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PROLOGUE

The warrior boy stood proudly at his grandfather’s side.

‘Though frost whitens the trees and ice freezes the streams, there is hope that we may yet overcome Snake Eye and his Wild Dogs.’ The old man clasped the diamond which his grandson had brought home. He spoke of a gleam of light in the east for the White Water Band; a faint hope that his People would survive.

Four Winds felt the strong beat of his heart. It did not falter, though he had another journey to make, a second test of his courage to undergo.

‘Now it is the turn of the young and the swift,’ Red Hawk insisted. With gnarled hands and trembling fingers, he took an eagle feather from his own war bonnet and gave it to Four Winds. ‘May it carry you further and faster, may it give you power over your enemies.’

Four Winds tied the gift to his medicine bundle which hung at his side. Tomorrow he would depart, strong in Chief Red Hawk’s trust.

Tomorrow with his dream horse, wise Silver Cloud, sent by Ghost Horse, true servant of Wakanda, the Maker of All Good Things.

Tomorrow, to the highest mountain, to bring a feather home. Guided by Silver Cloud, gladly facing danger for the sake of his grandfather, Red Hawk, and his grandmother, White Deer. He would carry with him the hopes of his small band of White Water Sioux.

Through his weariness he saw plains to cross, hills to climb. He saw winter’s icy grasp, felt the raw wind, breathed in cold death.

Alone he could not make this journey. But with Silver Cloud’s strength and swiftness, with the goodness of the great Wakanda to give them courage, he would set out to find this feather.

Tomorrow, after he had rested.

‘Kola, sleep now.’ Using his childhood name, his grandmother came forward with her hand outstretched. ‘The moon is high, the day is done.’

‘I am a warrior, not a boy,’ he whispered.

He had seen battles, slain Yietso with his grandfather’s knife. Now no one could call him boy. He had cast off his childhood name.

‘You are the only son of my dead only son,’ White Deer told him gently. ‘I have held you in my arms. Only I can call you boy.’

So Four Winds softened and allowed himself to be led to the tipi. He took a blanket and wound it around his shoulders, heard his grandmother draw the dew cloth, felt the darkness settle.


THE DISCOVERY


ONE

Four Winds slept.

In his dream he heard the voice of his cousin, Hidden Moon. It came to him through the flapping of enormous wings that raised thunder in the heavens, and the night sky flashed with lightning.

‘Four Winds!’ Hidden Moon breathed over him in his dream. Her black hair, glossy as a jay’swing, hung loose over her shoulders. Her face floated so close to his that he could see only the dark pools of her eyes.

The boy turned in his sleep.

‘I am with you still,’ Hidden Moon consoled him. ‘Though the rocks fell and I could not reach the diamond, though you buried me by the lake under a great stone, I will not leave you.’

Dream thunder roared, lightning split the sky.

‘I am part of all you see, along with your father, mighty Swift Elk, and my father, Black Kettle, who fell at Thunder Rock. We are inside the great hoop, the circle of life which cannot be broken.’

Four Winds sighed and turned on to his back.

‘I am in the stars and the moon, the tall forests and the fishes of the oceans.’

Thunderbird crashed his wings. His eyes darted forks of silver light into the sky.

‘Do not be afraid.’ Hidden Moon whispered in the boy’s ear. ‘Going always brings return. The air is crowded with the words of those who have gone before. Listen and you will hear them.’

Four Winds threw off his blanket and sat upright. His body ran with cold sweat, and yet the words his dead cousin had spoken were comforting.

No, it was something else that had woken him. Perhaps the autumn mist that had crept through the heavy, painted dewcloth? Or some disturbance by the cedar tree which stood in the centre of their camp.

He listened hard. The cedar tree was the place where Silver Cloud kept watch while the tribe slept. The dream horse never closed his eyes, was always watchful, ready to act. And Four Winds could hear him now, shifting restlessly under the great tree, whinnying softly.

So the boy crept out of his tipi. He felt ice crackle in the clear air. A twig snapped underfoot.

The horse turned. His long neck was arched, his ears pricked. ‘Make no sound,’ he warned.

Four Winds halted. He listened again. Way below, the White Water River rushed by. Overhead, a keen wind whistled.

‘There is a man in the valley,’ Silver Cloud told him. ‘His foosteps are swift.’

The message startled Four Winds. At night no one moved alone, for fear of the mountain lion and the bear. ‘Which way is he running?’

‘Towards the tipis. He stumbles in his haste.’

‘How far from here?’

‘A thousand times a man’s stride.’ Silver Cloud didn’t hesitate.

‘I don’t hear anything.’ The boy peered into the darkness. Who was this man: friend or enemy?

‘He is coming,’ the horse said.

Then the flap across another painted tipi opened, and the great Sioux warrior, One Horn, stepped out. The oldest and wisest of Red Hawk’s braves, he had seen many battles and brought back Swift Elk’s bloodied war shirt from Thunder Ridge. He saw Four Winds staring into the valley and quickly strode across. ‘My sleep was disturbed. What is the matter?’

‘A man is running through the night,’ the boy informed him.

One Horn went back to his tipi for his bow and tomahawk. Then he vanished through the trees into the valley.

The wind blew and the moon sailed in the sky.

‘Two men are coming,’ Silver Cloud warned Four Winds at last.

Soon the broad figure of One Horn reappeared on the brow of the cold hill, accompanied by a slighter, younger man, whose feathered headband and quilled shirt showed that he was a member of the White Water tribe.

‘Sun Dancer!’ Four Winds murmured. He recognised the young man’s bearing, his springing step and the forward thrust of his head.

And now the arrival had brought other sleepers from their tents. They gathered beside the cedar tree, close together for warmth, wondering what news their messenger brought.

‘Sun Dancer set out with my brother, Running Fox, two suns ago,’ the squaw, Burning Tree, told Four Winds. ‘Red Hawk wanted news of your search for the diamond. He sent his two youngest braves across White Water, into the desert, to meet with Nightcloud of the Oglala Sioux and ask how you and the spirit horse had fared.’

Four Winds nodded at the young woman. He sensed her fear. Where was Running Fox now? What news had Sun Dancer brought?

‘Don’t worry; Running Fox will be close behind,’ another woman assured them.

Four Winds turned to Silver Cloud. ‘Are there more footsteps in the valley?’

The horse shook his head.

Then Sun Dancer broke away from One Horn and sought out Burning Tree. His eyes brought sorrow before he spoke his words.

‘Your brother, Running Fox, is gone from life-side. He is with your father and your father’s father, and all who have gone before.’

Burning Tree cried out. She clung to Sun Dancer’s war shirt, tugging at it as though to make him send the words back, to swallow them and tell her that her brother lived yet.

‘The Comanche Wild Dogs took him,’ Sun Dancer insisted. ‘Five men came from behind and pierced his side with their spears. Their horses trampled him into the dust.’

Four Winds stiffened at the name of Wild Dogs. The Comanches put their horses to evil use, they were in the service of Anteep, the Source of All Evil.

‘Believe me, your brother is dead,’ Sun Dancer said softly, taking Burning Tree’s hands in his.

And the women set up a wailing and moaning that soared into the night sky. ‘May the great spirit, Wakanda, embrace him. May he live in the memories of the White Water People forever!’

White Deer came from Chief Red Hawk’s tipi. She was old and stooped, her bones stiff. But she received news of the young warrior’s death calmly. ‘We have seen much suffering,’ she told Burning Tree. ‘The Lizard of Long Life visits few of our People. It is as it is.’

And the old woman let the girl weep in her arms, knowing that the tears would soften her grief.

‘How did the Comanches steal upon you?’ One Horn asked Sun Dancer.

‘We were talking with Nightcloud of the Oglala Sioux. We learned that Four Winds was alive, but that the spirit horse had been captured by the Comanches. All this Nightcloud saw. We feared for the boy in his solitary journey into the mine.’

Now Four Winds shuddered as he recalled the worst of times; how he had been tricked by shape-shifting monsters as he’d travelled alone to find the diamond. And how he’d turned away from the wise advice of his cousin, Hidden Moon, and sent her to her death.

‘And then?’ One Horn prompted.

‘There were many buffaloes on the plain. They came swiftly in a cloud of dust. Behind them hid the Wild Dogs on their horses. Before we knew it, they were upon us. The Comanche war cry filled the air. Soon Nightcloud and Running Fox lay in the dirt. I stepped in the path of one horse and wrestled the rider from his back. The creature stopped and let me take the place of the Wild Dog. He bore me to safety.’

One Horn grunted. ‘I will carry this news to Red Hawk,’ he decided.

‘Wait.’ Sun Dancer laid a hand on the old man’s arm. ‘On my journey home I learned that Snake Eye lives. The monsters of Yellow Water did not defeat him, and he is still determined to drive our People from our land.’

‘This I know,’ Four Winds confirmed gravely. He told the gathering how he and Silver Cloud had seen Snake Eye slay the snake monster, Yietso, shedding his blood as a black pool upon the ground. Then the leader of the Wild Dogs had cried out his defiance: ‘I curse Yietso and his master, Unktehi! I will not follow Anteep! From this time Snake Eye will call upon no spirit to help him. For I am strong. Alone I will defeat my enemies!’

And the people murmured in fear under the stars. With such a foe, how could their small band hope to survive? Among the White Water People there were four warriors left out of fifty. Five including the boy, Four Winds.

‘Tomorrow, I will depart with Silver Cloud,’ Four Winds promised. ‘I will fulfil the second part of my quest and bring the feather from the highest mountain.’

‘The way is long,’ someone sighed. ‘And the boy is young.’

‘I will succeed!’ Four Winds vowed.

‘Words!’ a second doubter murmured. ‘Words do not pay for our dead people. They do not protect our father’s graves, nor our homeland. Good words will not give us back our children.’

And Burning Tree cried again. ‘Oh, my brother!’

‘What will become of us if the boy fails?’ came the cry. And the lamentations of the women reached the stars.


TWO

‘Not so fast,’ Silver Cloud counselled the impatient boy. ‘There are wise words to receive, ceremonies to perform before we depart.’

Four Winds strode restlessly through the camp. It was almost dawn. ‘We must go now,’ he insisted. ‘If we wait, the women will delay us with their tears and fears. We have no time for ceremony.’

The horse waited quietly under the cedar tree. The boy was like a young colt, eager to try out his speed and power. But those who hurried heedlessly into danger had to be checked. ‘The mountain will not move,’ he advised. ‘It will still be there for us to climb.’

‘But Snake Eye has sworn to defeat us and winter closes in,’ Four Winds protested. The leaves were gone from the aspen trees and ice formed on the surface of the tumbling streams. He knew that his People would not long survive the loss of their White Water homeland.

‘Wait,’ Silver Cloud insisted. His eyes were untroubled as his white mane lifted clear of his face in the wind. ‘We will depart at the right time, with the blessing of Red Hawk.’

So Four Winds was forced to linger amongst the tipis until the sun rose. The first signal was the call of birds, almost before grey dawn had streaked the sky. Then the silent mule deer appeared at the edge of the camp, picking at the bark of trees, wandering on, heads to the ground, in search of food. Soon, the women came out of their tents, built fires and prepared flat bread from the band’s scant supply of maize, which they ground between two stones.

The smell reminded Four Winds that he must eat in preparation for his journey to the highest mountain. He would need all his strength to walk and climb, to face the Comanches and outwit the forces of Anteep. So he sought out his grandmother, White Deer, and humbly asked for food.

The old woman bowed her head and set about her task. Sixty years had not broken her and, though her face was sunken, her hair was still black, parted and braided in two long ropes down her back.

‘Did you sleep with your dreamcatcher over your bed?’ she asked him, as mothers and grandmothers did.

‘Yes,’ he replied. It was not bad dreams entering through the woven web of threads, beads and feathers that had kept him awake, but the weeping of Burning Tree.

‘And did you bathe in sweetgrass?’

‘Not yet, grandmother.’

‘Then you must. The water is ready. Go now while I bake the bread.’

Reluctantly, Four Winds did her bidding. He lay in the scented bath, eyes closed, undergoing inipi, the purification ritual which would prepare his spirit for the new journey by taking away the stains of the old one. Breathing in the steam, eyes closed, he grew calm.

‘Good,’ White Deer said when he reappeared by the fire. She gave him bread and stood over him to watch him eat. ‘You have changed,’ she told him.

He nodded. ‘I have seen many things on my journey.’

She remembered how he’d leaped to cast off childish things; his pride when he had been chosen by Red Hawk to perform the three tasks; her fear for him as he’d set forth with his spirit guide. And now she wanted to counsel him again.

‘Remember, the White Water Sioux are the people who do not die. We may pass from life-side and our world may change, but we change with it. We accept the new.’

‘But not the mastery of Snake Eye,’ he retorted.

White Deer regarded him steadily. ‘We accept change, as summer turns to winter, and the spring returns. All that is within nature we embrace.’

Four Winds grunted, then nodded. The bread was warm and good. It filled his empty stomach.

‘I must tell you who we are, who we have been and who we may become,’ his grandmother went on, her back to the wind, a thick shawl around her thin shoulders. ‘We are the Sioux people of the plains, we weave our stories into our dewcloths, we celebrate the bravery of our warriors and the air is crowded with our words. Remember.’

Four Winds stood up from his meal. ‘I remember that I am son of Swift Elk, who fell at Thunder Ridge, grandson of Red Hawk, our chief, who lies sick in his tipi. Of the White Water Warriors who are left; One Horn, Sun Dancer, Little Thunder and Three Bears, I was the chosen one.’

‘And the youngest by many summers,’ she sighed.

‘Because I am the one who Red Hawk loves the most.’

This time, White Deer bowed her head. ‘It is so. But you must heed your elders, Kola, including the ones who lived before. We only exist because our ancestors loved, cared and prepared for us. And now we too love our land and our way of life.’

‘Which is why Snake Eye and his Wild Dogs must not defeat us,’ he said angrily. ‘To be cast out from White Water breaks the precious circle, the Hoop of Life.’

Then he looked into his grandmother’s eyes and read the wisdom of her years. He recalled how she wore her apron tied around her waist to clean deerskins drawn tight on to a wooden frame. How she cooked eggs for him and knew which herbs cleansed, which were good to eat, and which beautiful flowers were poison. He knew that she had never cut her hair since she was born and that she had shared her stories with him from the time when he lay in his cradle.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I will listen to the words of my forefathers.’

His answer made White Deer glad. ‘You must meet with our warriors before you leave for the highest mountain. You must perform Tokaklah with them, to forgive our enemies, or else the bitterness for Snake Eye will burn into your heart.

So Four Winds quelled his impatience. He waited for the sun to rise fully and the mountain mists to clear. He saw his grandmother as she truly was: a lover of the land, the people and the quiet nights full of fireflies and the smell of cedar trees. At one with the tarantulas and rattlesnakes.

He spoke to her again as the warriors came from their tipis. ‘I will listen to the words of those who have gone before,’ he promised earnestly. ‘But I must also listen to my dream at Spider Rock, when Silver Cloud was sent to guide me. The vision sent by Ghost Horse tells me when I am doing the right things for my People. It keeps me on the path of the heart. It is the one thing that I know can never be taken away from me.’

White Deer listened intently. Yes, Four Winds had changed. He grew up and away from her. All that was within nature she accepted. ‘Your vision is good,’ she told him. ‘May it keep you safe.’

Then One Horn came to fetch Four Winds and brought him into the circle formed by Sun Dancer, Little Thunder and Three Bears. A pipe had been prepared, and the men passed it between them. ‘Wakanda, we forgive Snake Eye and his Wild Dogs,’ each one murmured, breathing in the scented smoke and releasing hatred from his heart.

‘Wakanda, we forgive Snake Eye and his Wild Dogs,’ Four Winds repeated, though his heart did not go with his words.

One Horn took the pipe and passed it once more around the circle. The cloaked warriors breathed deep. ‘We forgive our enemies.’

Through the rising smoke, Four Winds caught sight of Silver Cloud. The horse watched and listened to only the boy.

‘We forgive our enemies,’ Four Winds vowed. The hatred lifted from him and ascended with the curling blue smoke.

‘Maka akanl wicasa iyuha el,’ One Horn said. ‘Walakata no woawicin waste.’

Peace on earth to men who carry no hatred.



‘Now we may go,’ Silver Cloud said.

The dream horse had seen the boy struggle with his impatience and abide by the customs of his People. He knew the depth of White Deer’s fears for her grandson, and sensed that there was one large farewell still to be paid before they departed.

‘Your grandfather, Red Hawk, waits for you in his tipi,’ White Deer told Four Winds.

The boy went obediently, bowing his head at the entrance, preparing to face the old chief’s frailty. Four Winds longed for Red Hawk to be standing tall and upright, wearing his war bonnet with pride, as he had been five summers ago. Instead he found him in the gloom of his tent, laid low by the years, propped on a travois of buffalo skins. His breathing was uneven, his eyes almost shut.
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