturbing but couldn't quite articulate why it unsettled him. "Inspector Gagnon," he said in his thick Scottish brogue, "there's a Cree man here asking to see someone in charge. Name's Swift Runner—at least, that's what he calls himself in English. Says his family died this winter."

"Died how?" I asked, though I already suspected the answer. Starvation had become grimly common in these territories. The buffalo were gone—hunted to near extinction by hide traders and sport hunters from the east. The Cree and other Indigenous nations that had depended on those great herds for generations were now left to scrape by on whatever the Hudson's Bay Company could spare, or whatever meager game remained in the bush.

"Hunger, he says," MacLeod replied, shifting his weight uncomfortably. "But sir... he doesn't look like a man who's been starving."

That detail lodged itself in my mind like a splinter. "Show him in," I said.

The man who entered my office a few minutes later was, as MacLeod had suggested, surprisingly robust for someone claiming to have survived a winter of deprivation. He was perhaps forty years old—though life on the frontier makes age difficult to judge—with the weathered face of a man who'd spent his life outdoors. His build was solid, not emaciated. His cheeks held color. His hands, when he removed his worn gloves, were steady and strong.

But it was his eyes that caught my attention. They held something I'd seen before in certain men—a kind of hollow darkness that spoke of witnessing horrors. Or committing them.

"Sit down," I said, gesturing to the chair across from my desk. We had an interpreter present—a Métis trader named Baptiste who knew both Cree and French—though Swift Runner spoke some English as well. I'd learned in my time here that language was more than just words; nuance and cultural understanding mattered, especially in matters of law and death.

Swift Runner sat, his movements careful and controlled. "My family," he began, his English heavily accented but comprehensible. "My wife. My children. My mother. My brother. All dead. The hunger took them."

I leaned back in my chair, studying him. "Tell me what happened. From the beginning."

His story came out in fragments, translated by Baptiste when Swift Runner's English faltered. They had left their settlement in late autumn, he said—forced out because he'd become what he called "trouble" after drinking too much whiskey. The community could no longer tolerate his behavior, and so his family had been compelled to strike out on their own, to try to survive by hunting in the wilderness.

"Winter came hard," he said, his voice flat, emotionless. "The game was scarce. We had little food. The eldest boy... he died first. Starvation. Then the others followed."

"How many?" I asked.

"Nine," he whispered. "Nine souls."

Nine. The number hung in the air between us. His entire family, gone. I'd seen frontier tragedies before—families found frozen in their cabins, children dead from disease, men lost to accidents or violence. But nine deaths in one winter, one family? And the sole survivor sitting before me looked well-fed?

"Where were you camped?" I asked, pulling out a map.

He pointed to an area northeast of the fort, perhaps thirty miles into the bush. "There," he said. "In the spruce forest. By a small creek."

I made a note of the location. "And the Hudson's Bay Company post? The one at Lac La Biche?"

Swift Runner's expression didn't change. "Twenty-five miles from our camp," he said.

Twenty-five miles. A hard journey in winter, certainly, but not impossible. The Company kept emergency supplies for exactly such situations—provisions for Indigenous families facing starvation. It was part of their arrangement, a remnant of the old fur trade partnerships, though those relationships were fraying as the buffalo disappeared and desperation grew.

"Why didn't you go to the trading post?" I asked, my voice carefully neutral.

For the first time, something shifted in his eyes. Not quite fear, not quite guilt—something else, something I couldn't name. "Could not," he said simply.

"Could not, or would not?"

He was silent.

I let the silence stretch, a technique I'd perfected over years of interrogations. Men talked to fill silence, especially guilty men. But Swift Runner simply sat there, his hands folded in his lap, staring at something I couldn't see.

"You'll need to take me to the camp," I said finally. "To show me where... where they're buried."

Something flickered across his face—was it relief? Dread? "Yes," he said. "I will show you."

After Swift Runner left the office—escorted by MacLeod to wait in one of the outbuildings—I sat alone with my notes and my growing unease. The details didn't align. A family of ten ventures into the wilderness in late autumn, an already dangerous proposition. They camp within reasonable distance of help. One by one, they die of starvation. Yet the sole survivor, who should be a skeleton wrapped in skin, appears healthy and well-fed.

I'd been an inspector with the North-West Mounted Police for two years, transferred from the Montreal constabulary where I'd dealt with every kind of human depravity—murders, thefts, confidence schemes, crimes of passion. I thought I'd seen it all. But the frontier had taught me new varieties of darkness. Out here, isolated from civilization, with law enforcement spread impossibly thin across thousands of square miles, people did things they might never have contemplated in settled society.

The whiskey trade had been particularly devastating. I'd seen its effects in every Indigenous community I'd visited—proud hunters reduced to desperate beggars, families torn apart, violence erupting over nothing. The trade was technically illegal, but enforcement was a joke. Whiskey traders knew the territory better than we did, and they moved faster than our small force could respond.

Swift Runner had been one of their victims, from what I'd gathered. A guide and trapper who'd once worked with us, with the Mounted Police, and likely with the Hudson's Bay Company. A man who knew these lands intimately. And then the whiskey had gotten to him, changed him, made him dangerous enough that his own people had cast him out.

But that didn't explain nine deaths. It didn't explain why a starving man would look so hearty.

I pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and began making a list of questions that needed answers:


1. Verify the location of the camp and examine the site

2. Determine cause of death for all nine victims

3. Investigate why Swift Runner didn't seek help at the HBC post

4. Interview family members and community witnesses

5. Determine the timeline—when did each person die?



There was something else bothering me, something Baptiste the interpreter had mentioned as we'd walked Swift Runner out. He'd said it quietly, almost under his breath, in French so Swift Runner wouldn't understand:

"The old people in his community, they're saying he's become wetiko."

I'd heard the word before, though I didn't fully understand it. It was a Cree term, something to do with their spiritual beliefs. I made a note to ask Baptiste about it later, when we had more privacy.

A knock on my door interrupted my thoughts. Sergeant Wilcox entered, a stack of papers in his hand. He was a career military man who'd served in the British Army before joining the Mounted Police, and he had the rigid bearing to prove it.

"The Cree who came in this morning," Wilcox said without preamble. "Word's already spreading at the fort. Some of his relatives came looking for him this afternoon."

"And?"

"They're suspicious. They said Swift Runner—they call him Kâkîsiwêw in their language—left with his entire family last fall, and now he's returned alone. They took one look at him and said there's no way he starved. He's too fat, they said. Too healthy."

The word 'fat' struck me. It was the same detail MacLeod had noticed, the same contradiction that had set off alarm bells in my mind. "What else did they say?"

Wilcox shifted uncomfortably. "They used some words I didn't understand. Baptiste says they're talking about evil spirits, supernatural things. Frankly, sir, it sounds like superstitious nonsense to me."

I'd served long enough in the North-West to know better than to dismiss Indigenous beliefs as mere superstition. These were people who'd survived in this harsh land for millennia before Europeans arrived. Their knowledge of the territory, the wildlife, the seasons—it far surpassed anything we outsiders knew. If they believed something was wrong with Swift Runner, there was probably a rational basis for their concern, even if it was expressed in spiritual terms I didn't fully comprehend.

"We'll organize an expedition to the camp site," I told Wilcox. "I want four constables, Baptiste as translator, and whatever supplies we'll need for several days in the bush. We leave at first light."

"You think he killed them?" Wilcox asked bluntly.

"I think nine people are dead, and the only survivor's story doesn't make sense," I replied. "That's enough to warrant an investigation."

After Wilcox left, I stood at my window and looked out over Fort Saskatchewan. It was a frontier outpost, rough and unfinished, perched on the edge of a vast wilderness that most Canadians back east couldn't even imagine. The fort itself was barely four years old, established to extend British law into these territories, to impose order on what the government in Ottawa viewed as chaos.

But I was beginning to understand that what we called 'law and order' often looked very different out here. The Cree had their own systems of justice, their own ways of maintaining social harmony. We were imposing a foreign framework on people who'd governed themselves effectively for generations.

And now I was about to investigate what might be the most horrific crime I'd encountered in my career—though I didn't know it yet, not fully. I only knew that something was deeply wrong, that a man had come back alone from the wilderness where nine of his family members had died, and that the physical evidence of his appearance contradicted every word of his story.

The sun was setting over the North Saskatchewan River, painting the remaining ice in shades of orange and red. It looked like blood on snow. I shook off the morbid thought and began preparing for the expedition.

Whatever we found at that camp, I knew it would haunt me. I'd developed an instinct for such things over the years. And every instinct I had was screaming that Swift Runner's story was a lie—or at best, a terrible half-truth.

That night, as I lay in my bunk trying to sleep, I kept seeing Swift Runner's eyes. That hollow darkness. That absence of something essential. It was the look of a man who'd crossed a line that could never be uncrossed, who'd done something so terrible that a part of his humanity had simply ceased to exist.

I'd seen such eyes before, in Montreal, in the face of a man who'd murdered his entire family with an axe. The eyes of someone who'd become a monster.

Or perhaps, as the Cree seemed to believe, someone who'd been possessed by one.

The word Baptiste had used haunted me:

Wetiko.

Tomorrow, I would learn what it meant. Tomorrow, I would ride into the wilderness to find nine bodies and uncover the truth about what had happened in those frozen woods during the cruel winter of 1878-79.

Tomorrow, I would begin to understand that sometimes the monsters men fear in the dark are not supernatural at all—they are other men, driven mad by circumstances beyond their control, by forces of history and colonization that had stripped away everything that once made them human.

Or perhaps the truth was more complicated than that. Perhaps, in some cases, the line between man and monster, between madness and possession, was thinner than I'd ever imagined.

I would find out soon enough.

The man who came back alone had a story to tell. But first, I had to find the dead.
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​Chapter 2: Whispers from the Trading Post
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Fort Saskatchewan, April 1879

Before venturing into the wilderness to examine Swift Runner's camp, I needed to understand the man himself. A good investigation builds from the foundation up—you gather the testimony, trace the history, understand the context before you examine the physical evidence. Twenty years of police work had taught me that bodies and crime scenes tell only part of the story. The rest comes from witnesses, from those who knew the accused when he was still just a man, before whatever darkness claimed him.

The Hudson's Bay Company maintained a trading post about two miles from Fort Saskatchewan, a rough-hewn log structure that served as the economic hub for Indigenous trappers and traders throughout the region. If anyone knew Swift Runner's history, it would be the men who worked there.

I rode there mid-morning with Baptiste, my Métis interpreter. The trail was muddy with spring melt, our horses' hooves sucking at the thawing ground with each step. Baptiste was quiet for most of the ride—he often was—but I could sense he had thoughts he was holding back.

"You know Swift Runner?" I asked finally.

Baptiste nodded slowly. "Not well, but I've seen him around. He used to come to the post regularly, back when he was trapping. That was maybe... three, four years ago? Before the whiskey got him."

"What was he like then?"

"Capable," Baptiste said after a moment's consideration. "Good tracker. Knew the country better than most. The Company valued his work. So did you police—he guided some of your patrols, helped map the territory. He could speak enough English and French to get by, which made him useful. His wife was Cree, from a good family. They had respect."

"And then?"

Baptiste's jaw tightened. "Then the whiskey traders came through. They always do. Like wolves following a caribou herd, except they're hunting something more valuable than meat—they're hunting men's souls."

The trading post came into view, smoke rising from its chimney. A few horses were tied outside, and I could see barrels and crates stacked against the walls. The Company flag—the distinctive HBC ensign—hung limp in the still morning air.

Inside, the post had that distinctive smell all such places shared: woodsmoke, furs, tobacco, and something else I could never quite identify—the accumulated scent of commerce, perhaps, of goods changing hands across cultures. The interior was dim, lit by a few windows and the glow from a pot-bellied stove. Shelves lined the walls, stocked with everything from steel traps to flour, from Hudson's Bay blankets to ammunition.

The factor—the man in charge of the post—was a Scotsman named Duncan McTavish. He was in his fifties, weathered by decades on the frontier, with the kind of beard that suggested he'd long ago stopped caring about appearances. When I introduced myself and explained my purpose, his expression grew grave.

"Kâkîsiwêw," he said, using Swift Runner's Cree name. "Aye, I knew him. Knew the whole family. A bloody tragedy, what's happened."

"Tell me about him," I said. "From the beginning."

McTavish poured us tin cups of strong tea and settled onto a stool behind his counter. "He was born around 1839, best I can figure," he began. "Raised in the traditional way—hunting, trapping, following the buffalo in the old times. But he was smarter than most, picked up languages easily. When the Company needed guides, he was one of the first we hired. Reliable. Knew every creek and valley for a hundred miles."

"The Mounted Police used him too," I said.

"Aye, after they arrived in '74. Swift Runner helped them map their patrols, showed them which trails were safe, where to find water. He made decent money for it too—bought goods here, supported his family well. His wife was a fine woman, quiet but strong. They had six children, maybe seven. I lose count sometimes."

McTavish paused, staring into his tea. "Then everything changed. Must've been around '75 or '76. The whiskey traders started operating more openly in the territory. Your Mounted Police try to stop them, I know, but there's too much money in it and not enough of you to patrol properly."

I knew the problem all too well. The whiskey trade was the bane of law enforcement in the North-West. American traders would cross the border with barrels of rotgut alcohol—often mixed with tobacco, ginger, and worse—and trade it for furs and buffalo robes at extortionate rates. The Indigenous peoples, who'd had no previous exposure to alcohol and thus no cultural frameworks for managing its consumption, were devastated by it. Entire communities were being destroyed.

"Swift Runner started drinking?" I prompted.

"Started?" McTavish gave a bitter laugh. "He dove into it like a man diving off a cliff. At first, it was just when he came to trade—have a drink, celebrate a good season. But it got worse fast. He'd spend all his earnings on whiskey. His wife would come here, begging me not to extend him credit for alcohol. But what could I do? Other traders would sell to him if I didn't."

"The Company sells alcohol?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral though I knew the answer.

McTavish had the grace to look uncomfortable. "Not officially. Not the rot the American traders peddle. But rum, yes. Brandy. It's part of the business, has been since the beginning. The old fur trade ran on it." He met my eyes. "I'm not proud of it, Inspector. But I didn't invent the system."

I let it pass. I was here to investigate a murder, not to reform the Hudson's Bay Company's business practices, however much they might deserve reforming.

"What happened when he drank?" I asked.

McTavish's expression darkened. "He changed. Became someone else entirely. Violent. Unpredictable. I saw him once take a swing at his own brother over nothing—some imagined slight. Another time he came in here, drunk, demanding goods on credit, and when I refused he smashed half my inventory before two Cree men could wrestle him outside."

"His family?"

"His wife bore the brunt of it, I suspect, though she never said anything to me directly. The children learned to be quiet around him. His mother lived with them too—old woman, traditional, didn't speak English. She'd look at him sometimes with such sadness in her eyes, like she was mourning him while he still lived."

A younger clerk emerged from the back room—a lean man in his twenties with the sun-weathered skin of someone who'd spent time in the wilderness. McTavish introduced him as Thomas Drever, who'd worked at various HBC posts throughout the territory.

"You knew Swift Runner?" I asked him.

"Yes sir," Drever replied. "I was stationed at Lac La Biche when all this... when the trouble started last fall."

"Tell me about last fall," I said, pulling out my notebook.

Drever glanced at McTavish, who nodded permission. "The Cree community near Lac La Biche, they'd had enough of him. The drinking, the violence—it was tearing everything apart. In a small community like that, one bad actor can poison everything. They held a council meeting, the elders and the respected men. Swift Runner wasn't invited."

"You were present?"

"No sir, but I heard about it afterward. They decided he had to leave. Exile, essentially. It's not something they do lightly—these people value family, community. But they couldn't have him there anymore. He was too dangerous, too unpredictable."

"And his family?"

Drever's face fell. "That was the tragedy of it. They went with him. His wife, his children, his mother, his brother. I don't know if they had a choice, really. How could a wife let her husband go into the wilderness alone, knowing he might die? How could children abandon their father, even a father who'd become... what he'd become?"

"You saw them leave?"

"I did. It was late October, maybe early November. Already cold, snow threatening. They packed what they could carry—some traps, a rifle, blankets, a bit of dried meat. Not nearly enough for a family of ten to survive a hard winter in the bush. I tried to talk to Swift Runner, to convince him to wait until spring, but he was... he wasn't rational. Said he'd hunt, said they'd be fine. His wife looked terrified but she didn't argue. Just gathered the children and followed him north."

"Did anyone try to stop them?"

McTavish spoke up. "The community was done with him, Inspector. They'd made their decision. And in their eyes, it was his choice to leave—they didn't force him at gunpoint. If he'd been willing to stop drinking, to change his behavior, maybe they'd have reconsidered. But he wasn't willing."

I made careful notes. This was crucial context—Swift Runner wasn't just a man who'd gone into the wilderness to hunt. He was an exile, cast out by his own people, desperate and probably still dealing with alcohol withdrawal when they left. The decision had been made in the worst possible season, with inadequate supplies, and with a man who was already compromised leading the expedition.

"The post at Lac La Biche," I said. "You mentioned it keeps emergency supplies for Indigenous families in distress?"

Drever nodded. "Yes sir. It's Company policy, has been for years. If a family is starving, they can come to us. We'll extend credit, provide flour, pemmican, whatever they need to survive. We collect later, when times are better."

"And the post is how far from where Swift Runner made his camp?"

"Based on what he told us? Twenty-five miles, give or take. A day's hard travel in good conditions, maybe two days in winter snow. Difficult, but not impossible."

"Did he come to the post during the winter? Ask for help?"

"No sir. Never."

That detail lodged in my mind like a splinter. Twenty-five miles. Two days' travel at worst. Between him and salvation for his starving family. And he never came.

"Tell me about the buffalo," I said, changing tack. "I know they're gone, but what did that mean for people like Swift Runner?"

McTavish sighed deeply. "Everything, Inspector. The buffalo were everything. Food, clothing, shelter, tools—every part of the animal had a use. And it wasn't just material. The buffalo were sacred to these people, part of their spiritual world. When I first came to this territory thirty years ago, you could see herds that stretched to the horizon. Millions of animals. Now?" He gestured emptily. "Now they're gone. Hunted out by sport hunters and hide traders. The southern herd was destroyed first, then the northern herd followed."

"I've read the reports," I said. "But explain it to me practically. How does that affect a man like Swift Runner?"

"He was a buffalo hunter," Drever said. "His father was, his grandfather was. It's what they knew. Then suddenly, in the span of just a few years, the buffalo vanished. The entire economic system collapsed. Men who'd been successful hunters became dependent on the Company, on government rations, on whatever they could trap or hunt—and with no buffalo, even other game became scarce because everyone was competing for it."

"It broke them," McTavish added quietly. "I've seen it happen to man after man. They lose their purpose, their identity. Everything they knew, everything their fathers taught them—it's suddenly worthless. Is it any wonder some turn to whiskey? At least it makes them forget."

Baptiste, who'd been silent throughout, finally spoke. "It wasn't just the loss of food," he said in French, which I translated for the others. "It was the loss of meaning. The buffalo weren't just animals—they were the center of the world. Without them, everything fell apart. The ceremonies, the migrations, the seasonal rhythms. When the buffalo died, a whole way of life died with them."

"And Swift Runner?" I asked. "How did he handle it?"

"Poorly," McTavish said. "He tried to adapt—the guiding work, the trapping. But I think something in him never accepted it. And when the whiskey took hold, all that grief and rage found an outlet."

I closed my notebook and stood. "Last question. When Swift Runner returned this spring, alone, claiming his family had starved—what was your first thought?"

The two men exchanged glances. Finally, Drever spoke. "I didn't believe him, sir. He looked too healthy. And there was something in his eyes... something wrong. Like he wasn't quite there anymore."

"You think he killed them?"

"I think," Drever said carefully, "that something terrible happened out there. Whether it was murder or madness or... something else, I can't say. But nine people don't just die while one man thrives. Not unless that man did something unthinkable."

As Baptiste and I rode back toward the fort, the morning had given way to afternoon. Clouds were gathering, threatening rain. My mind churned over everything I'd learned.

Swift Runner—Kâkîsiwêw—had once been a capable, respected man. A skilled hunter and guide, a family man, someone both the Company and the Mounted Police trusted. Then the buffalo disappeared, his economic foundation crumbled, and whiskey filled the void. The transformation had been swift and devastating. From productive member of society to violent drunk to exile, all in the span of perhaps three years.

His community had given up on him, forced him out. His family had followed him into the wilderness—whether by choice or obligation, I couldn't be sure. And then, during the worst winter in recent memory, something had happened. Nine people had died. And the man who should have died with them—or should have saved them by seeking help at the post just twenty-five miles away—had instead survived, alone, looking well-fed.

"Baptiste," I said as we rode. "Tell me about that word you used yesterday. Wetiko."

He was quiet for so long I thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, almost reluctant.

"The Cree call it 

wîhtikow. The Ojibwe say windigo. Different words, same thing. It's a spirit, or a creature, or maybe a disease—depending on who you ask. It comes in winter, when people are starving and desperate."

"What does it do?"

"It makes people hunger for human flesh. It possesses them, turns them into something that looks human but isn't anymore. They become insatiable—the more they eat, the hungrier they get. They're cold, always cold, with a heart of ice. And they're tall, taller than any man should be, with glowing eyes."

"You believe this?"

Baptiste turned to look at me, his expression serious. "I believe the stories exist for a reason. My grandmother told me about a man in her village who became wetiko. He killed his family, ate them. The elders executed him—they had to. It's the only way to stop it."

"A justification for murder?"

"Or a way of understanding something they couldn't explain otherwise. Inspector, these people have lived in this land for thousands of years. They've seen things we haven't, experienced conditions we can't imagine. If they say the wetiko is real, who are we to say it's just superstition?"

I considered this. As a policeman, I dealt in facts and evidence. Spirits and possession were the domain of priests and medicine men, not law enforcement. Yet I couldn't deny that something had happened to Swift Runner—some transformation so complete that his own people believed him possessed by a malevolent entity.

"The elders," I said. "They execute wetikos?"

"When they have to. It's not done lightly. But once someone becomes wetiko, they believe there's no cure, no redemption. The person they were is gone, replaced by this... hunger. The only mercy is a quick death."

"But Swift Runner is still alive."

"Because he came to you," Baptiste said. "He put himself under the protection of British law. His people can't touch him now—not without bringing down the wrath of the Mounted Police. Whether he knew that or whether he was just confused, I can't say. But he's safe from traditional justice as long as he's in your custody."

We rode in silence for a while. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of rain and thawing earth. Spring was struggling to assert itself, but winter's grip remained strong.

"There's something else you should know," Baptiste said as Fort Saskatchewan came into view. "About the wetiko spirit."

"Go on."

"It's not just about physical hunger. The wetiko represents greed, selfishness, consumption without end. Some of the younger people, the ones who've been to the mission schools, they say the wetiko is a perfect symbol for what's happening to their land. The traders who take everything and give back nothing. The sport hunters who kill for pleasure. The government that signs treaties and then breaks them. They're all wetiko, in a sense—consuming, consuming, never satisfied."

"You're saying Swift Runner is a victim of colonization?"

"I'm saying the lines aren't as clear as you might like them to be, Inspector. Yes, if he killed his family, he's guilty of murder by your law. But by their law, by their understanding, he was already dead—taken by the wetiko, destroyed by forces beyond his control. Forces that include the whiskey trade, the buffalo slaughter, the exile from his community. Which crime do we prosecute? The murder of nine people, or the murder of a way of life that made such horrors possible?"

I had no answer for that.

Back at the fort, I found Sergeant Wilcox had organized the expedition party as I'd requested. Four constables, all experienced men who'd served on winter patrols. Extra supplies, camping gear, and most importantly, tools for what I suspected we'd find at that camp—shovels, if the ground was soft enough. Evidence collection materials.

"We leave at dawn," I told them. "The site is a hard day's ride, maybe two depending on conditions. We'll camp there, conduct a thorough examination, and return. Swift Runner will guide us."

"Is he a suspect or a guide?" Constable MacLeod asked.

"Both," I said honestly. "Keep your eyes on him. But treat him with respect. If he's guilty, we'll prove it with evidence, not with rough treatment."

That evening, I wrote a detailed report of everything I'd learned at the trading post. The picture was becoming clearer, though many questions remained. Swift Runner had been a capable man, destroyed by forces largely beyond his control—the systematic destruction of his people's economy, the predatory alcohol trade, the social collapse that followed. His exile had been perhaps justified by his community's standards, but it had also been a death sentence for his entire family.

And yet... and yet. Nine deaths. A well-fed survivor. A trading post just twenty-five miles away, offering help that was never sought.

The whispers from the trading post had told me much about who Swift Runner had been. Tomorrow, the wilderness would tell me what he had become.

And whether monster, madman, or victim, justice would be served. That was my duty, my purpose. Even if I was beginning to suspect that true justice in this case might be impossible—that whatever verdict I delivered would satisfy neither the law nor the truth.

I closed my journal and prepared for bed. Tomorrow would bring answers. Whether I was ready for them or not.
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​Chapter 3: Into the Wilderness
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North-West Territories, April 1879

We left Fort Saskatchewan at first light, when the sky was still more gray than blue and frost clung to the wooden palisades like lace. Seven men on horseback, plus Swift Runner who rode between Constables MacLeod and Brennan, not quite a prisoner but certainly not free. Two pack horses carried our supplies—tents, bedrolls, cooking gear, and the grimmer tools I hoped we wouldn't need but suspected we would.

The temperature hovered just above freezing, that peculiar spring cold that seeps into bones and stays there. My breath formed clouds in the air with each exhalation. Sergeant Wilcox rode at the front, his military bearing evident even on horseback. Baptiste stayed close to me, ready to translate as needed. The other constables—MacLeod, Brennan, Hutchison, and young Desjardins—maintained a professional silence, though I caught them stealing glances at Swift Runner, trying to reconcile the calm, cooperative guide with the man we suspected of unspeakable acts.

Swift Runner himself seemed almost peaceful. He sat his horse well, pointing out the trail with quiet authority, speaking in a mixture of Cree, English, and gesture when words failed. If he felt any dread about returning to the place where nine of his family members had died, he didn't show it. His face remained impassive, unreadable.

That troubled me more than fear or guilt would have. A man revisiting the site of his family's death should show something—grief, horror, even the numb shock of trauma. Swift Runner showed nothing. It was as if we were riding to examine someone else's tragedy, not his own.

The landscape we traveled through was unlike anything I'd known in my years policing Montreal. There, civilization pressed in from all sides—buildings, streets, the constant presence of humanity. Here, civilization was the anomaly. Fort Saskatchewan sat like a tiny island in an ocean of wilderness that stretched thousands of miles in every direction.

We rode northeast, following trails that were barely visible to my untrained eye but which Swift Runner navigated with the unconscious ease of long familiarity. The land rolled in gentle swells, covered with a mixture of prairie grass and patches of snow that lingered in the shadows. Stands of aspen and poplar dotted the terrain, their bare branches reaching toward the sky like supplicant hands. In the distance, dark lines of spruce forest marked the approach to the boreal wilderness.

The North Saskatchewan River curved away to our south, still partially locked in ice despite the warming temperatures. I could hear it occasionally—a distant crack and groan as the ice broke up and shifted. Spring breakup was a dangerous time on the rivers. Men drowned every year trying to cross too early, misjudging the ice's strength.

"How much farther?" I asked Swift Runner as we stopped to rest the horses near midday.

He studied the horizon, then pointed toward a distant line of darker forest. "There," he said. "Past those trees. Maybe four, five hours more."

We ate a cold lunch—dried meat and hard bread, washed down with water from our canteens. Nobody spoke much. The wilderness imposed its own silence, a vast quiet broken only by the wind through the grass, the occasional cry of a hawk, and the creak of saddle leather.

I found myself studying this land with new eyes, trying to understand it as Swift Runner and his people did. To them, this wasn't empty wilderness—it was home, intimately known and carefully used. Every creek had a name, every stand of trees served a purpose. The land provided everything: food, shelter, medicine, spiritual connection. Or at least it had, before the buffalo disappeared and the old ways became impossible to sustain.

"It's beautiful," young Desjardins said, breaking the silence. He was perhaps twenty-two, fresh from Ontario, still seeing the North-West with romantic eyes.

"It's deadly," Sergeant Wilcox countered. "Never forget that, lad. This land will kill you without mercy if you're not careful. Cold, starvation, getting lost—there's a hundred ways to die out here."

"A hundred and one, if you count what might have happened to Swift Runner's family," Constable MacLeod added quietly.

Swift Runner's head turned slightly at these words, but his expression didn't change. If he understood the implication—that we suspected him of being the instrument of death rather than another potential victim—he gave no sign.

We remounted and continued northeast. The character of the land began to change. The open prairie gave way to parkland—a transition zone where grassland and forest intermixed. More trees appeared, stunted spruce and jack pine at first, then taller, denser stands. The ground became softer, muddier, evidence of poor drainage and the spring melt.

Small creeks crossed our path, swollen with snowmelt, their water dark as tea from the tannins of rotting vegetation. We forded them carefully, the horses picking their way across rocky shallows. In one deeper crossing, my horse stumbled and I nearly lost my seat, grabbing the saddle horn at the last moment. The water was shockingly cold—a reminder that winter still held this land in a reluctant grip.

"This is muskeg country," Baptiste explained as we navigated around a particularly wet area. "Swamp, bog. In summer it's full of mosquitoes and nearly impassable. In winter, when it's frozen, you can travel across it. But spring and fall? Treacherous. Easy to lose a horse if you're not careful."

"Why would Swift Runner bring his family here?" I asked. "It seems difficult to survive in."

"Game," Swift Runner said, surprising me by answering directly in English. "Moose come to feed in muskeg. Beaver in the creeks. Muskrat, lynx. If you know where to look, there is food."

"If you know where to look," I repeated. "But you didn't find enough?"

For the first time, something flickered across his face. Pain? Regret? "Winter came early," he said. "Hard winter. The animals... they were not where they should be."

It was the most emotion I'd heard in his voice since we'd met. I filed it away, another piece of the puzzle that didn't quite fit.

As afternoon wore toward evening, the forest grew denser. We entered a realm of tall spruce, their branches creating a canopy that blocked much of the remaining light. The temperature dropped noticeably in the shade. Snow still lay in thick drifts here, untouched by the spring sun. Our horses' hooves crunched through the crust, breaking into the softer snow beneath.

The forest had a presence, a weight. Sound behaved differently here—our voices seemed swallowed by the trees, while small noises were amplified: a branch breaking under snow, the rustle of some small animal in the underbrush, the eerie call of a raven somewhere in the canopy above. I found myself constantly looking around, unable to shake the feeling that we were being watched.

"Spooky place," Desjardins muttered, voicing what we were all feeling.

"It's just trees," Sergeant Wilcox said, but even his voice lacked conviction.

Baptiste leaned toward me, speaking quietly in French. "This is the kind of place where the Wendigo walks. Deep forest, isolation, winter. The old people say you can feel it in places like this—a wrongness in the air."

I wanted to dismiss it as superstition, but I couldn't deny the oppressive atmosphere. Whether it was the natural eeriness of deep wilderness or something else, the effect was undeniable. This was a place where terrible things could happen, hidden from all witnesses, muffled by snow and distance.

"We're close," Swift Runner said suddenly, pulling his horse to a stop.

"How close?" I asked.

He pointed ahead. "Beyond those trees. By the creek. The camp is there."

My stomach tightened. After two days of travel, of speculation and dread, we were finally here. Whatever secrets this place held, we were about to uncover them.

"Everyone stay alert," I said, my hand unconsciously checking the revolver at my hip. "We don't know what we're going to find."

We proceeded slowly, in single file, picking our way through the dense spruce. The trees grew so close together that we had to dismount and lead our horses, ducking under low branches heavy with old snow. The ground beneath our feet was a mixture of moss, rotting vegetation, and patches of ice.

Then I heard it—the sound of running water. A creek, just as Swift Runner had said. The sound grew louder as we pushed through a final screen of trees and emerged into a small clearing.

The camp sat in a natural depression, sheltered on three sides by the forest. A creek—perhaps twenty feet wide—ran along the eastern edge, its water black and swift with spring runoff. The clearing itself was maybe fifty yards across, dominated by the remains of what had once been a substantial winter camp.

A rough shelter stood at the clearing's center, or rather the skeleton of one. It had been constructed in the traditional manner—a framework of bent saplings covered with hides and bark, designed to shed snow and retain warmth. But the covering had largely collapsed or blown away, leaving only the bare frame. A fire pit sat before it, cold and long dead, surrounded by stones blackened by smoke.

But it was the other details that caught my eye. The unnatural stillness. The complete absence of any sign of life. And scattered around the camp, half-buried in melting snow—shapes that might have been logs or rocks but which my trained eye recognized immediately as something else entirely.

Bones.

"Dear God," Constable Brennan whispered.

"Nobody touch anything yet," I commanded, my voice sharper than I intended. "This is a crime scene. We document everything before we disturb anything."

We secured the horses at the edge of the clearing and I organized the men. Sergeant Wilcox and MacLeod would search the perimeter, looking for any additional evidence or disturbances. Brennan and Hutchison would begin a careful survey of the camp itself, noting locations of items and remains. Young Desjardins would sketch a map of the scene. Baptiste would stay with Swift Runner, who stood at the clearing's edge, staring at the ruined shelter with that same blank expression.

I pulled out my notebook and began my own examination, starting at the camp's periphery and working inward, following the methodology I'd learned in Montreal. Every crime scene tells a story if you know how to read it. Location of items, patterns of disturbance, what's present and—just as importantly—what's absent.

The first thing I noticed was the wood supply. Or rather, the lack of one. Winter camps required enormous amounts of firewood—you had to keep a fire going constantly to survive. Yet I saw only scattered pieces of wood near the fire pit, and the surrounding forest showed no signs of the systematic cutting that would have been necessary. Either they'd run out of energy to gather fuel, or something had prevented them from doing so.

Tools were scattered about—a dull axe half-buried in snow, some steel traps still set but long since sprung and empty, a broken knife. These were valuable items, not things you'd abandon unless you no longer had use for them. Or no longer had the capacity to care.

Then there were the personal items. A child's worn moccasin, its beadwork delicate and careful—someone had put love into making that. A woman's shawl, frozen stiff, caught on a branch. A carved wooden bowl, cracked but still recognizable. These small artifacts brought home the human reality of what had happened here. These weren't just victims; they were a family. Children who'd played, a woman who'd sewn, people who'd eaten from bowls and worn shoes and tried to make a life in this unforgiving place.

And everywhere, the bones.

I approached the first set carefully, crouching down to examine them. They lay in a shallow depression, partially covered by snow that was just beginning to melt. Long bones—femurs, I thought, though I was no medical expert. They'd been... worked. That was the word that came to mind. The ends showed marks consistent with cutting or scraping. And they'd been broken, split lengthwise.

I'd seen enough butchered animal carcasses to recognize the pattern. These bones had been processed for marrow.

I forced myself to remain clinical, to observe without judgment. But my hands were shaking as I made notes. Whether from cold or horror, I couldn't say.

"Inspector," Sergeant Wilcox called from near the shelter. His voice was tight, controlled. "You need to see this."

I made my way to where he stood. Inside the collapsed shelter, more remains were visible. A skull, partially covered by rotting hide. More long bones. And something else—scraps of fabric, the remnants of European-style clothing mixed with traditional hide garments.

"It's a mass grave," Wilcox said quietly. "Or close to it. They're all here, just... scattered. Like they died where they fell and were left where they lay."

"Not quite," I said, pointing to the cut marks, the broken bones. "Someone did this deliberately. After death, most likely, but... this was systematic."

"You mean—" Wilcox couldn't finish the sentence.

"Cannibalism," I said, giving voice to what we were all thinking. "Or at least, the consumption of human remains. Whether they were killed for that purpose or died of other causes and were then consumed, we'll need to determine."

Constable MacLeod appeared, his face pale. "There's more, sir. By the creek. Looks like they tried to fish—there's a crude weir in the water, mostly collapsed. And... there's what looks like another body. Smaller. A child, maybe."

I closed my eyes briefly, gathering myself. "Show me."

The remains by the creek were indeed those of a child, the small bones heartbreaking in their fragility. They lay at the water's edge, as if the child had died while trying to drink or fish. The bones showed the same signs of processing as the others—cut marks, breakage. The efficiency of it was almost as disturbing as the act itself.

I spent the next hour conducting as thorough an examination as the fading light and my churning stomach would allow. By my count, we'd found remains from at least seven or eight individuals scattered around the camp. Some were more complete than others. All showed signs of having been... utilized. It was impossible not to think of the descriptions from the trading post: Swift Runner had been too well-fed for a man who claimed his family had starved.

Now we knew how he'd maintained his strength through the winter.

As darkness began to fall, I called the men together. "We'll make camp here tonight," I said, though the thought of sleeping in this place made my skin crawl. "Tomorrow, in full light, we'll conduct a complete search and document everything. I want every bone accounted for, every item catalogued. This is evidence in what may be the most serious case any of us will ever handle."

"What about him?" Constable Hutchison asked, jerking his head toward Swift Runner, who still stood at the clearing's edge, apparently unmoved by our discoveries.

"He'll be guarded at all times," I said. "But I want him treated humanely. No accusations, no rough treatment. Whatever happened here, we'll let the evidence speak and the law decide."

We set up our tents on the far side of the clearing, as far from the remains as practical. Nobody spoke much as we worked. The enormity of what we'd found seemed to have stunned us all into silence. Even Sergeant Wilcox, usually garrulous around the evening fire, was quiet and withdrawn.

Baptiste sat beside me as we ate a cold supper, neither of us with much appetite. "What he said," Baptiste murmured. "About not being able to reach the trading post. Do you understand now?"

"What do you mean?"

"In their belief, once the Wendigo possesses you, you can't seek help. You're driven by the hunger, by the spirit. You lose your humanity, your reason. The trading post might as well have been a thousand miles away—the man he was couldn't reach it anymore because that man was gone, replaced by something else."

"You're saying he's not responsible?"

"I'm saying it's more complicated than guilt or innocence. In Cree law, the Wendigo itself is guilty, not the person it possessed. That person is already dead, in a sense. What's left is just... hunger wearing a human shape."

I looked across the clearing to where Swift Runner sat, guarded by MacLeod. In the fading light, he was just a silhouette—human-shaped, certainly, but somehow wrong. Empty.

"British law doesn't recognize spiritual possession as a defense," I said.

"I know. That's why this will end with him hanging. Two systems of justice, two different truths, and no way to reconcile them."

As full darkness fell, the temperature dropped sharply. We built up our fire, more for comfort than warmth. The flames cast dancing shadows across the clearing, making the ruined shelter and scattered remains seem to move and shift. An owl called from the forest, its hunting cry somehow lonely and ominous.

I volunteered for the first watch, knowing I wouldn't sleep anyway. As the other men retired to their tents, I sat by the fire, my notebook open in my lap, trying to make sense of what we'd found.

Nine people had come to this place: Swift Runner, his wife, his mother, his brother, and six children. Only one had left. The evidence suggested they'd died over the course of weeks or months—starvation taking them one by one. And as each died, the survivor had done what was necessary to continue surviving.

Or had he? That was the question I couldn't answer yet. Was this survival cannibalism—eating the already dead out of desperate necessity? Or was it something darker—murder followed by consumption? The broken bones suggested methodical processing, not the desperate gnawing of a starving man. The systematic nature of it implied forethought, capability, even a kind of efficiency that seemed at odds with the extremity of starvation.

And why hadn't he sought help? Twenty-five miles to the trading post. Even in winter, even starving, it should have been possible. Unless something had prevented him. Psychosis? Spiritual possession? Simple madness born of isolation and trauma?

I thought of what the traders had said—how whiskey had changed Swift Runner, how he'd become violent and unpredictable. I thought of the buffalo's extinction, the collapse of his people's economy, the exile from his community. I thought of a man standing at the intersection of two worlds, belonging fully to neither, destroyed by forces largely beyond his control.

And I thought of those small moccasins, that careful beadwork. A mother's love expressed in stitches. Children who'd trusted their father to protect them.

Whatever had happened here—whether crime or tragedy or some incomprehensible mixture of both—nine innocent people had died in this clearing. They deserved justice. But what form should that justice take?

A sound made me look up. Swift Runner had risen from where he'd been sitting and walked to the edge of the firelight. Constable MacLeod stood quickly, hand on his revolver, but Swift Runner made no threatening move. He simply stood there, looking at the ruined shelter, his face illuminated by the dancing flames.

For a moment, just a moment, I saw something in his expression. Not the blank emptiness I'd become accustomed to, but genuine emotion—grief, perhaps, or horror at what he'd done. Or what had been done through him.

Then it was gone, and he was just a man again. A man who would hang for his crimes, whether he was truly responsible for them or not.

"Sit down," MacLeod said, not unkindly. "You'll freeze standing there."

Swift Runner returned to his place without protest. I watched him settle by the fire, drawing a blanket around his shoulders. He looked smaller somehow, diminished. Not the monster I'd been imagining, but just a broken man haunted by unimaginable acts.

Tomorrow we would complete our investigation. We would count the bones, measure the scene, collect every piece of evidence. We would build a case that would satisfy a court of law. And then we would take Swift Runner back to Fort Saskatchewan to face British justice.

But tonight, in this clearing where nine people had died, I was beginning to understand that some truths couldn't be captured in legal testimony. Some horrors existed in a space between cultures, between understandings, where neither European rationalism nor Indigenous spirituality could fully explain what had happened.

The Wendigo might not exist in any scientific sense. But something had consumed Swift Runner's humanity, whether we called it psychosis or possession or the breaking of a man under impossible circumstances.

And nine people were dead because of it.

That, at least, was a truth both legal systems could recognize.

The fire crackled and popped, sending sparks up into the cold night sky. The stars above were brilliant in their multitude, indifferent to human suffering. I pulled my coat tighter and continued my watch, waiting for the dawn that would bring us face to face with the full extent of the horror that had unfolded in this isolated clearing.

Tomorrow, we would document the evidence.

Tonight, I could only bear witness to the weight of what had been lost.
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​Chapter 4: The Camp of Bones
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The Winter Camp, April 1879

Dawn came reluctantly to the clearing, the sky lightening from black to gray without ever achieving true brightness. A heavy mist had settled overnight, rising from the creek and the wet ground, giving the scene a dreamlike—or nightmarish—quality. Everything appeared softened, indistinct, as if the world itself was trying to obscure what had happened here.

I hadn't slept. How could I, knowing what lay scattered around us in the darkness? I'd spent the night hours feeding the fire and wrestling with my thoughts, trying to prepare myself mentally for what the morning's full examination would reveal. But no amount of preparation could truly ready a man for what we were about to document.

The other men emerged from their tents slowly, moving with the reluctance of soldiers ordered into battle. Nobody spoke of nightmares, but I could see it in their faces—the red-rimmed eyes, the drawn expressions. Even Sergeant Wilcox, who'd served in India and seen his share of horrors, looked haggard.

We ate a cold breakfast in silence. Swift Runner sat apart, guarded by Constable Brennan, accepting the food we offered but eating with mechanical movements, as if the act of nourishment meant nothing to him. I wondered what thoughts moved behind those blank eyes. Did he remember each death? Did he feel remorse? Or had whatever had possessed him—whether we called it madness or the Wendigo—truly consumed his humanity, leaving only the shell of a man?

As the light strengthened, I organized the men for the systematic examination I'd planned. This would be methodical, thorough, professional. We would document everything with the precision required for a court of law. My years in Montreal had taught me that cases were won or lost on the quality of evidence collection, and this case—this horrible, unprecedented case—would require the most meticulous documentation I'd ever undertaken.

"Desjardins," I said to the young constable, "you'll continue your sketching. I want multiple drawings—an overview of the entire camp, then detailed illustrations of each area where we find remains. Include measurements, distances from landmarks, everything."

"Yes, sir," he replied, his voice steady though his hands trembled slightly as he pulled out his drawing materials.

"Sergeant Wilcox and Constable MacLeod, you'll search the perimeter of the clearing. I want to know if there are any graves, any caches, any evidence of where people might have tried to hide or escape. Look for tracks, disturbances in the snow, anything unusual."

"Constable Hutchison, you'll inventory all tools, personal items, and camp equipment. Note condition and location of each item. Baptiste, you'll help me with the remains themselves. I'll need you to translate if Swift Runner can identify the victims."

We began our grim work as the mist slowly lifted. I started at the fire pit, which sat at the center of the camp like a dead heart. The stones surrounding it were blackened by smoke, arranged in a rough circle perhaps four feet across. Inside, a thick layer of ash and charcoal remained, along with partially burned wood. I crouched down and sifted through the cold ash with a stick.

Almost immediately, I found something that made my stomach clench. Mixed with the wood ash were fragments of bone—small pieces, calcined white by fire, but unmistakably human. I recognized them from my time investigating murder cases in Montreal. These were the small bones of hands and feet, the kind that would be consumed by a hot fire but might leave recognizable fragments.

"He burned some of them," I said quietly to Baptiste, who'd come to stand beside me. "Or parts of them, at least."

Baptiste's expression was grim. "Cremation is not traditional for the Cree. They would bury their dead, or place them on scaffolds. This... this is something else."

"Disposal of evidence?" I suggested.

"Or the act of a mind that's lost all connection to traditional ways. Once the Wendigo takes hold, all the old customs, all the respect for the dead—it's gone. There's only hunger."

I made careful notes and had Desjardins sketch the fire pit, including the bone fragments. Then I moved outward in a spiral pattern, systematically examining every foot of the clearing.

The first complete set of remains I examined lay about twenty feet from the fire pit, partially concealed by melting snow and last year's dead vegetation. As I carefully brushed away the debris, the full horror of what had happened here began to reveal itself.

It was an adult—I could tell from the size of the bones—though whether male or female would require an expert's examination. The skeleton was incomplete, with several major bones missing entirely. But what remained told a terrible story.

Every long bone had been broken. Not the clean breaks of accident or violence, but deliberate fractures, the bones split lengthwise to expose the marrow cavity within. I'd seen this before, in cases of extreme starvation where desperate people had resorted to consuming every possible calorie from animal carcasses. But these weren't animal bones.

The ends of the bones showed distinct cut marks—straight, purposeful incisions made with a sharp blade, consistent with the steel knife we'd found abandoned in the camp. Someone had methodically butchered these remains, separating joints, removing flesh, accessing the nutrient-rich marrow within the bones.

I forced myself to remain clinical, to observe without emotion. But my hands were shaking as I measured and recorded. This wasn't the desperate gnawing of a starving man in his final extremity. This was systematic. Efficient. The work of someone who retained enough strength and mental capacity to use tools properly, to process the remains thoroughly.

"Inspector," Desjardins called from where he was sketching. "Should I... do I draw these in detail? The condition of the bones?"

His face had gone pale green. I realized he was fighting nausea.

"Yes," I said, keeping my voice firm but not unkind. "Every detail. The court will need to see exactly what happened here. Take your time. If you need to step away, do so. There's no shame in it."

He nodded and returned to his work, though I noticed him pause several times to take deep breaths of the cold morning air.

I moved to the next set of remains. Then the next. Each told the same story: systematic processing, extraction of marrow, removal of flesh from bone. By midmorning, we'd identified the locations of nine separate individuals scattered throughout the camp and its immediate surroundings.

Nine. The number Swift Runner had claimed. At least he hadn't lied about that.

Three were children—their bones smaller, more fragile, heartbreaking in their incompleteness. Two appeared to be adult females, based on the pelvic bones and overall build. Four were adult males or larger individuals—harder to determine sex without expert analysis.

I approached Swift Runner, who sat by our camp's fire under Brennan's watchful eye. Baptiste came with me to translate.

"I need you to help me identify the victims," I said. "I know this is difficult, but I need to know who each person was."

Swift Runner looked at me for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Then he nodded slowly and rose to his feet.

I led him to the first set of remains—one of the children by the creek. He stood over the small bones in silence for what seemed like an eternity. When he finally spoke, his voice was flat, emotionless.

"My son," he said. "The eldest. He died first. The hunger took him."

"How old was he?"

"Twelve winters." A pause. "He was a good hunter. But there was nothing to hunt."

I made a note. The eldest son, approximately twelve years old, died first of starvation. That, at least, was consistent with Swift Runner's story. The question was what had happened after that death.

We moved through the camp, and Swift Runner identified each victim with the same terrible calm. His wife. His mother. His brother. Five more children, ranging in age from perhaps three to ten. Each name delivered in that same flat monotone, as if he were reciting a list of supplies rather than naming his murdered family.

When we finished, I had Swift Runner sit again while Baptiste and I conferred privately.

"He shows no emotion," I said. "Nothing. A man looking at his dead children should feel something—grief, horror, guilt. But there's nothing there."

"Perhaps that's the point," Baptiste replied. "In the Wendigo state, all human emotion is consumed along with the flesh. What's left isn't really a person anymore. It's just... appetite. The ability to feel, to mourn, to regret—all of that is gone."

"Or," I said, "he's a psychopath who felt nothing for his family even before they died."

"Possible. But then why would he have worked so hard to support them? Why would his wife stay with him, his mother live with him, if he'd always been this way? No, Inspector. Something changed. Whether you call it Wendigo possession or madness brought on by starvation and isolation, something fundamental broke inside him."

I returned to examining the remains, focusing now on determining—as much as possible—the sequence and manner of death. This was where my training became crucial. In Montreal, I'd worked with medical examiners on numerous homicide cases. While I was no doctor, I'd learned enough forensic principles to make educated observations.

The eldest son's bones showed no evidence of trauma—no fractures consistent with violence, no cut marks suggesting murder. If Swift Runner's account was truthful, this child had died of starvation before the cannibalism began. The question was: what about the others?

I examined each skull carefully, looking for evidence of blunt force trauma. Several showed damage, but determining whether it occurred before or after death was difficult. The exposure to winter weather, animal activity, and the processing of the remains had all contributed to deterioration.

However, one skull—belonging to what I believed was one of the younger children—showed a distinct fracture pattern on the left side. The break was sharp-edged, not weathered, suggesting it happened perimortem or shortly after death. I examined it more closely, my stomach churning.

The fracture was consistent with a blow from a blunt object—perhaps the back of the axe we'd found, or a heavy piece of wood. Had this child been murdered? Or had the skull been broken during the processing of the remains? Without a medical examiner's expertise, I couldn't be certain.

What I could be certain of was the marrow extraction. Every single long bone from every single victim had been systematically broken and the marrow removed. The pattern was consistent across all nine victims. This hadn't been a one-time act of desperation—eating the already dead to survive. This had been repeated, methodical, sustained over what must have been weeks or even months.

I knelt beside one of the adult femurs, examining it closely. The bone had been split lengthwise with precision, the two halves separating cleanly to expose the hollow interior where the marrow had been. I could see tool marks inside the cavity—someone had scraped it clean, extracting every last bit of nutrition.

This was the detail that the newspapers would seize upon when the case became public. This was what would horrify readers across Canada and beyond. Not just that Swift Runner had consumed his family, but that he had done so with such thoroughness, such efficiency. He had, as the phrase would later be used in court, "sucked the very marrow from their bones."

I sat back on my heels, my notebook in my lap, and allowed myself a moment of human reaction. My hands were trembling. My stomach was knotted. I'd investigated murders, suicides, accidents, and crimes of every description. But this... this was beyond anything in my experience.

Nine people. A family. Children who'd trusted their father. A wife who'd followed her husband into the wilderness rather than abandon him. A mother who'd loved her son despite what he'd become. All of them reduced to scattered bones, processed for their nutritional value, their humanity stripped away along with their flesh.

And the man who'd done this sat calmly by the fire, showing no remorse, no horror, no recognition of the enormity of his actions.

"Inspector?" Sergeant Wilcox's voice broke through my thoughts. "We've found something you need to see."

I rose and followed him to the edge of the clearing, where MacLeod stood beside a shallow depression in the ground. As we approached, I could see bones protruding from the partially thawed earth.

"He tried to bury this one," Wilcox said. "Or at least cover it. The snow and earth have settled, but you can see where he dug."

I knelt and carefully brushed away the soil. More bones emerged, these ones less processed than the others. The skull, when I uncovered it, was largely intact. Small—another child. But these remains showed less evidence of the systematic marrow extraction we'd seen elsewhere.

"Why this one?" I wondered aloud. "Why bury this child but leave the others scattered?"

Baptiste had followed us. "Perhaps this was the last one. Perhaps by then, spring was coming, and he knew he would survive. Or perhaps—" he paused, considering. "Perhaps there was a moment when his humanity tried to reassert itself. A moment when he looked at what he'd done and tried to make some small gesture toward decency."

"Or he was hiding evidence," I said, though Baptiste's interpretation troubled me more. The idea that Swift Runner might have experienced a moment of clarity, of horror at his own actions, somehow made it worse. It suggested he'd understood what he was doing, at least partially.

We carefully excavated the remains and documented them. The child appeared to be perhaps five or six years old. The bones showed some processing—cut marks on the major joints—but nothing like the thorough extraction we'd seen with the others. It was as if the work had been abandoned halfway through.

By early afternoon, we'd completed our examination of the camp itself. Constable Hutchison had inventoried every item: the tools, the few remaining possessions, the scraps of clothing and personal effects. Desjardins had filled page after page with detailed sketches. I had three notebooks full of observations, measurements, and descriptions.

But there was one more thing I needed to do, one more question that demanded an answer. I needed to examine the shelter itself—the place where the family had lived and died.

The structure had collapsed partially, its covering of hides and bark mostly gone. But the frame remained—bent saplings lashed together in the traditional manner, creating a dome-shaped space perhaps twelve feet in diameter. Large enough for a family of ten to shelter together, sharing body heat against the winter cold.

I ducked inside, Baptiste following with a lantern. The interior was dim and close, smelling of decay and old smoke. The floor was covered with rotting vegetation and snow that had blown in through the gaps in the covering.

But there were other things too. More bones—small fragments, mostly. Scraps of clothing, including what appeared to be a child's blanket, frozen stiff. And in the center of the floor, a depression where the fire had burned, surrounded by stones to prevent the shelter from catching flame.

I sifted through the ash in this interior fire pit and found the same evidence I'd seen outside—fragments of human bone, calcined white by the heat. They'd burned parts of the bodies here too, perhaps for light and heat as much as for disposal.

In one corner, I found something that made me stop breathing for a moment. A collection of small objects, carefully arranged: carved wooden figures, the kind children play with. A doll made of hide and stuffed with grass. A few colored pebbles that a child might collect and treasure.

These were toys. The possessions of children who'd played here, who'd tried to maintain some normalcy even as starvation closed in around them. I picked up the doll, its hide worn smooth by small hands, and felt something break inside me.

For the first time since we'd arrived at this place of horror, I felt tears sting my eyes. I'd maintained my professional detachment through the examination of bones and evidence, through the documentation of systematic cannibalism. But these toys—these simple, heartbreaking artifacts of childhood—they undid me.

"Inspector?" Baptiste's voice was gentle.

I cleared my throat, wiping my eyes quickly. "I'm fine. Just... children. They were just children."

"Yes," Baptiste said quietly. "And they deserved better than this. They deserved a father who would walk twenty-five miles to the trading post, no matter how hard it was. They deserved protection, care, love. Instead, they got..." He gestured at the shelter, at the bone fragments in the ash.

"They got consumed," I finished. "By their father's hunger. Whether we call it Wendigo or madness or simply evil, they were consumed."

We emerged from the shelter into the cold afternoon air. The sun had broken through the morning's mist, giving the clearing a deceptive cheerfulness. Birds sang in the surrounding forest. The creek burbled along its course, indifferent to the tragedy that had unfolded on its banks.

I gathered the men together. "We've documented everything we can. Tomorrow, we'll return to Fort Saskatchewan with our evidence and our prisoner. Tonight, we'll camp here one more night—I want to do a final survey in the morning light, make sure we haven't missed anything crucial."

"What about the remains?" Sergeant Wilcox asked. "Do we... collect them?"

I'd been wrestling with that question. The remains were evidence, certainly. But they were also human beings who deserved dignified treatment. And practically, we couldn't transport nine partial skeletons back to the fort.

"We'll take representative samples," I decided. "Bones that clearly show the processing marks, the marrow extraction. The skull with the fracture. A few long bones from each victim. We'll document the rest and leave them in place. Once the trial is over, the families can decide what they want to do—whether to bury them here or transport them elsewhere."

"Should we ask Swift Runner what he wants done with them?" young Desjardins asked.

The question hung in the air. Everyone turned to look at Swift Runner, who sat motionless by the fire, staring at nothing.

"No," I said finally. "He forfeited the right to make decisions about them when he killed them. These decisions will be made by the law and by whatever other family members still survive."

That evening, as we sat around our fire, the weight of what we'd documented seemed to press down on all of us. Nobody wanted to eat, though we forced down some food. Nobody wanted to talk about what we'd seen, though it was all any of us could think about.

I found myself watching Swift Runner, trying to understand him. Was he a monster? A victim? Both? Neither? The evidence we'd collected would prove he'd consumed his family. But it couldn't tell us whether he'd murdered them or merely eaten them after they'd died of starvation. It couldn't explain why he'd never sought help at the trading post. It couldn't penetrate the mystery of what had happened in his mind during those long winter months.

Baptiste sat beside me, smoking his pipe. "You're wondering if he's guilty," he said quietly.

"I know he's guilty," I replied. "The evidence is overwhelming. But I'm wondering if that's the right word. Guilty implies moral agency, choice, responsibility. If he was truly mad—if the Wendigo possession is real in some psychological sense—then what does guilt even mean?"

"British law will say he's guilty," Baptiste said. "It doesn't recognize spiritual possession as a defense. It barely recognizes insanity. He'll hang, Inspector. No matter what we believe about what really happened to him, he'll hang."

"I know."

"And you're wondering if that's justice."

I looked across the fire at Swift Runner's silhouette. "Nine people are dead. Someone has to answer for that. If not him, then who? The whiskey traders who destroyed his life? The buffalo hunters who destroyed his economy? The colonial system that forced his people into smaller and smaller spaces, took away their traditional ways, and offered nothing adequate in return?"

"All of them," Baptiste said. "All of them should answer. But they won't. Only Swift Runner will hang. Because he's the one who physically committed the acts, regardless of what drove him to them."

We sat in silence for a long time, watching the fire burn down. Somewhere in the forest, a wolf howled—a lonely, mournful sound that seemed to echo my own confused feelings about this case.

I thought about those children's toys in the shelter. I thought about the eldest son who'd died first of starvation—the only victim who'd escaped being consumed. I thought about a wife who'd followed her husband into the wilderness out of duty or love or inability to imagine any alternative.

And I thought about the marrow-sucked bones, that terrible evidence of sustained, methodical cannibalism that would haunt me for the rest of my career.

Tomorrow, we would leave this place. We would take our evidence and our prisoner back to civilization. We would begin the legal process that would culminate in a trial and, almost certainly, an execution.

But part of me would remain here always, in this clearing, in this camp of bones. Part of me would forever be kneeling beside those remains, trying to understand how a man could do such things. Trying to reconcile the horror of the evidence with the complexity of the circumstances that had created it.

Justice would be served. The law would be satisfied. Swift Runner would hang.

But I would never be certain that we'd answered the right question. We could prove what he'd done. But we could never truly know why—whether it was evil, or madness, or the Wendigo, or all three wrapped together in a horror too complex for either British law or Indigenous tradition to fully comprehend.

The fire crackled. The stars wheeled overhead in their ancient patterns. And in the darkness beyond our camp, the forest kept its secrets, as it had kept the secrets of this terrible winter, until we'd come to drag them into the light.

Tomorrow, we would return to the world of laws and courts and civilized order.

But tonight, we were still in the Wendigo's territory.

And that cold, hungry spirit seemed to watch us from every shadow.
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​Chapter 5: Nine Souls
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Fort Saskatchewan, Late April 1879

We returned to Fort Saskatchewan three days after leaving the camp. The journey back was silent, heavy with the weight of what we'd witnessed. Swift Runner rode docilely between his guards, showing no more emotion than a piece of cargo being transported. The bones we'd collected as evidence were wrapped carefully in canvas and packed on one of the horses, a grim burden that seemed to make even the animals nervous.

Upon our arrival, I immediately set about the next phase of my investigation: reconstructing the lives and deaths of the nine victims. Evidence alone wouldn't satisfy the court—I needed to present these people as human beings, not just bones and numbers. They'd had names, families, hopes, fears. They deserved to be remembered as more than victims of an incomprehensible horror.

I spent the following week interviewing anyone who'd known the family. Members of the Cree community near Lac La Biche traveled to the fort when word spread of what we'd found. Some came seeking confirmation of deaths they'd suspected. Others came seeking justice. A few came simply to bear witness, to ensure that their relatives would not be forgotten.

Baptiste proved invaluable during these interviews. More than just translating words, he helped me understand the cultural context, the relationships, the significance of details that might otherwise have escaped my notice. Through him, I began to piece together the story of nine souls who'd walked into the wilderness and never returned.

* * *

[image: ]


The Eldest Son: approximately twelve years old, died December 1878

His name, I learned from his maternal grandmother, was Kâ-sîsipêstawew—it meant something like "He Who Walks Through." She told me this while weeping, her aged hands gripping mine with surprising strength. Through Baptiste's translation, I heard about a boy who'd been bright, quick to learn, already showing promise as a hunter.

"He was the one who kept the younger children calm," she said. "When his father drank, when there was trouble, he would gather his brothers and sisters and tell them stories, sing them songs. He was trying to be the man his father could not be."

The boy had learned to trap from his father in better times, before the whiskey. He knew how to set snares for rabbits, how to read animal tracks, how to find water in winter. When the family was forced into exile, he'd apparently been confident they would survive.

"But there was no game," the grandmother said. "The winter came early and hard. The animals had moved elsewhere, or were hiding deep in their dens. The boy tried everything he knew. He checked his snares every day, walked miles looking for signs of deer or moose. But there was nothing. And the hunger... it takes the young first, always."

According to Swift Runner's own account—which I'd documented carefully—the eldest boy had died sometime in early December, perhaps six weeks after they'd established the camp. It had been starvation, pure and simple. The boy had grown weaker each day, eating less to ensure the younger children had more, until finally his body simply gave out.

"That's when it started," Baptiste said quietly after the grandmother had left. "That first death. In their belief system, that's when the Wendigo could enter. When death from starvation comes to the camp, when the body of a dead relative lies there and everyone is starving, that's when the spirit whispers its terrible suggestion."

I'd been thinking the same thing, though from a more clinical perspective. The first death would have been a psychological breaking point. A family watching a child die slowly of starvation, knowing more deaths would follow. The desperation, the fear, the beginning of the mental collapse that would lead to the unthinkable.

The eldest boy's remains had shown no signs of the extensive processing we'd found on the others. He appeared to have been left largely intact, perhaps buried in the snow initially. Whether this was respect for the first dead, or whether the family hadn't yet crossed that final line, I couldn't determine.

But he'd died of starvation, not murder. That much was certain. He was the only one of the nine who could be said to have died a natural death, if slow starvation in the wilderness could ever be called natural.

* * *
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The Wife: approximately thirty years old, died December 1878 - January 1879

Her Cree name was difficult for me to pronounce properly, but Baptiste translated it as something meaning "Morning Star Woman." She'd been from a respected family in the Lac La Biche community, the daughter of a successful hunter who'd died when the buffalo disappeared.

An elder woman named Nôhkom, who'd been her aunt, came to speak with me. She brought a small bundle wrapped in hide—inside was a pair of moccasins, beautifully beaded with intricate floral patterns.

"She made these," Nôhkom said. "She was teaching the oldest girl how to bead. That child had promise—her stitches were already becoming even, her patterns clear. Now they are both gone."

I asked why she had stayed with Swift Runner when his drinking had become so destructive, when the community had expelled him. Nôhkom's answer was simple and devastating.

"He was her husband. The father of her children. How could she abandon him? In the old way, a wife stands with her husband through all troubles. She hoped—we all hoped—that being away from the whiskey, being forced to provide for his family again, might bring back the man he used to be."

"Instead, he killed her," I said, unable to soften the truth.

Nôhkom was silent for a long moment. "The man who killed her was not the man she married. The Wendigo wore his face, used his hands. But her husband was already dead—he died the day the whiskey took him. What killed her was just a monster in his shape."

Based on the location and condition of her remains, and cross-referencing with Swift Runner's vague timeline, I estimated she'd died sometime after her eldest son but probably before the deep winter set in. She would have been one of the earlier victims, perhaps the second or third to die.

Had she been murdered, or had she died of starvation and been consumed afterward? The evidence couldn't tell me for certain. Her skull showed no obvious trauma. But her bones bore the same systematic processing marks as most of the others—the splitting, the marrow extraction, the thorough utilization.

I thought of those moccasins, the careful beadwork. A woman who'd created beauty even in hardship. A woman who'd chosen loyalty over safety, who'd followed her husband into the wilderness hoping to save him. And this was how it had ended.

* * *
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The Mother: approximately sixty years old, died January 1879

Swift Runner's mother was, by all accounts, a traditionalist. She spoke no English, maintained the old ways as much as possible in a world that was rapidly changing. She'd watched her son's transformation with growing horror and had apparently pleaded with the elders to help him, to perform ceremonies, to do something to drive out the sickness—whether she meant the alcoholism or something more spiritual, the witnesses couldn't say.

"She went with them because she was his mother," an old man named Mostos explained to me. He'd known the family for decades. "How could she let her son go into the wilderness alone with all those children? Who would care for them if not their grandmother? She knew it was dangerous—we all tried to convince her to stay—but she said a mother's duty never ends."

She'd been a skilled herbalist, knowledgeable about medicinal plants. In better conditions, she might have been able to supplement their diet with roots, bark, and other survival foods. But deep winter in the boreal forest offered little in the way of forage.

Her remains suggested she'd survived longer than Swift Runner's wife—perhaps into January or even early February. The oldest and weakest should have died first from starvation, but I suspected she'd been giving most of her meager rations to the children, trying to keep them alive as long as possible.

"In the old stories," Baptiste told me, "when the Wendigo comes, it often takes the elders first. Not because they're weak, but because they're the keepers of knowledge. The Wendigo fears those who remember the old ways, who know the ceremonies that might stop it. It silences them first."

Whether Swift Runner had killed his mother or merely consumed her after death, I might never know. But the image haunted me—an old woman who'd walked into the wilderness out of maternal duty, who'd tried to keep her grandchildren alive, who'd ended her days as scattered bones in a frozen clearing, her knowledge and wisdom reduced to nothing.

* * *
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The Brother: approximately thirty-five years old, died January - February 1879

Swift Runner's brother remains the most mysterious of the nine victims. He'd been a bachelor, a man who'd never married but who'd been devoted to his extended family. He'd worked as a trapper and occasional laborer for the Hudson's Bay Company.
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