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Yahto had paid the tribe at the foot of the mountain greatly for their silence: his horse, half the food in his pack, and most of his furs.  All he asked of them was they forget he’d ever come this way.  He had traveled many miles and would travel many more from here.  But winter was coming and his journey would be put on hold until the snows melted.  In that case, it would be comforting to know he had the cooperation of the only people who knew where he’d gone.  He prayed to the spirits that the Assiniboine could be trusted.

The snow had already started coming and would only get thicker and heavier the further up the mountain he headed.  Winter in the Canadian Rockies had a way of cutting one off from the rest of the world.  Yahto hoped to use that to his advantage.  All he wanted was to spend an isolated winter, and when the way was clear again, he’d resume his journey.  He had no destination in mind, but he’d know it when he reached it.  Anywhere away from the memories, the screams, the bloodshed, the death that had surrounded him that day.  So far, he’d not reached that place.  He couldn’t return to the United States; he was sure the government was still searching for anyone who’d been on the battlefield that day.  It had only been two years, and George Custer’s legend lived on.

Yahto saw a family of elk in the distance.  The chattering of squirrels and chipmunks could be heard to his left.

He pressed on, trudging up the mountain, nearly snowblind, wishing he’d kept the horse.  But in the end, the Assiniboines’ silence was worth the price of his aching muscles.

The slope hadn’t gone so steep he was climbing yet, but looking up ahead of him, he could see that’s exactly what he would be doing if he continued on much further.  The peak of the mountain stood high above him like a giant pyramid.  He slipped on a patch of ice and cracked his knee on the ground.

He stayed there for a second, exhaustion and hunger tearing through him, sweat dripping from his forehead.  He closed his eyes and summoned his strength, then climbed to his feet again and breathed deep, slow, letting his weakness shake from his limbs.  He steadied himself again and looked around.

Yahto spotted something off to his right, a dark shape, stark against the white backdrop of the mountain.  At first he thought it was a big rock, possibly leading to a cave, so he took a few steps in that direction.  As he neared it, he realized the rock was covered in fur and he thought maybe it was a moose, maybe a large mountain goat.  But then he was even closer and saw that he’d been wrong twice.  It was neither a rock nor an animal.  It was a woman.  A thin line of blood ran down her lip.

She lay unconscious in the snow, wrapped in furs.  He thought if not for the sun bearing down on her unprotected face, she would be pale.  He could tell she was sick, feverish, trembling even in her unconsciousness.

Where had she come from?  Who’d been traveling with this woman, and then just dropped her here when she was unable to go on?

The temptation to follow suit and leave her was strong; his burdens were enough already without adding this woman to them.  But whoever she was, for whatever reason she was left here, Yahto knew the burden of leaving her to die, whether from freezing, from disease, or from wolves, would weigh even heavier upon him than bringing her along.

Besides, Yahto owed the world lives enough for all the ones he’d taken that day on the battlefield.  He would start repaying that debt with this woman whom the gods had put in his path.

He slung his pack down off his back, lifted her over his shoulder, then resumed his trek up the mountain, dragging his belongings behind.

As he climbed, the weight of this woman on his shoulder shortened his stride and he was soon traveling across the mountain instead of up it.  This was lucky, for around the side of the mountain he found a valley, a huge bowl of land tucked away between mountain peaks.  The valley was lush with trees and hidden places and Yahto knew this was the place he would spend his winter.

As he descended into the valley, he offered thanks to the Forest God, Chah-o-ter’-dah, for providing this beautiful place.  He had some tools left, he could build a place to live, and somewhere around here he heard running water, so for that he offered thanks to Unk-ta-he.

The woman remained unconscious the entire trip, even as Yahto found himself struggling in some places to go further into the valley without losing his footing and tumbling head over heels into the trees.

He found a wide enough open space that they would have room to move, but not so open they’d be visible from anyone on the mountain, and he laid her down.  Yahto made sure she was comfortable, wiped the blood from her chin, then he set about making a fire to warm her, then built a very small, very simple lean-to, enough to find protection from the elements and the animals.

When night fell and she was still unconscious, he moved up close to her and tried to rouse her with the smell of cooked sparrow he’d trapped.  When that didn’t wake her, he brought her water from the stream not far from their camp.  Among the items still in his pack was his cup, and he brought it to her lips and tried to get her to drink.  All he managed was almost drowning her, so he set the cup aside and let her sleep.

Perhaps he’d have better luck tomorrow.  He took the fur she’d been wrapped in and set it aside to dry, then covered her in one of the two he’d been allowed to keep.  After making sure the fire would burn on into morning, he climbed under his other fur and fell asleep.

* * *
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IN THE MORNING, YAHTO woke to find blood on his hands.  He turned over onto his side and squeezed his eyes shut until they ached, then he opened them again and the blood was gone.

A noise behind him caught his attention and he saw a coyote nosing around his camp, sniffing at the uneaten bird, then moving over to sniff at the sleeping woman.  He leapt from his fur and chased it away, then returned to her and knelt down.

He tried to get her to drink again, but it seemed whatever this disease was inside her, it wasn’t about to let go of its hold on her just yet.

He let her rest some more while he went about fortifying their dwelling.  If the coyotes had come this close on the first night, he would need to protect the two of them from any further intrusions.

He felled trees, stripped and used their leaves and branches, cut logs and dragged them closer.  At present the camp looked like a storm had simply torn up the forest, but soon it would be a very sturdy home, something
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