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PROLOGUE

We stand, great warriors,

 In the circle.

At dawn all storm clouds disappear.

The future brings hope and glory,

Ghost dancers rise,

Five hundred nations.



White Deer sang Red Hawk’s spirit song in a clear voice.

The boy, Four Winds, sat amongst the listeners and gazed up at his grandfather’s wind-battered funeral platform.

‘This is the song that Chief Red Hawk kept in his heart,’ White Deer said.



‘At dawn all storm clouds disappear.

The future brings hope and glory.’



Four Winds knew that she had learned the song at his grandfather’s death. The old man had passed it on with his dying breath. It spoke of peace and a prosperous future.

White Deer addressed the shrouded figure on the high platform. ‘Though you have passed from life-side and joined our only son, Swift Elk, your spirit is in the song. We are within the Hoop, the great Circle of life and death, and we hear your voice, mighty chief of the White Water tribe.’

A north wind tugged at the crimson banners and feathers draped from the platform. It raised the grey shroud to allow a glimpse of old hands crossed in prayer, a loved face sleeping its final sleep.

‘Ohhh …’ A sorrowful murmur passed among the White Water People. There were tears. Four Winds felt his own eyes blur.



‘Ghost dancers rise,

Five hundred nations.’



White Deer sang through her grief. She stood still and straight in the wind. ‘This is your spirit song, kept in your heart. We cling to your wise words which offer hope. We are White Water Sioux, one of five hundred nations. Our brothers are the Cheyenne and the Apache, the Blackfoot and the Comanche.’

‘No!’ The women, the warriors and the children would not accept the Wild Dog Comanches as brothers. These were the warriors who had driven the White Water band from their homeland; the reason why they starved and shivered on the mountain as winter tightened its grip.

Four Winds called up a memory of Snake Eye, leader of the Wild Dogs, falling to his death on snowy Mount Kivioq. The angry death of a bitter man; tumbling, sliding, crashing out of sight, still calling for revenge. Horror and hatred had sat in the boy’s heart as he’d watched. And yes; he was too young and hurt to be able to call the Comanches brother.

‘In time,’ White Deer insisted. ‘For together, the nations are strong, and divided we are weak.’

Then she sang the spirit song over and over, until the children crept away to the tipis and huddled together for warmth, and the women went to gather wood for the fires before more snow fell.

Four Winds stayed with the four warriors, One Horn, Three Bears, Little Thunder and Sun Dancer. His mother, Shining Star, fetched a deerskin blanket for White Deer and wrapped it around her frail shoulders. The old woman sang on, grieving and giving thanks.

‘You must set out on your third journey,’ Three Bears told Four Winds.

‘You must fetch a breath of air from the furthest ocean,’ One Horn reminded him.

The boy replied with the slightest movement of his head.

‘The spirit horse will guide you,’ Little Thunder encouraged.

Four Winds felt that his heart must break from grief at the death of his beloved grandfather and the weight of the task he had yet to undertake.

Sun Dancer turned his gaze from the shrouded corpse high on the platform to Four Winds, on whom their hope for the future rested. ‘It is as Red Hawk commanded,’ he said quietly. ‘He chose you, the youngest among us, to make three journeys, because you were the one he loved the most.’

Four Winds nodded. He looked up at his grandfather and he heard his voice.

‘We are the invisible ones, the People of the Sky, the People of Dreams whose voices cannot be bound by pain or death.

‘We are the People of Prayers who stand small before the great Wakanda, Creator of all things.

‘We pray that the strand of time that we hold up to eternity might not be cut and our words slip into silence. We stand, great warriors, in the Circle.’




LIFE-SIDE


ONE

‘The children are hungry,’ Burning Tree announced when the singing and grieving were done. She was a young woman with sorrows of her own to bear, since her brother, Running Fox, had died at the hands of the Wild Dogs. Now she came to the five warriors to beg for food.

‘They must eat what they can find,’ Little Thunder told her. ‘Berries and roots, the meat of the jack rabbit, fish from the stream.’

‘The birds stole the berries. The roots are already frozen into the ground,’ Burning Tree replied. ‘We are too weak to hunt the rabbit, and ice as thick as my hand covers the water in the stream.’

Little Thunder knew this, but, being young, didn’t care to admit his hopelessness.

‘Is there still grain in the store?’ Three Bears asked.

‘Enough for seven days.’

‘And after that?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I will hunt for rabbit,’ Little Thunder decided, ready to seize his bow and arrow. ‘I cannot hear the children cry and do nothing.’

‘One rabbit will not feed many children,’ Three Bears pointed out. He was strongest of the remaining warriors, one who thought before he acted.

‘And none will feed no one.’ Little Thunder went into his decorated tipi, hoping to shame the others into action. ‘Yours are the children who cry from hunger, not mine,’ he said rashly. ‘I have no wife to worry over, no sons and daughters to protect.’

Three Bears shook his head. ‘That is a lucky thing, for what wife could rely on a hothead who rushes out on to a snowy mountain in search of a solitary jack rabbit?’

Then One Horn stepped into the argument. ‘My daughter and my daughter’s children bear the big bellies of hunger,’ he acknowledged. ‘It is many weeks since they tasted meat.’

His words fell into silence. Now that Chief Red Hawk was dead, One Horn was the warrior with the most honour in battle, the one who wore the most ermine pelts on his war shirt.

‘We must hunt for bigger prey,’ the new chief decided. ‘We will go down from the mountain into our White Water home, where the deer and the buffalo pass the winter.’

‘Yes, and face a hundred Wild Dogs on horseback, who will cut us down as a sharp blade scythes through corn,’ Sun Dancer reminded him. The young brave’s own memory of savage hand-to-hand combat with the Comanches was still fresh in his memory.

‘Snake Eye is dead. Perhaps the purpose of the Wild Dogs is blunted.’ Four Winds offered a faint hope.

But One Horn shook his head. ‘Revenge sits in their hearts. No, if we go into the valley for buffalo meat, we must travel in darkness, without a sound, and return as swiftly with food.’

‘Oh, now I am sorry that I came with my complaints!’ Burning Tree cried. She was small and slender amongst the men, her shoulders wrapped in a woven shawl, her long black hair bound into one thick braid which hung to her waist. ‘I would not send our warriors into such dangers!’

‘Death hounds us from all sides,’ One Horn replied. ‘So while Four Winds sets out on his third and final journey, Three Bears, Sun Dancer, Little Thunder and I will call upon the spirit of the buffalo and hunt him in the valley.’

Little Thunder’s objections continued. ‘And so we leave our women and children without men to guard them! The Comanches have scouts posted all around our village. They will see how it is when we have gone.’

‘We will defend ourselves.’ Burning Tree held her head up high. ‘My brother, Running Fox, taught me to fire an arrow straight and true!’



‘Call the buffalo spirit,’ One Horn said finally.

Death surrounded them. The choice was hard.



The warriors gathered around the cedar tree in the centre of the village. They wore their buffalo-skin headdresses and danced to the beat of Cochise’s drum.

Four Winds felt the weight of the headdress bear down on his bare shoulders. He bore his tomahawk high above his head and stamped his feet hard against the frozen earth in time to the drum.

‘The boy wears his grandfather’s headdress like a man,’ White Deer commented from among the group of woman and children who watched.

‘He joins the Buffalo Dance but he will not hunt,’ Shining Star sighed, thinking of his journey to the furthest ocean. ‘He is like his father, Swift Elk, in the dance.’

Four Winds whirled and stamped, calling the buffalo up the mountain. He had painted white stripes across his chest and smeared his face with streaks of blue. ‘Le maka wecicon kin,’ he chanted. ‘This earth I have used as paint. Great buffalo, give us meat for our food, skins to clothe us and build our lodges. You are our only means of life!’

This was his first Buffalo Dance. He had joined the men while his boyhood friend, Cochise, sat cross-legged and beat the drum.

‘Kola, you have thirteen summers like me,’ Cochise had complained while Four Winds prepared for the ceremony. ‘Why then should I not be a warrior too?’

‘Do not call me Kola,’ Four Winds had chided. The chalk stripes were wet across his chest, the blue paint dried hard on his face.

‘That was your name when we played by the tipis,’ Cochise had reminded him. Envy made him argue. ‘It means “friend”. Now you are a warrior, does that mean we are no longer brothers?’

‘We are different,’ Four Winds had replied. He had glanced at Cochise and seen a young face, unmarked by experience. Clear eyes untroubled by bloodshed, a mouth too ready to pout and sulk. ‘I have travelled to the deepest mine and the highest mountain.’

‘I would be a warrior too,’ Cochise had insisted. ‘I would dance around the cedar pole, I would hunt the buffalo.’

‘Then you must ask One Horn if you might make your vision quest. Without it, you cannot fight or hunt.’ Four Winds had lifted the heavy headdress and placed it over his head. ‘Come, buffalo, and give us meat for our food.’

Cochise had seized the drum and angrily begun to beat. ‘I have thirteen summers,’ he had grumbled, ‘and yet I am left behind with the children!’

Then the dance had begun, and Cochise’s complaints were forgotten.

Four Winds felt stifled by the weight of the buffalo head. He prayed that the creatures would stray from the plains up as far as the snowline, so that the White Water warriors need not risk the dangers of descending into the valley.

‘Tate ou ye topa kin! The four winds are blowing,’ Sun Dancer cried. ‘May they bring the great buffalo to us here on the mountain!’

The five dancers turned and pranced.

‘We will use your hide for shields and moccasins, your hair for headdresses and rope, your horns for cups and fire carriers,’ Little Thunder promised. ‘If you come, our children will not starve!’

White Deer stared into the valley, craving the sight of buffalo. She saw only bare aspen trees weighed down by snow and water frozen in the streams.

‘The wind cuts like a knife,’ Shining Star murmured. A young child crept close and wrapped himself in her skirt for warmth. She heard him whimper, and lifted him into her arms.

Then the dance was over, and One Horn, Three Bears, Little Thunder and Sun Dancer were ready to leave.

‘Let me come with you!’ Cochise begged. ‘I can fire an arrow straight as any man. I will track the buffalo. I will cut the meat from the bones.’

One Horn shook his head. ‘Your time will come,’ he promised.

The boy trotted after him. ‘Let me go with you now!’

‘When you are older.’

‘I am the same age as Four Winds.’

‘In summers, perhaps. But you are not yet ready.’ One Horn was firm. ‘Cochise, I will hear no more.’

The new chief strode away, calling for his warriors and taking swift leave of his wife, Two Moons.

‘And we too must part,’ Shining Star told Four Winds. She led him to her tipi and the sweat bath which would purify him before his journey. Lemon grass fed the flames which heated the water. It filled the air with a sweet scent.

Then Four Winds opened his heart to his mother. ‘I am afraid of this journey,’ he told her.

‘I am afraid for you, my son,’ she replied.

A thin trail of blue smoke twisted upwards towards the smoke hole. The tipi was dark and safe.

‘I have fought many battles for my People.’

‘You are weary?’

‘My bones ache. My spirit is heavy.’

Shining Star sighed. ‘You have seen the evil of this world.’ The evil of Anteep, great lord of the Underworld, and of his many servants; those spirits summoned by him to defeat Four Winds on his quest.

‘When I was young, I thought the world was pure and good,’ Four Winds confessed. ‘But now I know that Anteep is strong.’

You are still young, Shining Star thought. She knelt beside him and bathed his face. ‘There is a balance which we call hozho between good and evil in this world,’ she assured him. ‘A harmony amongst all things.’

Four Winds longed to believe her, and the hopeful words which Red Hawk had passed down through his spirit song. Yet the good man perished beside the bad, and his beloved White Water People were pushed to the edge of extinction.

His mother saw what he was thinking. ‘I know full well that the buffalo days have gone and that our people have fallen into poverty. But we are rich in family and songs and beauty.’

‘We have lost the best of our warriors.’ Red Hawk, Swift Elk, Black Kettle, Running Fox. The list was long. Of fifty, only five were left.

Shining Star saw that her son’s heart wavered on its path to seek out a breath of wind from the furthest ocean.

‘I would give my life to keep you safe at home,’ she admitted softly. ‘I long to say that your final journey will not be necessary, that you have done enough, that One Horn can bring back meat for our children and defend our band by his strength and cunning alone.’

Four Winds shook his head. ‘It would be a lie.’

‘And so I cannot say it.’

There was silence as the smoke twisted upwards and the lemon grass crackled in the flames.

‘Every moment you are gone I will wish you back with us. My dreams will be filled with fears, in my waking time I will dread the arrival of the owl with news that will break my heart.’ Shining Star went to the door of the tipi. ‘And yet you must go,’ she sighed.

Four Winds put on his buckskin shirt, his grandfather’s beaded moccasins, and tied his medicine bundle around his shoulder. ‘I have Silver Cloud to guide me,’ he reminded her.

‘You see; we are rich in beauty.’

The creature waited by the cedar tree, tied by no rope, but standing patiently. He was built for flight, with long legs to carry him over obstacles, a long and graceful neck down which his silver mane flowed. His head was shaped like the deer’s, yet not so fine; his back was broad to carry her son.

Shining Star stooped and picked up a necklace made of porcupine quills and carved beads made of bone, strung on a thin leather thong. ‘Each quill is a prayer for your safe return,’ she whispered. ‘The carvings are signs for your protection.’

‘I will wear it as long as I live,’ Four Winds promised.

There was a world of things she wanted to tell him, but time for only one. ‘Kola, you are strong as the hope you carry with you.’

The wind blew hard and cold as he lifted the tent flap.

‘Do not lose hope, as I did not lose hope when I was a slave to Wahnistow and the Blackfoot people. Even at the worst of times, when stars blazed across the daytime sky and disease and death swept through the villages, a flame flickered in my secret heart. I heard my dead husband, Swift Elk, and saw you, my son, in my dreams.’

Four Winds saw the tears roll down his mother’s cheeks. ‘I hear you. And now, wait for One Horn to return with food. Be with White Deer in her grief, tell her we will go down from this frozen mountain to bury Red Hawk in his homeland.’

He turned and walked across the frozen ground towards Silver Cloud.

‘It is as the Great Spirit wills,’ his mother murmured, feeling as if a sharp blade stabbed her in the heart with every step he took.




TWO

A breath of air from the furthest ocean.

A long, hard journey after the worst of farewells.

Silver Cloud read the boy’s pain as they descended from the mountain. The spirit horse bore Four Winds on his back away from his village.

Why was I chosen? Four Winds wondered.

The burden was heavy at the start of this, his third and final quest. He remembered his life before he had become a warrior; fishing in the White Water river, collecting honey, playing and listening to stories inside the tipis as the wind and rain rattled at the dewcloths.

I knew nothing except the names of the creatures we hunted for food and the sweet berries we picked, and I loved the life I lived, he thought. I climbed trees and swam in the rapids, and I was not afraid. But now the future of my tribe rests on my shoulders. It is much for a boy of thirteen summers to bear.

The horse took him through the snow, northwards into the great plains which stretched to the lakes as big as seas, where men sailed in boats made of bark and lived in long wooden houses.

The boy carried his medicine bundle slung across his shoulder. His black hair was braided; he wore a thin band of plaited leather across his forehead, and three eagle feathers like a plume at the back of his head. The precious quill necklace was tied firmly around his neck.

Why was I chosen? he asked himself over and over again.



There was flat land as far as the eye could see, more vast than the boy’s mind could imagine.

The air was warmer now; the pale grass swayed like a silver sea. Flat and sweeping, with swallows soaring overhead. Bleached, rustling, open space, without a landmark. The horizon a straight line, the sky a pale, indefinite blue.

Behind them the mountains were still visible; greyish blue and disappearing in the mist. There in the foothills, One Horn and his men would hunt the buffalo when darkness fell.

It seemed to Four Winds that he had been journeying for most of his life. And yet the task had only been set by Ghost Horse when the berries were ripening on the bushes, before the snow had fallen on their mountain refuge.

As the dry grass swished like silk around Silver Cloud’s legs, the boy allowed his mind to dwell on the moment at Spider Rock when he had received the vision that would mark him out for this quest.

He had fasted by the sacred rock and, while the spirits had refused to visit Matotope, the treacherous and cowardly shaman, they had appeared before this pure boy of thirteen summers. It had not been the Fox with the gift of cunning, nor the Elk to give him courage, nor the Wolf for hardiness, nor the Owl for wisdom.

‘Wanma yanka yo!’ he had called to the sky. ‘Behold me!’ And a creature had appeared, whose name he did not know. Its large, dark eyes had watched him calmly. It had spoken at last.
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