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			To writers everywhere.

			Don’t give up on yourselves. Don’t give up on the process.

		

	
		
		
	
			Your pioneers are encircling the last home of the red man, as with a wall of fire. Their encroachments are perceptible, in the restlessness and belligerent demonstrations of the powerful bands who inhabit your remote western plains. You must approach these with terms of conciliation and of real friendship, or you must very soon suffer the consequences of a bloody and remorseless Indian war. Sir, what is to become of the fifty or sixty thousand savage warriors and their families, who line your frontier, when the buffalo and other game upon which they now depend for subsistence are exhausted? Think you they will lie down and die without a struggle? No, sir, no. The time is not far distant, when pent in on all sides, and suffering from want, a Philip or a Tecumseh will arise to band them together for a last and desperate onset upon their white foes. What then will avail the handful of soldiers stationed to guard the frontier? Sir, they, and your extreme western settlements, will be swept away as with the besom of destruction.

			Henry Hastings Sibley, 1850

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			In August of 1862 war erupted in the state of Minnesota. Commonly known as The U.S. – Dakota War of 1862, the war was brief but its results were tragic and long-lasting—perhaps everlasting. During the war, which started August 18 and ended September 23, an estimated 400 to 800 white Euro-American settlers lost their lives, while more than seventy United States soldiers were killed. For the Dakota—the Indigenous population Native to Minnesota—an estimated seventy-five to one-hundred fifty soldiers were killed during the war while thirty-eight men were executed by hanging in Mankato, Minnesota, on December 26, 1862. Another two were later hanged at Fort Snelling on November 11, 1865. Additionally, several hundred Dakota were imprisoned while about 1700 were interned at Fort Snelling and later exiled to Crow Creek, South Dakota. In each case, conditions for the Dakota were poor and several hundred died from disease and starvation.

			But this book is not an attempt to quantify the U.S. – Dakota War and its aftermath. Neither is it an assessment of the actions of those involved or an attempt to clarify or interpret those actions. This is not a direct attempt at reconciliation. Rather, as someone who has spent years researching and writing about Minnesota’s complicated and often heinous past, I want to take a new look at the past—not as history, but as it exists today. History is intertwined with the present in such an inextricable way that the two cannot be separated. What happened in the past has a direct and meaningful impact on everything we do, see, and think as time moves forward. This, of course, is obvious but can be easily overlooked. We study history in the past tense, viewing people and events as a segment of time rather than an unbroken string that links our present moment with the people and events that have gone before us.

			I was born in Minneapolis and have spent most of my life in the state of Minnesota. I enjoy all of the benefits of a wealthy, modern, abundant, and privileged society while also enjoying access to the peace and recreation of a vast and beautiful landscape of lakes, forests, rivers, hills, and prairies. On any given day I can use the land to hike, climb, fish, swim, run, bike, camp, canoe, kayak, hunt, ski, or make use of it in any other way. I also benefit from the abundance of its resources and everything the land produces such as food, water, timber, iron, coal, energy, limestone, and so on. It is a place of remarkable beauty and abundance.

			Acknowledgment of the past and the impacts it has on the world today is a good place to start. But to truly understand history we must move beyond acknowledgement and toward empathy. That’s why I’ve written this book. It is my attempt, through the creativity and power of fiction, to create a direct link to the past—one that engenders empathy rather than just acknowledgment. There are no shortages of facts surrounding the history of the U.S. – Dakota War of 1862 or the Sandy Lake Tragedy, both of which are covered in previous novels of mine. I’ve learned the facts as they are presented, and I cannot change what happened. But I can change the way I perceive it.

			What if my family was forced to move from the land we lived upon for generations? What if my family was stripped of its language, history, and culture? What if my family was executed for trying to survive? What if my family was imprisoned, maltreated, and exiled—placed aboard steamships and sent away to a small, inhospitable reservation on arid, rocky ground?

			As a white American, I will never fully comprehend the loss, grief, and historical trauma of Native populations in this country. I can try to understand and acknowledge the realities of the past and what it means for Native peoples today, but I cannot bring myself to a place of parallelism with the Native experience. What I’ve learned through research and writing is right and good and leads to understanding, but it does not bring us all the way to empathy. That requires more effort.

			This story is an alternate history of the U.S. – Dakota War of 1862. It relies on real people, events, and settings, but it does not represent the facts. It is not meant as an indictment on any one person or group of people. It is a way to connect the past with the present by showing readers what the world might look like if the events of the past happened a little differently. It is meant to bring out the humanity in all of us—to enlighten us on all we’ve gained, all we’ve lost, and why we must make things right.

			A note on language, sources, and appropriation – I identify as a white male who grew up in a suburban setting in the 1980s and 1990s. What I create through fiction is, inevitably, an expression of my own experience and viewpoint. I’ve relied on my professional and educational backgrounds to create, to the best of my ability, a meaningful and important story. While I’ve worked hard to represent history and culture in an accurate and respectful manner, I acknowledge that there may be shortcomings or errors in my representation. Furthermore, I do not claim ownership or authority over the people, places, history, or culture shared in this fictional representation of the world. I encourage readers to seek out more sources and perspectives, especially those from Native peoples, about this history.

			Regarding Native history and culture, I’ve relied heavily on a book titled Chippewa Customs by Frances Densmore. I’ve also relied on a variety of other sources such as Ojibwe Waasa Inaabidaa by Thomas Peacock and Marlene Wisuri, History of the Ojibway People by William W. Warren, and various other print, digital, and online sources. Regarding language, I have relied upon a variety of online resources such as The Ojibwe People’s Dictionary, Ojibwe.net, and the Great Lakes Indian, Fish, and Wildlife Commission’s Language Poster. I do not speak Ojibwemowin or Dakota and there remains much I do not understand about the tradition and complexities of these languages. However, I decided to include both the Ojibwemowin and Dakota languages in this novel to create a sense of veracity and to show support for the current growth and revitalization of these languages.

			Finally, I am indebted to Michael A. (AmikoGaabaw) Loso for his help to correct and verify elements of Native representation in this novel. Any mistakes that remain are my own.

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			WasabishkiMakwa

			Gayaashko-zaaga’igan

			Manominike-giizis

			(August 1862, Gull Lake, Minnesota)

			Ignoring his tired legs, WasabishkiMakwa hopped from one foot to another, raising his voice and banging his chest as if he were at a summer pow-wow. Like the rest of the young Ojibwe men, he was filled with excitement as they followed the old messenger, Niskigwun, to Gayaashko-zaaga’igan where their leader, Bagone-giizhig, awaited his new soldiers.

			Though he was absorbed in the thrill of the moment, deep down Waabi, as he was known by his friends and community, carried a sense of fear and doubt. He had never counted coupe or claimed a scalp. He did not consider himself a soldier. By the time he came of age, his people lived in relative peace with the Bwaan—their eternal enemy. He knew only stories of revenge raids and territorial battles. When he raised his weapon it was only to kill little vermin—rodents, and rabbits—never a man.

			As a young boy, he remembered his grandfather telling him about raids led by his people against the Naadowens. At the time, the Naadowens had no firearms or gunpowder. But the Ojibwe, who had been trading with the French, did. His grandfather told him that the Ojibwe used to fall upon sleeping villages of Bwaan, crawl silently upon the tops of their lodges, and drop bags of gunpowder through the opening in the top, which would land in the fire causing it to explode and kill or injure those living inside. Using methods like these, his grandfather told him that they were able to force the Naadowens out of the upper river region. They even forced them from their great villages on Misi-zaaga’iganing, a place called Mille Lacs by the whites.

			As the men continued their march to Gayaashko-zaaga’igan, Waabi recalled one of his earliest memories. In a field, not far from his family’s lodge, human hair hung from hoops swaying in the wind. There were more than Waabi could count with his fingers. They whipped and twirled with each gust, some gathering dried leaves that had been caught like flies in a web.

			“What are those?” he asked his mother.

			“Those are reminders, my son. They remind us that no life is lost without another being taken. This way we do not harm another without first judging the consequences.”

			“They look like hair,” Waabi said. “Like father’s hair and uncle’s hair.”

			“Yes,” his mother answered. “They are the scalps of our enemies hung at the graves of our kin.”

			“Our enemies?”

			Waabi’s mother gently stroked the back of his head. “Nothing is gained without loss. For everything that is given, something is taken. For every friend, there is a foe.”

			The scalps remained there for many seasons, blowing in the wind, suffering through the elements, wasting away. Eventually, they drifted off into the wind rejoining the circle of all things. The image he had of them, haunting and ominous, was seared deep in Waabi’s memory.

		

	
		
			Samuel

			The Road to Fort Ridgely, Minnesota

			August 1862

			Cannon fire echoed down the river valley as Private Samuel Copeland walked warily along the road to Fort Ridgely. A few hours earlier the eighteen year-old army private experienced his first skirmish—something, after months of drilling, he thought he longed for. Now, as he walked past another lifeless body that lay face down and scalped, and having lost most of his company to a surprise attack, he realized he was wrong. Who would wish for this?

			He felt a sudden, stinging pain in his left forearm causing him to bend over while grimacing in discomfort. The pain was a constant reminder that he had been grazed by a shotgun pellet in a futile effort to repel an Indian ambush, all the while secretly begging the spirit of his father to help him survive. Samuel closed his eyes as he gripped his injured forearm and clenched his jaw. Once the surge of pain passed, he took a deep breath, straightened himself, and reopened his eyes. There, floating in the shallows of the Minnesota River, he saw the body of a Union army soldier face down in the water.

			Samuel retched in his mouth, bending over involuntarily and coughing out rancid water. “Dammit,” he cursed as he wiped his mouth. He took a few sips of water from his canteen before moving to the side of the road to investigate the dead soldier. Feeling the heaviness of his feet and legs, he edged his way down the river bank toward the bloated body. Putting one foot in the water, he reached for the exposed back of the blue army coat which had dried in the sun. Using his right arm he managed to pull the overturned body on shore. With a trembling curiosity, Samuel grabbed the dead soldier’s body by the side of the torso and tried to flip it over. He grunted, struggling with the weight of it. With one final push he flipped the body over and then toppled forward landing hard against the dirt and sand. Samuel rose to his knees, spit sand from his mouth, and turned to look at the face of the dead soldier. Immediately he recognized the cold, discolored face to be that of his Company Commander, Lt. John Marsh. Kneeling there, tired and grief-stricken, Samuel slumped his shoulders and hung his head. The last time he had seen Marsh, less than twenty-four hours earlier, he was negotiating peacefully with an Upper Sioux standing on the opposite side of the river. That’s when all hell broke loose.

			With the sun beating down on him, and the distant sounds of cannon fire still echoing through the valley, he realized there was no time to dwell. The body had to be buried, or at least hidden until a burial party could be sent later. Samuel stood up. Ignoring his aches and pains he took hold of Lt. Marsh’s body and dragged it to a thicket of hazel brush. Breathing heavily and sweating under the August sun, Samuel laid the body carefully among the shrubs. He straightened the lieutenant’s collar, wiped the sand from his jacket, and placed his arms over his chest. With one last look, Samuel said a silent prayer and then rose up from the thicket, returned to the road, and continued walking toward the fort.

			Cannon fire exploded once again sounding like a thunderstorm in the distance. But there were no clouds. The fort, he was certain, was under attack. His life, the lives of his fellow soldiers, the lives of his family, were in peril. He pushed the thoughts of fear from his mind and continue walking toward the fort. He knew it was purposeless, but he didn’t know where else to go. He only knew that he longed to be home, years past, chopping wood with his father, putting up with his brother’s idleness, and taking care of his younger siblings. Now he was alone with his fear and his pain, walking slowly toward certain danger, hoping he might find anyone that could give him food, water, shelter, and rest. His feet were heavy and blistered, his arm throbbed, and his head ached from the heat.

			Samuel paused for a moment. He looked to his right and left and saw only that the world around him was peaceful and quiet. The wind brushed gently against the leaves of the nearby oak trees. The birds called back-and-forth, exchanging harmonious trills. The river offered a soothing and constant burble. He could see, in the absence of chaos—of war—why people gave up their old lives and came to this place called Minnesota.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			WasabishkiMakwa

			Winter Lodge

			Onnaabaw-giizia

			(Near Bad River, March 1850)

			Waabi dug through layers of hard, frozen snow attempting to find the ground. Below, somewhere, he knew lay thousands of maple seeds that months earlier had spun and fluttered to the ground like wounded birds.

			“I can’t find any,” his younger cousin, White Cloud, said as he stood, straightened his back, and looked at his sister, Star.

			“I can’t either,” Star agreed, squeezing her face in displeasure.

			“Just keep digging,” Waabi said, hiding the desperation from his voice. “They’re here somewhere.”

			Waabi had never dug through the snow for maple seeds before. But this, his tenth winter, held on much longer than usual, and he and his relatives had used up most of their stored provisions. Hunger had become a daily companion.

			“Ayah!” Waabi exclaimed, pushing aside layers of crunchy ice with his beaver skin gloves. “Over here!”

			White Cloud and Star raced over to Waabi’s side and began shoveling through the crunchy snow. Underneath it they found layers of maple seeds.

			Star wiggled her way between the two older boys and reached down to scoop up a handful.

			“Wait!” Waabi said, ignoring his own eagerness. “We must make an offering of tobacco.” The air stilled as Waabi removed his glove, reached inside the pocket of his leather coat, and pulled out a pinch of dried tobacco leaves. Holding his hand straight out, he released the leaves from between his thumb and forefinger watching as they fluttered to the ground. “A gift for what we receive,” he said in a hushed tone.

			Moments later, Waabi and his cousins filled their parfleche bags with handfuls of decayed, frozen maple seeds and returned to the winter wigwam bounding through the snow like little rabbits. Inside the fire-lit lodge Waabi’s father, grandmother, aunt, and uncle were smearing their faces with wet ash. As they paused to look up, Waabi thought they looked like a war party of gloomy ghosts.

			“It’s for the goodwill of the spirit,” his father, Giizhigoon said, his fingers blackened to the knuckle and his face half-covered in ash.

			Waabi laid his parfleche beside the fire revealing the pile of seeds he had collected. “Are you going hunting?” he asked.

			“We are going hunting,” his father said. “We must all blacken our faces and fast until the hunt is complete. If we are steadfast, together, the Great Spirit will end our famine.”

			Waabi turned to his young cousins who nodded innocently. Because he had no brothers or sisters, Waabi felt protective of them. From the back of the wigwam, seated on a bright yellow and red beaded pillow, Waabi’s grandmother held forward the wooden bowl of dark wet ash. Waabi walked around the fire and knelt next to the bowl. He placed his fingers in the warm paste and dabbed streaks of it across his forehead and cheeks. Like a balm to his stomach, his hunger pangs drifted away. He didn’t feel like eating cooked maple seeds anyway.

			“We will depart at first light,” Giizhigoon said, speaking with confidence.

			It had been sixteen days since their winter camp, comprised of five families, had eaten any meat, surviving only on rice, dried blueberries, and various seeds. Until then, Waabi had not known hunger, he knew only abundance. He was surprised when his father told him he’d be joining him on a winter hunt. He had never hunted game that he could not trap or beat over the head with a heavy stick. When he was hungry he caught and ate pigeons or rabbits. But little rodents and fowl would not satiate them for long.

			Morning came early with the sun bursting through the narrow slits of weaved bulrush at the corners of the wigwam. Waabi was offered only hot water as a morning meal, then was told to ready himself for the day at hand. Before departing, his cousins smiled at him, their faces bright and encouraging, though their ash covered skin was dark.

			Outside the air was fresh, but bitterly cold, working its way up Waabi’s nostrils and causing his lips to go numb. He followed his father north alongside the frozen creek, walking lightly over the glistening snow. On his back he carried a sled made of hardwood and strung together with basswood cord. On his feet he wore snowshoes made of elm and netted by a crisscrossing pattern of rawhide. Snowshoes were one of his most important tools. Waabi’s grandmother and aunt, and other women from their lodge, dedicated much time during the winter months toward the repair and maintenance of snowshoes. Without them, trekking through the snow would cause overwhelming exhaustion.

			As they followed the creek to the east, Waabi’s father paused and held his breath. Using great care, he lowered himself to one knee and looked steadily in the direction of the trees ahead. Waabi stopped and crouched in his father’s long morning shadow. From over his father’s shoulder he could see a deer picking at the bark of a young sapling. It was a beautiful creature with dark, glassy eyes and a smooth, tannish sheen. The animal was completely unaware of their presence.

			As Waabi admired the graceful creature, an arrow struck it between the lower ribs, causing it to yelp and lift itself off its forelegs. Then, it spurted away, meandering frantically through the birch trees.

			Without a word Waabi’s father rose and strode in the direction of the fleeing deer. Waabi stumbled, the weight of the sled heavy on his back, but he managed to right himself and follow quickly along his father’s path. Reaching the spot where the deer was hit, his father pulled out another arrow, notched it on his bowstring, and drew back. Waabi planted his feet firmly as he bent forward to watch as his father lowered the bow but never released the arrow.

			“Let’s chase it,” Waabi said over his quickened heartbeat.

			Waabi’s father shook his head and looked back at him. “We do not kill the deer,” he said. “We allow the deer to give itself to us. We will track him until he is ready to die.”

			Waabi thought of the members of his lodge—waiting, hoping—without food, fasting until their return. Then he thought of himself.

			“I am hungry, father.”

			“You must be patient. The deer will make a great circle trying to escape us, but he will tire out. We need only stay close. Come,” his father said. “Let us follow its trail.”

			Waabi’s father located the trail of the deer but did not walk directly in its path, staying parallel to it instead. Just as his father had predicted, the deer, who started north, turned west and then gradually turned south in a large circle. After several hours Waabi grew tired, his face was numb, and his fingers stung with coldness. He longed to be back at camp, inside the wigwam by the warmth of the fire. He wanted so much to return that he had forgotten his hunger and thought only of rest and comfort.

			His father stopped. “The animal is weary, but it still walks.”

			“Why have we stopped? Should we follow?”

			Waabi’s father took out his bandolier bag and pipe from inside his robe of woven blankets. “Sit,” he said. “We will smoke kinnikinnick. It will fill the air with a sweet smell, and the deer will come to us.”

			Heavy with fatigue, Waabi plopped down into the cold but comfortable snow. As the pain in his back and legs eased, he looked with admiration at the colorfully beaded bandolier bag. Its red, blue, and green floral design shone like a rainbow against the whiteness of the landscape. The bag was more than just beautiful, it was the last thing his mother ever made before she passed away from illness when Waabi was barely more than a papoose.

			Waabi’s father struck a wooden match and lit the pipe. Instantly, Waabi smelled a rich aroma that reminded him of milkweed in the summer. His father took three long inhales of the pipe, then leaned his head back and exhaled puffs of white smoke that wafted toward the blue sky. Satisfied, his father handed him the pipe. Waabi took it in his hand, adoring the carved red stone of the bowl, then, placing the stem between his lips, he inhaled, feeling the warm air enter his lungs. He released it in one long exhale and then smiled at his father.

			“A Bwaan gave me that pipe,” his father said. “It is made of sacred stone.”

			Waabi tilted his head, giving his father a sideways glance. “But the Bwaan are our enemy.”

			“They are not our enemy, son. Counterpart. They are our counterparts. At times we fight. At times we live in peace. This creates balance so that one group does not have more than another… so that all things remain in harmony.”

			Waabi nodded and took another puff on the pipe. Harmony, he thought, sounded nice. But he was old enough to know that a new threat lurked. One that showed compassion and contempt all in the same breath. The white man.

			They sat in silence, passing the pipe between one another. As they did, the sun began to fall in the west.

			“Shouldn’t we continue tracking the deer?” Waabi asked.

			In that moment, Waabi heard the soft crunch of snow in the distance behind him. His father pointed over Waabi’s shoulder. Waabi turned and saw the wounded deer. It sniffed the air and took a step forward, shaking as if it might fall. It sniffed again, but then collapsed, groaning in pain.

			“Our hunt is successful,” his father said as he stood and pulled tobacco from his pouch. “But first a gift, our spiritual currency.”

			By the light of the moon, Waabi and his father trudged heavily through the deep snow. Waabi grunted and sweated, struggling against the weight of the deer on the sled as he pulled it forward by two leather straps around his shoulders. Tired as he was, Waabi did not dare ask for rest because he knew the winter camp was fasting while waiting for their return.

			Peering through the darkness of the dense forest, Waabi saw a glimmer of light in the distance signifying that camp was near. When he and his father finally arrived, the ashen faces of his lodge members shone bright with smiles. Hearing shouts of exaltation, each of the five lodges was emptied as men, women, and children hurried out in front of the central fire pit to congratulate the successful hunters. As men slapped Waabi on the back, he tried his best to hide his staggering exhaustion. He wanted to fall over—to land face first in the snow, close his eyes, and sleep. Instead, he straightened his back, let go of the straps on his shoulders, and walked into camp like it was a leisurely stroll.

			“Congratulations, Waabi,” his aunt Memengwaa said. “You have killed your first deer and now we can celebrate… and eat!” Her round cheeks became flush with color as she grinned.

			“Father killed the deer,” Waabi said. “I only carried it on the sled.”

			“We shall break our fast by having a feast of the first fruits. You have ended our hunger with your steady aim,” his aunt said.

			Waabi raised an eyebrow. “But I told you, I did not…”

			Meme, as he called his aunt, brought a raised finger to her lips. “Let us celebrate this accomplishment.”

			Waabi smiled as Meme stepped aside inviting him to enter the inner circle of the camp. As he did, he was rushed upon by his cousins White Cloud and Star, along with the other children of the camp. They patted his back and poked at his belly causing Waabi to laugh and giggle to the point where he fell helplessly into the snow.

			Waabi’s father looked back at him; first with a glare as if he might scold his son, but then he raised a fist, smiled and said, “Let us have a feast!”

			The families gathered as the deer was dressed, and then the meat was prepared over the central fire. The fire danced and sparkled, warming and lighting the faces of their close-knit winter community. Meanwhile, Waabi’s grandmother, Nokomis, prepared a stew thickened by pumpkin flowers and wild rice—ingredients she had secretly been saving.

			When all was ready, the Mide, a man called Noodin, who was a member of the Grand Medicine Society, stood to offer words to Manidoog, the spirits. With his face shaded by deep wrinkles Noodin began by offering a portion of the meal back to the creator, throwing a hunk of meat into the fire. “We are grateful for the deer of the forest,” he said. “We offer a piece back to you, Manidoo, as a first fruit. We petition you for our health and safety during this time of need. We ask for happiness and long life, here, where our ancestors are buried, where the food grows on water, where our fathers and grandfathers, mothers and grandmothers, lived before us, free from the dangers of the war, protected from the growing presence of the white man and his hunger for our land. We suffer with gratitude and we feast with gratitude. We take nothing for granted.”

			Noodin stepped back from the fire, brought his hood over his head, and sat down upon a bulrush mat. A great Hi-ya! was raised echoing through the surrounding darkness of the forest. Others began shouting and the celebration began. The women sang while the children danced and laughed. The men gathered together and told jokes while laughing uproariously and holding their satisfied bellies. Waabi forgot all about the long, tedious hunt and the hunger that preceded it. He forgot the struggle he endured to haul the deer back to camp.

			Having wiped his bowl clean and tired of singing, Waabi entered the wigwam ready for rest after a long day. The lodge was warm and satisfying, as it always seemed to be, even on the coldest biboon nights. The walls, layered in bulrush and covered in birch bark, held the heat in. As Waabi slid underneath his covers, he never felt so comfortable as he did lying atop his feather bed, and below his furry, bear-skin blanket with his naked feet hanging out and angled toward the fire. It was sheer bliss to feel the heat of the crackling fire against the soles of his tired feet as he laid himself down, tucked himself in, and rested his head against his soft duck feather pillow. He would sleep with ease knowing his father rested near the entrance of the lodge while his grandmother kept watch over the fire. Not wild animal, nor hostile intruder, nor winter chill could disturb or destroy his solace and comfort. As he drifted off to sleep, even hunger, which had tormented him so recently, seemed far away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			Samuel

			Londonderry, Vermont

			July 1859

			Like a tree with roots, Samuel stood steady and balanced, heels planted on the ground, knees slightly bent, shoulders square. With a soft but firm grip he held the ax in front of him, resting the sharp metal edge against the three-foot log of elm that stood round and upright. He focused. If the ax came down in the center of the log it would stick to it like an arrow to a bullseye. If he struck it too wide, it would only chip the log. If he was going to split the log, he had to hit it in just the right spot, not too close to the edge, not too near the center.

			Samuel raised the ax high above his head, keeping his eyes locked on the target—a spot where the wood was smooth and white, without knots or gnarls. He took a deep breath, held it, tightened his stomach, and brought the head of the ax down with force and speed.

			Smack. The sharp metal edge of the ax hit its spot, cracking the log like a peanut shell and sending the halves in opposite directions. The sound, the sight, the feel of it was satisfying.

			With the log successfully split, he grabbed the next one, placed it upright in front of him, and repeated the chore. Sometimes the log split, sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes the blade stuck into the top of the log and he had to wiggle and pull and fight to get it out. Sometimes it split as easily as an egg.

			Samuel leaned back, tilted his head up, and took a deep breath, inhaling the warm Vermont summer air. He could feel the sweat dripping slowly down his forehead as he removed his cap and wiped it away with the back of his forearm. The sky, he couldn’t help but notice, was an endless deep blue that seemed impossible.

			“Samuel!” he heard the voice of his father from behind him.

			He turned to see his father walking toward him. His sandy brown hair flopped against his forehead with each long stride. His pants were muddied and his overstretched shirt was drenched in sweat.

			“Samuel,” he said again, now close enough for Samuel to see the beads of sweat that gathered in his father’s gray-speckled patchy beard.

			Samuel marveled at the contrast between them. His father was short, well-built, with a square jaw and gleaming blue eyes. Samuel was thin, with a narrow face, plain brown eyes, and, at the age of fifteen, was already taller than his father.

			“Yes, Pa?”

			His father stopped a few feet in front of him. His face brightened, revealing deep smile lines that stretched from the corners of his eyes down the curve of his cheeks.

			“Later today,” his father explained, “we need to cut down a few trees—make sure we keep building up our stock of firewood.”

			Samuel nodded.

			“Except this time we have to bring your brother along. It’s time he learns to fell a tree.”

			Samuel felt a sudden heaviness. He slumped.

			“Hey,” Samuel’s father said, recognizing his son’s dismay. “It’ll be fun! You can teach him.” He smiled and winked.

			Samuel was not encouraged by his father’s enthusiasm. At thirteen years old, his little brother Thomas was just two years younger than he, but not half as mature. Worse, Thomas was his father’s closest companion. The two of them were like best friends, always joking and laughing with each other, never including Samuel in any of their fun. Plus, it seemed like they teamed up against him, forcing him to complete the harder chores while they acted like school children at recess.

			Samuel knew why, of course. Ever since he was a baby, Thomas had shortness of breath; a wheezing caused by any task or challenge that was too onerous. The doctor called it asthma and said there was no cure. Samuel was protective of his little brother, and so was his father. But Samuel was also envious of the relationship they had, one that he and his father would never have.

			Samuel nodded. “All right, Pa.”

			“Good! Good!” he said, smiling. “You finish up splitting these logs and then we’ll head out.”

			With a nod of his head he turned and left just as quickly as he came. Samuel took a deep breath, leaned his head back, and took another long look at the eternal blue sky.

			It was a hot afternoon and the sun was directly overhead by the time Samuel, his brother Thomas, and his father Randolph, headed into the woods behind their third-generation Vermont homestead. Samuel carried a thick, heavy rope over his shoulder that scratched the side of his neck as he walked. Worse, the weight of it gave him a pinching pain that felt like a hook in his skin. His father led the way while carrying a wooden-handled felling hatchet and a two-man crosscut saw which he struggled to balance in his gloved hand. Thomas, whom Samuel had lost track of somewhere behind them, was given nothing to carry.

			They reached an opening in the woods when Samuel’s father paused to look around. Relieved, Samuel dropped the rope like an anchor. He looked behind them, but didn’t see Thomas.

			“Thomas! Thomas!” he yelled.

			Thomas’ shaggy head of brown hair appeared from behind a knoll bouncing up and down. He whipped by Samuel dropping bright red raspberries along the way.

			“Thomas!” he said. “You ain’t supposed to be pickin’ raspberries, you’re supposed to be learnin’ how to cut down a tree.”

			Thomas continued toward their father without looking back. “Pa,” he said as he stopped next to him. “Look what I got.” Thomas held out his right hand which was filled with berries.

			Their father looked down at Thomas’ open hand and tipped his cap. “Those look perfect for eatin’,” he said, then he pinched a few berries between his thumb and forefinger and tossed them into his open mouth.

			Samuel shook his head in displeasure. “Pa,” he said, breaking up their little berry eating session, “I got the rope ready. Just tell me which tree to tie it to.”

			“Just hold up a second Samuel,” he said, brushing away his willingness like it was a pesky horse fly. “I got to teach your brother how to select a tree.”

			Samuel clenched his fists in frustration but tried not to let his father see that he was upset. While he waited for them to eat their berries, he saw that there was a white ash tree about twenty yards in front of them that was scarred from years of a quiet and lonely existence. Its branches were dead and drooping, its leaves were brown and dried up, and it leaned to one side like it had given up living. Above it, to the west, clouds were gathering.

			“There’s an old tree we can cut down,” Thomas said pointing at the white ash.

			Their father stood and rubbed his hand through Thomas’ shaggy hair, congratulating him like he might a dog who had just obeyed a command. “Yes! Well done!”

			Thomas squinted and smiled, soaking up his father’s praise. Samuel rolled his eyes.

			“Yeah,” Samuel said, “and we’d better get a move on because I see some storm clouds gathering.”

			Their father leaned back, peering up at the sky. “Yeah, we’ve got time,” he said, then turned to Samuel. “You can tie the rope to that white ash tree. Make sure you tie it above the cut.”

			Without a word Samuel grabbed the rope and headed for the tree. As he unrolled the heavy rope and began to wrap it around the thick trunk of the tree, his father and brother just stood there talking and laughing. They didn’t seem to care to help him one bit.

			As Samuel was finishing the knot, Thomas asked, “What’s the rope for anyway?”

			“Ain’t that common sense?” Samuel said with a snide tilt of his head.

			His father whipped his head around and looked at Samuel hard, like he could see right through him. “It ain’t common sense, Samuel! You had to learn this, too.”

			Samuel’s body turned to stone, shocked by the sudden remark.

			His father turned back to Thomas and spoke gently. “We use it to keep the tree from falling in the wrong direction,” he explained. “We tie one end of the rope to the tree we’re cuttin’ down, and the other end of the rope to a strong, sturdy tree. The sturdy tree will keep tension on the rope pulling the weak tree toward it until it falls to the ground. That way we know which way it’ll fall. We wouldn’t want anybody gettin’ hurt.”

			Thomas blushed in response to their father’s wide grin.

			“Samuel,” their father said, pointing. “Take the other end of the rope to that tree there and show your brother how to tie it up. That’s our sturdy tree,” he said, looking back toward Thomas.

			The tree was a maple, about two and a half feet thick with leaves so green they were startling. Samuel grabbed the end of the rope and walked toward the maple tree without looking to see if Thomas followed. When he reached the tree, he immediately began tying the rope. He started by walking around to the back side of the trunk and then continued another quarter of the way around. With his right foot against the trunk of the tree and his hands wrapped tightly around the rope, he pulled as hard as he could using the trunk of the tree as a pivot. By this time Thomas had arrived.

			“You gotta pull the rope tight,” Samuel explained, “using all your weight and strength.”

			Thomas tilted his head and watched, squeezing his eyes into narrow slits.

			“Give the rope a tug,” Samuel said. “Is it stiff?”

			With his middle and forefinger Thomas plucked the rope, sending a singing vibration through the entire length of it. “Sure is,” he said.

			“Good. Now, keeping the rope tight, I’m going to walk around the tree three times.”

			With the rope wrapped around his knuckles, Samuel walked around the tree, ducking underneath the rope each time he reached the front. Thomas stood there quietly with his hands at his side—it was the most obedient Samuel had seen him all day and it filled Samuel with a sense of pride.

			“Hurry up, Samuel!” their father called, erasing the pride from his heart. “I’m not trying to be rude, but you may have been right about those clouds. They’re moving faster than I thought.”

			Samuel paused and looked at his father who was leaning against the white ash tree and pointing toward the sky. It had turned dark and was filled with heavy rain clouds coming their way. But, in his own form of personal protest, Samuel gave him no sign that he meant to hurry and kept wrapping the rope around the maple tree.

			“All right, Thomas,” Samuel said once he’d finished. “We’re going to use a taut line hitch.”

			Samuel handed the end of the rope to Thomas who slowly lifted his open palms looking like he thought the rope might be dangerous. “What do I do?”

			“It’s simple,” Samuel said. “Take the very end of the rope—”

			“This?”

			“Yes. Take the end of the rope and wrap it over the line twice.”

			Thomas moved slowly, but did exactly as Samuel told him.

			“Good. Now take the end and wrap it over, under, and through the loop you just made.”

			Samuel guided Thomas with his fingers, but he didn’t seem to need the help.

			“Good. Good!” Samuel said. “Now pull the knot tight.”

			With his left hand on the knot, which was waist high, and his right hand on the taut rope, Thomas edged the knot toward the tree.

			“Like this?”

			“Exactly.”

			For a moment Samuel’s pride returned, but then Thomas let go of the knot, dropped his hands, and turned and ran toward their father.

			“Hey!” Samuel yelled. “You didn’t finish.”

			Thomas continued running until he reached their father who stood waiting at the white ash tree. Samuel pulled the knot himself, making sure it was snug against the trunk of the maple tree.

			“Good job, Thomas!” their father said.

			Samuel walked across the open space separating him from his father and brother, dragging his feet as he went.

			“Now we cut it down?” Thomas said.

			“Not quite,” their father said, shaking his head as if he wasn’t the least bit bothered by Thomas’ constant questions. He took hold of the ax, raised it up, and rested it against his broad shoulder. “Now we cut a wedge into the side of the tree, underneath the rope. This will help the tree fall the way we want it to fall.”

			Thomas looked on silently.

			“Step back while I take a few whacks at it,” their father said with a wink.

			Samuel took Thomas by the shoulder and they both stepped back.

			Taking a wide, bent stance, their father held the ax, his right hand above his left. He looked carefully for his spot, then drew the ax back and swung it forward with as much speed and power as he could gather. The sharp, metal end of the ax struck the bark with a heavy, dull thud that echoed through the forest. He drew back and swung again, aiming for the same spot. Over and over he swung, striking the tree hard each time and sending chunks of bark and wood flying speedily through the air. It was mesmerizing to watch.

			Their father stopped, set the head of the ax on the ground and leaned against it like a crutch. He breathed heavily as he wiped the sweat from his eyes. He managed to cut a wedge in the tree that was about six inches deep.

			“All right, Samuel,” he said. “You ready to saw?”

			Samuel turned his eyes to the saw lying in the grass as lifeless as a stick. He walked over and grabbed the handle while his father did the same. It was a six-foot, two-man saw that wobbled like a sheet of paper in the middle, but had long and sharp jagged teeth that looked threatening. As a boy, Samuel was scared of it when he saw it hanging in the shed, but now he knew better. It was a tool that helped them build things up and cut things down. It helped them survive. As a sawyer, like his father, the saw was instrumental. Plus, it required the work of two men, which meant it was work he could do with his father.

			“Step back, Thomas,” their father said with yet another broad and carefree grin. “This tree will crush you like an ant if you don’t get out of the way.”

			Thomas smiled back. “Like an ant? More like a boot to a spider!”

			They both laughed, sounding like two clattering windchimes. Samuel ignored them.

			“Come on, Samuel,” his father said. “Have a sense of humor.”

			Samuel repressed the urge to smile but couldn’t fight it for long.

			“There it is!” their father said and all three of them shared a laugh.

			After a few moments, Thomas stepped back as Samuel and their father raised the saw into position, underneath the rope and opposite the wedge.

			“Ready?”

			Samuel nodded.

			They began slowly, with little pushes and pulls, letting the jagged edge of the blade cut into the thick gray bark. Once the saw found its place, they began to push and pull harder and faster moving the blade back and forth, rhythmically. The blade pushed through the bark and into the hard, yellow wood. Samuel closed his eyes and listened to the constant grating sound of the saw while focusing on the flex and release of his straining shoulders. The smell of sawdust, the whooshing of the saw, the labor of his muscles—it felt good.

			As they continued to cut, pushing the saw hard, Samuel’s skin grew hot and beads of sweat rolled down his forehead, across his eyebrows, and down the curve of his cheeks until they reached his jawline where they fell like drops of melting ice. A cold breeze cooled his hot skin, and the entire forest dimmed as if a shadow had been cast upon it. Samuel looked up and saw that the dark clouds he’d seen earlier were now directly overhead.

			“I think rain’s comin’,” Thomas said.

			Their father paused to wipe his brow and look up. “Let’s get this tree down before the rain starts.”

			Randolph looked at Samuel. Acknowledging each other, they continued sawing, this time faster and stronger than before. With each push Samuel’s father began to grunt and with each pull Samuel became more and more worried that he couldn’t keep up with his father’s determined pace. His shoulders ached like he had been holding a canoe over his head, and his hands became sore and red.

			“Just another minute or so,” his father grunted. “Make sure you stand back, Thomas.”

			The once proud white ash tree, which had probably survived centuries, began to creak and bend telling the world that its life was coming to an end. The wind grew heavier—thicker—filled with dust and moisture.

			Samuel concentrated hard, eager to finish the cut. The blade was nearing the wedge on the other side, and it was only a matter of moments before the tree would finally give in to gravity.

			“Get ready!” their father said.

			But just before either of them had a chance to step back and observe the results of their labor, a heavy gust of cold wind moved through, catching the tree by its branches and twisting it a quarter way around. For a moment the rope held tight against the weight of the tree, but then, like the snapping of a whip, the knot on the opposite tree unraveled and the rope slung from its hold. Another heavy gust moved through, this one stronger than the one before, twisting and pushing the tree in their father’s direction. Samuel gasped as the tree fell quickly, forcing his father to leap from its path. The tree crashed with a roar against the ground, shaking the whole earth and trapping his father’s right leg beneath it.

			Their father screamed like a bleating goat, crying loudly over and over. He lay face down with his head turned and his arms bent, holding his chest just off the ground. His left leg was curled into his body and his right leg was trapped under the trunk of the tree from the knee down. His face was red and scrunched tight as he gritted his teeth and breathed heavily.

			Samuel’s heart beat through his chest. He felt scared and dizzy.

			Thomas ran to their father’s side and bent down next to him. “Pa! Pa!”

			Their father clenched his jaw enduring the pain.

			Thomas brought his hand to his chest and began wheezing. He opened his mouth wide and tried to take big breaths, but each time he was forced to exhale and try again, as if someone had their hands around his throat. Thomas looked up in a panic. His eyes and face reddened and he bobbed back-and-forth trying desperately to breath.

			For a moment, Samuel stood there, unable to move.

			“Dammit!” Randolph groaned. “Help your little brother.”

			Samuel nodded before finally springing into action. He ran to his brother’s side, kneeled down and put his hand around his back. “Breathe,” Samuel said. “It’s all right. Pa’s gonna be all right.”

			Thomas was beyond gasping and started to choke. His face was red as an apple, his eyes filled with desperation.

			“Relax,” Samuel said, though he was enveloped with fear. “Like this,” he said as he kneeled closer to Thomas and made eye contact. Samuel took small, patterned breaths, using his hand to show Thomas the rhythm.

			It worked. Thomas’ wheeze returned as the airways slowly opened up. Then his breaths grew longer, bigger. The wheeze went away and the color returned to his face. Thomas turned away from Samuel and back to their father.

			Randolph, too, began to take deep, regular breaths and the tightness in his face softened.

			Samuel said, “What do we do, Pa? We can’t move that tree ourselves.”

			“You’ll have to fetch help,” he groaned.

			“And leave us here?” Thomas said, a look of helplessness on his face.

			“It’ll be all right, but hurry, Samuel,” their father said through pained breaths.

			Samuel put his hand on Thomas’ shoulder and nodded with assurance. He stood and said, “I’ll be quick, Pa.”

			His father, still grimacing in pain, turned his face toward the ground and sighed, exhaling against the dry dirt. “Just…” he breathed in, struggling. “Just go get help. And hurry.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			WasabishkiMakwa

			Winter Lodge / Mooniingwanekaaning-minis

			Onnaabaw-giizia

			(Winter Lodge / Madeline Island, March 1850)

			The warming temperatures of ziigwan could not be held off forever. Waabi sensed it when the snow began to soften during the day and harden at night, often causing the netting of his snowshoes to break. It was called Onnaabaw-giizia for a reason, the hard crust on the snow moon. He knew they would soon pack up their winter camp and head for the sugarbush. This excited Waabi. After several moons wintering he grew restless and welcomed the change of scenery and the chance to be more active. He was told by his father that he was born in the sugarbush and he could still remember his mother calling him “Little Sugar.” Being back there, once a year, Waabi felt connected to her, as if they were still together.

			“Waabi,” Grandmother Nokomis said as Waabi swept the hard ground around the fire pit.

			Light poured in from the open entrance and songbirds could be heard in the trees, along with the intermittent but joyful shrieks of his cousins who were playing a game of hide-and-seek.

			“Tomorrow we will pack up the winter camp. I need you to help take down the wigwam and show your cousins how it should be folded and stored.”

			“Yes, Nokomis,” Waabi answered. “I am glad to be going to the sugar camp. I look forward to it all year long.” Waabi flashed his grandmother an innocent smile.

			“I know you do, grandson,” she said looking at him with dark and heavy eyes. “But you will not go to the sugarbush tomorrow. You are going to the island with your father. The sugarbush will come later. Soon, but later.”

			“But summer is still far off. Why would we go to the island already?”

			“Do not whine like a dog who begs,” his grandmother said. “The sugarbush will not go anywhere, and there will always be plenty of work for you to do.”

			Waabi was curious. They had never traveled to the island so early in the season and he wanted to know why, but he knew better than to prod his grandmother further.

			“Grandmother,” he said. “When I am done sweeping, may I go outside to play with White Cloud and Star?”

			His grandmother, seated in the back of the wigwam, lifted her face to the light. Her dark eyes filled with a sudden glint of sun as she said yes and then lowered her face back down.

			The next day, early in the afternoon after Waabi helped break down the winter camp, he departed with his father, uncle, and three of the men from camp.

			“Why haven’t any of the other boys joined us?” Waabi asked his father.

			“Because they have brothers and sisters to watch after while we are gone,” his father said.

			“But I have my cousins. Don’t I have to watch after them?”

			“You do,” his father said. “But you are an only child. You must grow up sooner than the other boys. You must learn about the world so that you can care for yourself, then you can care for others.”

			Waabi’s eyes locked onto the heels of his father’s snowshoes as numerous thoughts and questions swirled in his head.

			“Think of the animals who travel alone,” his father said. “Such as the bear or the wolverine. You too may have to travel alone and you must be prepared.”

			“Or the skunk!” his uncle Ogimaa said walking up from behind him.

			Waabi turned to see uncle smiling from ear to ear. “We can call you little skunk boy.”

			Waabi leaned down and reached for a handful of wet snow, but before taking aim at his uncle he was bombarded with snowballs from the men of the group.

			“Hey!” Waabi said with a giggle, then he started throwing snow in every direction in playful retaliation.

			“It’s two against three, son,” Waabi’s father said as he took aim at his sister’s husband.

			“Skunk-boy, skunk-boy,” the men chanted as they flung snowballs in Waabi’s direction.

			Waabi leaped from side to side but he became overwhelmed and fell to the ground.

			Waabi’s father fought valiantly. Spry and quick, he avoided each snowball while striking his opponents with every throw. But, as he leaned down to gather more snow he was struck in the top of the head. He tried to retaliate with a quick, sidearm throw but he missed and was hit again. Then again
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