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PROLOGUE

March, 1837

The third time that day that Benjamin January walked over to the Bank of Louisiana and found its doors locked, he had to admit the truth.

It wasn’t going to reopen.

The money was gone.

Admittedly, there hadn’t been much money in the account. Early the previous summer he’d taken most of it and paid off everything he and Rose still owed on the big ramshackle old house on Rue Esplanade, and thank God, he thought, I had the wits to do that...

Even then, there’d been rumors that the smaller banks, the wildcat banks, the private banks all over the twenty-six states were closing. Months before the election last Fall the President’s refusal to re-charter the Bank of the United States had begun to pull down businesses along with the banks, and at meetings of the Faubourg Tremé Free Colored Militia and Burial Society – or less formal get-togethers with his friends after playing all night for the white folks at some Mardi Gras ball – January had frequently asked: what the hell did the Democrats think was going to happen, when they knocked the foundations out from under the only source of stable credit in the country?

Not that it was any of January’s business, or that of his friends either. As descendants of Africans, at one remove or another – though January’s mother loftily avoided the subject – not one of them could vote. And in New Orleans, by virtue of its position as Queen of the Mississippi Valley trade, the illusion of prosperity had hung on longer than elsewhere.

Still, standing in the sharp spring sunlight of Rue Royale before the shut doors of that gray granite building, January felt the waves of rage pass over him like the wind-driven crescents of rain on the green face of a bayou in hurricane season.

Rage at the outgoing President – a fine warrior when the country had needed a warrior and a hopelessly bigoted old blockhead with a planter’s contempt for such things as banks.

Rage at the whites who saw only the war hero and not the consequences of letting land-grabbers and shoestring speculators run the country for their own profit.

Rage at the laws of the land, that wouldn’t let him – or anyone whose father or grandparents or great-grandparents back to Adam had hailed from Africa – have the slightest voice in the government of the country in which they’d been born, regardless of the fact that he, Benjamin January, was a free man and a property owner... Artisans like his brother-in-law Paul Corbier, merchants like Fortune Gérard who sat on community boards, his fellow musicians and the surgeon who’d taught him his trade of medicine, and all those others who made up his life, were free men too, had been born free men and had fought a British invading force in order to stay that way...

And rage at himself – the deepest anger of all as he turned his steps back along Rue Royale toward home. For not taking every silver dime out of the bank and putting it...

Where?

Ay, there’s the rub, reflected January grimly. There were thieves aplenty in New Orleans, and if you were keeping more than a few dollars cached in your attic rafters, or under the floorboards of your bedroom, word of it soon got out. And if you didn’t happen to be rich enough that there were servants around your house at all times, that money was eventually going to turn up gone.

He wasn’t the only man standing in Rue Royale looking at the closed-up doors of the Bank of Louisiana that spring afternoon. As he turned away, Crowdie Passebon caught his eye – the well-respected perfumer and the center of the libré community in the old French Town. Like most of January’s friends and neighbors, Passebon was the descendant of those French and Spanish whites who’d had the decency to free the children their slave women had borne them. January knew Crowdie had a great deal more money than he did in the Bank, but nevertheless the perfumer crossed to him and asked, ‘Are you all right, Ben?’

‘I’ll be all right.’ Many people January knew – including most of his fellow musicians – didn’t even have the slim resources of a house.

Petronius Braeden – a German dentist with offices on Rue St Louis – was haranguing a knot of other white men outside the bank doors, cursing the new President: hell, the man has only been in office a week, and see what he done to the country already? We need Old Hickory back...

As if it wasn’t ‘Old Hickory’ who’d precipitated the whole mess and left it for his successor to clean up.

January walked on, shaking his head and wondering what the hell he and his beautiful Rose were going to do.

It had been a bad winter. Tightening credit and the plunge in the value of banks’ paper money meant that fewer white French Creoles – and far fewer Americans – had given large entertainments, even at Christmas and Twelfth Night. January, whose skill on the piano usually guaranteed him work every night of the week from first frost ’til Easter, had found himself many nights at home. The same spiral of rising prices and fewer loans had prompted many of the well-off white gentlemen who had sent their daughters ‘from the shady side of the street’ to board and be educated at the school that Rose operated in the big Spanish house, to write Rose letters deeply regretting that Germaine or Sabine or Alice would not be returning to the school this winter, and we wish you all the best of luck...

And we’re surely going to need it.

Other well-off families – both white and gens de couleur libré – had decided that Mama or Aunt Unmarriageable would be perfectly able to take over teaching the children the mysteries of the piano, rather than hiring Benjamin January to do so at fifty cents a lesson. The last of them had broken this news to January the previous week.

Since early summer, January had been hiding part of what earnings he did make here and there about the house – in the rafters, under the floorboards... But summer was the starving-time for musicians, the time when you lived off the proceeds of last year’s Mardi Gras. The little money he’d made from lessons, January had fallen into the habit of spending on groceries, so as not to touch the slender reserve in the bank.

In the God-damned locked-doors Lucifer-strike-you-all-with-lightning Bank of Louisiana, thank you very much.

Rose was sitting on the front gallery when he climbed the steps. She’d been quiet since the first time he’d walked to the bank that morning, for the week’s grocery money. Sunday would be Palm Sunday, and once Easter was done, the planters who came into town for the winter, and the wealthier American businessmen, would begin leaving New Orleans. Subscription balls ordinarily continued up until April or May, but John Davis, who owned the Orleans Ballroom, had told January that this year he was closing down early. With the Bank of Louisiana out of business, January guessed that the American Opera House – where he was supposed to play next week – would follow suit.

Rose met his eyes, reading in them what he’d found – yet again that day – on Rue Royale.

In her quiet, well-bred voice, she said, ‘Well, damn,’ put her spectacles back on and held up the letter that had been lying in her lap. ‘Would you like the good news first, or the bad news?’

‘I’d like this first.’ January took the letter from her hand, dropped it to the rough-made little table at her side, stood her on her feet and kissed her: slender, gawky, with a sprinkle of freckles over the bridge of her nose and the gray-hazel eyes so often found among the free colored. Though she stood as tall as many men, against his six-foot-three bulk she felt delicate, like a sapling birch. ‘You’re here sitting on the gallery of our house. No bad news can erase that; no good news can better it.’

She sighed and put her head briefly against his shoulder. He felt her bones relax into his arms.

‘I take it that letter is from Jules Gardinier informing us that he’s taking Cosette out of the school and sending her to live with her grandmother?’

She leaned back, looked up into his face in mock wonderment: ‘You must have second sight! And here Cosette was the only one of our pupils left to us—’

‘And her father owns stock in the Bank of Louisiana.’ January grinned crookedly. ‘Which is going to be converted into a livery stable as soon as they can get up enough money to buy hay. What’s the good news?’

Rose was silent for a moment, as if thinking how to phrase an awkward question. Then she propped her spectacles more firmly on to the bridge of her nose, took a deep breath, looked up into his face again and said, ‘We have two dollars and fifty cents in the house. And we’re going to have a child.’

An hour later, with the street gone quiet in the dinner hour, they were still on the gallery talking. The two dollars and fifty cents was in hard coin, not the now-worthless notes from the Bank of Louisiana – or the various other banks in the town – in which January had been paid over the winter: ‘They’ll make good kindling,’ said Rose in a comforting tone.

‘That’s not funny.’

‘Nothing is,’ replied Rose. ‘Not today. Benjamin, I’ve spoken to your sister Olympe. If this—’ She hesitated, then went on with some difficulty. ‘If this isn’t a good time for us to have a child—’

January cut her off firmly. ‘It is.’ Olympe was a voodooienne, versed in the termination of unaffordable pregnancies among the poorer blacks of the town. He added, ‘My mother won’t let her grandchild starve.’

Rose mimed exaggerated surprise. ‘Whatever gives you that idea?’

‘Hmmn.’ Since January and Rose had refused his mother’s advice about investing their little money in slaves – you can feed them dirt cheap and make a dollar a day renting them out to the logging companies – that astute businesswoman had repeatedly asserted that it was none of her business if her son and his wife starved together. January was fairly certain that this stricture would be expanded to include Baby Rose. Besides, the last he’d heard, his mother’s money had been in the Bank of Louisiana, too.

‘Something will turn up,’ said Rose.

‘Hmmn.’

He closed his eyes, wondering, as he had wondered all the way home, what the hell they were going to do. Holy Mary, Mother of God... Please have something turn up.

When he opened his eyes, Lieutenant Abishag Shaw of the New Orleans City Guards was standing on the gallery.

‘Lieutenant.’ January got quickly to his feet, held out his hand, even as Shaw removed his greasy old excuse for a hat and bowed to Rose:

‘M’am.’

As Shaw turned toward him, January thought that the man did not look well. It occurred to him to wonder if Shaw, too, had been among the unfortunates who’d discovered that morning that they’d lost everything they owned. Framed in his long, thin, light-brown hair, the Kentuckian’s face had a strained tiredness to it, beyond what keeping the peace in New Orleans through Mardi Gras usually did to him. There was a slump to the raw-boned shoulders under the scarecrow coat and a distant look in his gray eyes, a reflection of bitterest pain. January had seen his friend take physical punishment that would have killed another man, but this was different, and he was moved to ask – as Crowdie Passebon had earlier asked him – ‘Are you all right?’ He remembered to add, ‘Sir,’ even though his mother wouldn’t have permitted Shaw into her house.

Shaw nodded – as if he weren’t quite sure of the affirmative – and said, ‘Maestro, I have a proposition for you.’

‘I’ll take it.’

The long mouth dipped a little at one corner: ‘Don’t you want to hear what it is?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said January. ‘If it’s money, I’m your man.’


ONE

June 29, 1837

They crossed the ford mid-morning and came up out of the cottonwoods where the valley of the Green River spread out into a meadow of summer grass: it was their eighty-second day out from Independence. Abishag Shaw rode point on a hammer-headed gelding the color of old cheese, with a dozen half-breed French camp-setters in his wake. A line of mules laden with shot, trap springs, coffee, liquor, trade-vermillion and checked black-and-yellow cotton shirts from Lowell, Massachusetts at two thousand percent markup; fourteen remounts in various stages of homicidal orneriness; Hannibal Sefton sweating his way through his fifteenth case of the jitters since leaving the settlements; and January riding drag eating everyone’s dust. Mountains rose west, east and north beyond a scumble of foothills: pinewoods, ravens, bare granite and a high, distant glimmer of snow. A few miles upriver the first camps could be glimpsed: makeshift mountaineers’ shelters or handsome markees where the traders had set up shop. Westward from the river, Indian lodges grouped, hundreds of them gathered into a dozen little villages, and horse herds browsed the buffalo grass under the charge of brown, naked children. Dogs’ barks, sharp as gunshots, sounded in thin air blue with campfire smoke.

‘That’s it.’ Shaw drew rein on the rise, spit tobacco into the long grass that edged the trail. ‘Man what done it, he’s someplace here.’

Shots rang out: men hunting in the hills on the other side of the river. Closer gunfire as they drew nearer the first of the shelters, men shooting at playing cards tacked to cottonwoods in the bottomland that lined the water. January knew the breed. He’d seen them, ferociously bearded with their long hair braided Indian-fashion, shirts faded colorless or glaring-new and rigid with starch, swaggering along Bourbon and Girod Streets with their long Pennsylvania rifles on their backs, visit ors to the world he knew.

Now he was the visitor. They clustered around to greet the pack-train, holding out tin cups of liquor in welcome. On the trail from Independence January had mostly gotten over his surprise that white men would extend such hospitality to a black one – the rules changed, the farther you got beyond the frontier. It was a dubious honor at best: it was hands down the worst liquor January had ever tasted.

The trappers roared at the expression on his face, and one of them shouted good-naturedly, ‘Now you had a gen–u–ine Green River Cocktail, pilgrim! Waugh! Welcome to the rendezvous!’

Shaw leaned from the saddle, greeting the men, but January wasn’t fooled by his affability. He saw the Lieutenant’s pale eyes scan the bearded faces, seeking the man he’d come twenty-five hundred miles to kill.

The pack-train moved on along the river. Gil Wallach, of Ivy and Wallach Trading, had arrived before them, a small outfit – according to Shaw, on one of the three occasions between New Orleans and the South Pass that he’d spoken more than half a dozen words at a time – backed by men who’d once made up the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, before that organization had succumbed to the murderous business practices of the rival American Fur Company. A dozen of these smaller traders were camped along the river, between the military-looking establishments of the AFC and its rival, the British Hudson’s Bay Company, peddling watered liquor to trappers in faded blanket coats and dickering fiercely over the price of beaver pelts. Just above the line where the ground sloped down to the bottomlands, a thin path had already been beaten into the grass, forming a sort of main street of the camp.

Mentally, January noted it all. Tents of canvas bleached by years of weather; cruder shelters, ranging from a few deer hides, to huts of pine and cottonwood boughs skilfully lashed with rawhide. Here and there a tipi, where a trapper had an Indian wife. When he’d gotten on the steamboat for Independence, Rose had handed him an empty notebook and told him to bring it back full.

‘The only way I can keep from hating you for being able to go, when I can’t,’ she’d said softly, ‘is to know you’ll bring this back.’ She was a scientist. January knew it was agony to her, to be left behind, to be shut out of the wonders of a world unglimpsed because she was a woman, and with child.

Four months now he’d been making notes for her: animals, birds, plants, rocks. On the nights when he’d felt he would go insane with longing for her, it had been a little – a very little – like touching her hand. Like Shakespeare’s comic lovers, whispering devotion to one another through a crack in a wall.

In the dappled shade of the cottonwoods on the river side of the trail, traders had hung scale beams to weigh the furs: the men of business in neat black broadcloth to mark their status, or gayer hues if they were Mexicans up from Taos. Most were clean-shaven, as befit representatives of all that was best in nineteenth-century civilization. Most wore boots.

At six dollars a pound, the furs they weighed represented the whole of a man’s work for a year.

June was ending. Some men had been here for weeks – others would still be coming in. For the trappers, it was more than just the only chance they’d have to sell their furs, or resupply themselves with gunpowder and fish hooks, lead and salt and sharpening stones. For many, it was the only occasion they’d have to talk to anyone in the language of the land they’d left behind, or to see faces beyond the narrow circle of partners and camp-setters; the only chance to hear news of the world beyond the mountains, to talk to anyone of events beyond the doings of animals, the chance of foul weather, the clues and guesswork about which tribes might be nearby – and were they friendly?

It was also the only occasion for the next eleven months that they’d be around enough white men to be able to get drunk in safety, and despite the quality of the liquor, most of them seemed to be taking fullest advantage of this facet of the situation.

He’ll be at the rendezvous, Tom Shaw had said, of the man who had killed his brother.

‘He’ll be at the rendezvous.’ And as he’d said it, Abishag Shaw’s brother – five years the elder, Shaw had mentioned on the steamboat, breaking a silence of nearly forty-eight hours on that occasion and then returning to it at once – had laid on the table between them in the firelit blockhouse of Fort Ivy a human scalp, the long hair a few shades fairer than Shaw’s own.

Shaw had looked aside. ‘Why’n’t you bury that thing with him?’

Tom Shaw had taken his surviving brother’s hand in his own, picked up their brother’s scalp and laid it in Shaw’s palm. ‘’Cause I know you, Abe,’ he said. ‘’Cause I heard you go on about a thousand goddam times about law an’ justice an’ the principles of the goddam Constitution. An’ I tell you this: if’fn any single one of the men that wrote your Constitution had had his brother murdered the way Johnny was murdered – scalped so’s we’d think it was the Blackfeet, an’ worse – an’ left up the gulch for the wolves, he’d go after the men that did it, an’ screw all justice an’ law. I wish you’d seen him when they brought him in.’

Shaw stroked the dried skin, the fair straight locks that he’d touched times without number in life. ‘I wish I had.’ His chill gray eyes seemed to see nothing, and there was no expression in his light-timbred voice.

On the steamboat – deck-passage, which in January’s case meant the narrow stern-deck just inboard of the wheel – Shaw had informed his two companions only that his younger brother Johnny had been murdered at Fort Ivy, a fur-trade station some six weeks beyond the frontier. Their older brother Tom was ‘bourgeois’ – the head man – of the fort; he pronounced it ‘bashaw’. ‘If it was Indians,’ he had said quietly, ‘Tom wouldn’t’ a called it murder.’

After a long silence, with the firelight devils chasing one another across the log walls of the fort’s little office, January asked the bourgeois, ‘How is it you’re sure where this man will be?’

The oldest brother’s face had tightened in the flickering gloom. He was much shorter than Abishag Shaw’s six-feet-two, and darker; his body reminded January of something that had been braided out of leather.

‘Frank Boden was the fort clerk.’ Tom Shaw’s voice was an eerie duplicate of Abishag’s, but thinner, like steel wire. ‘Johnny told me he’d found a half-wrote letter in Boden’s desk, to a man named Hepplewhite, that spoke of creatin’ some kind of trouble at the rendezvous this summer. Bad trouble, Johnny said. Killin’ bad. I didn’t believe him.’ A bead of fatwood popped in the coals, and the tiny red explosion of it glinted in the back of his dark eyes.

‘When I got back from Laramie a week later, Johnny was dead. Blackfoot, the engagés said.’ Tom cast a glance back at the door in the partition that separated the lower floor of the Fort Ivy blockhouse in two: his office where they sat, with its sleeping loft, and the store, where Clopard and LeBel – the oldest and the youngest of the half-breed ruffians who hunted meat, prepared hides and looked after the stock – were bedded down in their blankets. ‘They said Boden got so spooked at the way Johnny was cut up that he left the next day. Goin’ back to the settlements, he said. Then a week later it thawed, an’ one of ’em found Johnny’s scalp, stuck into the hollow of a dead tree a couple yards from where his body had been. No Blackfoot would leave a scalp that way. I knew then Johnny’d been right.’

Shaw had said nothing through this. Had only sat looking into the fire, his brother’s scalp in his hand.

‘You kill him, Abe.’ Tom’s voice was cold and as matter-of-fact before witnesses as if there were no law against the killing of a man one merely suspected had done you a wrong. ‘You find him, and you kill him. You was the best of us. Best killer on the mountain, Daddy said—’

‘I never was.’

‘You was ’til you lost your nerve.’

Shaw said nothing, his narrow gargoyle face like something cut from rock.

‘He’ll know me if I come to the rendezvous. He’ll know there wasn’t but one reason I’d leave this post. But he’ll think, seein’ you, only as how I called you to take Johnny’s place on account of him bein’ killed by the Blackfoot. You kill him, an’ you bring me his scalp, for me to nail to that wall.’

Something in those words made Shaw glance across at his brother, straight thin lashes catching a glint of gold. Someone in the family, thought January, had nailed scalps to the wall of whatever cabin it was in the mountains of Kentucky where they’d grown up. ‘An’ this Hepplewhite feller?’ Shaw spoke cautiously, as if he feared a trap. ‘This killin’ trouble Johnny read of—’

‘What the hell is that to me?’ Tom Shaw took Johnny’s scalp out of his brother’s hand, sat back in his chair, the only chair in a room that was furnished primarily with benches of hewn logs, stroking the long fair hair. ‘You been on the flatlands too long, brother. You know better’n that. They’s a million square miles of mountain out there, Abe, an’ only this one chance to find him in that one place. You can kill anythin’ with one shot. I seen you do it. So don’t you breathe one single word that’ll scare him off. That ain’t our business.’

The elder brother’s eyes burned like those of a man in slow fever. It was as if January, and Hannibal sleeping curled up in the corner by the dying fire, had ceased to exist. ‘You owe me, Abe,’ he said. ‘Hadn’t been for you runnin’ the way you did—’

‘I walked away. I never ran.’

‘A man that turns his back on his family is runnin’,’ retorted Tom. ‘Hadn’t been for that, Johnny an’ me, we’d never have had to go down to New Orleans the way we did, sellin’ hogs so’s there’d be money at home. You owe our blood, an’ you owe Johnny, an’ you owe me. You tellin’ me you’ll run away again?’

Shaw sighed. ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘No, I won’t run away.’

The pack-train passed the camp of the American Fur Company, a big store-markee with its sides up, and another – sides down – with a makeshift bar on trestles across the front and a gray-coated man with the blue eyes of a defrocked angel pouring drinks. Trappers and engagés clustered along the bar and around the half-dozen Mexican girls who lounged on rough-built benches along the front of the tent.

‘Hey, Veinte-y-Cinco!’ yelled Clopard, who had ridden with the train from Fort Ivy, ‘you wait right there ’til we get set! I got a little somethin’ for you!’

The skinny whore gave him a dazzling, gap-toothed grin, ‘Hey, minino, I remember how little it is—’

At the female voice Hannibal looked up, roused from his nightmare of barely-suppressed panic, and murmured, ‘Malo me Galatea petit, lascivia puella...’ a classical allusion that January hoped wasn’t going to spell trouble.

The American Fur Company was making a good showing: in addition to a separate liquor tent, they had what amounted to a full-scale dry-goods store set up and half a dozen canvas shelters – watched over by engagés – to store the furs that their trappers under contract had brought in already. These were not traded for by weight, but simply handed over by the mountaineers in exchange for their pay, as if the land they trapped through was the AFC’s private farm, and they, laborers in the vineyard. January couldn’t help wondering if the Mexican girls were also on the Company payroll.

A quarter mile further upriver, Shaw drew rein before a small store-tent and a couple of deer-hide shelters, which marked the camp of Gil Wallach, a former-mountaineer turned trader. The little black-haired bantam came from around the store’s counter and held out his hand to Shaw as he dismounted: ‘Tom wrote me you’d be heading up the train, Abe. I surely am sorry about Johnny.’

Shaw made a motion with his hand, as if to brush the name away like a cobweb. ‘Ty Farrell in the camp? Tom had a message for him.’

Wallach tilted his head a little, as if he smelled trouble even in this simple request. Ty had been a clerk at Fort Ivy. He’ll know Boden, Tom had said, in the firelit office that first night at the fort. They shared the room above this one, up ’til last Fall. He knows him, better’n any man at this fort: how he moves, how he talks, what he’d look like if he shaved off his beard... An’ he hates him. He won’t go cryin’ it around, like the engagés will, if they learn you’re on Boden’s trail.

Like everyone else, Wallach would have heard that Johnny Shaw had been killed by the Blackfoot. Like everyone else, he seemed to accept that naturally the middle brother would leave his position as a Lieutenant of the New Orleans City Guards, to take up his junior’s responsibility of getting the supply-train up to the Green River. But Wallach had been a trapper, thought January. He can smell blood in the wind.

‘Ty’s camped about halfway to Hudson’s Bay.’ Meaning, January assumed, not the actual arctic bay, but the handsome agglomeration of tents that he could see another half-mile up the trail on the far side of Horse Creek, ringed with the tipis of its Indian allies. The British Hudson’s Bay Company had established the fur trade with the Indians long before the Americans had pushed their way to the north, and ruled the trade from the Yellowstone to the Pacific.

‘He’s fightin’ shy of me,’ Wallach continued wryly. ‘Seein’ as how he took an’ sold all his plews to that snake Titus that’s runnin’ the AFC camp here this year, without a word about the salary we paid him or the money he owes us. He may take some lookin’ for.’

Shaw said, ‘Consarn,’ in a mild voice and commenced unloading the mules.

The Ivy and Wallach markee had been pitched next to one of those great granite boulders that littered the riverbank, to discourage canvas-slitters in a country where theft from one’s enemies was a virtue among the tribes. January helped haul the stores inside, and he saw that two sides of the tent were further fortified with stacked packsaddles. Hannibal, a little shakily, carried his and January’s saddlebags down to an open spot in the cottonwoods just below the store, where a shelter could be set up behind a screening thicket of rabbitbush.

The fiddler had attached himself to the expedition rather than endure alone the black depressions and attacks of unreasoning panic that still plagued him, though his last dose of opium had been the previous November, and had made himself useful as a sort of valet to his companions. For his part, January was grateful he’d done so of his own accord. After a winter of walking the French Town ’til dawn to keep his friend from throwing himself into the river, he still – at Easter – hadn’t been entirely certain that he would return from a six-month journey to find Hannibal still alive.

‘That a fiddle I see in your friend’s pack, pilgrim?’ A red-bearded trapper loafed over from his own nearby camp to help with the unloading. ‘Dieu, it’s been years since I heard fiddle music! You tell your friend from every man in this camp, he’s got only to put his hat down outside Mick Seaholly’s –’ he waved toward the AFC camp with its various accommodations – ‘an’ he’ll have a stack of trade-plews higher’n his knee inside an afternoon. Name’s Prideaux,’ he added, offering his hand as soon as he and January had set down their respective bales of shirts and trade-beads inside the markee. ‘Robespierre-Republique Prideaux.’

‘Ben January.’

‘Not up here before, I think?’

‘First time,’ said January, liking the man’s friendliness. They returned to the mules, pulling buffalo-hide apishamores from the animals’ backs and stacking them in the back of the tent.

‘Clerk?’ Prideaux took in at a glance January’s obviously store-bought clothing: calico shirt, coarse wool trousers, battered corduroy roundabout. With a sly grin, the mountaineer added, ‘Or you care to try your hand at huntin’?’

‘If ever I lose my faith in humankind,’ returned January solemnly, ‘and wish to put a period to my existence, I’ll do so by taking an oath to eat only what I can shoot,’ and Prideaux crowed with laughter.

‘Never say die, hoss! You come out with me tomorrow mornin’ – what kind of rifle you got? A Barnett? Them’s first-class guns... I’ll have you shootin’ the pips outta playin’ cards at three hundred yards by sundown, see if I don’t! Waugh! Why, sure as there’s meat runnin’, I once shot a bobcat as it leaped out of a tree straight behind me, on a pitch-dark night, aimin’ only by the sound of its cry—’

‘Maestro—’ Shaw appeared around the corner of the tent, quiet as the smallpox in his weathered scarecrow clothing, his long Kentucky rifle in his hand. There was another on his back – Mary and Martha, he had named them – and a knife at his belt; he looked as if he had been a part of this world for years. ‘Looks like I need to go out an’ hunt Ty Farrell, as he ain’t like to come around here anytime soon.’

‘Check for him at Seaholly’s, hoss,’ advised Prideaux cheerfully. ‘I hear Edwin Titus – that sourpuss Controller the Company’s put in charge this year – hired him on to the AFC for a hundred-fifty a year, plus seven-fifty a pound for his plews! Waugh! For that kinda wampum, he’s gonna be plowin’ through them girls like a bull buffalo through the prickly pears. I never did see a child go for the female of the species like Ty, ’ceptin’ for a sergeant of the marines I knowed down on the Purgatoire...’

‘I’ll keep the store,’ offered January.

‘Obliged.’ Shaw looked for a moment as if he might have said something else – asked Prideaux, perhaps, after Mr Hepplewhite, or queried for rumors about the unspecified trouble that Johnny had thought serious enough to risk his life pursuing. But January guessed how word of anything would fly from man to man in a camp where there was nothing really much to do but trade, get drunk, copulate and talk. Even the relatively short journey from Fort Ivy to the Green River had brought home to him how vast was this land beyond the frontier, how endless these mountains and how right Tom Shaw had been: only this one chance to find him in that one place.

He’d also learned that trappers, engagés, and traders – whose survival depended on observing the tiniest details of their surroundings – would gossip about anything.

Only in silence lay any hope of success. Silence, and Ty Farrell’s willingness to play Judas.

You can kill anythin’ with one shot. I seen you do it...

January had, too.

Shaw nodded his thanks, then set off down the trail afoot, in quest of his prey.


TWO

The goods in the tent hadn’t even been completely arranged – traps hung from the frame Clopard knocked together from cottonwood poles, twisted brown plugs of ‘Missouri manufactured’ set out on a blanket-draped trestle-table, skeins of trade-beads dangling temptingly from the inner frame of the markee – when others besides Robespierre-Republique Prideaux came to shop. Ivy and Wallach employed about six trappers full-time and some fifty engagés, who for a hundred dollars a year ranged the streams and rivers of the wilderness that stretched from the Missouri to the Pacific hunting beaver. This wage was paid in credit, and they spent this – and more besides – in the company tent. But the rendezvous camp also included independents, who had had enough money to outfit themselves and sold their skins to one company or another by the pound. These were the men who came to see what Gil Wallach was offering, and what he wanted for his wares.

And, they came to talk. Inside that first hour, January discovered that the thing the trappers wanted most to do at rendezvous – besides get blue-blind drunk and roger their brains out at Mick Seaholly’s liquor tent in the AFC camp – was to talk. To tell tall stories. To trumpet their pristinely uninformed opinions about what President Van Buren (‘It is Van Buren, ain’t it, now?’) should be doing to fix things back in the States. To brag of their exploits in the mountains, in the deserts, on roaring rivers in flood or of how they’d triumphed over a whole encampment of Crow Indians in the competitive swallowing of raw buffalo entrails, waugh!

(Waugh indeed, reflected January...)

To hear their own voices – and the voices of others like themselves – after eleven months of hunting prey that would flee at the sound of an indrawn breath and leave them hungry or at least beaver-less that day.

Fortunately, it was one of January’s greatest pleasures to hear people who knew what they were talking about talk about their work. Inside that first hour at the store tent, he heard endless comparisons of the relative merits of French and British gunpowder, discussions of the proper ways of dealing with Mexican authorities if you happened to find yourself a little farther south than you’d counted on, discourses on how to locate water in the arid stretches that lay between the western mountains, or where the beaver could still be found as thick and populous as they’d been ten years ago. (‘Say, Prideaux, is it true that Cree squaw of Clem Groot’s showed Groot where there’s a secret valley where the beaver’s the size of baby bears? You should see the pelts Groot brought in...’)

Indians came as well. As a child, January had played with the children of the local Houmas and Natchez bands, who occasionally camped on his master’s land, but even then he’d known that they were only the broken remnant of the people they once had been. Since crossing the frontier, he had found himself in the world of the Indians, where the tribes and nations were still strong. Shaw’s little party had travelled from Independence along the Platte with a trading caravan bound for Santa Fe, for protection against the Pawnee, who still held sway on those endless grasslands, and here at the rendezvous a dozen tribes and peoples were represented: Crows and Snakes keeping company mostly with the trappers who worked for the AFC, Flatheads and Nez Perce camped around the Hudson’s Bay tents, alliances mirroring the ancestral enmities of the plains. There were Shoshone and Mandan, Sioux and Omaha. There was even a bunch of Delaware Indians, who had fled the ruin of their people on the east coast two generations ago, to take up a sort of vassalage with the Company as scouts – ‘I’ll take you down there tomorrow, hoss, they got a squaw does nuthin’ but sew moccasins, an’ she can fix you up a new pair for fifty cents in twenty minutes...’

January had filled pages of Rose’s notebook with jottings of their characteristic designs of war shirts or tipis, and with unsifted gossip about this tribe or that. Despite the fact that it was, as January well knew, completely illegal for white men to sell liquor to any Indian, when the tall Crow in their beaded deerskin shirts came with their packs of close-folded beaver skins, Gil Wallach shared several tin cups of watered-down forty-rod with them before negotiations began as to price. When they came into the store tent later – with the variously-colored ‘plew’ sticks that represented credit for pelts – January was given to understand that a water bottle filled with liquor was to be quietly set out behind the tent for them as part of the deal.

Other traders weren’t so discreet. As the afternoon progressed, tribesmen in all degrees of serious inebriation came and went along the path or across the green open meadow to the west: shouting-drunk, singing-drunk, howling-drunk, weeping-drunk, men who had little experience with the raw alcohol doled out by the traders, and none whatsoever in how and when to stop.

One man staggered out of the trees, naked except for his moccasins, and began a reeling dance with his arms spread to the sky; Hannibal emerged from the tent beside January, asked, ‘I never got like that, did I?’

‘Every night. Rose didn’t want to hurt your feelings by telling you so.’

‘Tell me that again if you ever see me head for the liquor tent.’ The fiddler had gotten over the sweating jitters, but still looked like many miles of bad road.

‘I promise.’

The squaws came, too, to admire the beads and, even more loudly, to admire the trappers who had skins to purchase them with. Beautiful, many of them, with their long black braids and doe eyes. Though he had not the slightest intention of being unfaithful to Rose, the sound of female voices after months of hearing nothing but masculine basses made January’s loins ache.

It didn’t help matters that every man at Fort Ivy, and every engagé on the trail across the mountains to the rendezvous, had at one time or another informed him that most of the women of the tribes hadn’t the slightest objection to a friendly roll on a blanket with a trapper who’d provide the vermillion, beads, mirrors, or knives that constituted wealth among the peoples of the plains and the mountains. It was a way of adding to her own and the family’s wealth, and in addition, a way of obtaining the white men’s luck and magic to pass along to their husbands. A number of the mountaineers who came by did so with Indian ‘wives’, purchased from their fathers for a couple of horses or a good-quality rifle, sometimes for the few weeks of the rendezvous and sometimes for years.

‘If you don’t fancy supportin’ the girl’s whole family with gifts, there’s always Seaholly’s girls,’ added a wiry little trapper named Carson, on one of the extremely numerous occasions that afternoon when the subject of coition was brought up. ‘They’re mostly pretty clean, though myself, I’d wear protection if I was to venture there.’

‘If you was to venture there,’ rumbled a huge mountaineer whose black beard seemed to start just beneath his eyes, ‘you’d need protection, Kit, ’cause Singing Grass’d scalp you.’ And he laid on the counter two blue-and-yellow-striped plew-sticks for a checked shirt: Ivy and Wallach plews, universally pegged at a beaver skin apiece. It was the first time January had seen the man that day, and he thought: he must have been at the fort during the winter...

Carson grinned. ‘Singin’ Grass bein’ my wife,’ he explained to January. ‘It true you got a feller here with a fiddle?’

January glanced across the tent at Hannibal, who made a small shake of his head: ‘Twisted my hand in a pack rope on the way up here,’ said the fiddler. [image: Image Missing] – it may be weeks before I can play again.’ He turned almost immediately and left the tent, lest well-meaning questions and sympathy – January guessed – uncover the fact that he had done no such thing.

It had been a long and difficult winter.

Following a murderous binge in November – which coincided with and immediately followed the wedding of the son who wasn’t aware that Hannibal was alive* – Hannibal had once more sworn off the liquor and laudanum on which he’d existed for decades, with the result that he’d lost an entire winter’s income to illness and a depression of spirits so violent that he had found himself unable to make music at all. January had not been surprised – he’d known other men who had broken free of the opium habit – and had patiently sat by his friend, played endless games of all-night chess, made sure he ate – when he could eat – and walked with him through the streets of the French Town in the small hours of the morning... ‘What the hell good does it do me to get my life back, if it costs me the only thing that matters to me?’ the fiddler had cried, on the occasion that January had tracked him down on the wharves at four o’clock one morning after a Mardi Gras ball.

By Easter, Hannibal had begun to revive a little, and even practice again, in the shack behind Kate the Gouger’s bathhouse where he was living by then. When Hannibal had announced that he was accompanying January and Shaw to the mountains, January had suggested that he bring his fiddle with him, guessing that at some point in the months they would be away, he would heal enough to want it. Still, he had the sense, when he looked at his friend, of seeing a tiny pile of desiccated moth-wings heaped in the midst of the endless prairie, waiting for the next wind to rise and scatter them all away.

Then his sadness for his friend – and his uneasy fears about what he would do if Hannibal didn’t find his way back to the music that was his life – were swept aside by the sound of a woman’s screams.

There had been, more or less, an intermittent punctuation of female shrieks all afternoon. Years of playing piano in New Orleans had given January the ability to identify in their sound the outrage, anger and drunken curses he knew from the levee and the Swamp: pissed-off whores cursing their customers or each other, or a girl squealing with excitement when two men came to blows over her charms.

This was different, and he knew it instantly.

This was rape.

‘Stay here,’ he ordered Clopard and ducked out through the back of the tent at a run.

It was a good bet that nobody else in the camp was going to take the slightest notice.

There were three of them, in the brush close by the waterside. A yellow-bearded man was holding the girl while another, smaller and dark, cut her deerskin dress off her with a knife. A third, burly as a red bull, stood back laughing; he was the one January caught by the back of the shirt and threw at the knife wielder, before turning to Yellow-Beard – he only heard them splash as they hit the river. Yellow-Beard ducked his first punch – ‘Waugh, Sambo, wait your turn!’ – but when January came at him he pushed the girl aside and whipped out his knife. January scooped up the limb of a deadfall tree as Yellow-Beard lunged at him, rammed its broken end at that broken-nosed, blond-bearded face.

The trapper cursed and staggered back, then came on again, murder in his red face. January had his own knife out already, though he had never used it as a weapon – in New Orleans, or anywhere he’d been in the United States, he wasn’t even permitted to carry it – and in any case he saw the original dark-haired knife-wielder pelting up dripping from the river at him, to stab him from behind. January ducked, sidestepped and was aware of a fourth man emerging from the trees behind him, to throw himself into the fray. January had a glimpse of long black hair, a black beard that seemed to start just below the eyes and shoulders the size of a cotton bale: the man who’d joked with the trapper Carson about Carson’s Indian wife. The huge newcomer caught Yellow-Beard by the hair, slashed with a knife of his own—

Then Yellow-Beard and the dark little rapist were dashing away across the rocks to the river, splashing in its shallows in their fervor to escape.

Cheering in the trees behind him told January that the fight had, in fact, attracted an audience. He turned, took note of the volunteer rescuer at his side – a human grizzly nearly his own six-foot-three-inch height, with a prognathous jaw and the small, brown, glittering eyes of an animal – then faced the crowd of a dozen trappers, all whooping and waving and shouting, ‘You sure showed ’em, Manitou!’ and, ‘Good fightin’, nigger!’

‘I catched her for you!’ yelled somebody, and sure enough, two of the camp-setters hauled the half-naked girl to the fore, struggling despairingly in their grip. ‘You won her, fair and square, nigger!’

The big black-haired trapper Manitou turned to regard January with those cold brown eyes, and January said, ‘Let her go.’ He walked toward the crowd, held out his hand. The girl looked about fifteen, and he could see the bruises her attackers had left on her face. ‘If I won her, I say let her go.’

‘She gonna get away!’ protested someone.

Someone else yelled, ‘Watch it!’

Three Indians appeared from the brush at the water’s edge. Someone in the crowd called out, ‘Oh, hell, now you gotta pay for her,’ but the voice sounded unnaturally loud in the sudden hush. Knives whispered in the crowd. Rifle barrels came down ready for firing.

The smallest of the Indians stepped forward, a stocky, heavily pockmarked man in his thirties, a skinning knife in his hand. The other two – bare-chested as he was, and wearing feathered caps of a kind January hadn’t seen before – moved off to both sides, rifles held ready to answer fire.

January said, louder, ‘I said let the girl go.’ The girl cried out something, and the man holding her cursed. The trapper Manitou crossed the distance between himself and the other mountaineers, wrenched the girl free and shoved her in the direction of the Indian men.

‘God damn your hairy arse, Manitou, the nigger won her fair an’ square—’

The girl stumbled in the sandy soil of the riverside. January reached down to help her to her feet, and when the two Indian rifles leveled on him he opened his hands to show them empty as she fled from him to them.

Without a word Manitou turned away, as if none of this concerned him any longer, and shoved his way off through the crowd.

January turned back to the four Indians. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked the girl, who stared at him with uncomprehending eyes.

The pockmarked man snapped, ‘She is well, white man.’

Robbie Prideaux moved up out of the crowd to January’s side, his rifle pointed; Carson and another man put themselves on his other side. ‘Well, here’s damp powder, an’ no fire to dry it,’ Prideaux murmured. ‘The runty one with the pockmarks is Iron Heart. He’s chief of the Omahas. You watch out for him, hoss.’

Iron Heart put the girl behind him. The two other Indians flanked her, and slowly, in silence, the four of them backed away to the river’s shallows, then waded in them away upstream.

‘That was good fightin’, though,’ added the trapper approvingly. ‘You’s busy right then, hoss, but you shoulda seen Jed Blankenship’s face when old Manitou come to your colors. Waugh! I thought he’d piss himself—’

Hannibal slipped through the dispersing crowd of trappers. ‘Salve, amicus meus?’

January thrust his knife back into its sheathe. ‘I’ll know that as soon as I know how many friends my opponents have.’

‘Oh, hell, pilgrim, you don’t need to worry about Jed Blankenship.’ Prideaux, who’d waded out to the shallows where the burly red-haired man lay face down, paused calf-deep in the purling water. ‘Not unless you mind him struttin’ all over the camp sayin’ as how he had you licked flat an’ beggin’ for mercy ’fore Manitou came roarin’ up—’

‘He can strut and flap to his heart’s content if that’s what pleases him.’

‘Everybody in the mountains knows Jed’s all cackle an’ no egg to speak of. ’Sides,’ added Prideaux as he knelt to turn over the red-haired trapper in the shallows, ‘I don’t think there’s a man in the camp who’d ask why anyone in his right mind would run away from Manitou.’ Ribbons of blood, bright around the body, dispersed themselves to nothingness in the water.

‘An’ Blezy Picard – that’s Jed’s l’il friend – he won’t even remember what happened, when he sobers up. Well, don’t that just suck eggs,’ Prideaux added in a tone of mild regret as January and Hannibal approached to help him carry the dead man up from the riverbank. ‘What a way to go, eh? Ty here got himself through clawin’ by a grizzly bear, gettin’ shot an’ chased by the Blackfeet, an’ being clapped by that whore last year at Fort Ivy, an’ how does he die? In a damn fight over a damn Injun girl ’cause he’s too damn drunk to get out of the way of Blezy Picard’s damn knife.’

‘Ty?’ said January, straightening up. ‘Ty Farrell?’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Prideaux. ‘That’s him. You know him?’ January sighed. ‘Not exactly.’


THREE

Abishag Shaw said, ‘Well, consarn,’ and stood for a time with his long arms folded, chewing on both his tobacco and the news of his informant’s death.

‘Wallach wouldn’t know Boden by sight?’

Shaw cast a glance up through the cottonwoods toward the store tent. The little trader had taken over at the counter while January led Shaw down to the river’s edge, allegedly to have a look at the scene of the fight. ‘Wallach works mainly out of St Louis. I doubt he seen Boden more’n two–three times, an’ those most likely in the post store where the light ain’t good. Even Clopard an’ LeBel knew him bearded, an’ I’m guessin’ his beard was the first thing to go. Boden kept apart from most of the men in the fort, Tom says.’

‘That’s a strange disposition to have,’ remarked January, ‘for a man who takes a job at a trading post.’ He recalled the muddy palisaded yard – eighty feet by sixty – and the cramped quarters that were snowbound five months of the year.

Shaw spit at a squirrel on the trunk of a cottonwood half a dozen paces away: the animal jeered at him but didn’t bother to dodge. For a man who could kill anything with one rifle-shot, Abishag Shaw couldn’t hit a barn door with spit. ‘An’ I’d say your disposition for helpin’ your fellow man an’ goin’ to confession regular is a strange one to have for what we’re doin’ here, Maestro. But yeah, I’d say it’s strange. Johnny did, too. Else he wouldn’t have been pokin’ his fool nose around Boden’s desk.’

‘He write to you about it?’

Shaw shook his head. ‘Johnny couldn’t hardly write his name. But Tom said, Johnny asked about him, months before he found that letter. He’s too smart for what he’s doin’, Johnny said. An’ he’s stayed out here too long. Tom told him it wasn’t none of his affair.’

January leaned his shoulder against the tree, looking out over the river – low in the thin gold light of afternoon, exposing a long strand of rock and driftwood – and seeing instead the cramped blockhouse of Fort Ivy. Each night the stock was herded into the gray wooden palisade, and the ground, the walls, the air smelled of their dung. Through the six months of winter the snow would lie deep around the walls. No travelers, no news: nothing to do but play cards and drink and talk about women and beat off. Even sharing a two-room slave-cabin with twenty other people in his childhood, with a drunken and unpredictable master thrown in, January and the other slave children had at least been able to seek the cypress woods, the bayou, the batture along the river with its fascinating mazes of dead wood and flotsam... and to do so at any season of the year.

On the plains beyond the frontier, even in the summer, you stood the chance of being murdered and scalped if you went too far from the walls.

As Johnny Shaw had been.

Though he had never met the young man, he knew exactly why Johnny had asked himself: what was Frank Boden doing there?

‘Boden hated it, Tom said,’ Shaw went on in his light, scratchy voice. ‘Wouldn’t drink. Wouldn’t play cards. Hated it – an’ hated every soul in the place. Farrell shared that loft above the store with him. From the start they was always pushin’ at each other: Boden would go silent, Farrell would talk louder an’ dirtier. Once Farrell pissed on his books. Yet Boden stayed.’

They’d searched that low-raftered ten-by-ten-foot room – January, Shaw, Hannibal and Tom – the morning after their arrival at Fort Ivy and had found nothing. Tom had said that he’d searched it himself three times before they came, for any sign of the half-written letter that Johnny had found, or any clue or hint as to the ‘trouble’ he and his correspondent Hepplewhite had been plotting that might help in tracking Boden down. There were few enough places to look. The walls were bare log with the bark still on them, the rafters open to view from below. A puncheon floor – split logs – provided no loose boards or convenient carpets to cache things under. If Boden had had anything he didn’t want Ty Farrell to know about he’d taken it away with him when he left.

And what did you carry, January wondered, when you left your world behind? Books? Letters? A Bible? The only things he’d taken from his years in Paris had been a gold thimble and a single gold earring in a camel-bone box, that had belonged to the wife who had died there. If Farrell had pissed on his room-mate’s books, Boden had probably hidden whatever else was dear to him.

With odd, clear suddenness he remembered his hatred of ’Mos, the eleven-year-old son of the other slave family with whom his parents and younger sister had shared that single cabin-half. The older boy had bullied him, stolen his food, broken or traded away to others anything January treasured, given him ‘Indian burns’ and challenged him to do things that had nearly killed him. January could still hear his high-pitched nasal voice, still smell the peculiar individual scent of his flesh. He hadn’t thought of ’Mos in decades. Yet he knew he would recognize him even now, however the years had changed him, bearded or clean, hair black or gray...

Ty Farrell would have known the man he’d lived with and hated, if no other had.

But he remembered, too, weeping with Kitta and the others, when ’Mos had been sold away.

After a long time he asked, ‘Didn’t Tom think it was odd? That Boden stayed on in a place he hated?’

‘Tom figured it wasn’t none of his business.’ Movement downstream: the Mexican trader whose pitch lay downstream of the AFC had led his mules to the water to drink, his rawhide jacket a cinnabar flicker in the dappled shade. Despite the placidity of the river, January could see how far up the banks lay the debris of recent rises: whole trees uprooted, boulders of granite rolled loose from the stony bed, matted tangles of torn-off shrubs. On the plains he’d learned how quickly water could rise, and he didn’t grudge the walk of fifty yards through the cottonwoods he’d have to take the next morning to bathe.

Shaw sighed and scratched his long hair with broken fingernails. ‘Tom’s got about as much imagination as a steamboat. They’s plenty men in the East, gentlemen like Boden, that has to stay beyond the frontier. Tom didn’t think much of it.’

You owe me... Had the oldest of the brothers spent sleepless nights, wondering how things could have been different had he paid more attention to his inquisitive junior’s words? Had his thoughts of vengeance fed on that possibility, or sponged it from his mind?

‘What about the trappers?’ They walked back up toward the markee again. Out in the meadow in the long slant of the afternoon light, a bunch of Robbie Prideaux’s friends had organized a shooting match, a common pastime to judge by the shots January had been hearing all afternoon. ‘There’s no way of knowing whether Clopard and LeBel can keep their mouths shut if they get drunk, but there are trappers that must have known Boden. They’d be more observant, even if he’s done something to change how he looks.’

‘More observant,’ agreed Shaw. ‘Less like to go shootin’ off their mouths, if’fn word gets out as to how Johnny Shaw’s brother is askin’ questions about Frank Boden?’ He spit again at a pocket mouse at the foot of the boulder behind the store tent, missing it by feet. ‘Like Tom said, I get one shot at the man. I purely don’t want to have to go trackin’ him through the mountains.’

It was on the tip of January’s tongue to ask, ‘Would you?’ but he held back from the question, as he would have held back from grabbing a man’s broken arm. In the four years he had known Abishag Shaw in New Orleans, he had never heard the Lieutenant speak of any family, save once, when he had mentioned a sister who had died. Hadn’t been for you runnin’ the way you did, Tom had said. What had happened because Shaw had walked away?

It was clear to him now that Tom and Johnny had been the only family Shaw had.

Will you give up your beliefs about law and vengeance, so as not to lose the single person of your own blood that you have left?

Follow a man into endless and deadly wilderness, rather than go back to your only kin and say, ‘I couldn’t? I wouldn’t?’

January recalled swearing once that nothing would ever induce him to return to New Orleans. He had learned since then what it was to need your own blood, your own kin, as a drowning man needs air. To need to know that you weren’t utterly alone.

‘That feller who helped you out in your fight, Manitou Wildman—’ They ducked beneath the line of dangling traps as they came into the store tent. ‘He was at the fort last winter.’

‘I thought he might have been. He had credit-sticks – plews? Or are plews the skins?’

‘Plews. An’ yes – they call the sticks same as they call the skins, just so’s everythin’s clear an’ understandable.’

‘He had plews from the fort.’

‘He’s one I need to talk to. Clem Groot – the Dutchman – an’ his partner Goshen Clarke was camped near there, too. Trouble is,’ Shaw added more quietly as Wallach gave them a salute and headed off up the path for the Hudson’s Bay Camp, ‘we got no way of knowin’ that they wasn’t part of whatever Boden is mixed up in. That goes for the engagés, too.’

‘What could he be mixed up in?’ January waved out across the counter at the rolling meadows, the distant clusters of white tipis, the long string of shelters and campfires upstream and down. ‘What trouble, what evil, could a man be here to do?’

‘Other’n murder, without proof, a feller he thinks might be the one who killed his brother, you mean?’ Shaw perched on a bale of shirts. ‘That I don’t know. They’s money in furs, Maestro, more’n you or I’ll ever see. The American Fur Company’s already crushed out two big outfits that they felt was takin’ their Indian trade away from ’em, an’ God knows how many little ones like Ivy an’ Wallach, an’ not just by gettin’ their trappers to desert ’em with all their season’s furs, neither. You talk to Tom Fitzpatrick sometime, ’bout how the AFC works. They got agents livin’ regular with the Crow villages – hell, Jim Beckwith’s a chief of the Crows these days – an’ the Crows or any other tribe is just as happy to scalp a white man they catches on their huntin’ lands... an’ the Flatheads is just as tickled to return the compliment on anyone who ain’t a friend of their friends, the Hudson’s Bay Company.’

A trapper named Bridger – older than most and recognized through the length and breadth of the mountains as being as wise as the Angel Gabriel, for which reason he was generally called Gabe in spite of the fact that his name was actually Jim – came to the counter to ask the prices of salt and tobacco.

When Bridger had gone, Shaw went on, ‘The Hudson’s Bay men been tryin’ for years to spread east into the Rockies. At Seaholly’s this afternoon they was sayin’ as how that Controller the AFC sent out – that snake-eye Titus – has his orders to do what he can to cripple ’em. An’ in a place where there ain’t no law,’ he concluded quietly, ‘Do what you can takes on a whole new meanin’.’

A couple of Shoshone came to the counter next, joking in their own tongue and smelling faintly of cheap whiskey, offering winter fox and wolf as well as beaver in trade. Even the Indians allied with the enemies of the AFC, January was aware, knew themselves to be outnumbered and outgunned, and therefore kept the peace, not only with the whites, but with one another. On the plains they were constantly at war, tribe against tribe, and in the course of the afternoon January had learned that their tribal politics were inextricably tied up with keeping on the good side of the trading companies. Without guns and powder, each tribe knew its enemies would wipe it out.

Even so, looking out across the meadows in the clear gold crystal of the evening light, January resolved to steer well clear of the pockmarked Iron Heart and his Omahas.

Campfires were being built up. Men he’d been introduced to by Prideaux or Wallach in the course of the long afternoon greeted him as they went past. Others he already knew by sight: Edwin Titus, the AFC Financial Controller Shaw had spoken of, frock-coated and prim, with eyes like chilled blue glass; red-haired Tom Fitzpatrick, whose company the AFC had crushed two years before and who now worked for them; fair-haired little Kit Carson. Engagés – camp-setters – many of them very young. These were often the sons of Indian women themselves from an earlier generation of mountaineers, hired cheap to go out with the trappers, to pitch camps, mind horses, flesh and stretch the skins when the trappers brought them back to the brigade camps deep in the wilderness, hunt meat while the trappers sought more valuable prey.

‘Could Boden be passing himself as an engagé?’ January asked.

‘He could.’ Shaw stood and stretched his back with an audible popping of bones. ‘Or a trader; or a clerk with the AFC, if this Hepplewhite he was writin’ to is of their Congregation...’

The sun had slipped behind the low western peaks. Shadow began to fill the little tent. Shaw started gathering up the tobacco and knives, the vermillion and beads, from the blanket-draped trestles and stowing them in a lockbox, while January untied the rolled-up side of the tent. ‘He could be a clerk with Hudson’s Bay, or even – if he’s real clever – that fool preacher that was standin’ outside Seaholly’s shoutin’ about how the whole passel of us was bound for perdition an’ brimstone. Or he could be passin’ himself as a gentleman come to the rendezvous for the huntin’. They got a Scottish nobleman that’s stayin’ with the AFC – with his private gun-loader an’ horse-minder an’ his personal artist to memorialize the trip for when he goes back home.’

‘That’s a lot of money for a disguise.’

‘It is to you an’ me. But we got no idea who Boden’s workin’ for, nor how many are in it with him. AFC’s got their own store-bought Congressmen – one of whom ran for President last year – so a murderer’d be picked up for small change. Good thing I seen this Sir William Stewart in New Orleans over the winter or I might shoot him from behind a tree just on the suspicion.’ A trace of bitterness flickered across Shaw’s gargoyle face – a trace of self-contempt. ‘Pretty much the only thing Boden can’t be passin’ hisself off as is a trapper.’

‘Do we know he didn’t do any trapping? You said yourself Tom didn’t know anything about him—’

‘Nor did he.’ Shaw nodded at Robbie Prideaux and half a dozen mountaineer friends gathered around his little campfire a dozen yards on the other side of the path, ferocious-looking in blanket coats and bristling beards. ‘But I’m guessin’ he could no more pass hisself off as a trapper than I could get up at a Mardi Gras ball an’ pass myself for a musician, just from talkin’ to you. First time somebody handed me a bassoon I’d be a dead beaver.’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘Truth is, Maestro, we’re trackin’ an animal that we don’t know what its prints look like. Where’s Sefton got to?’

‘He went off to explore the camp.’

Shaw grunted and answered January’s thought rather than his words. ‘If’fn he stays sober in this place, we’ll know he has truly drunk his last drink.’

Out on the meadow, two more trappers approached Robbie Prideaux’s fire, lugging between them an appalling mess of the entrails of what looked like an elk, heaped up on the animal’s skin between them, and were greeted with cheers. January had heard of this particular contest and groaned. ‘I’d hoped that was just a tall tale.’

Shaw grinned. ‘Hell, Maestro, you think anyone could make up a story like that?’

The point of the contest – usually involving buffalo intestines, further to the east in that animal’s range – was for one mountaineer to start at one end of the some eighteen feet of entrails, with his opponent at the other end, and to see which man could swallow the most, raw and whole. Judging from the whoops, shouted comments, cheers and slurps which followed, the only lubricant involved – other than the general texture of the guts themselves – was large quantities of AFC liquor.

January shook his head in amazement. ‘Do they clean them first?’ he asked. ‘Rose is going to want to know.’

‘Depends on how they feels ’bout bein’ called a sissy.’

Shaw struck flint with the back of his knife, lit the candle in the lantern, a warm ball of gold in the cindery blueness which he hung to the corner of the markee. The air was cooling rapidly: in New Orleans it would be like a slow oven until the small hours of the morning.

Rose... He pushed the thought aside.

‘Sounds like your brother Johnny would have made as good a policeman as yourself.’

‘He was sharp.’ Shaw’s flat voice held the first trace of sadness January had heard in it, in all these weeks. The first trace of human grief. ‘He was a good hunter. But he had no hardness to him. He was kind. But if brains was gunpowder,’ the Kentuckian added, shaking his head, ‘Johnny couldn’t’a blown his nose. He probably walked straight up an’ asked Boden: “Who’s this Hepplewhite an’ what kind of trouble you talkin’ about in your letter... ?” He didn’t think evil of no one. It wasn’t in him.’

Words floated up on the wind from Seaholly’s: ‘— hollowness of the world – sinful fornication – writhing in eternal flame—’ It definitely sounded like there was a preacher in camp.

‘Sometimes I think it’s ’cause he left the mountain so young,’ said Shaw. ‘He was only twelve when he come downriver with me an’ Tom that last time, us all thinkin’ it was just for the summer an’ we’d sell them hogs an’ puke our guts out on Bourbon Street an’ then head back to our mama an’ our wives an’ find ’em as we’d left ’em... The mountain was like this,’ he added, looking out into the growing blue of the twilight. ‘No law; no reason not to kill a man who put your back up, ’ceptin’ fear of what his friends’d do to you, or to your kin. There was bad blood all over the mountain, from the Tories sellin’ weapons to the Indians durin’ the war.’

From the direction of the liquor tent came the sudden spatter of gunfire, whores’ shrieks and a man’s voice raised in a howl of pain. ‘Damn it, am I killed? Am I killed... ?’

‘Couldn’t hardly have a weddin’ or a dance, ’thout somebody gettin’ killed from ambush. If your kin called on you to go burn somebody’s barn or kill their stock – or maybe shoot somebody ’cause maybe his brother might of killed your cousin – you went. You didn’t ask. I was awful old ’fore I even saw a sheriff, much less knew what one was. We grew up lookin’ after our own.’

He shrugged his bony shoulders as if trying to shift some unseen weight. ‘Johnny had a good soul.’

The last streaks of gold and yellow dimmed above the western ranges, the sun gone but light still saturating the evening sky. Looking after our own...

January prayed that his sister Olympe, the voodoo-ienne, and their youngest sister, the beautiful Dominique – not much older than Johnny Shaw had been – were looking after Rose. It was fever season in New Orleans. With the quick-falling tropical dusk, mosquitoes would rise in whining clouds from the gutters and drive everyone from the galleries into the stuffy dark of the house. Please God, don’t let Rose be taken with the fever...

He wouldn’t know until November, whether she was living or dead.

There was nothing he could do but pray, and trust.

‘I was twenty-five years old,’ he said after a time, ‘before I saw a mountain. The first year I was in France, some of the medical students at the Hotel Dieu asked me along on a trip to Switzerland with them. I’d seen pictures, but I almost couldn’t imagine what they’d be like.’

‘Somebody in New Orleans,’ sighed Shaw, ‘gotta put up a hill or somethin’, so’s the children growin’ up in that town knows what the word means. I do miss ’em,’ he added. ‘For all what it was like, keepin’ a watch on your back when you went anywheres, or hearin’ hooves in the dark outside your house an’ havin’ to go for your gun just in case – I miss the mountains. The stillness there ain’t like the still you get in the bayous. Johnny missed ’em bad. He wasn’t but twelve when we come downriver in ’29. Tom never was much hand for writin’, but after they left New Orleans an’ came out here, I’d think of ’em, in mountain country. An’ I woulda bet money,’ he concluded resignedly, ‘if’fn I coulda found a taker, that ’fore full dark Sefton would get hisself hooked up with some filly—’

‘Well, no takers from anyone who knows him,’ agreed January, following the direction of Shaw’s gaze. Hannibal came walking back from the direction of the Indian camps, his spidery silhouette against the lavender dusk trailed by a smaller, plumper and more curvaceous figure in a deerskin dress.

‘Pleased to meet you, m’am,’ said Shaw, and he and January removed their hats.

‘She only speaks French,’ explained Hannibal.

‘And this is—?’ January prompted.

The fiddler gave them a happy smile. ‘Gentlemen, permit me to introduce to you my wife.’
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