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  Some years ago, when the American fur company and the Hudson Bay traders carried on a powerful opposition to each other in the wild and rocky territory the Oregon, several little forts were erected in the interior, whence the commerce in peltries was made with the Indians. One of these, to which our tale refers, was planted in a green and secluded valley, where pasture for cattle and comfort for man were as much as possible combined with security and safety. A little stream, bordered with cotton-wood and aspens, afforded a constant supply of water; while in the grand and magnificent of the Bayou Salade, at no great distance, pastured, in inexhaustible thousands, the and the elk; its rivers abounding, moreover, with the beaver, whose skins principally induce the hunters to tempt the dangers of the great American wilderness. In this spot, known as Spokan Fort, dwelt James M‘Pherson, the owner and governor of the wild locality. M‘Pherson was a Scotchman, who in early days had left his native country poor lad, and now, by the exercise of that perseverance characteristic of his countrymen, had attained the position of a well-to-do merchant. Of an enterprising disposition, he had penetrated into the interior in search of further wealth; and having for some two years settled himself at Spokan, had there driven a thriving trade with the Indians, despite the impediments thrown in his way by his rivals. Nothing can equal the excitement of this precarious commerce. It is the constant effort on the part of opposition companies and traders to out-general the other, to mutually blind their opponents as to their destination and plans, as well as to be ever in the field first. These efforts give rise to almost superhuman exertions, and tend to sharpen the wits of all parties in a very sensible manner. He who shows the greatest knowledge of Indian tastes, of the haunts of the beaver and buffalo, of the time to move and the time to go into winter quarters is sure to make the most successful campaign. M'Pherson was shrewd and acute, and these qualities serving him in good his affairs advanced in a very satisfactory manner.


  It was about two years after the establishment of the fort, and when all were in activity and bustle, that Edward Ray, a young Louisianian, obtained an appointment under the owner, and travelling the whole distance from New Orleans, had convoyed a cargo of merchandise for the use of the company. In addition to this, had taken up, to rejoin her father, Miss M'Person and a female attendant. So peculiar and so long a journey had thrown the young people much together, and without any reflection had arisen between them. Under these circumstances the voyage the Mississippi and across the vast interior plains was of a most agreeable character. Both lingered upon deck to admire the bluffs and grassy plains, the vast interminable prairies; and never wearied of their gaze.


  »The desert even had charms; and when the Rocky Mountains burst upon them in all their sublimity,their pleasure was complete. At length, however, they arrived at their journey’s end. Ray became a clerk, and Miss M‘Pherson presided over the establishment, as the daughter of the owner was in duty bound to do. Whatever might have been the lady feelings, the poor clerk sought not to learn. He felt the difference of station, and, shrinking from any manifestation of his aspiring hopes, attended to his business honestly and diligently, but without ever showing the slightest enthusiasm for the avocation. Under these circumstances he was considered useful in his way, but failed to excite that notice which might have led to his advancement. Reserved and taciturn, even his mistress thought herself deceived in him. With the excitement of their happy journey, all his energies appeared to have departed. The truth was, that Ray, who was not of a sanguine disposition, saw no means of rising to a level with his master, and allowed despondency to unnerve his spirit.


  About three months after his arrival, the time approached when the annual interview with the various Indians took place, a meeting of much importance, as then the whole fortunes of year were decided. It was usual to appoint a place for the natives to camp with their beaver and other skins, where the rival traders then repaired, and whoever offered the best price, obtained a ready and profitable market. About two days before the time appointed, the heads of the fort were seated at their evening meal. Plenty and variety made up for delicacies and seasonings. Buffalo, deer meat, trout, salmon, wild-fowl, all abounded on the board—round which sat M‘Pherson, his daughter, Ray, and three other clerks. The whole party were engaged in discussing the good things them, when a bustle was heard without, and, after the pause of a moment, a half-bred hunter appeared on the threshold.


  »What news, Nick?« said M‘Pherson, who recognised in the intruder a scout sent out to learn the proceedings of the rival traders,


  »Bad«, said Nick, advancing. »Master Sublette got ahead of Spokan. The Indians all at camp already, with plenty beaver. Master Sublette buy up all, but him got no tobacco, so he send away to Brown for some; then smoke, and buy all the beaver.«


  »Why, that is good news«, said M‘Pherson laughing; »if Sublette has no tobacco, all is right. We have plenty; and not an Indian will sell a skin until he has a good puff at the pipe of peace. So up, my men,« he continued, addressing his clerks; »you must away and out-general Sublette, by taking Johnson a good supply of the weed.«


  »All very fine«, said Nick with a knowing jerk of his head; »but Sublette him know a trick worth two of that. A hundred Blackfeet are outlying in the woods, and not a soul will reach the market until they are gone.«


  »The Blackfeet !« cried M‘Pherson ; » then we are defeated surely. What is to be done?«


  »How many bales will suffice ?« said Ray quietly.


  »If Johnson, our agent, had but one,« the trader despondingly, »all would be right. It is impossible, however; and this year is lost to me.«


  »By no means«, said the clerk, rising, with all his native energy and fire beaming in his eye; »Johnson shall have the bale, or my scalp shall hang in a Blackfoot lodge before morning !«


  »Edward!« exclaimed the daughter with an alarmed glance, which opened the father's eyes to what hitherto been a secret.


  »Are you in earnest, Mr Ray?« said M‘Pherson gravely, and even sternly.


  »I am, sir: give me Wild Polly« (a favourite mare), »and trust to me for accomplishing your wishes.«


  »You will go alone then?«


  »I will.«


  M‘Pherson ordered the mare he valued so much to be saddled, and in half an hour Edward Ray, with two bales of tobacco behind him, and armed to th teeth, sallied forth from Spokan amid the plaudits of the whole party, whose astonishment regarded less the perilous-ness of the adventure, than the character of the man who undertook i. Miss M‘Pherson, conscious of the interest she had betrayed in her father’s clerk, hastily retired to her chamber, while the father, after carefully fastening gates, and posting proper sentinels, lit his pipe and seated himself, absorbed in reflection by the fireplace in the principal apartment. Great smokers are your Indian traders, who in more things than one resemble the men with whom they have to deal.


  Meanwhile Edward Ray, after leaving the fort, rode slowly down the valley, reflecting on the wisest course to pursue. Before him was a journey of seventy miles, with a hundred wild Indians thirsting for a pale face victim ; the no less welcome that he owned a horse, and carried a rare prize in the shape of two bales of tobacco. Ray felt that he had es on a wild and doubtful enterprise, and, under ordinary circumstances, would have soon turned back; but he knew the opinion his fellows had of him, and felt with pride that no one had offered even to accompany him. Besides, in the presence of her he loved, he had undertaken his bold task, and was determined that she should not think him indifferent and timid. A ride of half an hour brought him out of the valley, and upon the skirt of a plain of some extent. Here Ray halted, and gazing upon the prairie that lay at his a feet endeavoured to discover some sign of the Blackfeet. The moon shone brightly upon the waters and woods, and not a sound disturbed the stillness of an American night in the wilderness. Ray felt the influence of the hour and the place; and forgetting all but the delight of travelling by the moonlight over that plain, removed thousands of miles from civilisation, set to his mare, and trotted swiftly along the path leading in the direction of the Indian mart. It was some time ere the young clerk paused, and then a sudden hesitation on the part of his mare brought him back to consciousness. Raising his eyes, be found himself close upon a wood, between which and a somewhat broad river he had now to pass. A single glance told him that Indians were near, as a light smoke rose from amid the trees, whether they yet discovered him, was a matter of uncertainty. Ray therefore determined to make a bold dash; and trusting to his beast, rode at a hard gallop along the skirt of the forest. The moment he neared the trees, his hand upon his rifle, he listened with the most anxious attention. Not a sound, save the clatter of his unshod mare, was heard, until he had half-cleared the dangerous cover. Then came the sound of horses in pursuit, and then the Blackfeet war-whoop, with a crack of rifles. His enemies were in full chase. Now it was that the gallant steed put forth her energy, and now it was that Ray's spirit rose, and that he felt himself a man, with all a man’s energies, and also with all a man’s love of life. Looking back, he saw the wild Indian warriors coming fast toward him, but still not gaining ground; and he felt sure, did he loosen his precious merchandise, and give it up to the pursuers, that he could with case outstrip them. But be was resolved to serve his master’s interests, and he urged his laden steed to her utmost. An hour passed in this manner. The howling, whooping Indians, a hundred in number, gallopped madly after him, their long spears waving in the moonlight, and their black hair streaming to the the wind.


  Before him lay a cane-brake, where the reads rose ten feet, dry, parched, and crackling. Through this lay the path of fugitive. Ray looked forward to the welcome shelter, determined to make a stand; and there, at the very entrance, stood, mounted an a tall horse, an opposing foe. Clutching a pistol, the clerk clenched his teeth, and rode madly against this new opponent who, just in time to save himself, cried, »All right-Saucy Nick!" There was no time for greeting, and away they scampered through the cane-brake ; not before, however, the half-bred had cast a brand amid the reeds. They had not proceeded a hundred yards ere a wall of fire rose between them and their pursuers. Magnificent was the scene which now greeted the admiring eyes of Edward Ray as he halted on the other side of the brake. The reeds, scorched by the summer sun, were as inflammable as straw, and the flames spread with astonishing rapidity to the right and left. The poor birds that sheltered in the morass below, alarmed, rose on the wing, and flying a few hundred yards, halted to gaze at the fire, which seemed to fascinate them; the wild animals, too, clinging to their lairs until the fire touched their very nostrils, would then unwillingly rise, and, leaping over it, scour over the black plain of cinders in the rear of the flames. As the two fugitives retreated, the scene became more magnificent, for the blaze was then seen in the distance creeping to the right and left in sparkling and brilliant chains. Then, as the wind arose, it hurried after them: as the roar of a distant cataract it was heard; while the heavens were overcast with the dense volumes of smoke that ascended.


  »Away!« cried Nick, urging his steed to the utmost; »the Fire-spirit is awake; he rides in yonder cloud! Away, or our bones will be mingled those of the red men upon this plain.«


  »But, Nick«, said Ray, as side by side they dashed across the prairie, "how met we? I left you at the fort?”


  »No! Nick start half an hour before. Wouldn't let brave warrior goby himself. Found him chased by Indians—Blackfeet; but Indian no take Master Ray. Nick know trick worth two of that. But hush!« he added, as they gained the entrance of a valley; »the hoofs of our horses have waked the great Fire-spirit; but we are not yet free. Blackfeet in valley.«


  At intimation of their being again about to meet a party of their enemies. Ray prepared his arms once more, and then patting the neck of his gallant steed, urged her at a rattling pace through the valley. A flash, and the crack of guns fired in haste, showed that Nick was not mistaken; but giving a volley in reply, and without pausing to discover its effect, the pair gallopped onwards, and once more emerged upon the plain. Nick now led the way, and diverging from the ordinary route, entered a stream, the course of which they followed slowly for some time. At length, satisfied that he had baffled pursuit, the half-bred once more entered upon the usual track, and, before daylight, reached the great camp, where the Indians had pitched their tents with a view to traffic with the rival white men.


  To the right were the wagons of Sublette; to the left those of Johnson, M‘Pherson’s agent. They found the latter in very bad spirits, as his rival was expected to receive the necessary supply of tobacco in the course of the afternoon, when all chance for Spokan would have been over. As, however, Ray detailed the object of his journey, and the success which had attended it, the agent’s eyes glistened, and at length he exclaimed with a chuckle. »Bravo, Mr Ray; I should just like to be in your shoes; for if you haven't made old Mac's fortune, my name is not Johnson. Such prime beavers you never saw. Buy the immortal head of General Jackson but you are a lucky dog.!" Ray expressed his satisfaction at having been of such great service; and after a hasty meal, the traders began their day's work. First the chiefs were summoned, and to the consternation of Sublette, with a liberal and plentiful smoke. Seated round the agent's tent, the Spokan, Kamloops, Chaudieves, Sinapoil, and other Indians, enjoyed with unmixed satisfaction what to them is a most precious luxury. The agent was most liberal of the weed: not a single Indian was forgotten: and when the barter commenced, the gratified aborigines testified their delight by disposing of their skins in an equally liberal manner. Such, indeed, was the activity of the Spokan agent, and of his assistant Ray, that when Sublette received at length his supply of tobacco, not a beaver nor even a skunk-skin remained for which he could trade. Well aware that the Blackfeet, when once discovered, would draw off, Ray, after a brief hour of repose, borrowed a fresh horse, and hurried back towards the fort. His journey was tedious in the extreme, for the smouldering grass rendered it as unsafe as it was disagreeable. At length, however, the young clerk, to whom had re turned much of his former despondent feeling, came once more in sight of Spokan, where he was received with arms, as was Nick, who accompanied him.


  M'Pherson, eager to learn the result of the young man's journey, drew him to his counting-house, and motioning him to a seat, installed himself at his ledger, with pen in hand, Ray began his story, and, to the evident surprise of the merchant, related the dangers which had befallen him, and the manner in which he had escape. At length he came to that part of his story which referred to the extraordinary quantity and excellence of the beavers which had been obtained by means of his bold undertaking.


  »Know, lad«, said old M‘Pherson, quite delighted, »that you have brought me the best year’s trade I have had yet. Besides, man, I count it no small thing to have beat Captain Sublette—the most cunning trader on the frontier.!


  »I am very much gratified«, said Ray, »that I have been anyway instrumental in serving you.«


  »Ah, that is all very wee interrupted M‘Pherson, pushing his spectacles from their Proper position to one above his eyes; »but just tell me frankly, Mr Ray, why you, who are generally so slow and cold, should all of a sudden take so much much trouble to do me a service?«


  »It was the first time«, replied Ray, » that I ever had an opportunity of doing what others would not do.«


  »Oh«, said the trader, still more enlightened, »and do you not expect any share in the great advantage of last night's adventure?«


  »That I leave to you, sir.«


  »Now, Mr Ray«, said the trader with a smile, »I wish you would be thoroughly frank with me. I can see plainly enough that you have had some reason for your constant lack of energy, and some equally good reason for suddenly, when yon could really serve me, risking your life to do so. I say again, speak out. Have you any conduct of mine of which to complain? Is your salary too small? Your chances of promotion-do they seem too remote? You have double my fortune; let me do you some service in return.«


  »Ray determined to be plain. He saw that the worthy merchant was still in part the dark, and he resolved to enlighten him. »My ambition, sir, has been to share your fortune; and did my hopes extend as far as my wishes,I might say I have hoped one day to possess all now hold«, This was said with a lurking smile that still more puzzled M‘Pherson.


  »What! would you be a partner, young man? The idea is a bold one; but, after what you have done, I see no insuperable bar it.!


  »Sir«, said Ray hurriedly, »I am content to be your clerk, if you will, all my Life; bat you have a daughter, without whom wealth would be contemptible, and poverty insufferable.«


  »Wheugh!« cried the astonished merchant; »sits the wind in that quarter? And pray, sir, does my daughter know of this?«


  »She does. You will recollect our long journey, when we were inseparable companions?«


  »Oh, I recollect all; and pray, does my daughter encourage you?«


  »She will speak for herself, dear father«, exclaimed the young girl, who, entering, had caught the import of their conversation. »I did encourage him, because I thought he deserved to be your son. Of late, Mr Ray had almost induced me to regret my resolution; but his recent devotion in your service convinced me that he was still the Edward Ray I had travelled with from New Orleans.«


  »And so«, said the old man pettishly, »you have arranged it all, it seems, and I am to have no voice or will?«


  »We have arranged nothing, dear father, and leave it all to you.«


  It will readily be believed that Edward Ray and Mary M'Pherson had no great difficulty in talking over the kind-hearted trader. In a few weeks after, Ray was not only son-in-law, but partner at Spokan; and I believe that none of the parties has had yet any cause to regret the »midnight ride’ over the bluff-surrounded prairies of the wild Oregon.


   


  -THE END-
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