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For Vanessa


Prologue

Feeling the Appaloosa’s stride break, Pike knew his flight was coming to an end. The big gelding’s gait had become increasingly jarring the last couple of miles, its breath a raw, wheezing struggle for air. Leaning forward, Pike ran his hand along the gelding’s neck. It came away sticky with sweat, flecked with a pink-tinged lather that he recognized as the lung’s blood. He was killing the horse, yet there was nothing he could do about it. Not with hostiles so close behind him.

There were only four of them now, but there had been more. They’d jumped him in the pearly half-light of dawn, maybe two dozen all told, appearing soundlessly from the creeping mist of the river bottom where he had been breaking camp. For a startled moment, Indians and trapper alike had stood frozen in mid-stride. Then one of the warriors slid an arrow from the quiver across his back, and the strained tableau had broken. Dropping the oilcloth-wrapped bundle he’d been toting toward a pack horse, Pike sprinted for the Appaloosa.

The leopard-spotted gelding was already saddled. Pike had only to jerk the reins free and swing aboard. He’d done so without touching the stirrups, jerking the horse around and digging in with his spurs almost before he fully had his seat. His rifle was leaning against a nearby tree, and he swayed lithely to the side as they raced past, snatching it up even as the first shrill war cry splintered the fragile peace of the small grove. A rifle cracked, the ball sailing overhead with a fluttery whine, and a flint-tipped arrow arched past his shoulder, its dark fletching disappearing into the mist.

Keeping low over the broad, flat horn of his Mexican saddle, Pike sent his horse up a shallow bank, crashing through a fringe of gooseberry bushes in an explosion of frost and crisp yellow leaves, pounding east toward the coming sun.

That had been almost three hours ago, and the Appaloosa had been running steadily ever since. Most of the dozen or so warriors who had followed him onto the open plain had dropped out within a mile, hurrying back to share in the plundering of his camp with those who had remained behind. Only these four had clung stubbornly to his tail.

Pike had hoped the Appaloosa might eventually outrun them. It had the lines for it—long-legged and trim, with a deep, broad chest that seemed made for running—but he’d underestimated the bow-legged little Assiniboine he’d traded the horse from back at Fort Union. The Appaloosa had been run too hard at some point in its past and was wind-broken; it could sprint with the best of them, but it didn’t have the endurance for the long haul.

Now, as the Appaloosa’s hoofs beat an increasingly ragged cadence against the hard prairie sod, Pike knew the race was drawing to a close. He would have to do something, or the Indians would be on him.

Spotting the winding path of a small stream angling in from the north, Pike reined toward it. He had no way of knowing how deep those treeless banks might be. There could be decent shelter behind them for him and his horse. Or it might not be anything more than a shallow rill, a scratch across the tawny prairie. Yet no matter how skimpy its protection, it would be more than his attackers would have.

Pike’s grip tightened on the heavy, iron-mounted rifle he’d brought west with him from Tennessee. There was reassurance in its familiarity, the solid feel of its straight-grained maple stock, the cool iron of its heavy octagon barrel. With a habit ground into him from a lifetime spent on the frontier, he ran his fingers back to the jutting spur of the flintlock’s cock, gliding the ball of his thumb lightly over flint and frizzen. He’d pulled the old charge last night, then cleaned the bore and reloaded with fresh powder and a newly-patched .53-caliber round ball. He’d primed it then, too, and sealed the pan with bear grease. If he hadn’t jarred the frizzen too much during the Appaloosa’s long flight and lost his priming, the rifle would be ready to fire. But he couldn’t check it now. He couldn’t risk the wind blowing away the fine ignition powder cradled in the rifle’s shallow pan. He would have to trust that the seal had remained unbroken, that the priming was intact.

The Appaloosa’s front legs buckled, dropping the horse out from under Pike. Instinctively he kicked free of the heavy wooden stirrups, pushed away from the falling gelding. He slammed hard into the half-frozen ground and went tumbling, sky and grass whirling together in a colorful blur. When he finally stopped rolling, he was lying face down on the ground, his chest heaving, the wind knocked out of him. Pushing dizzily to his hands and knees, he saw the Appaloosa lying several yards away, its head bent at an impossible angle, its flanks still.

Closer, he saw his rifle with a tuft of dun-colored grass sprouting from its lock. Panic swelled in his breast. If the rifle was broken, he was finished.

Still feeling off-kilter from the fall, Pike shoved to his feet, then stumbled drunkenly toward his rifle. He was aware of the pounding of hoofs behind him, and threw a desperate glance over his shoulder. The warrior in the lead, riding a chunky buckskin, had swung his mount to one side to dodge the fallen Appaloosa. A single eagle feather fluttered wildly near the head of an iron-tipped lance cradled in the warrior’s right arm.

Grabbing his rifle, Pike cocked it as he brought it to his shoulder. The Indian was less than thirty yards away now, his coppery face displaying a grim acceptance of his fate as the rifle’s muzzle swung to cover him—a game played, a gamble lost. Then the cock snapped forward and the flint struck the frizzen with an audible click. But there was no shower of sparks raining into the pan, no puff of priming smoke followed by the bellow and kick as the main charge caught and exploded.

With a low, raspy curse, Pike eared the cock back a second time, flipping the frizzen closed in the same motion. The pan was empty but he’d seen a lucky spark ignite the main charge without priming before. It was a slim chance, but it was the only one he had. There was no time to reprime.

The Indian had completed the outward curve of his shallow crescent to avoid the downed Appaloosa and was coming straight at him. He’d seen Pike’s misfire and was already shouting victoriously. Pike pulled the trigger, cursing the sterile click of his second misfire. Lunging to his feet, he reversed the rifle like a club, locking his gaze on the spear point leveled on his chest. If he was quick, and lucky, he might, he just might…


Chapter One

Big John McTavish was in no hurry. He moved slowly along the dry wash, his gaze swinging back and forth over the ground in front of his quilled moccasins. It was early yet, and still cool, but he detected a hint of warmth in the slanting rays of the morning sun, a halcyon promise in the deep blue dome of the sky. Although it had already snowed once that season, he had high hopes for the next few days, and intended to be home well before a second blustery storm swept the high plains, cloaking the land in a mantle of white.

It was peaceful along the broad streambed. To the south he could hear the trilling of red-winged blackbirds and, closer, the familiar chomp of the horses as they grazed at the ends of their picket ropes. The wind was barely a murmur, coming out of the west like the rustle of mice in the next room.

Big John was a Scotsman, tall and raw-boned like his father, with an angular face tanned to leathery hue by the sun and the wind. His dark eyes were framed by a webbing of crow’s-feet, his hair, beneath his frayed Glengarry cap, was salted generously with gray, falling loosely over his collar. He wore sturdy center-seam moccasins, fringeless buckskin trousers, and a brown and white checked shirt under a red duffel coat. A black wool bandanna circled his throat, and at his waist was a wine-colored sash of woven buffalo wool, worked throughout with blue and green chevrons.

He was a trader, or had been until his recent retirement, living along the Red River of the North that separated the dense forests the Sioux called minnesota from the vast, treeless plains to the west. He’d dealt almost exclusively in furs and pemmican and buffalo robes, passing on in turn good Sheffield knives, sheet-iron kettles, fusils—those smooth-bored trade guns so popular among the tribes—and a sight of other merchandise, as well. His inventories had included beads and vermillion and paper-backed mirrors small enough to fit in the palm of a hand or weave into the mane of a favorite pony. There had been needles and awls and axes, linen thread and iron arrowheads and daggers the Indians sometimes fashioned into lances. Scarlet and blue trade cloth and ornamental silver trinkets in various designs that could be used to decorate an Indian’s hair or clothing.

Over the years Big John had traded among the Chippewas, the Assiniboines, even the Crees, who ranged far to the west, but those days were largely behind him now. In this autumn of 1832 he lived only to live, to watch with a keen but accepting eye the changes gradually overtaking the valley of the Red. He was a hunter like the others, and mostly it was a good life and a fair living, although hard and dangerous. He had hoped to die a hunter as well, living off the great, wandering herds of bison that had once darkened the flat plain bordering the Red River, supplementing the profits of the hunt with what small grains and garden truck he could raise in the summer. But times were changing and sometimes he wondered if he hadn’t lived too long, put too much faith in an economic system he’d once thought was limitless.

Coming to a flattened oval of buffalo dung, he flipped it over with his toe. A black, hard-shelled beetle scurried into the grass, but that was all. The slightly dome-shaped chip was old, and most of the nutritional value that attracted insects had been washed away long before.

Big John picked it up, adding it to the collection of dung already gathered in the sling of his coat hem. A little farther downstream, Gabriel was also scrounging for chips. On the nearly treeless prairies west of the Red River Valley, dried dung was often the only fuel available to travelers.

From the corner of his eye, Big John saw his tall roan stallion lift its head curiously, ears perked to the west. Its nostrils flared as if to catch some errant scent. Seconds later, Gabriel’s horse also threw its head into the air. Stopping, Big John glanced at his partner, but the youth was concentrating on the horses, his face grave with concern.

Returning to the horses, Big John dumped his collection of chips to the ground. By now, even the small bay they were using for a pack horse had turned its attention westward, although none of the horses was able to see above the tall cutbank Big John had chosen to shelter their fire.

“Listen,” Gabriel said, coming close.

Big John strained to hear but picked up only the soughing of the wind. “What is it, lad?”

“Horses.”

“Wild, are they?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, they are ridden.” He looked at Big John, a trace of uneasiness shading his smooth, dusky features. He didn’t need to elaborate. This was Sioux country, and they were intruders.

“Tighten the cinches on the horses,” Big John instructed curtly. “We may have to make a run for it.” He picked up his long, double-barreled rifle and hurried to the cutbank. He had to stretch to peer over the top.

A moment later, Gabriel leaned into the bank at his side, and Big John heard the boy’s sharp intake of breath.

It seemed obvious to Big John that the man on the Appaloosa wasn’t going to make it. The spotted pony’s gait was choppy, and its head was bobbing erratically. The pursuing Indians were quickly gaining. Reluctantly Big John slid his double rifle over the top of the cutbank.

“They are Chippewas,” Gabriel said softly, without looking around. “They are our friends.”

“Aye, but there’s another out there who’s needin’ our help,” Big John replied. He cocked the rifle’s right-hand hammer. “I’ll not turn my back on a stranger’s needs, just so our friends can help themselves to his scalp.”

“Maybe he deserves to lose his scalp.”

Big John’s lips drew thin. “I’d do the same if it was four white men runnin’ down a Chippewa, lad, and ye know it. ’Tis the odds I’m protestin’, nothing more.”

Gabriel didn’t reply, to Big John’s relief. He brought his sights loosely to bear, waiting for the Chippewas to come into range. After a moment, he added: “I’ll send my first shot across their bow if I can. Maybe that’ll stop ’em.”

“Thank you, Big John,” Gabriel replied. Big John wasn’t surprised when the Appaloosa went down, but he was disappointed. He’d hoped he might be wrong about the man’s chances of reaching the cutbank where he and Gabriel were holed up. He had a feeling the Chippewas wouldn’t be so eager to fight if the odds against them were suddenly tripled. But it wasn’t to be. The Appaloosa’s front legs buckled and it went to the ground, spilling its rider.

“Ah,” Big John breathed, wrapping all his regret into that single exhalation.

The stranger on the Appaloosa tumbled wildly across the short buffalo grass, and for a moment Big John feared he might have been killed in the fall. Then he rose to his hands and knees, shaking his head as if dazed.

“Hurry, man,” Big John urged. “Ye’ve no the time for woolgatherin’.”

The stranger looked up as if he’d heard Big John’s muttered admonitions, then scuttled across the grass to grab his rifle. Big John felt Gabriel’s desperate glance, but couldn’t tear his gaze away from the drama playing itself out before him. It soon became apparent that something was wrong with the stranger’s rifle. He lifted it, lowered it, then lifted it again.

“Misfire,” Gabriel breathed as the stranger surged to his feet, raising the weapon above his shoulder like a club.

“So it would seem,” Big John agreed, swinging his sights on the distant warrior.

The tip of the Chippewa’s lance was less than half a dozen yards away from the stranger’s chest when Big John squeezed the trigger. The rifle boomed, spewing a cloud of gray powder smoke across the prairie. Through it, he saw the warrior topple from the buckskin’s back, saw the second Chippewa yank his horse to a plunging, head-tossing stop. Lowering his rifle, the stranger began to work frantically on his lock.

Big John sighed, feeling Gabriel’s gaze, the silent accusation in his eyes. “There was no time, lad,” he said with little enthusiasm.

Gabriel stared at him a moment longer, then looked away. “He is thinking about it,” he said, referring to the second warrior.

“I fear ye be right,” Big John agreed, cocking the left-hand barrel. Although the second warrior was farther away, he wasn’t moving. Big John knew he would be within the double rifle’s range if he wanted to risk a shot, but he wasn’t interested in prolonging the battle, not if it could be avoided. He waited tensely as the Chippewa appeared to calculate the odds with a show of noble indifference. Finally the Indian reined away, walking his horse back to where the last two warriors had halted well out of range. Big John exhaled loudly and lowered the hammer.

“Fetch the horses, Gabriel. We’d best be gettin’ out there before they change their minds.”

He clambered over the top of the cutbank, then paused to reload in plain sight. The stranger was looking his way, cradling his own long gun in a non-threatening manner. The Chippewas were also watching him, their stance more curious than aggressive. After returning the ramrod to its thimbles beneath the steel web holding the rifle’s twin barrels together, Big John glanced behind him. Gabriel had already swung onto the saddle of the piebald black gelding he called Baldy, and had Big John’s roan in tow. He led the stallion across the dry streambed and up through a break in the cutbank. Back on the little flat where they’d been gathering chips for a breakfast fire, the bay nickered questioningly, but didn’t try to pull loose from its picket.

Big John mounted the roan gratefully, feeling more in control with a good horse under him. The buckskin the first warrior had been riding had circled around to the south and stopped some distance away. Pointing toward it with his chin, Big John said: “See if ye can catch yon pony, lad. I’m thinkin’ we’ll have a man here as’ll be needin’ it.”

Nodding, Gabriel angled off toward the buckskin as Big John set a straight course for the stranger, drawing up only yards away. Meeting the man’s gaze, he offered a faint smile. “’Mornin’, and a lively one ye’ve had, I’d say.”

“Some,” the stranger allowed, letting the dinged stock of his rifle butt rest on the ground between his plain, grease-blackened moccasins. He was short and gaunt and wiry-looking, with a deeply weathered face surrounding the twin pools of his faded blue eyes. A long, bushy tangle of gray hair splayed out from beneath a broad-brimmed, low-crowned hat of cheap wool felt. He wore buckskin trousers with fringe along the outside seam and an old red cotton shirt under a hooded white capote.

The stranger was studying Big John closely in return, his gaze lingering almost enviably on the roan. “That was some slick shooting,” he finally allowed, drawing his eyes away from the stallion and nodding toward the fallen Chippewa.

“Aye,” Big John replied immodestly. “A hundred and fifty yards, I’m guessin’, although he was movin’ toward me, which made it easier.” He rested the double rifle across his quilled pad saddle and nudged the roan closer, extending a hand. “Me name’s McTavish, although if ye’re to know me long, it’ll be Big John ye call me.”

“Pike,” the stranger returned simply.

“Pleased, Mister Pike, and happy I am not to be buryin’ ye this fine but frosty mornin’. Tell me, are there others who might be needin’ our assistance, or do ye travel alone?”

“I’m alone,” Pike replied shortly.

Gabriel’s voice came to them across the distance, tinged with impatience. He was trying to drive the Indian pony toward Big John and Pike, but the buckskin wasn’t having it. Every time Gabriel came near, it would lift its head, then trot off out of reach. And every time it did that, it would draw a little closer to the watching Chippewas.

“Easy, Gabriel,” Big John said, edging a hand back to cover the twin hammers of his rifle.

The Chippewas were starting to show some interest now, as if contemplating a quick charge. Then, like a child abruptly tiring of a game, the buckskin shook its head and galloped toward the Chippewas. Howling shrilly, the bronzed trio quirted their ponies forward, circling the buckskin and driving it away while Gabriel scampered Baldy in the opposite direction.

“Damn,” Big John hissed, then offered Pike an apologetic shrug. “We could have used the pony, if yon beasty was all ye owned.”

“It was,” Pike said grimly, turning his gaze on the fallen Appaloosa. “They got two pack horses and all my traps at first light.”

“Ye’re not from around here, then?”

Pike gave him a brief look. “Nope.” He started for the dead horse. “I’m from the west.”

“A beaver trapper?”

“Some.” Pike leaned his rifle against the Appaloosa’s hip, then bent to loosen the cinch on a heavy, gourd-horned Mexican saddle.

Big John looked away, watching Gabriel’s cautious approach on the dead Chippewa. Pike paused, too, and in that instant Big John saw Gabriel as he knew Pike must, with an outsider’s untinted clarity.

Big John had always thought of Gabriel as the boy he had been—quiet, responsible, prematurely dignified, a wise man’s soul in a youth’s body. Now, through Pike’s eyes, he saw him as he had become—slim and capable and proud.

He was a half-breed sure, with his thick, raven-colored hair cut straight at the shoulder and his dark skin reddish-hued, after his mother’s people. His eyes were black as English flint, his teeth white and even between thin lips. He wore a dark blue factory coat with brass buttons and a tail split for riding, with an embroidered floral design of dyed moose hair added to the cuffs and collar, then wisping down both lapels. Beneath the coat was a yellow calico shirt and a red sash peppered with blue and green.

Gabriel wore wool trousers the color of a mourning dove’s wing and buffalo-hide moccasins that came up under tight-fitting, knee-high leggings. A blue cloth cap with a leather brim held his hair in place. His long gun was an English-made Brown Bess, at least thirty years old; he’d shortened the barrel soon after obtaining the piece, then added brass tacks along the stock and forearm and a quilled leather sling to carry it across his back.

Dismounting, Gabriel rolled the Chippewa onto his back. Looking up with a troubled expression, he said: “We know him. He is one of Tall Cloud’s nephews.”

Big John grunted sharply. “Are ye sure?”

“He is of the Turtle Mountain clan. I am sure of that.”

A sudden regret unfurled within the lanky Scotsman. He glanced at Pike. “I’ve traded with old Tall Cloud and his kith many a winter. It doesn’t set right to be makin’ war on ’em now.”

“Seems to me it was them making war,” Pike said.

“Aye, and no denyin’ that, I suppose. ’Twas the breath of old Clootie hisself ye must have been feelin’, and no good way to die, butchered like a pup for the kettle at the hands of men ye don’t know. Still, ’tis a sorry business. Especially for me and the lad.”

Pike shrugged unsympathetically and turned away. He’d worked the saddle’s underside stirrup free, but the cinch remained pinned beneath the Appaloosa’s body. From time to time as he struggled with the horsehair cinch, Pike would lift his head to look around, but, save for their own little knot of humanity, the wide, gently rolling plains were empty. Not even the shadow of a cloud marred the landscape, and the Chippewas had vanished as if swallowed by the earth itself.

“’Tis the huntin’ of the buffalo they protest,” Big John said after a while, wanting Pike to understand the Chippewas’ position.

“I wasn’t hunting buffalo,” Pike responded without looking up. He braced a foot against the Appaloosa’s hip and gave a hard yank. This time the cinch pulled free, almost dumping him on his butt.

“True,” Big John acknowledged, “but even last season, I’m thinkin’, they would’ve rather traded with ye than tried to rob ye.” Eyeing Pike closely, he added offhandedly: “If ’twas them what blackened their faces first.”

Pike straightened and hooked his thumbs in his belt. “And not some outsider who bit off more than he could chew, you mean?”

“Aye, Mister Pike. I’m wonderin’.”

“It was them that jumped me, McTavish.”

Big John studied the gaunt trapper for several seconds, then nodded. “Fair enough, Mister Pike, and no insult meant.” Looking past them, he studied the distant rim of the horizon. “There were others, ye say, besides these four?”

“A couple of dozen altogether. They jumped me at dawn while I was breaking camp. Most of ’em stayed to go through my packs, but these four hung on like burrs.”

“How far back do ye suppose they’d be, them that stayed to strip ye packs.”

Pike thought about it for a minute. “I was half the morning getting this far at a pretty hard run. I reckon they’d still be several hours away.”

“And the others, lad?” Big John asked Gabriel. “Where are they?”

Gabriel nodded toward a little scab of bare earth about a mile to the south. “They’ll wait there until we leave, then come for the body.”

Big John studied the patch of dirt Gabriel had pointed out, realizing only then that it was the mouth of a coulée. Nodding thoughtfully, he turned to Pike. “Me and the lad were about to fix ourselves a bite to eat when we heard ye comin’, but it might be best if we pushed on a spell. If ye’ve no other engagements pressin’, ye’d be welcome to join us. I’ve a bay pony yonder that I’d be happy to make ye the loan of. ’Tis only a light pack he’s carryin’, and most of the cabbri what young Gabriel here added to the larder last night can be divided amongst us. What do ye say, Mister Pike?”

Although Pike hesitated, he really didn’t have much of a choice. They were a long way from beaver country here. A long way from just about anywhere. Picking up his rifle, then hefting the saddle to his shoulder, the trapper said: “I reckon I’d be obliged to ride with you, McTavish.”

Big John smiled. “Good. Fetch yeself along then and we’ll be off.” He reined his horse around to lead the way to the little flat where they’d picketed the bay. But with his back turned, Big John’s smile faded. He knew his killing of the young Chippewa would not soon be forgotten across the northern plains. Like a stone tossed carelessly into the middle of a still pond, it would ripple outward for a long time, and no way of knowing what it might eventually disturb.


Chapter Two

Gabriel put Baldy up the low east bank of the dry streambed where he and Big John had stopped for breakfast, then let him out to a lope. Although Big John and Pike were already some distance ahead, Gabriel held back. He liked to ride alone, and now he had the American to think about.

Gabriel had never cared much for the Americans he’d met. Most of them had been traders and cattle dealers up from Wisconsin or Missouri to barter with the half-bloods—the bois brûles—who ruled the Red River Valley of the north. In Gabriel’s opinion, the Americans were a loud and swaggering lot, bold-eyed among the half-blood women, given to lying and cheating when they thought they could get away with it, and sullen resentment when they couldn’t. As if they blamed the bois brûles for their own fumbled ruses.

So far, Gabriel hadn’t detected that kind of arrogance in Pike, which only made his suspicion of the wiry trapper all the more puzzling. He felt vaguely intimidated by him, a feeling he was neither used to nor fully understood. He wasn’t afraid, but he sensed a threat in Pike’s presence, a need to keep his guard up.

Baldy’s gait was rough and jarring, a not so subtle protest to the bouncing haunches of cabbri slung across the back of Gabriel’s pad saddle like a pair of oblong saddlebags. He’d lashed the pronghorn antelope’s shoulder across the top, behind his bedroll, while listening to the conversation between Big John and Pike.

Gabriel could tell that Big John liked Pike, which only added to his confusion. He thought Pike liked Big John, too, although that didn’t surprise him. Most people liked Big John, even if they didn’t always agree with him. Like about the buffalo, or trading with the Hudson’s Bay Company.

Big John despised Hudson’s Bay with a grudge that went back to the days of open warfare between H.B.C. and the old North West Company that Big John had worked for. After North West succumbed to Hudson’s Bay by merger in 1821—about the same time the Americans had started venturing into the Red River Valley from the south and east—Big John began encouraging the bois brûles to trade more vigorously with their southern neighbors. It was better to take a knife in the guts from the Americans, he often said, than one in the back from Hudson’s Bay.

Gabriel wasn’t sure he agreed with Big John’s assessment of Hudson’s Bay, but then, he’d been too young to remember much about the hostilities between the Bay Company and the Nor’Westers, other than that it had been a horribly blood-soaked affair that left cultural wounds that were still unhealed.

Big John’s stubborn prophecy of the buffalo’s demise was a bit harder for Gabriel to stomach. Bison had once ranged throughout the Red River Valley, but time and a steady influx of settlers had driven the shaggy beasts onto the high plains farther west.

To the bois brûles, the buffalo’s withdrawal was nothing more than a natural response to the valley’s increasing population, but Big John seemed convinced it signaled the beginning of the end. Give it another twenty years, Big John insisted, and the buffalo would be gone entirely, the half-bloods forced to take up the hoe and plow.

That kind of talk generated a lot of ill feelings among the bois brûles, to whom the buffalo were not just a means of subsistence, but in many ways the core of who they were as a people. They heard Big John’s words not as concern, but as accusation, and had anyone else made such high-handed indictments, there would have been trouble for sure, perhaps even bloodshed.

Big John was too well-respected to be challenged openly, but recently Gabriel had begun to detect something he regarded as even more disturbing, a kind of patronizing concession to Big John’s beliefs, an erosion of respect for the tall Scotsman’s authority, manifested in condescending smiles or furtive rolls of the eyes.

It bothered Gabriel to see it, bothered him all the more for his own occasional irritation with Big John’s views. Big John had been like a father to him for as long as he could remember, had always treated him fairly and with respect, and never disciplined him without just cause. It didn’t seem fair that something so trivial as a difference of opinion over a single issue could threaten all that Big John had come to stand for in the valley.

Thinking of the unrest brewing among the bois brûles brought sadness to Gabriel’s heart. It would be good to talk to Charlo about it, and maybe talk to him about Pike, too. Old Charlo was like Big John in many ways. They had come to the pays sauvage—Indian country—in the same North West Company canoe brigade when they were both young men, not yet out of their teens. They’d wintered together for the first several seasons on the Jack River, at the northern tip of Lake Winnipeg, before migrating south.

Charlo had once told Gabriel that Big John had better eyes than most people, then lightly tapped his chest and the side of his head with a forefinger, explaining that Big John saw with his heart and mind as well as his eyes. Gabriel knew Charlo also disagreed with Big John about the buffalo, but that hadn’t lessened the Indian’s esteem for him.

Gabriel took comfort in that. It helped ease his own guilty feelings whenever he grew impatient with Big John. Gabriel knew they would stop at Charlo’s cabin on the way back to their farm along the Tongue River. They would want to see what news the old Indian might have for them, and to pass along their own. With his thoughts settled, Gabriel let Baldy have his head. He had fallen quite a ways behind, and wanted to catch up. Although he wasn’t overly concerned about the Chippewas slipping up behind them, he wasn’t a fool, either.

* * * * *

They reined in atop a high ridge overlooking the Pembina River, the land dropping off sharply before them, tumbled and broken, dotted with ginger-hued boulders that seemed to reflect the sun’s radiance. Groves of trees grew close in the hollows, their limbs furred yellow and scarlet and pale brown. Farther off, Gabriel could see stretches of the river itself where it wound through the steep Hair Hills that bordered the western edge of the Red River Valley. The Pembina’s banks were lined with box elder and cottonwood, scattered dogwood and tremblies, that the Americans called aspen.

A gust of wind moved down the valley, causing the branches of the trees to dip and sway. Following the wind’s progress downstream, Gabriel was amused by how much it looked like fall. When he and Big John had left only a week ago, it had seemed as if winter had arrived for good, with saw-toothed flurries blowing out of the northwest and five inches of wet snow on the ground. All that had changed in the time they’d been gone. The snow had melted and the wind had shifted back out of the west, drying out the land and making it all seem crisp and fresh again.

Dismounting, they loosened the cinches on their horses to let them blow. Big John put both fists against the small of his back and stretched in an exaggerated manner, groaning softly at the faint pop of his lower spine. Straightening and rolling his shoulders, he nodded toward the distant river and said to Pike: “Yonder’s the Pembina. She points south here, but will turn about soon enough and flow east, into the Red.”

Pike looked and nodded, and Big John went on: “There’s a settlement of sorts where the Pembina leaves the Hair Hills, and a trading post at the Red. ’Tis American soil there, but no more than a good spit north to British holdin’s. Rupert’s Land, they call it, and a Hudson’s Bay post just north of the line for tradin’.”

Big John went on casually, explaining the lay of the land, the direction of rivers, the location of various trading posts and half-blood communities. Pike, Gabriel noticed, took it all in silently, his quick, sun-washed eyes following closely as Big John pointed out different landmarks.

When Big John was finished, Pike nodded toward the valley floor and murmured—“Smoke.”—as if not sure he should point out something so obvious.

Spotting it for the first time, a bluish thread barely visible in the distance, Gabriel swallowed back his annoyance.

“Aye, a friend’s fire,” Big John explained, then glanced at Gabriel. “The eyes of a hawk this one has, eh, lad?”

Gabriel shrugged as if unimpressed. The animosity he’d felt toward Pike when they’d picked him up off the plains two days before remained as strong and as puzzling as ever. Pike hadn’t done anything to earn Gabriel’s distrust, but the feeling persisted, and Gabriel was powerless to ignore it.

Leaning casually against Baldy’s hip, Gabriel stared back the way they’d come, seeing in his mind the rolling plains stretching westward under the deep blue curve of the sky. It was five hundred miles or more to the Rocky Mountains, and nothing in between to stop a man or even slow him down. It was his land, those plains and these hills, and on east, too, across the Red River. The best of all worlds, of Indian and white, prairie and woods. The heart of the continent, Charlo claimed, and Gabriel believed him even though he had never been anywhere else.

Big John and Pike were unlashing their coats from their saddles. It had been comfortably warm all afternoon, but as the sun dipped below the horizon, the air began to turn cool. Gabriel could already see the wispy puffs of his breath every time he exhaled. They were still some distance from Charlo’s cabin, and the trail down through the hills was a twisty one, steep enough in places that he wasn’t looking forward to challenging it in the dark.

As if sharing his thoughts, Big John said: “We’ve a ways to travel yet, and night to hound us along. We’d best be movin’ on.” He glanced at the column of smoke, nearly obscured in the early twilight. “We’ll spend the night at Charlo’s.”

“Charlo?” Pike asked.

“Beneath yon smoke ye pointed out,” Big John explained. He mounted the roan, then looked at Gabriel. “Are ye comin’, lad?”

“I know the way,” Gabriel replied shortly, keeping his back to the two men as he tugged at the knot holding his coat across the front of his saddle. He waited until they had dropped from sight below the rim of the hill before slipping into his coat and riding after them.

They were an hour coming down off the ridge. Although the light was fading rapidly, there was still enough illumination to make out the grove of trees where Charlo’s cabin sat, to discern the ebony bars of a small corral to the side. They reined up several hundred yards away, sitting three abreast, and Gabriel uneasily lifted his musket to rest it across his left arm. Big John butted his rifle to his thigh, and, noting their silent preparations, Pike saw to his own weapons, the iron-mounted rifle and a heavy-bladed butcher knife sheathed at his hip.

“Easy now,” Big John cautioned. “It means nothing.”

But Gabriel’s heart was pounding. There was no light shining through the trees, not even the glimmer of lamplight peeking from between loose shutters, and the sky above the cabin was smokeless.

They fanned out as they crossed the meadow, keeping their horses on a tight rein. Gabriel’s eyes darted, his ears straining for any sound. The breeze had died at sunset and, without it, he could hear even the faint chatter of the river beyond the trees.

Baldy pushed forward with quick, mincing steps, pulling restively at the bit by tossing his jaw forward. Gabriel kept an eye on the piebald’s ears as they drew closer to the cabin, reading in the way they moved what the pony scented or heard. When Big John drew up about halfway across the meadow, Pike and Gabriel did the same. From here Gabriel could just make out the near wall of the cabin, its hewed logs a flat, dark plane.

“Look sharp there, lad,” Big John whispered. “Is that a shadow in yon corral, or one of Charlo’s oxen?”

Squinting in the murky light, Gabriel felt a surge of relief. “The black one,” he confirmed. “The one that was snake-bit last summer and nearly died.”

Big John lowered his rifle. “I believe ye be right, and we’re not likely to find a war party nearby that wouldn’t take time to slaughter the stock.”

“The Chippewas?” Pike asked.

“Sure, it crossed my mind. The lad’s, too, I’d wager. Them, or others.”

But now that all seemed right again, Gabriel felt a sudden, stubborn loyalty. “No,” he stated flatly. “Not Chippewas.”

“Ah, Gabriel, was it not Tall Cloud’s own nephew what tried to skewer Mister Pike here?”

“The Chippewas are not at war with us,” Gabriel said stoutly. “They are our friends.”

There was an edge to Big John’s reply. “The Métis are ye friends, Gabriel, not the Chippewas. Ye’ll be learnin’ that soon enough if it’s war they’re truly wantin’.”

Gabriel’s lips thinned, but he knew Big John was right. He was bois brûle, a half-blood—what the Canadian traders called Métis—and if it came to war he would fight as such. But the thought of it made him half sick. A lot of Chippewa blood ran through the bois brûles. War would be little more than an ugly, murderous feud within an extended family.

Impulsively he kicked at Baldy’s ribs, galloping recklessly into the cabin’s yard. He could make out the litter of wind-blown leaves piled against the threshold of the cabin’s door, and, in the corral, the snowy belly of the mostly black ox gliding toward him. But Charlo’s second ox, his old, brindled riding mare, and the white buffalo runner were nowhere to be seen.

Big John and Pike rode into the yard and dismounted. Big John let the roan’s reins trail on the ground, but Pike kept the bay close, using him as a shield between himself and the deeper darkness of the trees. Even in the shadows close to the cabin, Gabriel could see the disapproval on Big John’s face, and knew it was from the irresponsible way he’d come in, alone and fast. But Gabriel didn’t wait. Jerking the musket’s big cock back to full, he headed for the cabin’s door.

“Gabriel!” Big John spoke sharply.

“The white runner is gone,” Gabriel said over his shoulder. “So is the mare and the ox.”

“Only one ox is missin’, lad, and no sign of trouble that I’ve seen.”

Gabriel made a quick, dismissing gesture with his hand, then lifted the door’s wooden latch and shoved it open. Stepping forward, Big John clamped a hand over his shoulder and yanked him back.

“Don’t be outlinin’ yeself that way,” he grated. “Ye’re no a fool, Gabriel. Don’t be takin’ the chances of one.”

“You two’d best save your bickering for later,” Pike called. He was holding the bay close to the bit, facing the deepest shadows of the woods.

Gabriel felt a flash of shame, and his anger evaporated in an instant. He didn’t understand the hostility that could sweep over him without warning. At times it seemed that the whole world was changing, yet, when he looked closer, nothing seemed different.

Standing to one side, Big John lifted his voice. “Charlo! Are ye in there, man? ’Tis Big John McTavish and Gabriel.”

Only the murmur of the river answered, and Big John looked at Gabriel.

“He’s not here.”

“I think not, but ’twas smoke we saw, there’s no denyin’ that.”

“He’s not here,” Gabriel repeated, lowering his musket’s cock to the half position for safety. “I can feel the cabin’s emptiness.” Fingering his fire steel and a piece of char and flint from the quilled moose-hide pouch at his belt, he stepped inside, then felt his way across the room to the table where a stubby tallow candle always sat in the middle in a base of its own wax. It was short work to strike a flame, and the candle’s smoky light quickly nudged back the darkness, throwing his shadow boldly against wall and ceiling.

Charlo’s cabin was a simple one-room affair, cluttered with a thirty-plus-year collection of treasures strewn about in chaotic disarray. The furniture was heavy and crudely built but padded with robes for comfort. Hanks of glass trade beads in a wild assortment of colors decked the cabin’s walls from square iron nails, and empty rum kegs sprouted from the dirt floor like stumps. From the exposed beams overhead hung traps in a variety of sizes, from muskrat on up to beaver and wolves. Some of the traps were old and missing parts; others were new, still in their original packing grease. The yellow-toothed skulls of beavers, coyotes, and grizzly bears grinned a cold welcome from odd niches about the cabin, and against the rear wall, draped like bunting nearly from eave to eave, hung the twelve-foot-long hide of a rattlesnake Charlo had killed at Devil’s Lake many years before.

“Naught but our own nerves,” Big John stated with obvious relief, following Gabriel into the cabin. “I’m thinkin’ ’tis that business with Tall Cloud’s nephew that’s got us so spooked, lad.”

“Do you think the smoke we saw came from the river?”

“Aye, it’s possible. Charlo’s not a man to idle with his winter feed, and he’s a taste for smoked fish, though I’ve never understood it meself. Not with good red meat to be had for the butcherin’.”

As if his ebbing worry was some sort of cue, there arose a sudden and familiar sound, a mushrooming screech like a fine-toothed file being drawn across teeth. Exchanging a grin with Big John, Gabriel ducked through the door. He stopped abruptly at the sight of Pike.

The American was crouched near the corral with his rifle up but not yet shouldered, the muzzle pointed toward the still-expanding ululation that shrilled up the trail from the river. Pike had let go of the bay’s bit, but still clung to its reins. He was pulling the pony after him as he waddled quickly, comically, toward a stack of firewood piled near a corner of the corral.

Gabriel clamped down on the laughter that bubbled in his throat. From the far side of the corral, the screeching broke into a series of dull, heavy thumps, then rose swiftly once more, soaring among the brittle autumn leaves. Pike thought it was human, Gabriel guessed, a tortured scream begging for death. It would be an easy mistake to make for someone unfamiliar with the ways of the valley, and all the more so by the stealthy approach he and Big John had made on the cabin. But it was funny, too, and in Gabriel’s eyes it cut the American down to more tolerable dimensions.

Coming up behind Gabriel, Big John called: “’Tis only a cart, Mister Pike!”

“He thought it was a cry from hell,” Gabriel said, laughing.

There was movement behind the corral. Gabriel saw the ox first, heavy-horned and plodding, its dun hide freckled with gray. The two-wheeled cart was little more than a hulking mass behind it, flanked by a lanky figure toting a long-barreled fowler over one bony shoulder as comfortably as another man might carry a fishing pole. A pipe jutted from the corner of Charlo’s mouth, as familiar as the moccasins on his feet and the stout Hudson’s Bay dagger at his waist. His leathery face, deeply creviced by wind and age, was framed by a mop of snow-white hair cut square at the shoulders.

Charlo was a tall man among a notably blunt people, a stranger from the East almost forty years before. Some said he was the first freeman to settle within the Hair Hills, no small feat in those bloody, hell-hoared years. Eventually he had become something of a trader as well, although it was never anything he was serious about. Mostly he was content to hunt and trap and fish, and twice each year he would travel to the buffalo ranges with the bois brûles. Were it not for supplies like powder and lead and tobacco, he might have stayed forever in the Hair Hills, and never come at all to the trading posts along the Red River.

Seeing the American and the way he held his rifle, Charlo paused at the edge of his yard. He gave Big John a questioning glance, then turned back to Pike. Speaking around his pipe, he said: “If it is my hide you seek, stranger, I am afraid you will find it is not worth much any more.”

Lowering his rifle, Pike turned away in disgust. Charlo clucked his tongue and the ox came on, plodding without guidance to the far side of the cabin. The excruciating caterwaul of the cart’s ungreased axle besieged them all the way.

The cart was a unique product of time and place, remarkably suited to the largely flat, treeless prairies and random marshes and woods characteristic of the Red River country. It was a relatively lightweight vehicle, all things considered. Made entirely of hardwood and rawhide, it had tall, outwardly dished wheels that made it nearly impossible to tip over even when descending riverbanks or crossing coulées. Its bed was roughly six feet long by four across, with slatted sideboards of cottonwood limbs that Big John once morosely confessed reminded him of the bars over the windows of the Montreal gaol.

As the cart shrieked past, Gabriel saw that it was carrying an oddly shaped cargo, and a second later he caught the unmistakable odor of moose.

“Here,” Charlo spoke to the ox as it passed beneath a horizontal limb protruding from a sturdy cottonwood beside his cabin. Rapping the animal’s springy ribs with his knuckles, he added: “Stop.”

Gabriel came over, and Charlo grinned. “Upriver I found this one. God-damned lucky, eh?” He took the pipe from his mouth and knocked the dottle from it with the palm of his hand before returning it to the straps of a beaded gage d’amour, the heart-shaped tobacco pouch he wore around his neck. Reaching through the cart’s slats, Gabriel buried his fingers in the dark, coarse shoulder hair. He pulled it out until it was stretched full-length, almost eight inches long, thick and winter prime. He said: “Isabella is wanting some moose hair for embroidery. She says she will dye it purple, for my jacket.”

“Isabella is a good woman, and I have no use for the hair,” Charlo said. “What you think she needs, you take.” He stepped away from the cart as Big John and Pike approached, silent save for the tiny, musical ching of the American’s spurs.

“So,” Charlo said, smiling. “The Sioux did not get your scalps this year again, eh? That is good.” He shook Big John’s hand, then Pike’s as introductions were made, nodding and smiling the whole time. It was a trader’s greeting, Gabriel realized, with everything exaggerated for the stranger’s benefit so that there would be no misunderstanding. To Big John, Charlo added: “You found more than buffalo on the plains this year.”

Big John chuckled. “There’s lots to be found out there, old friend, but this is a first for me.”

Charlo continued to smile as he pumped Pike’s hand again. “You will stay here this night, yes?”

“I’m riding with McTavish and the boy,” Pike replied stiffly. “If they’re of a mind to set a spell, that’ll suit me.”

“Good,” Charlo said, dropping his hand, his smile waning. “Good. I look forward to hearing your story.” He glanced at Gabriel and Big John. “We will unhitch and unsaddle and see to our stock before we talk, eh?”

“Where is the white runner?” Gabriel asked.

“He and the mare are on grass. They are near, I think.”

“’Tis thievin’ the lad’s thinkin’ of,” Big John said. “Some Turtle Mountain Chippewas tried to take Mister Pike’s scalp a ways back, but got only his ponies and packs.”

Charlo was silent for a moment. Finally he said: “The Chippewas tried to kill a stranger in their land, which is only natural. They will not come here.” He patted Big John’s shoulder. “We are friends with the Turtle Mountain band, you and I. Our ponies are safe.” He looked at Gabriel. “Come, young one, help me with this meat, then get your hair for Isabella.”

While Big John and Pike took the horses to the corral, Charlo and Gabriel ran an iron pole through the tendons of the moose’s hind legs, just behind its hocks. With home-made block and tackle, they hoisted the carcass from the cart’s bed until it hung free from the cottonwood’s strong limb. Charlo led the ox forward, and Gabriel unbuckled the harness and lifted it from her back. After easing the cart’s shafts to the ground, Charlo clucked softly and the ox moved away, swishing its tail vigorously. Charlo stared after her until she was swallowed by the darkness, then said, without turning around: “Did you find buffalo?”

“No. There was sign of a small herd at Rush Lake and the American says he saw a big bunch on the Mouse River, but Big John and I did not go that far.”

“That far,” Charlo repeated wonderingly. “And two years since I last saw a moose on the Pembina.”

Gabriel shrugged, even though he knew Charlo couldn’t see him. He was thinking that, all of a sudden, Charlo was sounding a lot like Big John.

Returning to the moose, Gabriel ran his hand along the gaunt flank, then down the spine. From its size he could tell it was young; from its lack of palmated antlers, he knew it was a cow. He moved his hand over the long, massive head, stopping when he came to the abrupt termination of hide, the cold gumminess of clotted blood. “You have already taken the nose,” he accused.

Charlo chuckled. “For breakfast this morning,” he confessed. “Had I known you would be here, I would have saved it. I remember nose is your favorite.”

“Of moose,” Gabriel said, “but it doesn’t matter. I shot a cabbri on the other side of Rush Lake. We have been eating well.”

“Good. Soon there will be buffalo. My belly is hungry for it.”

Charlo peeled the hide back from the moose’s shoulder. “Just enough for tonight,” he said, slicing into the meat with his dagger. “Tomorrow I will butcher it good, and we will take it with us when we go after buffalo.”

Thinking of the coming hunt brought a smile to Gabriel’s face. He was looking forward to it. Sometimes he wished they could leave the Red River Valley altogether, and just follow the herds. But, of course, that would be impossible. The Sioux, the Crees, the Assiniboines, and the Arikaras controlled the buffalo ranges west of the valley, and they would never permit such flagrant invasion of their lands. It was dangerous enough going in as they did now.

Charlo draped both backstraps over the cart’s tailgate, then wiped his knife’s blade clean against the hide. “Enough for tonight, I think.”

From the corral came the angry squeal of a horse, followed by Big John’s scolding shout.

“The roan,” Gabriel said, remembering what had happened the last time they’d penned Big John’s red stallion with the bay horse Pike was riding. By morning the bay had been soaked with sweat, wall-eyed with terror, half a dozen palm-size patches of hide nipped off by the roan’s huge, cream-colored teeth.

“Big John should tell that horse no,” Charlo said, sheathing his dagger. “Then he should explain it again with a piece of firewood. A man must always get a pony’s attention with something harder than its head.”

“Big John will take care of the roan,” Gabriel replied. “He will let the bay run loose tonight.”

“I think maybe Big John would do well to watch that roan horse closely.”

“Why?” Gabriel asked, puzzled.

“You watch, too, eh?” Charlo turned and smiled as if to lighten the tone of his words. “Maybe that will be enough.” Picking up a slab of meat in each hand, he said: “Let’s go make a good supper, young one. Moose.” He smacked his lips. “God-damn, my belly rumbles for it.”


Chapter Three

Pike sat cross-legged on a folded piece of buffalo robe, his back to the log wall, a cup of bitter black tea cooling on the dirt floor at his side. In the fireplace the flames had dwindled to flickering yellow tongues, wrapped in jumping shadows. He was growing drowsy in the unaccustomed warmth of the cabin. The roasted moose and a soup made of peas and barley resided comfortably in his stomach. It had been a long time since he’d eaten such grub, and the taste of fresh vegetables and recently harvested grain lingered pleasantly.

Charlo sat against the wall next to the door, paring tobacco for his pipe from the unraveled tip of a five-pound carrot. Gabriel reclined beside him, half asleep, his own white dudeen pipe, its rim stained black, held loosely in one hand. McTavish sat on an empty rum keg, his eyelids drooping. They had eaten and smoked and talked well into the night, until an easy silence had overtaken them. Pike was seriously considering seeking out his bedroll when Charlo began to speak quietly, without looking up.

“They say that already some have come from the White Horse Plain and are camped across from Pembina Post. They say they will leave for the buffalo ranges within the week, and some already speak of Paget to lead.”

McTavish stirred, a frown creasing his forehead. “Within the week, ye say?”

“According to Quesnelle, whose sister has come down from the White Horse. He says Denning will travel with them this year, that he has already left Fort Douglas.”

McTavish snorted. “Aye, that sounds like Paget’s doin’, all right. Burdenin’ the whole of a hunt with a Black Robe.”

Gabriel pushed up straighter, looking at Big John. “We should have Father Denning bless our camp as well. For the good of the hunt and the safety of the bois brûles.”

“Aye, and let’s be shakin’ our wanbangos and tootin’ our eagle bone flutes while we’re at it,” McTavish replied peevishly.

“It is different,” Gabriel said.

“’Tis hoodoo, lad. Christian or savage, it cuts the same.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Charlo said mildly. “Unless you wish to hunt alone, there will be a blessing.”

McTavish shook his head. “A man can no longer hunt alone, not with the Sioux lookin’ to lift his scalp, damn their black-hearted souls.”

Charlo looked up with cocked brow, a twisted grin. “You damn them, Big John? And you without a God?”

“Not without a God, old friend, but not blinded by a Black Robe’s words, either. I’ll make my own way through this life we’ve been given, and I’ll face my own God when the time comes.”

Pike’s interest was piqued. He’d been wondering ever since his rescue from the Chippewas who these men were and where they had come from. He hadn’t asked because he’d figured it wasn’t any of his business, but curiosity finally got the better of him.

“What’s this hunt you keep talking about?” he asked McTavish.

“For buffalo, Mister Pike, and the pemmican and robes we’ll be harvestin’ from the herds.”

“And a priest?”

That brought a taut chuckle from the Scotsman. “Aye, a priest, and what’s one to do with the other, you’re no doubt askin’.” He turned an amused eye on Charlo.

“We have accepted the Catholic faith,” Charlo explained with quiet dignity. “We have given up our heathen gods and ask only for the protection of the one true God.”

McTavish sniffed in disdain and looked away. Gabriel took up the conversation. “Twice each year, in the spring and the fall, we go onto the plains to hunt buffalo. We go as a tribe, the bois brûle, as protection against the Sioux whose lands we must cross. We ask the priest for his blessing to guide us safely to the buffalo, and to give us strength and courage against our enemies. We also ask him to hear our confessions, so that the souls of those who do not return will be less burdened.”

“The bois brûle?” Pike felt suddenly foolish in his ignorance.

“Of the Red River.” After a moment of silence, McTavish’s brows furrowed. “Ye’ve not heard of the bois brûle, Mister Pike?”

“I’ve heard the words, that’s about all.”

The Scotsman’s frown deepened. “I’d figured ye for an Astor man, Mister Pike, maybe from Fort Union or Fort Clark on the Missouri River, but I cannot imagine an employee of ol’ John Jacob not knowin’ of the Red River Settlements.”

“I don’t work for Astor.”

“Well, and sure, ’tis the settlements ye’ve come to, knowin’ of ’em or not. Not the big one at Fort Douglas, at the mouth of the Assiniboine up in Rupert’s Land, but the village of Saint Joseph at the edge of the Hair Hills.”

Pike shook his head. Although McTavish had been partially right, he had been an American fur man for a while, but farther west, with William Vanderburg’s brigade of beaver trappers in the mountainous lands of the Absarokas and Blackfeet. He’d quit the outfit cold when he learned of Arch’s death, though, and had struck out across the sun-parched plains into British Territory following a trail already several months old. He’d been working his way east ever since, although jagging back and forth a lot. Sometimes he’d lose the trail for three or four days at a time, but then he’d come across some new sign to convince him that he was still on the right track, still dogging the trail of Arch’s killers. Other than that, he hadn’t known where he was when the Chippewas jumped him, nor had he much cared.

“The Red River Settlements was Hudson’s Bay’s idea,” Gabriel continued solemnly. “They saw it as a way to bring farmers into the pays sauvage, and drive the hostiles out. It would also be a place where the old traders who did not wish to leave the north country could retire.”

“Well, there’s more to the story than that,” Big John said after a pause. He looked at Pike, the wisp of a smile tracing his lips. “’Twas Eighteen and Twelve when the farmers came, Scottish Highlanders like meself, though I was never one of ’em, mind ye. A trader I was, and here long before the farmers showed up, but that’s another story, one I’ll be savin’ for another fire.

“’Twas Lord Selkirk himself, of the Bay Company, that brought ’em here. A refuge for them that was forced from their homes in Scotland by a growin’ sheep industry that needed their land, his lordship claimed, and a boon to Hudson’s Bay to have the grain growers nearby, although I’d wager it was considerable less than that to the Selkirkers, as we called ’em. Fur and farmin’ will never mix, we told ’em… us of the old North West Company… but it was war then between the two big fur companies, and the innocent crofters caught in between.

“There was some sorry deeds done and some good men killed, and I’ll not claim the Nor’Westers were innocent in it all, although there are some who still do.” He paused reflectively. “’Twas all for naught, though,” he continued finally. “The farmers are still here and maybe… well, maybe the country’s better off for it.”

After another lengthy pause, McTavish lowered his voice and went on: “It was in ’Twenty-One that the glorious North West Company lost the war and was merged with Hudson’s Bay. Those of us who refused to work for the Bay Company had our contracts terminated and became freemen, meself among ’em, and proud of the title, too. A free man to sell my furs and pemmican and buffalo robes to them that wanted it most, and was willin’ to pay the prices I asked. The Bay Company by tradition, but to the American traders if I prefer. American Fur is the largest of that lot, but there’s always a few independents about.”

“Only the robes and furs to the Americans,” Gabriel reminded him.

“Sure, robes and furs and fine Métis clothin’ such as jackets and moccasins, all quilled and beaded for fancy, but the lad’s right. It’s our pemmican the Bay Company wants most. To feed their canoe men, their voyageurs and hommes du nord who work the far northern regions of the Athabasca, where the furs be thick and rich as gold and the rivers all flow north into the Arctic Ocean. ’Tis a far piece to that country, and the voyageurs couldn’t make it before freeze-up without the Métis’ pemmican to feed them. ’Tis too far to hunt their own meat along the way. It would take too much time away from their paddlin’.”

Pike nodded, finally comprehending the farmers’ purpose along the Red River—to raise food for Hudson’s Bay so that their traders wouldn’t have to bother with such trifling details themselves. And the half-breed hunters—the offspring of the French, Scottish, and English traders—supplied them with pemmican, that protein-rich concoction of pulverized dried meat and melted fat, packed tightly into leather sacks and sewn shut until it was needed.

It was a good, hearty food, easy to carry, and a little bit went a long way. Pike considered it fair eating when fresh meat wasn’t available, although a man had to be careful who he bought it from. Some providers took pride in their work and would add berries and herbs for flavoring; others didn’t much care, and made only a casual effort to keep out excess hair, twigs, or pieces of bone.

With his pipe packed and the carrot of tobacco set aside, Charlo said to Pike: “You will hunt with us this year?”

“’Tis not a thing we’ve talked of yet,” McTavish interjected, glancing at Pike. “But it’s one I’m hopin’ he’ll agree to. Tell me, Mister Pike, what do ye think of the bay horse ye’ve been ridin’? Is he fair, would ye say?”

“He’s fair,” Pike admitted.

“Aye, a six-year-old and quick as a buffalo on his feet, though smallish. Still, he’d make ye a fine mount.”

“I’ve nothing to trade for him,” Pike reminded the Scotsman.

“Well, maybe,” McTavish replied vaguely. “We’ll be goin’ after buffalo soon. Leavin’ at the end of the week, most likely. I’ll be takin’ three carts and Gabriel’ll take one, and we’ll need to fill ’em all. I could use an extra hunter, were ye so inclined.”

“To run ’em?”

“Aye, that and to help some with the butcherin’. We’ll be makin’ pemmican in the field and carin’ for the hides and robes there, too, but such is a woman’s lot, and I’ll not ask ye to do that. A month ye’d be, most likely, and no more than two, and I’d trade ye the bay for ye labors, plus powder and lead and what supplies ye’ll need to take ye where ye wanted to go afterward. What say ye, Mister Pike? Are ye interested?”

Pike tipped his head back, staring at the light that played along the rafters. It was a fair offer for a man without a horse and only the powder and ball he carried in his shooting bag, and he figured there was a good chance the men he’d been trailing for most of the summer had been heading for the Red River country all along. If that was the case, then hunting for McTavish would provide him an alibi to nose around without suspicion. But if Arch’s killers hadn’t stopped at the Red, Pike knew he wouldn’t waste the month or more McTavish was asking for. He’d steal the bay and whatever supplies he needed and push on, leaving the half-breeds and McTavish to deal with his betrayal however they saw fit.

“All right, McTavish,” Pike said. “I’ll run buffalo with you. Let’s see where it takes us.”

* * * * *

The sun hadn’t yet reached the valley floor when Pike and Big John rode out the next morning, although it had been light for some time. Gabriel’s trail was a dark trace across the dewy meadow, disappearing only after it started up the tall hill to the north. Gabriel himself was little more than a speck of color against the deep blue sky near the top, his piebald horse already half hidden by the brow of the hill.

“There’s a trail up there the lad will follow,” McTavish explained. “He’ll talk to them that live along it, and let ’em know we’ll be leavin’ within the week. Charlo will do the same for those who live to the south.”

“How many folks live up here?” Pike asked, swiveling his head to study the rugged terrain. He and McTavish were moving down the valley to the east, following a cart track that hugged the river.

“Only a few that the lad will find, but word of the hunt will spread quick enough. They’re primed for it, those that will go.” He lifted his reins. “What do ye say, Mister Pike? Shall we let our ponies have some rein?”

Pike nodded, urging the bay into a lope after Big John’s roan. They followed the winding course of the Pembina all morning, stopping at noon where the hills ended abruptly at the edge of a broad, flat plain.

“The Red River Valley,” McTavish announced, removing his coat without dismounting and tying it behind his saddle. “We’ll swing wide around Saint Joseph if ye’ve no objection. ’Tis only a small settlement, and most of ’em will be at me cabin in another day or so anyway. We’ll be most of the afternoon gettin’ home as it is, but it’ll be tomorrow for sure if we linger at Saint Joseph.”

“It doesn’t matter one way or the other to me,” Pike said. “I’m following you, remember?”

They crossed the Pembina and rode south for several miles until they came to a trail leading toward a shallow notch in the ridge on their left. The climb was steeper than it looked, and they pulled up on top to let the horses blow. It was from here that Pike got his first good look at the Red River Valley. It was as big as Big John had implied, flat as the bottom of a frying pan. Even from here, the far side of the valley was hidden behind the curve of the earth.
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