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For Kate and Eve, as they seek their dreams.




As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods;


They kill us for their sport.



King Lear, IV i. 44–5

[image: images]

[image: images]


THE DREAM


ONE

The old man sat by the dying fire. He wore a blanket around his hunched shoulders and stared into the embers.

The boy, Four Winds, watched and listened sadly.

‘I am very old. My sun is set,’ his grandfather began. ‘Once I was a warrior. Iki ’cize waon ’kon. Now it is over.’

A burned-out log shifted, releasing red sparks into the night sky. Four Winds followed their whirling, fading dance, then looked back at the old man.

True, it was a lined face. The skin was criss-crossed with years of struggle. The hands were gnarled like the roots of a tree.

‘Soon I will lie down to rise no more.’

Four Winds leaned forward to stir the embers. He concentrated on the pattern of the sparks in the sky.

‘Listen, my son. Once I was a warrior. I fought my enemies and feasted my friends. My people were around me like the sands of the shore. They have passed away, they have died like the grass in winter, they have gone to the mountains. Hena ’la yelo. It is over.’

Standing abruptly, Four Winds made as if to cast another log on the fire. He didn’t want to hear this lamenting. He preferred the tales of his grandfather’s youth, of his beaded war shirt hung with ermine pelts, of the eagle feathers that adorned his headdress. Red Hawk the warrior, Chief of the White Water band of the great Sioux tribe.

‘I will speak,’ Red Hawk insisted, his face lit up by a fountain of fresh sparks. ‘When I look back now from this high hill of my old age, I see a time of plenty. There was food for our stomachs then, and we heard no man’s commands.’

‘That time will come again,’ Four Winds said softly.

The sparks faded and left the old man’s face in darkness. ‘You are young,’ he said. ‘The only son of my only son.’

Here was more pain and sadness. The boy turned away from the fire. The face of his dead father came back to him in the moving shadows, his eyes dark and gentle. His mother too was there in the cold night, watching over him.

Red Hawk gazed at his grandson. ‘Much has ended,’ he insisted. ‘The Comanches came on horseback from the south. They seized the land of White Water that the Great Spirit gave us. Our people died in the mud, our women were sold into slavery.’

Four Winds closed his eyes to block out the picture of his father, Swift Elk, slain on the battlefield. Of his beautiful mother, Shining Star, snatched away in the dead of night.

‘Now winter comes and the White Water people have no home. The Wild Dog Comanches take the fish from our rivers and the buffalo from our plains. We must leave our homeland on a trail of tears and walk to our deaths in the frozen mountains to the west. Hena ’la yelo. It is over.’



Four Winds left his grandfather at last. He respected the years that the old man had lived and the suffering he had gone through, but his boy’s heart wouldn’t accept defeat.

He walked between the tipis towards the river and the great plain beyond. A million stars shone in the sky. Under the moonlight, the sea of pale grass rippled in the wind.

Why must they depart because the Comanches ordered it? It was a shameful thing to leave the homeland, cast out like dogs. And Four Winds was sure that the Great Spirit didn’t wish it.

‘We must stay and fight!’ he said to the night sky.

You are a boy. His mother’s voice whispered to him from the blackness. You cannot fight.

Thirteen summers have passed since you gave me life, he muttered. I call that old enough to carry a war club!

Against men on swift horses while you have only your own poor speed and your boy’s strength of arm?

‘Mother!’ he whispered, angered by the reminder of the Comanche band’s unfair advantage.

Two summers back, the Wild Dogs under Snake Eye had ridden their strange, deer-like beasts into the Sioux village. The creatures had carried them to swift victory over the White Water band. Swift Elk had been among the dead, pierced through the heart by a Comanche lance. Shining Star and many other Sioux women had vanished from their tipis.

Since then, the small band of survivors had taken refuge on rocky heights, driven further from the buffalo and the fish. They had grown hungry, lost more men in Comanche raids, until now only five warriors remained out of fifty, plus the medicine man, Matotope. Three boys of similar age to Four Winds longed to fight alongside their elders, but Four Winds’ own grandmother, White Deer, stood between them and their wish.

‘A boy must go out to Spider Rock before he can fight,’ she insisted. ‘He must fast and seek the powers of the Great One through a vision in that sacred place. Until then he lacks the wisdom for battle and must stay by the tipi.’

Four Winds felt angered by his grandmother’s words – yet he knew it was the way of the tribe.

And now his grandfather said it was over. They must roll up their tents, strap them on the travois and have the dogs drag them high into the mountains to escape Snake Eye. But escape into what?

‘We will all die,’ he told the stars. He was touched by the gloom of his grandfather. It fell over him like a heavy blanket which would not let him breathe.



‘How soon must we move on?’ Four Winds asked his grandmother, White Deer.

It was early next morning, and the old woman had risen and was busy skinning and treating the hide of an antelope. She worked with a sharp bone tool, staking the skin on to a wooden frame then scraping it clean.

‘That depends,’ White Deer told him, scooping water from a wooden bowl and washing down the skin. Then she scraped some more.

‘On what?’ Four Winds was impatient. He’d spent a night in the tipi, rolled in his blanket, unable to sleep. He knew that his grandmother would pretend that this was just one more move, from summer camp to winter quarters. But his talk with Red Hawk had convinced him that this wasn’t so. This time, it was the Comanches driving them out once and for all.

‘On my husband, your grandfather,’ she replied evenly, scooping and scraping. The skin, once it had been rubbed down with boiled brain, liver and fat, would be used to repair an old tipi.

‘And how will he decide?’

The old woman sighed and looked up. ‘Four Winds, my little Kola, who can answer that question?’

‘Kola’ had been his mother’s nickname for him. It meant ‘friend’. Now the sound of it ran through him like the cold autumn wind.

‘Kola,’ White Deer said again. ‘Come, fetch me more water, or this skin will never soften.’

So he went and brought water from a creek which ran down to meet the white water below. He held the bowl under a small waterfall and let it fill to the brim. When he looked up again, he was startled by what he saw.

The bowl dropped to the ground. For a moment he thought that Snake Eye and his people had appeared on the rocky horizon, that the Comanches had found the Sioux band’s latest hideout and had come to drive them higher, above the snowline into the white wilderness.

But then he made out the shapes in the morning mist more clearly. It was the creatures that the enemy called by the name of horse – those beasts that seemed like a mixture of elk and deer, but were hornless and could be ridden by a man.

Four Winds breathed more easily. For now there seemed to be no Comanches nearby – only the creatures with long necks, and hair falling gracefully to one side. They stood still and silent in the mist, looking down on him, eleven or twelve of them lining the horizon.

He stooped to pick up the bowl and refill it. The cold water ran over his wrists, the creek splashed over the rocks. Did the appearance of the horses mean that the Wild Dogs were nearby, he wondered. Perhaps he should hurry back to the tipis to warn his grandfather.

Another glance at the horizon told Four Winds that the creatures were about to depart. Some had already turned and were melting into the mist. Others stamped their hooves and made a strange snorting noise. Only one stood in the same place as before, letting the wind tug at his mane, his eyes fixed on the boy by the waterfall.

Four Winds felt the power of the horse’s gaze. Not a single muscle moved as he communicated his presence across a gap of a hundred paces. He was silvery grey with a pure white mane and tail. Strange but beautiful, Four Winds thought. He had often heard of wonderful happenings from the earliest times, of creatures that came from the sun or else out of the earth. He had learned not to do anything harmful, but to be still and wait. Surely the silver horse was part of the Great Spirit’s work, and He was present in him, as He was in all four-legged creatures, and the winged birds and the mountains, the rivers, the grasses, the trees.

The boy understood this and was no longer afraid. He smiled at the pale horse in the morning mist, then turned and took the bowl of water to White Deer.



‘What do you know of the Comanche horse?’ Red Hawk asked Matotope.

‘The creature runs swift as the elk. It has the grace of the antelope,’ the medicine man replied. He’d answered the call to the chief’s tipi in his own time, first dressing in his ceremonial robe of eagle feathers, then singing praises to the sacred creatures of the sky.

‘I don’t need your wisdom to know this,’ Red Hawk replied. ‘This much I have seen with my own eyes. What else?’

Matotope ignored the interruption. ‘He has the strength of a young buffalo and the courage of a mountain lion.’

‘This is so. And he bears the enemy of our People on his back,’ the old man pointed out. The cold had made his chest heave and rattle and his hands tremble. ‘He makes the Comanche all-powerful. Surely he is an evil spirit, to permit the destruction of our White Water sons.’

The medicine man bowed his head and remained silent.

‘Well?’ Red Hawk spoke sharply. Time was running out, night was darkening around him.

‘I have been to Spider Rock and talked with the four sacred animals,’ Matotope said. The medicine man was in his prime, smooth-skinned beneath his feathered robe. About his body he wore a buckskin pouch filled with animal bones, shells and beads.

‘You asked them in turn about this creature?’

Matotope nodded. ‘I spoke with the Mountain Lion who guards the north and the Bear of the west. They knew nothing of this being. Neither did Wolf, guardian of the east.’

‘But the Snake of the south?’ Red Hawk prompted.

‘Snake listened and told me everything. Our brothers the Ute, the Kiowa, the Apache and the Caddo already know of the horse. Our enemies the Comanche travelled south into the desert land and found people from beyond the sea. They were full of wonder at the creatures they saw there and brought many back to the plains.’

‘To use as weapons of war against us,’ the old man said bitterly. ‘For two years Sioux blood has been spilt on the battlefield because of the horse. I have lost my only son. What advice did Snake give about that?’

‘I asked for none,’ the shaman said. ‘It is as it is, and I have told you all I heard.’

For a while the two men sat in silence.

‘When I turn to the east, I see no dawn,’ Red Hawk said at last. ‘What are my People to do, where are they to go in the coming generations?’

‘It will be as the Great Spirit wills,’ Matotope murmured, uneasy because he had reached the limits of his wisdom. The bones and beads in his medicine bag couldn’t bring back the dead warriors or stop the Wild Dog braves.

‘What is this horse? Is he a messenger like the owl or a guard of the Great Spirit? Does he advise the gods, or is he a mere servant like the dog?’

With a proud look, the shaman dismissed the old chief’s questions. ‘Better not to waste time wondering. Better to tell your People to roll up their tipis and move on before the snow comes,’ he advised. ‘The grass is dying and the leaves are brown. Soon Snake Eye will be here.’

‘We have some time – a little.’ Friendly scouts had told Red Hawk that the Comanches had put up their lodges in the east, ten days’ walk away. The enemy didn’t show any sign of wanting to pursue them at present. ‘If we move from here, know that we move to our certain deaths, away from our homeland, in the white mountains.’

Slowly Matotope nodded. This was so.

‘No.’ Red Hawk’s voice gained strength as he made his decision. ‘You, Matotope, must go again to Spider Rock.’

The medicine man’s eyes narrowed and glittered.

‘Stay two suns and one moon. Fast and pray. Call upon the spirit of this mysterious creature, the Horse. Ask him to guide us away from danger.’

Matotope stood. The feathers on his cloak fluttered as he moved.

‘Tell the Ghost Horse that he is our only hope,’ the old man insisted. ‘The People need food and warmth for the winter, and the strength to fight the Comanches who use the horse with ill will against us.’

‘I will do this,’ Matotope promised.

‘Without the help of the Ghost Horse, the tribe will vanish. I am old. A People’s dream has died on the battleground. It was a beautiful dream. But the nation’s hoop is broken, there is no centre.’

The medicine man nodded gravely. ‘In two suns and one moon I shall return.’

Red Hawk’s eyes were filled with tears. ‘Maka akanl wicasa iyuha el,’ he said. Go in peace.


TWO

White Deer left off scraping the antelope skin and looked up at the sky. Trouble had taken root deep in her heart and would not go away.

Yes, it was as Red Hawk said, time and again: the hoop was broken. The dream was lost.

Her son’s son appeared on the hill, carrying water. His youth pained her. A boy approaching manhood, with the slight shoulders and slender waist of a child, Kola’s legs were growing long like his father’s, his black hair thick like his mother’s. Her heart ached for him.

‘I saw horses,’ he told her.

White Deer scooped water from the bowl and trickled it over the animal skin. ‘How many?’

Four Winds showed her with his fingers. ‘One was beautiful. He was grey like the mist, silver like the water under moonlight.’

She frowned. Taking the bone tool, she scraped the remaining blood and flesh from the hide. ‘I know nothing of horses. Only that they bear our enemies.’

‘There were no Wild Dogs with the herd I saw on the hill,’ the boy assured his grandmother. ‘These horses belonged to no man. They were free like the elk and the buffalo.’

The old woman grunted. This water was cold, the skin stubborn. She worked flesh out of the corners then laid the side of her knife against a rock to sharpen the edge. ‘When I have finished with the hide I want you to help me cut the meat from this animal into strips. We must hang it in the sun.’

Four Winds frowned over the woman’s work. White Deer must be angry with him for his talk about the horses. Yet she hadn’t seen them. ‘They stood and watched me at the waterfall,’ he insisted. ‘I wasn’t afraid.’

‘You are young.’

This was what she always said. Meaning, your judgement is shallow, there is no wisdom inside a head that bears no grey hairs.

White Deer glanced up at Four Winds’ guarded face. ‘You say this animal is beautiful. But a flower may be beautiful and kill with its poison. And listen, before you defend this creature called the horse. Remember that under the skin of an animal beats a heart like a human heart.’

The boy nodded. As a child hardly able to walk, he had been taught this by his mother. That animals do not look like people, but they think like people do, and they really are people under their pelts.

‘The heart of the buffalo is good,’ his grandmother continued. ‘He came from under the earth and swam a great river. He brings us life. But the coyote bears a trickster’s heart. He is cunning and greedy, sent here by Anteep, the wicked chief of the lower world.’

‘The horse is not sent by Anteep,’ Four Winds said stubbornly.

White Deer sighed. ‘Wait and see,’ was all she said.



Matotope opened the flap of Red Hawk’s tipi, stooped low and went out into the morning air.

There was a rattle in the old man’s chest and a slowness in his brain. Always his thoughts flew back instead of forward. He came up with solutions that led nowhere.

The shaman took a deep breath and looked around the village. There were only ten tipis now, hurriedly thrown up and clinging to a steep, treeless mountainside. Three of the tipis contained only old women and children. Five were still painted with warriors’ marks to celebrate victories in battle. The ninth belonged to Red Hawk and White Deer, the tenth to Matotope himself.

Once there had been eighty lodges in the village. Smoke had risen through every smoke hole; the hearths were places of comfort and plenty. Beyond their rows of tents had stretched a green plain teeming with buffalo, elk and antelope.

Matotope’s eye rested on the figure of White Deer stooped over a wooden frame, washing and softening a single antelope hide. The meat from this one animal was all the White Water band had in store for the winter ahead.

And what had the old chief told him? Go once more to the sacred rock. Call upon the spirit of the Horse to save us!

Red Hawk had a rattle in his chest and his eyes set on death. A younger chief would have listened to advice and done what the Kiowa and Apache had done in the desert lands to the south. Fight fire with fire, they said. If the Comanches have the Horse, then so must the Apache, for how can a man on foot fight a fair battle with a man on a horse?

Two summers ago, the fathers of the Sioux Nation had gathered at Thunder Ridge. Tall Bull, Red Feather, Lone Wolf and Spotted Tail had come together with Red Hawk and heard of the White Waters’ troubles. Twenty of their braves had already died at the hand of the swift Comanche enemy.

The old men smoked pipes and made empty promises. They would not hear of carrying out raids to steal this mysterious creature, the Horse, from their enemies. Wakanda, the Great Spirit, does not wish it, they said.

Matotope smiled bitterly at the memory as he slid his feather cloak from his back and strode towards his tipi. Fight fire with fire. Set horse against horse. That had been his advice. But Red Hawk set his face against it and his People had died.

So let it be.



‘Matotope is to go to the sacred place,’ the children whispered.

‘I saw him painting his body inside his tipi,’ one said. ‘He put on his bonnet of eagle feathers and fastened his medicine bundle to his wampum belt.’

‘Then he is going to Spider Rock,’ they said in awed voices.

Four Winds listened to their chatter inside the tents of the grandmothers. Outside, a wind blew down from the mountain tops, so the women had hung the dew cloth around the walls of the tipi to keep out the cold. ‘When does Matotope journey to the rock?’ he asked Hidden Moon, the girl who gave most of the facts.

‘Tonight,’ she told him. ‘When the stars are clear in the sky, with the full moon to guide him.’

‘Chief Red Hawk is very sick,’ a small child said. ‘They say he may not see another sun rise in the east.’

‘Hush!’ Hidden Moon warned. ‘Wakanda will be angry with you for saying so.’

The boy drew a deep breath then fell silent. He crept on to the knees of one of the old women and hid against her striped woollen shawl.

Hidden Moon saw Four Winds rise and leave the tent, his head hanging low. Quickly she followed him. ‘Is your grandfather really so ill?’ she asked him.

Four Winds nodded. ‘He carries a deep hurt. He suffers for the People.’

‘He has done all he can to save us.’ Hidden Moon was the grandchild of Red Hawk’s brother who had married into the River That Flies band belonging to the Miniconjou tribe. Her father had died in battle beside Four Winds’ father, Swift Elk. The boy and girl were tied by blood.

Four Winds was grateful for the kind words. He walked with his cousin through the camp, past the closed flap of his grandfather’s tent. ‘Red Hawk remembers the wonder of the wide open plain,’ he explained. ‘Now all that is overthrown. His last hope lies with Matotope and the spirits of Spider Rock.’

‘I don’t trust Matotope,’ Hidden Moon said simply.

Four Winds looked sharply into her dark brown eyes. Then he decided to make a joke of it. ‘Hush, Wakanda will be angry!’

‘I don’t care,’ the girl said, still serious. ‘I say that Matotope’s medicine is not strong, to let our People die like dogs in the mud. His advice led my father and your father to their deaths at Burning Rock. Thirty men on foot against a hundred on horseback, and Matotope in his holy wisdom told your grandfather they must stand and fight!’

The boy took his cousin by the arm and led her up the hill to the place where he had seen the horses. ‘This is dangerous talk,’ he warned. ‘Don’t let the others hear you.’

‘I don’t care!’ With the wind tugging at her braided hair and the fringe of her buckskin skirt, Hidden Moon defied him. ‘If I was a man I would fight in the name of Black Kettle, my father. I would steal at night into the camp of the Wild Dogs and kill as many Comanches as I could!’

Four Winds was amused. He laughed in the girl’s face.

‘Laugh then!’ she scorned. ‘One day you will be a man and you will fight in the name of Swift Elk, your father. Imagine how it feels to be a girl, left by the hearth with your grandmother, waiting night after night for the enemy to raid your empty camp and sell you into slavery!’

‘That’s how it is with me now,’ he admitted. ‘Left at home with the old women and children.’

Hidden Moon saw that her angry words had hit home. ‘But you will be a man one day,’ she insisted more gently. ‘And, if it is not too late, you will be a warrior.’
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