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22 November 1842
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Dawn light crept over the horizon, piercing the grey cold sky with amber. Sir James Douglas stretched and yawned as he sat at his desk. He consulted his pocket watch, the face reading that it was a little past seven thirty in the morning. Throughout the night, tremors in the earth had interrupted his sleep, and Douglas had eventually decided to give up. 

He got to his feet, leaving his desk in favor of the window looking out on the courtyard of Fort Vancouver. The fort resembled a massive rectangle, with palisades of hardened wood forming the perimeter. Soft snoring permeated the walls of the large administrative building; the ‘Big House’, as many of the merchants and patrons who passed through called it. Housing Chief Factor John McLoughlin and his wife, as well as the other administrators of the Columbia District of the Hudson Bay Trading Company. 

He yawned and pinched the bridge of his nose. The Chief Factor had sent him on an expedition into the bay of Victoria, well north of Fort Vancouver, to explore the possibility of moving the Hudson Bay Company headquarters north.

From his position, Douglas could see the three tall masts of the Hudson Bay Company frigate moored in the Columbia, the points swaying slightly from a south-easterly breeze. Men moved through the oncoming daylight; transporting furs to the ship, bringing back food and supplies that the fort desperately needed in this remote most northwest corner of the North American continent. 

The morning air had a cold snap to it, and the ground frost crunched under his boots as he walked to the bastion, the tall tower being the most advantageous point to observe the activity around him. Wrapping his heavy wool coat around him, he slowly climbed the switch-backed stairs to the top of the tower. The single guard at the top nodded to him as he clutched a steaming cup of tea, his rifle propped against the wall. 

Douglas nodded back, then stopped in front of the window facing eastward. He did not really expect to see anything, the local natives had not yet attempted to take the fort, nor did local wildlife deem it wise to try to scavenge here. He cocked his head. No birds sang in the early morning, nor were there any crickets chirping in the fields and slope running to the north.

Very odd, Douglas thought to himself. Of their own accord, he felt his back seize and his shoulders shudder. Crows usually sang year-round here. His gaze lifted to the horizon, seeing the great spine of mountains to the north-east. The closest one, St. Helens, gleamed in the early morning sunlight, its snow capped peak majestically dwarfing all around it. Having made his rounds, Douglas turned to go. 

He made it no further than a dozen feet when the ground seemed to drop from under him. Douglas fell in a heap to the floor of the tower. He tried to scramble to his feet, but the ground convulsed again, throwing him this time high into the air. The ground continued to shake violently, worse than any of the tremors the previous night. The guard grasped Douglas by the upper arm, urging him with haste toward the exit.

“The tower may collapse sir!” He screamed, wood snapped and cracked all around them. Douglas and his companion managed to keep their balance as they picked their way down the stairs. The ground convulsed again, throwing the pair from the steep stairs into a heap on the ground floor. 

A booming report from the tower said that the rifle, left forgotten in their wake, had fallen over and gone off. Something whizzed past Douglas’ ear, and smacked into the wall not three inches from his nose. He gulped. Finally, the two men rolled out of the tower. 

Douglas glanced around. Men were running everywhere, some trying to hold up a heavy palisade that had rend itself from the ground and threatened to crush the brave men. Douglas looked over to the river, seeing that section of wall ripped away. The Columbia seemed to dance; water tossed over its edges as a toddler might in a tub. The mighty ship, built by man to conquer such obstacles, tossed and pitched as if in a great storm at sea. 

Sailors ran to and fro on the shore, trying to catch the lines that had slipped their moorings, others ran abreast the ship herself, desperately trying to anticipate the movements of the enraged river. With a rending crash, the middle most mast ripped from its mount, and collapsed into the water. 

The frigate seemed to twist at an impossible angle, and then snap in half. The mighty Columbia claimed her prize then, dragging the ship and her remaining sailors down into the shallow depths. The bell atop of the belfry clanged away of its own accord, the earth throwing it back and forth.

As suddenly as it had begun, the earth calmed itself. Men who had thrown themselves flat to the ground began to cautiously rise again. 

Douglas picked himself up, looking around in dazed amazement. His faithful companion lay next to him, skewered by a thrown piece of palisade. Douglas looked to the east once more. The palisade was gone, thrown to the ground and scattered like a dropped box of toothpicks. 

His breath caught. The mountain was gone, as though the hand of God and simply wiped it away. In its place, a column of smoke and ash clawed its way heavenward, drifting slowly to the south with the blowing wind. A crashing wave of sound slammed into the fort a fraction of a second later. Windows, those who had not been broken by the great quake, blew out now. 

The air seemed drawn from Douglas’ lungs. He choked and gasped for breath. He squinted back at the roiling, angry cloud. Not all the mountain had been wiped away, he realized. Only a third of the immense structure remained, its southward face completely blown out and up. From his vantage point, he could see ejected particulate, which must have been the size of large houses since he could see them unaided with the naked eye, fall from the cloud, seeming to rain daintily across the countryside.

“Courier!” He cried, “Courier!”

A young man saddled up to him, from the way he was wiping his mouth he had just evacuated his stomach to the ground around him. He looked at Douglas’ with dazed eyes. His vacant expression pierced Douglas with vibrant blue eyes. Jet black hair framed the young mans’ face which was pale from the sickness he had loosed to the ground around him.

“Find a horse and ride to Astoria,” Douglas said, grasping the boys’ shoulders and looking directly into his eyes, “Tell any settlers you come across of what has happened.”

“But sir,” the boy had tears in his eyes, “what has happened?”

Douglas hesitated, but he feared he knew the answer.

“God's Judgement,” he said gravely, “and I fear it is not yet over. What’s your name son?”

“Taylor,” the boy said, he couldn’t have been older than eighteen, “Private William Taylor.” Walking as though he had sea legs, William vaulted himself to the horses, who were frantically pulling against their tethers. Douglas waved him on as he mounted and spurred the horse into a gallop.

“Fire!” A voice cried out from across the courtyard. The belfry sounded out again, this time projected through mortal hands. James Douglas felt his heart leap to his throat. He spun around to see flames licking inside the bottom floor of the Big House. His face turned ghostly as he rushed forward to the water well next to the granary. Men grabbed buckets and quickly formed a fire line. Full water buckets snaked their way forward to the Big House. Douglas took his place at the front of the line, the fire already spreading to the other rooms of the building.

“James!”

Douglas glanced up to see John McLoughlin leaning out of a shattered window, carefully avoiding the glass.

“Chief Factor,” Douglas called, “the fire seems too spread to contain! You may have to leap from the window.”

McLoughlin shook his head, long white hair framing weathered features. He sported a long-pointed nose that stuck out like a sword. His sallow cheeks gave him a gaunt look, as if a ghost had visited Fort Vancouver.

“Mrs. McLoughlin lies trapped under a ceiling bannister, sir.” Douglas squinted to see sparkling tears running down the man’s face.

“Sir,” Douglas glanced down at the bottom floor. The fire raged throughout the bottom floor now, despite the efforts of the group of men, trapping the superintendent of the fort to the second floor.

“Sir,” Douglas said again, “you must jump, should you be saved.”

Before the other man could answer, creaking and snapping wood sounded throughout the house. Sir McLoughlin disappeared from the window, as if the floor had dropped out from under him. To his horror, Douglas realized that was exactly what had happened.

“Get back!” Douglas yelled, “the house is going to collapse!”

Men leapt away as the Big House imploded. Sparks flew outward like predatory lightning bugs, prowling for more victims. Douglas looked around him and saw nothing but ashes as the fort burned around him. Smoke in the distance said that the village that housed the families and permanent residents of Vancouver was also burning. James Douglas fell to his knees and began to sob.

Hooves pounded against the dirt track as William desperately urged more speed from the animal. Trees bowed and fell around him as ash swirled through the air. Rocks the size of wagons crashed around him, and William nearly lost his stomach again. He wrapped his handkerchief around his mouth and nose as the avalanche of grey soot enveloped him. 

The horses’ breathing grew labored, and William reigned him to a halt. He quickly pulled his bedroll from the saddlebag and ripped a thick strip of cloth from it. He wrapped the cloth around the horses’ nose and mouth, and the animals sickened breathing subsided.

Darkness fell, the bright morning that once was turning to midnight in an instant. William glanced up to the elegant slope the commanded the horizon. The top of the mountain was completely gone. As he continued to ride north, the dirty air seemed to abate slowly, until he emerged from the cloud, his black silhouette bolded by the grey snow dancing around him. Sunlight returned suddenly, bathing his form in bright contrast. Grey ash covered his clothing from his boots to the brim of his hat. William slapped at himself and the heavy stuff voluminated into the air, falling to the ground with a haste William had never seen in snow.

William turned to look behind him, and nearly fell from his horse. The forest was burning. Trees stood aflame, red and orange blossoms littering the ground. William’s eyes stayed glued to the massive plume of ash and rock as it drifted south. Streaks of fire permeated the cloud as William looked on in awe. He gulped and spurred his horse again to the north.

Somewhere over the Cascades

––––––––
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Patrick Harper flicked the reigns of the oxen laboring to pull the wagon. For the past five months they had been traveling, starting from Independence, Missouri in May of 1842. The oxen flicked its ears defiantly, and stubbornly refused to increase its speed. Patrick sighed. The infernal creature had been irate all day. Off to the north-west, a massive plume of ash dominated the horizon. Sulfuric odor cut through the fresh mountain air, stinging Patrick’s nostrils.

A forest fire, perhaps? Patrick thought. The trail they traversed ran parallel to the Willamette River, which lay swollen and sluggish in its basin. The air was frigid and seemed unnaturally clear for the deep winter of North America.    

Snow drifts had been everywhere as the wagon passed through the cascade mountain passes, but as they moved down into the valley, the snow was replaced by ground frost. Back east, the newspapers trumpeted the mild climate of the Oregon Country, and the promise of fertile land had drawn nearly eighty thousand settlers so far. To Patrick's right sat his wife, Anna Harper. She sat stoic, her posture rigid. She was as prim a woman as a puritan upbringing could produce. She was small and wiry, with a gaunt sallowness to her cheeks. Her sharp blue eyes stabbed at the world around her, drinking in every detail. Patrick watched her out of the corner of his eye. 

She had been in a quiet state since the families’ departure from Missouri. Patrick’s attempts to reconcile with her had fallen flat, and he couldn’t help but feel guilt for what he was putting his family through.

The whole reason they were making this journey to Oregon was his fault. The bank had reclaimed his farm the month before they started. Rather than paying his remaining debts, Patrick had used the remainder of the family savings to purchase the wagon and oxen, as well as the provisions needed. 

They had managed to slip past the bank investigators and the Pinkertons that had begun looking for them by joining the first wagon train heading west. Two months into the trek, a broken wagon wheel had forced Patrick and his family to fall behind the others. The wagon, a ‘Prairie Schooner’ as pioneers had taken to calling them, measured four feet wide and ten feet long. Anna Harper clutched to her breast a copy of the pamphlet book all travelers to the Oregon Country obtained. 

The book detailed the wonders of the Oregon Country, as well as including detailed maps of the route and area. Beside the creaking wagon, their daughter walked. Sarah Harper was tall and lean like her father and boasted her mother’s brunette hair and piercing blue eyes.

Despite the harsh conditions of the Oregon Trail, Sarah had managed to retain a well fed look about her. Her eyes scanned the world with curiosity, rather than the jagged morbidity her mother was so fond of.

“How far to Oregon City?” Patrick inquired of his wife. She sighed and flipped open the book, where she had stored a map of the Oregon Trail. Studious as always; words had been rare between them for the past few years now. As she studied the map, Sarah suddenly ran up the trail ahead, causing Patrick to reign in the oxen to avoid running her down.

“Confound it Sarah,” he yelled, “watch where you’re going!”

“But Pa!” Sarah yelled back. Patrick sighed, Sarah was strong headed at fifteen, and not inclined to take heed to her father. He squinted ahead as Sarah brushed a clump of snow from what looked like a rock.

“I think it’s a sign, Pa!” Sarah exclaimed. Sure enough, words had been chiseled into the rock face, then propped up to face oncoming travelers.

Oregon City, 10 miles hence, the stone displayed.

“Here,” Anna pointed to the map, and Patrick looked. Oregon City lay on the banks of the Willamette, further south of their position.

“Almost there,” Patrick said, hope rising in his chest. The hardships of the journey, the unforeseen earthquakes, the constant threat of starvation, was about to pay off.

The sky was dark with grey ash clouds, ignoring the high noonday sun. Patrick Harper led the wagon into a scene from the most apocalyptic of Bible stories. The wooden sign proclaiming the entrance to Oregon City lay broken on the ground. The town was abandoned, ghostly flecks of what looked like snow fluttered down from the heavens. Patrick stopped the wagon and clambered down to the ground. The air lacked that distinctive cold snap that he knew accompanied snowfall. The stuff covering the ground around him was too grey, too heavy, to be the genuine article. 

Acrid stench clung to the air, and he coughed. Breathing felt like fire in his lungs. He took out a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his mouth and nose. That seemed to help, and thus fortified he began to look around.

“Stay in the wagon and cover your faces with cloth,” he called to his wife and daughter. Patrick moved toward a building, the sign on the front proclaiming it as the sheriff’s office and jailhouse. There was silence around him, the sound of his own labored, nervous breathing filling his ears. His foot hit something under the grey snow. He knelt, feeling around, and pulled something from the depths. 

He nearly lost his stomach. His hand was clutched around a wrist; a small wrist, wearing what looked like a frilled dress. Brushing away the soot, he discovered a woman lay there. Her face was blue and swollen; but other than that, she might have been sleeping.

Patrick reeled back, falling to his backside as he tried to escape from the hellish scene around him. As he stood and looked around, he could now see lumps in the ankle-deep coverings. Men, women, children, horses. All were buried. None had seemed to survive.

“My God,” Patrick crossed himself, something he had fallen out of habit of doing of late. Then he wondered why; God had obviously seen fit to punish these people without impunity, but what God would do this?

“Don’t breathe that shit in,” a voice said from behind him. Patrick spun, coming face to face with a tall man wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a cloth tied around his face, holding a rifle. The weapon wasn’t quite pointed at Patrick, but since his rifle was still in the wagon, he saw no reason to tempt fate.

“I ain’t gonna shoot you,” the stranger said, and he propped his weapon against the side of Patrick’s wagon.

“What happened here?” Patrick asked, copying the man and tying his handkerchief around his mouth and nose.

“The mountain in the north, St. Helens,” the man pointed, as if they would have been able to see it from there, “the whole damn side of it exploded; ain't seen nothin’ like it.” 

“Everything is like this?” Patrick waved, encompassing the dead town around him.

“Nah,” the man lifted his cloth to spit a wad of tobacco juice to the ground, and Patrick could see tinges of blue around the man’s cheeks.

“The cloud covered pretty much everything down to the California border,” the man said, “but the coast ain’t touched. Astoria is still there, so’s Fort Vancouver to the north. Everything north of the mountain made it, too, but there ain’t nothin’ but damned Englishmen and Injins up that aways.”

“Is that where everyone went?” asked Patrick.

“Most died where they stood,” the man said, shifting the tobacco in his mouth, “the ones that could went south into California. Some went to Astoria. I’m on my way to the Cascade crossing to warn others away.”

He produced a stone tablet from his bag and showed it to Patrick.

Warning, ash cloud has poisoned the area. Stay clear.

“How far to Astoria?” Patrick asked as the stranger returned to tablet to his bag.

“Oh, about a hundred miles north and west,” the man replied, “go back north until you get to the Columbia, then head west and you’ll run smack into it.”

Patrick turned to climb back onto the wagon.

“Now hold on there friend,” the stranger said, picking up his rifle and not quite aiming it at Patrick, “might you be able to provide me with a few provisions for my journey? I ain’t what you’d call well supplied.”   

Patrick nodded, and moved to the back of the wagon and pulled down the bed. In the back sat Anna and Sarah, both covering their faces with spare cloth.

“I hope you like beans,” Patrick said. Anna’s eyes bored into his, and she moved the case of beans behind her slight form.

“We can’t spare anything,” she seethed. Anna shifted slightly so that Sarah’s even thinner form was completely blocked from view by Anna’s body.

“Anna,” Patrick pleaded, glancing nervously to the man beside him. To his relief, the stranger simply rolled his eyes and slung his rifle over his shoulder. He slowly raised his gloved hands, palms outward in a calming gesture.

“Ma’am, I’m not gonna rob you. All I need is enough provisions to get me over the mountains,” he showed off the stone sign tablet to the women. Sarah poked her head out from behind the stacked crates so she could read it. Anna shoved her back into her cramped hiding place.

“Darling,” Patrick said soothingly. The look Anna shot his way told him that particular endearment was a mistake. He gulped and tried again, “Anna, we can spare two cans of beans. The poor man is trying to save lives.”

Anna hesitated, head whipping from the two men to the sacred cans behind her. After a moment, she sighed and nodded. Reaching behind her she produced two cans. She rolled them down the wagon to the strangers waiting hands. He tipped the brim of his hat to her and turned to go.

Minutes later, the stranger was riding to the east on his horse; it’s mouth and nose covered by a large sheet. Once they had said their goodbyes, the Harpers began their journey again. Their wagon headed west and as they left the desolation of Oregon City behind them, Patrick hoped they could soon end the trek, and the fertile land the settlers and American government had promised was still there.
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Soft grey flakes peppered down amongst the trees of the silent wood. Kiyiya glanced back over his shoulder at the expansive black cloud expanding over what remained of the mountain. His people named the mountain Loowit, after the myth of an old woman who gifted his people with fire. Now, Loowit was certainly fulfilling her prophecy, crimson lines of inferno lanced up through the cloud, flashing unnatural colors of lightning through the darkening sky.

“Kiyiya,” a soft hand touched his arm. Kiyiya faced forward again, now looking into the soft brown eyes of his mother. 

“Don’t look back,” she said. Although Kiyiya was only fifteen summers old, he stood a good head above his mother. Her wavy black hair cascaded down her shoulders, the lines in her face wrought with worry. Kiyiya hung his head, trying to shield his eyes from the stinging ash. All in the party had covers of animal skin over their mouths. Some had their hide shirts over their mouths, trying to move in a restricted fashion. Already they had lost three in their group, their faces slowly turning blue and clawing at their throats for desperate breath. In their trek north, they had been forced to leave the bodies to be subsumed by the earth.

The Salish tribe trudged through the underbrush, forcing their way through the drifts of demon snow. Kiyiya was tall for his age, easily striding over the mounds of poison. Loud rumbling interrupted the eerie quiet of the abandoned forest. The Salish all turned to look behind them, only to be greeted by a rushing wall of steaming super-heated mud. All stared for a moment, then with screams of panic, the mass fled. The rush of darkened mass collapsed trees in its path, the forest seeming to scream with pain as the mud wrenched the pines from their sacred ground.

Kiyiya pulled ahead of the group, the rest of the young men following his lead. He was the son of the Chief after all, and since his father had remained north on his mission to the Puyallup tribes, that left him as the authority that the younger men followed. Kiyiya squinted his eyes. A river lay ahead, lethargic and clogged with felled trees. If his people could cross it, they would be safe.

“Over the river!” he cried out. The other men called out their agreement and rushed to the lazy banks. Together a group of them caught a massive log that was floating haphazardly down river and wrestled the behemoth into wedging itself sideways across the waterway, forming a natural bridge. A few of the men rushed across, holding the other side so the rest of the tribe could follow. Kiyiya looked back into the wave of destruction. A new cloud of poisonous ash plumed up, disturbed from its resting place as the tidal wave drew closer. The slowest of the group were enveloped in its deadly embrace, never to be seen again.

The women and children crossed first, mewling babies pressed against their mother’s bosom. The log was only wide enough for one full grown adult to safely cross. Yet more of the tribe were lost to bad footing and disappearing into the rushing abyss below. Kiyiya made sure his tribe were all across before retreating over the bridge himself. His eyes wandered over his people, now sobbing and clutching at each other in the hope of some semblance of safety. In that crowd, he didn’t see his mother.

“Kiyiya!” his mother's voice pierced the air. His head whipped around to see her stumbling out of the brush, a large branch from a tossed tree pierced through her abdomen.

Kiyiya lunged forward. His mother was nearly at the edge of the bridge. His hand brushed hers, ready to grab it and pull her to him. Their fingertips brushed as if he were touching an ethereal ghost, then she was gone. Her life claimed by Loowit and leaving Kiyiya with nothing but pain and anguish. 

For how long the tribe trekked on, Kiyiya didn’t know. They passed out of the hills of the south into the broad plains of the lands of the Puyallup. No other living things greeted them on their journey, occasionally they came across a dead elk or deer, their snouts covered in grey film and untouched by any predator.

“Do not take their meat,” Kiyiya had instructed his fellows, “Loowit has poisoned all around us. Until we reach green fields once again, we cannot trust what lies before us.”

So they journeyed on. To Kiyiya’s relief, the ground became green again the further north they went. Streams flowed again with crystal water, salmon swimming through the frigid current. At his instruction, the group rested, the men hunted, and the women caught fish. The children were tasked with fashioning canteens from the sinews of the plants and filling them with water. Everyone did their part without complaint.    That left Kiyiya time for his despair to catch up with him. His mother 

was gone, joined with the spirit Loowit atop her mighty throne of fire, and he had never felt so helpless. 

“All well, Kiyiya?” he turned to see a young woman, lean but built with muscle, her eyes dark and inquisitive. At her side was a young man, around her own age, and boasting enough of the same features to tell that they were siblings.

“With the tribe? Yes,” Kiyiya turned away to wipe his eyes, “how are our people’s spirits, Litonya?” 

“I did not speak of the tribe,” Litonya scowled, as she often did when he pretended not to know her meaning, “I meant with you.”

“We saw what happened to your mother,” Litonya’s brother, Dyami, piped up. Litonya hurled a hard elbow into his side, causing him to lose his wind with a choked sound.

“She dances with the spirits now,” Kiyiya said, still not facing them, “I need to see these people to safety. I can grieve later.” 

With that, he turned and strode back to where the group was once again gathering. Several women had built a fire and were cooking captured salmon over the flames. Shouts of triumph announced the return of the hunting party. They lumbered into the camp toting a small doe, blood marking a neat arrow pierce through the right eye. 

Kiyiya watched over his people as they settled down to eat. Their faces caked with black soot and dirt, trying to keep each other in good spirits.

How can I back down now? he thought, they all look to me for leadership.

Litonya carried over a handful of sizzling deer meat wrapped in leather. She dropped it at his feet, staring down at him in a stern fashion.

“Eat,” she said, pointing at the steaming lump, “you need your strength.”

“Have the women and children had enough?” Kiyiya asked, not moving to accept the meal.

“Everyone is fed,” Litonya said. She knelt in front of him, putting a soft hand on his shoulder, “your people will survive another day. You need to make sure their chief will too.”

She nudged the meat toward him again. With a resigned sigh, Kiyiya accepted the food and began to eat.

Three days they walked, leaving behind the hellscape of mount Loowit’s devastation in favor of vibrant green meadows and majestic pines that stretched up to touch the sky. Finally, one of Kiyiya’s scouts reported that the smoke from campfires could be seen ahead. Hope blossomed in Kiyiya’s chest, and with newfound energy, the group rushed forward. 

They found themselves entering a narrow isthmus, hills in its center causing what seemed to be a wave of pine trees. Gulls called to one another as they circled over the expansive body of water to the east. The day was clear and frigid, displaying the noble outline of the distant mountains to the east. In the clearing directly ahead, a few longhouses had been erected, with the skeletal wooden frames set up for many more.

Kiyiya found himself running at a full tilt into the makeshift settlement, bearing down on a wizened old man directing people in its center. The man turned, his weathered face exploding into a smile that made his dimples pop out and his dark eyes twinkle. Kiyiya threw his arms around the man, releasing the pent up anguish with one explosive sob. 

“Father,” he cried as the man squeezed him closer, “I’m home.”

“What happened, son?” Kiyiya’s father, the Chief of the Salish people, sat with Kiyiya in the largest of the completed longhouses. A large fire was blazing in its center, the smoke curling toward a small hole cut in the ceiling. 

“After you left, the earth rumbled,” Kiyiya explained, staring into the dancing embers before him, “Loowit exploded, throwing poisonous snow into the air. We lost three of our tribe trying to flee. I tried father. I tried to lead them...” 

He broke off, devolving into sobs again. His father knelt before him, taking Kiyiya’s hands into his own. Kiyiya looked through the blurring tears at the kind face of his father.

“Kiyiya, you have done well, and I am proud of you,” his father smiled again, “none of this is your fault.”

“But mother,” Kiyiya felt another wretch in his stomach as he remembered her sacrifice, “I couldn’t save her.”

“I know,” the old Chief pulled his son close to him, “and yet, we must remember that she lives on.”

Kiyiya pulled away, confused.

“She lives all around us,” his father explained, “she lives in the animals that provide for us. She lives in the water we drink. She says hello every morning with the whistling of the morning wind and she says farewell with every crimson sunset.”

Kiyiya’s father placed his hand over his heart.

“Most importantly,” he said, “she lives in here. As long as you’re heart remains true, she will remain with you. To guide you.” 

Kiyiya felt more at ease. He could see the tears welling in his father’s eyes, grieving in his own right. 

We need each other more now than ever, Kiyiya thought. The door creaked open, filling the darkened space with harsh light. In the doorway stood a tribesman, a man that Kiyiya didn’t recognize. 

“Chief Qaletaqa, there are foreigners entering the settlement,” the man’s tone was worried, “they wish to speak with you.”

Anger flashed in Kiyiya’s soul. 

These invaders take our homes, indoctrinate our children, and now seek our help? Red crept into the fringes of his vision. He started to get to his feet, to tell this man to send the foreigners away at the point of an arrow. Qaletaqa grasped his arm, forcing him to calm down.

“A good leader does not have the luxury of blinding his sight with hot blood,” he said, “let’s see what they have to say.”

Together, they stood and exited the longhouse into the sunlight of midday. Once Kiyiya’s eyes adjusted, he could see a group of his warriors, spears and bows lowered and ready, facing off against a large group of people garbed in English or American clothing. Kiyiya had heard other tribes talk of the ‘white man’, and all his terrible tools of destruction and lust for power. To his surprise, all he saw here were... people. Hungry, desperate, and all looking as though they had been walking for days. 

“Who speaks for you?” Qaletaqa asked, after motioning for his warriors to lower their weapons. None of the settlers seemed to be armed. A man in the front of the group stepped forward.

“I do,” he said. He wiped his face, and to Kiyiya’s surprise, dark skin shone in the sunlight. All the settlers were caked in the same shade of grey.

“My name is George Bush,” he said, waving an exasperated hand at his reluctant flock, “we are Americans from the south.” 

“Please,” Qaletaqa said gently, “sit. You all seem ready to collapse. I’ll see to getting you all food and water.”

Chief Qaletaqa motioned for the women, men, and children of the tribe to begin fetching provisions for the beleaguered masses. Only when they returned with arms laden did he and Kiyiya settle into a cross-legged sitting position in front of George Bush. 

“We just fled away from the mountain when it erupted,” Bush explained, accepting a flask of water from a smiling woman, “I don’t even know long we’ve been walking.”

“This is Salish land,” Kiyiya snapped, “you and your people will need to turn around.”

Before Bush could interject, Qaletaqa again laid a gentle hand on Kiyiya’s arm, making him fall silent. 

“There are fertile lands to the south of the bay,” Qaletaqa explained, “I believe the English name for it is Puget Sound?”

Bush nodded, “the ash cloud is moving further south. We should be in no danger there. I can lead my people there.”

Bush glanced around the settlement, hesitating just slightly.

“You’re people are of course welcome to stay here for the time being,” Qaletaqa assured him, and relief took over his dark features. 

“What do you have planned for that?” Bush nodded to the area behind Kiyiya. He twisted around to take in a small pile of black stones that the tribe had gathered in the center of the settlement. 

“The coal?” Qaletaqa gave a miniscule shrug of the shoulders, “we really have no use for it.”

“Forgive me Chief,” Bush inclined his head with respect, “but that would be a mistake. You’re people need to industrialize. To stand on equal footing with the other powers on this continent.”

Qaletaqa fell into a deep and silent thought. Kiyiya eyed his father. He, along with many of the men his age, were in agreement with such sentiments. The tribe needed to adapt to endure. If that meant borrowing the knowledge of the white men to preserve their culture, so be it.

“Do you have people who could teach us these things?” Qaletaqa finally said, causing Kiyiya to stare in astonishment. Bush nodded. 

“Then I have decided,” the old Chief said, “we will help you establish yourselves to our south. We will share our food and drink with you, and you shall be seen by us as brothers. In exchange, teach us how to... how did you say it? Industrialize? So that both of our peoples may prosper.” 

“Agreed,” Bush said, extending his hand. Qaletaqa shook it.
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Three weeks passed as Patrick Harper and his family fled west. Dark clouds roiled behind them, heat and smoke hanging in the air as the mountain continued its fury. Heavy winds gusted south, pulling the cloud of ash with it. Eventually the deep drifts of ash and soot gave way to green grass and untouched forest.

“Patrick,” Anna quipped, seated beside him on the wagon. Sarah was sprawled across the back of the wagon, the events of the past weeks dragging her into exhausted slumber. Patrick felt his own fatigue in the back of his mind, clawing at him, threatening to overtake him. Patrick forced it back. He glanced over at his wife, inquisitive.

“Patrick, where are we going to go?” Anna asked, her voice quiet. Patrick sighed. That was a better question than he wished it was.

“I don’t know,” he replied, “but I think we’ll know when we see it.”

They had not passed another soul since their escape from Oregon City, other than coming across the occasional abandoned wagon. Patrick couldn’t bring himself to loot the wagons, their being the only markers for the ashen graves of their occupants.

The Columbia River flowed to their right as the wagon creaked along the trail. A thin layer of mist began to roll in off the river, blanketing the surrounding earth in a white haze. Patrick squinted his eyes as a structure began to take shape in the distance. 

Patrick flicked the reigns, coaxing a little more speed out of the beleaguered oxen. Bursting out of the collecting fog like the prow of a mighty ship was a farmhouse. The simple two-story building sat off the trail, a large field running from the house to a large wooden barn in the distance. No lights illuminated the innards of the house, and animals whinnied and whined from the barn and the pens. Patrick steered the wagon off the road to the front of the house and cautiously stepped down from his perch. 

He grabbed the shotgun and after he ensured that the weapon was loaded, made his way to the front door. Anna moved to the back of the wagon, waking Sarah and pressing themselves against the wall of the wagon. Anna produced a butcher’s knife from one of the bags, keeping herself between her daughter and the unknown.

Patrick’s footfalls squelched as he trudged through the mud to the front door. The house looked new, the wood lacking the washed and weathered look that plagued so many structures hastily thrown up in the west boasted. Patrick knocked on the door, gently at first, then assertively. His family needed help. He needed help. There was no sense being nice about it.

No one answered his hails; silence seemed to permeate the air around him. Patrick pressed the barrels of his shotgun against the door, and it slowly opened with a soft creaking noise. Putrid stench assaulted Patrick’s senses as soon as the door swung open. Patrick gagged and forced himself to swallow the bile threatening to come up. He covered his mouth and nose once again with his handkerchief as he made his way into the house. 

On the walls and above the door hung large crucifixes, the wooden crosses sporting the body of Jesus. Everything in the house was covered with a thick layer of dust. Patrick slowly walked through the hallways, the floorboards creaking with every footfall. 

The stench seemed to grow worse with every step he took toward the main room. Patrick found himself in the doorway, looking at a low couch in the center of the room, facing the fireplace. Two people sat on the couch, the backs of their heads facing Patrick.

Patrick lowered the barrels of the shotgun to the floor. He could already tell they were dead. He walked around to the front of the couch. The bodies of both a man and a woman sat together on the couch, their hands intertwined. There was a shotgun lying on the floor by the man’s feet. Patrick leaned down and picked up the weapon, opening the breach and seeing that both barrels were spent. On the table in front of the couch lay an open bible.
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Patrick exited the house, having wrapped both corpses in a sheet. He dragged them out the back door to the graves he had prepared under the oak tree in the backyard. Anna had Sarah over by the barn, keeping her distracted with feeding the abandoned animals from Patrick’s grisly work. Patrick looked over at the lanky fifteen-year-old girl happily rubbing the nose of a very thin horse. The animal snuffled his thanks to her, bowing his head into her outstretched hand. He smiled despite his duty. His daughter deserved this life of untamed land and endless opportunity.

Patrick began shoveling dirt over the wrapped figures, laying side by side in a six-foot-deep hole. The grave quickly filled up, and Patrick patted the loose dirt on top of the grave, packing it down. He picked up the rubber hammer and hammered two grave markers in the shape of the Christian cross into place.

Anna and Patrick swept through the house, dusting and removing the furniture. The couch that Patrick had found the man and woman on was burned, along with the sheets and clothing of the previous tenants.

“So, this is where we’re going to stay?” Anna asked after the pair met again in the kitchen. Both were covered nearly head to toe in dust and dirt.

“I think it's our best option,” Patrick replied, wiping a sleeve over his grimy forehead, “this gives us our best chance for survival. We both know going back east is not an option.”

“We could go south,” Anna pointed out, “the cloud can’t have gone as far as Mexico.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Patrick shook his head, “besides, Mexico hasn’t proven to be exactly friendly to Americans seeking to expand their prospects. We have the house, farmland, and livestock. The land has been tilled before, so we know its fertile.”

“Sarah won’t like it,” Anna said, “she’s not a naïve child anymore.”

“Let me explain it to her. She’ll come around,” Patrick nodded confidently.

“Alright. You finish fixing up the house. I’ll keep Sarah occupied outside,” Anna said, shooting him a look that said you made this mess, you can clean it up. She moved to the kitchen door without another word. Patrick breathed deeply, taking in the unique smells of the house he had commandeered. He didn’t like it either, but his family came first.

Patrick worked the rest of the day in the house, wiping down the walls and scrubbing the floors as best he could. Most of the place was in pristine condition; the only exception being the main room where the two previous tenants had been. Patrick scrubbed on his knees until his back ached and his joints screamed. 

Blood mixed with water flowed around him on the wood floor. Finally, he sat back on his haunches and look around himself with grave satisfaction. Most of the blood was washed away, only one spot stained the wood floor, where the couch had been. Patrick stood, his back and knees crackling as he did so. He stretched his sore limbs and looked around, his eyes falling on a rug lying in the hallway. Patrick dragged the rug into the living room, covering the spot stained with blood. He stepped back to view his handiwork. 

The room looked, more or less, like a normal sitting room. It was missing furniture, but any obvious evidence of what had transpired here had disappeared.

Patrick peered out the window. Light was quickly dissipating in the east, shooting lines of orange, pink, and red over the clouds. Just then, a feeling of belonging bloomed in his chest, something new and strange he had never felt before. Patrick knew in his bones that this was where they were meant to stay. Outside, he could see the barn, its imposing figure in stark contrast to the golden sunset. 

Anna and Sarah were out there, Anna teaching Sarah how to mount a horse. 

Patrick smiled at that. Sarah had been too young to learn how to ride back in Illinois, before the bank repossessed the farm that his family had owned for generations. Patrick waited for Anna to look back to the house. When she did, he waved at her, indicating that the house was ready for habitation. She nodded back to him and helped Sarah off her steed. Together they corralled the horse and walked back to the house.

Later that night, Patrick and Anna got ready for bed after unloading their bedsheets from the wagon. Patrick heard Sarah’s voice from the room down the hall.

“Pa? Could you come here?” Her staccato reverberating on the walls. Patrick and Anna shot worried glances at one another as Patrick left the bedroom.

“What is it?” Patrick asked as he entered his daughter’s bedroom. The room was obviously a guest room, the walls were covered in hideous wallpaper and the bed had been left untouched under a thick layer of dust. Anna had cleared off the dust and replaced the sheets and blankets with extras from the Harper’s wagon.

“It doesn’t feel right,” Sarah said, “us staying here I mean.”

Patrick sighed and sat on the end of Sarah’s bed. He looked at his daughter and gave her a warm smile.

“Why not?” He asked.

“Because it’s not our home,” she said, her tone matter of fact, “what if the people who live here come back?”

“I don’t think that will happen, dear,” Patrick couldn’t stop the lump that rose in his throat, “the people who used to live here would want someone else to use it. It’s the Christian thing to do.” He bit his tongue, hoping she wouldn’t press him on the issue. It would be better for her if she didn’t know.
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Winter gave way to spring, accompanied by what seemed like five months of non-stop rain. Water fell from the sky in sheets and droves, slamming into the farmhouse with a force Patrick had never before witnessed. He was out in the fields, soaked to the bone despite the heavy wool coat and wide-brimmed hat. Sarah worked ahead of him, driving a hoe into the earth with wild abandon. She was covered head to toe with mud.

Anna is going to have fits when she sees that, Patrick thought, not without pride. Sarah had grown to be quite a helpful farmhand in the past months, much to Patrick’s delight and to her mother’s dismay.

“Pa!” Sarah suddenly yelled. Patrick rushed to her side, fearing she had brought the hoe down on a foot or had otherwise injured herself. To his relief, no blood pooled on the ground around her. Sarah had something clutched in her hand.

“What is it?” Patrick asked, curious as to what it might be. Sarah turned to him and opened her palm, revealing a wilted and very dead looking carrot. It was small, not ready to have been harvested yet. Patrick reached out and took the poor plant in his hand, feeling it instantly turn to mush as he closed his palm around it.

He looked up, gazing down the rows of the field. Every plant was wilted, the rain washing away the topsoil, making the green pasture beyond look like a lake. Patrick’s
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