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  Prairie Pawn

  The four-part saga of Paul Torridon, a character known as White Thunder among the Cheyennes, was originally published in 1928 under Frederick Faust’s Peter Henry Morland byline in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine. The “Prairie Pawn” is the third installment in the saga. The first part, “Torridon,” can be found in Gunman’s Rendezvous (Skyhorse Publishing, 2015), and the second, “The Man from the Sky,” in Peyton (Skyhorse Publishing, 2015). The final story will appear in Red Fire.

  I

  In great good-humor was High Wolf and with reason. No fewer than twenty of his young men were on the warpath under the leadership of the young chiefs, Rising Hawk and Standing Bull, but still the man power of his camp was so great that he had been able to send out young and old to a great hunt, and a vastly successful one, so that now the whole camp was red with hanging buffalo meat and white with the great strips of back fat. It was not strange that the old warrior chose to wrap himself in his robe and walk slowly through the camp. Everywhere the women were at work, for now that the meat had been hung to dry, there was the labor of fleshing the many hides—cowhides for robes and lodge skins, bull hides for parfleche, shields, and everything that needed stiff and powerful leather. Three days like this, in a year’s hunting, would keep the entire camp in affluence.

  So, therefore, smiles and flashing teeth turned toward the chief as he went on his solitary way through the crowd, apparently oblivious of everything, but with his old eyes missing not the least of details, until he had completed the round of the teepees and returned to the center of the camp where, near his own big lodge there stood a still more brilliant teepee, a nineteen-skin beauty, of snowy hide, with just enough gaudy paint to show off its white texture.

  Without envy, but with a critical eye, he regarded this lodge, moving from one side to another, as though anxious to make sure that all was well with it. Then he struck with his walking staff at the flap of the tent. He was asked to enter, and, stepping inside, he found there an old woman, busily beading moccasins. She rose to greet him. It was one of his squaws, Young Willow, though there was nothing young about her except her name. Time had shrunk and bowed her a little, but her arms were still long and powerful, and she was known through the whole tribe for the work of her strong hands.

  High Wolf tapped the hard floor of the lodge impatiently with his staff.

  “Why are you not fleshing hides?” he asked. “It is not always summer. When winter comes, White Thunder will have to sit close to the fire, and even then his back will be cold. He will not have anything to wrap himself in.”

  In spite of the awe in which she held her husband and master, Young Willow allowed herself the luxury of a faint smile, and she waved to the furnishings of the tent. There was only one bed, but there were six backrests made of the slenderest willow shoots, strung on sinew, and covered with the softest robes, and between the backrests were great sacks of dried meat, corn, and fruit. There were huge, square bundles, too, encased in dry rawhide, almost as stiff and strong as wood. One of these she opened. It was filled with folded robes, and, lifting the uppermost one, she displayed to her husband the inner surface, elaborately painted.

  “And there are many more,” said Young Willow. “There are so many more than he can use that I have to keep them in these bundles. He has enough to wear, enough to wrap his friends in in cold weather, enough to give away to the poor and the old warriors, and besides there are plenty to use for trade. He is rich, and there is no one else among the Cheyennes who is as rich as he. Look!”

  She took up a bag, and, jerking open its mouth, she allowed the chief to look down into a great mass of beads of all colors, all sizes. There were crystal beads that flashed like diamonds, there were beads of crimson, purple, yellow, black, gold, and brown. There were big and small beads, dull and bright beads.

  Even the calm of the chief was broken a little and he grunted: “This is well. This is well. Who gave him all these beads?”

  “Whistling Elk brought them yesterday,” said the squaw. “When he came in from the traders, you know that he brought many things. But most of his robes he had traded for these beads and he came to the teepee here and told White Thunder that he wanted him to have the beads. White Thunder did not want to take them.”

  The chief grunted.

  “Why not?” he asked sharply. “Does a treasure like this fall down every day like dew on the ground?”

  “White Thunder said that he had more than he required. But Whistling Elk reminded him that his son would have died, if White Thunder had not cured him with a strong medicine.”

  “I remember,” said the old man. “That is very true. The son of Whistling Elk became very sick.”

  “He was as hot as fire,” said the squaw. “The medicine men could not help him. Then White Thunder had him carried to this lodge. Listen to me. For three days he gave that boy nothing to eat except water in which meat had been boiled. He wrapped him in cold clothes, too. On the fourth day the boy began to sweat terribly. His mother was sitting beside him and she began to cry and mourn. She said that her son was melting away. But White Thunder smiled. He said that the sickness was melting away and not the body. He was right. The boy slept, and, when he opened his eyes, they were clear and bright. In half a moon he could walk with the other boys.”

  “I remember it.” The chief nodded. “Heammawihio has clothed White Thunder with power as he clothes a tree with green leaves. If he is rich now, still he is not rich enough.”

  “He has sixty horses in the herd,” said the woman.

  “Still he is not rich enough,” said High Wolf. “I have given you to this teepee to take care of him and cook for him. It would be better for you to displease me than to displease him. It would be better for you to displease underwater spirits than to displease him, Young Willow!”

  He spoke so sternly that she shrank from him a little, and immediately explained: “Wind Woman and three young girls are all working to flesh hides for White Thunder. They can do more than I can do alone. Besides, I am working here at this beading to make him happy.”

  She showed the moccasin and the chief deigned to examine it with some care. He handed it back with a grunt and a nod.

  “He did not go to the hunt,” he said. “Why did he not go? Was he sick?”

  “His heart is sick, not his body,” said the squaw sullenly. “He has all that any warrior could want, and yet he is not a warrior. Look. There is always meat steaming in the pot. It is the best meat. There is always fat in it. The flesh of old bulls is never given to him. The dried meat of young, tender cows and calves fills those sacks. He lives like a great chief. But he is not a chief. He has never made a scalp shirt. He has never taken a scalp or killed an enemy or counted a coup!”

  “So,” said the chief, “you work for him with your hands, but in your heart you despise him.”

  She answered sullenly: “Why should I not? He is not like us. There is no young man in the camp who is not stronger and taller.”

  The chief made a little pause in which his anger seemed to rise. “What young man,” he said, “has come to us from among the Sky People?”

  She was silent, shrugging her shoulders.

  “What young man,” he said, “could drive off the water spirits when they were tearing down the banks of a great river?”

  At this she blinked a little, as though remembering something important, but half forgotten.

  “What young man among us . . . or what old man, either . . . what great doctor or medicine man,” went on High Wolf with rising sternness, “was able to bring the rain? The corn withered. Dust covered the prairie. In the winter we should have starved. But White Thunder went out and called once, and immediately the clouds jumped up in the south. He called again and the clouds covered the sky. The third time he cried out, the rain washed our faces and ran down to the roots of the dying corn . . . but these things you forget!”

  “No,” she muttered, “I never shall forget that day. No Cheyenne ever has seen such strong medicine working.”

  “But you,” went on the chief sternly, “are not contented with such things. What are scalps and scalp-takers compared to the strength of a man who can call down the Sky People to help him? Since Standing Bull brought him to us, everything we do is lucky. There is no drought. The young men and the children do not die of sickness. The buffalo come up and stand at the edge of our camp and wait for us to surround and shoot them down. Our war parties have struck the Crows and the Pawnee wolves and brought back horses and scalps, and counted many coups. But this man is not great enough for you to serve! You despise him in your heart while you work with your hands. Do you think that he does not know? I tell you, Young Willow, that he sees the thoughts in your heart as clearly as he sees the paintings on his teepee.”

  This speech he delivered in a stern and gloomy voice, and the squaw began to bite her lips nervously.

  “I am willing to work for him,” she whined. “All day my hands never stop.”

  “There are other women who would work for him,” said the chief. “There are other women who would be glad to live in the presence of such good medicine all day long.”

  “All day he never speaks,” she answered in feeble self-defense. “There are many backrests in this lodge. It is a lodge for a great and noble chief to fill with feasting and friends. But he never calls in friends, except Standing Bull or Rising Hawk. He would rather sit on his bed of rye grass and rushes, wrapped in an unpainted robe. Then he takes a flute of juniper wood and makes sad music, like a young man in love. Or he goes down to the river and sits on the banks. The three young warriors who have to be with him to guard him, they stand and yawn and wish to be hunting or on the warpath, but he sits and plays the flute. Or else he takes his pistol from his breast and shoots little birds that fly overhead near him. Even a child would be ashamed of such a life.”

  “Can a child take a pistol and shoot little birds out of the air?” asked the chief sharply. “Can any of the warriors do that?”

  “No man could do it,” she replied. “It is medicine that kills them with the flash of his pistol. But when does he take the war rifle and go on the warpath?”

  “You speak,” said the chief slowly, “like a fool and the daughter of a fool. But you have given me a thought. If he makes sad music on the flute, it is because he has seen some beautiful girl among the Cheyennes. He is in love. Now, Young Willow, learn the name of the girl he has seen, and he shall have her, and you . . . you shall come into my lodge and name the thing you want as a reward. Only learn the name of the girl he wants.”

  II

  Under a spreading willow on the bank of the river lay White Thunder, his hands beneath his head, his sad eyes looking up through the thin branches, noting how they changed their pattern against the sky as the wind stirred them. He looked neither to the right nor to the left, because, in so doing, he would be forced to see the three who guarded him. Every moon three chosen and proved young warriors were told to watch him day and night. In the day they never left his side except when he entered his teepee. And in the night they slept or watched outside his lodge. The vigilance of the Cheyennes netted Paul Torridon about in the dark and in the daylight, so that he had given up all hope of escape from them. If there were any hope left to him, it was something that he could not visualize, something that would scatter the tribe and by a merciful accident leave him free to return to his kind. Particularly he wished to avoid the attention of these three, because he knew their hearts were burning with anger against him. They had yearned to go off with the hunt, but, since he refused, they were forced to remain idly in camp watching him, instead of flying their horses among the wild buffalo—a sport for a king.

  The three were talking, softly. For though they despised him, they held him in awe, also. As a man, he was to them less than nothing. As a communer with the spirits, he was a dreadful power. Now they mentioned a familiar name. Torridon half closed his eyes.

  “What do you say of my horse?” he asked.

  “I say,” answered a voice, “that the horse would come to you even through a running river.”

  Another answered sharply: “And I say that no horse will swim unless it is forced. It would be a strong medicine, for instance, that would make a horse go into that stream. A horse has no hands to push himself away from sharp rocks.”

  Torridon thrust himself up on one arm, and shook back the hair from his face. It was quite true that the river beneath them was not a pleasant ford for horses. Men could manage it easily enough, but it was thickly strewn with rocks, and among the rocks the current drove down strongly.

  Torridon whistled, and up to him came a black stallion at a sharp trot and, standing before him, actually lowered his fine head and sniffed at the hand of his master as though to inquire his meaning.

  The three young braves looked on with hearts that swelled with awe.

  “Do you fear the water, Ashur?” asked Torridon in Cheyenne.

  He flung out his hand in a little gesture, and that gesture made the horse turn his head toward the river. But so seemingly did Ashur understand the question, so human was that turning of the head to look at the water that the young braves murmured softly to one another.

  “You see,” said Torridon, who was not above a little charlatanry from time to time, “that he has no fear of the water. He asks me for what purpose he should go into it, however.”

  The young Cheyennes were filled with amazement. “But in what manner did he speak?” asked the eldest, who had taken his scalp in regular battle and therefore was the accepted leader of the little party. “For I did not hear a sound.”

  “Tell me,” said the untruthful Torridon, “do you have a sign language?”

  “Yes, with which every Indian can speak.”

  “Well, then, a horse has signs, also.”

  “But a horse has no fingers with which to make signs.”

  “He has a tail, however,” said Torridon smoothly, “and also two ears, and a head to nod or shake, and four hoofs to stamp.”

  There was a general exclamation of wonder.

  “However,” said the scalp-taker a little sullenly, “I still think that no horse would cross that water, except under a whip.”

  Torridon pretended to frown. “Do you think,” he asked, “that when I put a spell on a horse it is less than a whip on his back?”

  “Even a child,” replied the young warrior truthfully, “may speak about great things.”

  “Very well,” said Torridon, “this is a knife that you have admired.”

  He took from his belt a really beautiful weapon, the point curving only slightly from the straight, the steel of the finest quality, with the glimmer of a summer blue sky close to the sun. The haft was ornamented with inset beadwork, to roughen the grip. It was a treasure that Torridon had received from a grateful brave to whom he had given good fortune on the warpath, the fortune immediately being proved by the counting of a coup and the capture of five good horses.

  “It is true,” said the young Cheyenne, his eyes blazing in his head. “But,” he added, “what have I to offer against it?”

  “You have a new rifle,” said Torridon carelessly.

  The other sighed. The rifle was a very good one. It was the pride of his young life. However, the knife was a gaudy trinket that inflamed his very heart with lust to own it, and he reassured himself by looking down at the dangerous water.

  Besides, a horse was to be persuaded through the midst of that water without the use of a whip or a spur, and with no man on its back to direct it. He nodded as he turned again to Torridon. “Look!” he exclaimed suddenly. And he laid the rifle at the feet of a companion.

  “And there is the knife,” said Torridon. He took it again from his belt, and, with a little flick of the wrist that he had learned from Rising Hawk, he drove it half the length of its blade into the ground before their companion.

  Then he rose to attempt the venture. On the edge of the bank he took off his clothes. White as polished marble he flashed beneath that strong sun. The wind blew his hair aside, and he laughed with pleasure at the cool touch of the air and the angry hand of the sun.

  The Indians looked significantly at one another, partly admiring and partly in contempt. The Cheyennes were huge specimens of manhood. He was of small account who stood under six feet in height, and they had shoulders and limbs to match, but Torridon was made slenderly, tapering and graceful. He was fast of foot, the Indian youth knew. How would he appear in the water?

  He did not leave them long in doubt. He merely paused to adjust a headband that would bind his unbarbered hair. Then he dived from the bank.

  There was only a slight sound as he took the water. Then, through the black shadow of the pool under the bank, they saw him rise glimmering. He struck out through the current. It was true that he had not the might of arm that many of them possessed. But neither did he have their bulk to drag through the water, and he used the stroke that Roger Lincoln, that flawless hero of the plain, had taught him.

  “It’s only in the brain that you can beat an Indian,” Roger Lincoln had been fond of saying. And he had taught Torridon many things as they voyaged over the plains together. A most unreceptive mind had dreamy Paul Torridon for woodcraft or for the arts of hunting, but at least he could learn the craft of swimming from a perfect master.

  He glided rapidly through the water, now, lying face down, rolling a little from side to side to breathe, and the long strokes of the arms and the thrashing feet carried him rapidly through the stream.

  He could hear them on the bank behind him calling: “Hai! He is being pulled by a string!”

  He swerved past a reaching rock, stepped on another, and leaped onto the farther bank. There he wrung the water from his long hair and waved a flashing arm.

  “Ashur!” he called.

  The black stallion was already at the brink of the stream, looking wistfully after his master. At this call, he advanced his forehoofs into the water and sniffed at it, but immediately he withdrew and bounded away, throwing his heels into the air.

  The wagerer shouted with triumph: “The knife is mine, White Thunder!”

  Torridon made no reply. He sat down, dripping on the bank, and seemed more interested in the flight of a hawk that was swinging lower and lower through the sky above them.

  “Come back, White Thunder!” cried the brave. “You see he never will take the water!”

  Now for an answer, Torridon raised an arm and pointed. He was more than half ashamed of himself to resort to such trickery and sham. But, after all, these people had forced the role of medicine man upon him quite against his will. They had dressed him up in fake garments of mystery; they had stolen him away from the girl he loved and from his best of friends. It was hardly more than fair that they should be called upon to take something for which they were even asking. So he pointed at the descending hawk, as though it were a symbol sent down to him from the Sky People, who were so eternally on the tongues of the Cheyennes.

  It made a great sensation among the three braves. Torridon saw them pointing and whispering together, and he with whom Torridon had made the wager hastily caught up a handful of pebbles and sand and began to shift them from hand to hand, blowing strongly on them—making medicine against the medicine maker.

  Torridon laughed. They would take that laughter for invincible scorn of them. As a matter of fact, it was pure amusement and good nature. Of Ashur he had had no doubt from the first.

  Now, indeed, the black horse returned to the edge of the water. He sent one whinny of complaint across to his master, and straightway he plunged in. Torridon was very confident. Out here on the plains the rivers were few and far between. They were apt to be comparatively still, also. But where Ashur was raised, two stormy creeks had cut the grazing lands, and the horse that aspired to the richer, farther pastures had to cross them both. From colthood Ashur had been a master of the difficult craft.

  He came swiftly, snorting the froth and water from his nostrils, so low did he carry his head, stretching it forth over the surface. A smooth, strong glide of water seized him and dropped him through a narrow passage between reaching rocks. That instant the heart of Torridon stood still and he regretted the bet. But now Ashur came again, more strongly than ever, pricking his little ears in recognition of the master who waited for him. A moment more and his forehoofs grounded. He climbed out, shook himself, and then, leaping to the side of Torridon, he turned and cast back at the young warriors a ringing neigh of almost human defiance.

  III

  A shout of mingled wonder and applause came across the water to Torridon, but he had turned his head toward the plains that stretched off to the north. Naked as he was, weaponless, for an instant he was on the verge of throwing himself on the back of Ashur and flying away into the wilderness. But when he looked back to the farther shore, he saw that three rifles were gripped in three ready pairs of hands. It was their business to watch him, and watch him they would—aye, and scalp him gladly if the worst came to the worst!

  He abandoned his thought with a sigh, and then swam back to the waiting three. Ashur followed him obediently, his nose in the little smother of water raised by the kicking heels of his master. The rocks reached for the fine horse again, and in vain, and Torridon stood again with his guards, whipping the water from his body with the edge of his hand, laughing and panting.

  “Look!” cried the youngest of the three warriors suddenly, but in a voice muffled with awe. “He has brought down the power from the clouds, and now he is going back again!”

  He pointed, and Torridon, turning his head, saw that the hawk was rising even more swiftly than it had descended. He laughed again to himself. No doubt this tale, liberally reinforced by the imaginations of the three, would soon be circling the village and adding to the great stock of folly and lies that already circulated about him among the Cheyennes.

  The eldest of the trio took up his rifle and laid it at Torridon’s feet.

  “When I made the bet,” he said, “I forgot that you could command the air spirits out of their places. Of course they made the horse light and showed him where to swim through the rocks.”

  “I saw a ripple go before him,” said the youngest of the three gravely. “Of course something invisible was stopping the current to let the horse through. This is a great wonder. I, who did not see the making of the rain, at last have seen this.”

  Torridon dressed quickly. There was not much dressing to do, for he was equipped like any other young Cheyenne in breechclout, leggings, and a shirt. There were distinctions, for the leather was the softest of deerskin, white as snow, and worked over in delicate designs with beads and porcupine quills, while the outer fringe of the leggings was enriched with glittering beads and even some spurious hoofs of buffalo, polished highly. He put on his moccasins first, and stepped into the rest of his apparel, after wriggling into the tightly fitted shirt. Then he sat down and began to dry his hair, by spreading it to the sun and the wind.

  The three regarded him with profoundest silence. They had seen such things that it was well to be quiet for a time, and rehearse the affairs in their own minds. Afterward, even the elders would be glad to invite them to feasts and let them talk of the prodigies that White Thunder on this day had performed. One of them had turned the hawk into an eagle, already, in his mind’s eye. And another had made out the form of the water spirit that drew the stallion through the river.

  At last, Torridon took up the rifle that was his prize. He examined it with care.

  “Rushing Wind,” he said to the young man who had given up the gun, “how many times have you fired this?”

  “Three times.”

  “And what did it do?”

  “It killed three buffalo,” said Rushing Wind, his breast heaving just once with mingled pride in the weapon and grief because of its loss.

  Torridon handed it back to its first owner. “Take it again,” he said. “It is good medicine in your hands. I already have many guns in my lodge. I do not want to empty yours. Besides,” he added shamelessly, “as you have seen, I have other things than guns with which to do what I wish.”

  The latter part of this speech was accepted by the young men with nodding heads. But Rushing Wind hesitated about the return.

  “My brother is rich,” he said. “Nevertheless, even a rich man wants something with which to remember a great day.”

  “That is true,” agreed Torridon. He reached out and took the knife from the belt of Rushing Wind. He replaced it with his own rich knife and waved his hand. “By that exchange,” he said, “we can remember one another.”

  Rushing Wind returned no answer. He had seen himself, a moment before, compelled to fall back upon the war bow and arrow. Now, not only was the rifle his once more, but, in addition, he wore at his belt such a jewel as would make even the great war chiefs look on him with envious eyes. His heart was too full for utterance, so that he was forced to scowl bitterly.

  Torridon, understanding perfectly, arose to cover the confusion of the warrior and led the way back to the camp. At the door of the lodge he invited them to enter; they perfunctorily perfunctorily refused, so as to remain lounging outside, while he entered the cool shadow of the teepee. He was still amused, still inclined to laugh to himself so that Young Willow, at her beading, glanced keenly at him.

  She was a little afraid of this youth, though as the daughter of one great war chief and the wife of another, she despised this counter of no coups, this taker of no scalps. He was an outlander. The joys and the sorrows of the tribe did not affect him; he pretended no interest. Their victories were things at which he shrugged his shoulders; their dances and celebrations left him cold and unstirred. Therefore, she both hated and despised him, but also she was afraid. She, with her own eyes, while all the tribe was witness, had seen him call up the rain clouds. At his bidding, the lightning had flashed and the thunder had roared. He had disappeared in the middle of the confusion. Some said that he simply had ridden off through the darkness of the storm, but it was whispered everywhere that no mortal could have ridden through the assembled Cheyennes at that time. Had he not been wrapped in a storm cloud and snatched away?

  For her own part, she knew that she was honored to have been selected as the keeper of this lodge, and, as such, all that she said was now listened to, and the chief men of the nation stopped her when she was abroad and asked after the latest doing of White Thunder. If there were little to tell of interest, fortunately Young Willow had a sufficient imagination; no audience that asked wonders of her should go away with empty ears.

  Now the youth sat smiling to himself. “White Thunder,” she said, “where is the knife that you wore at your belt?”

  “I have given it to Rushing Wind.”

  She raised her head. “Do you know that that is a medicine knife, worth five horses if it is worth a handful of dried meat?”

  “So I was told.”

  She muttered angrily: “One spendthrift makes a naked lodge. You gave away the white saddle yesterday?”

  “The young man had nothing but a buffalo robe to ride on.”

  “It is not the seat that makes the horseman,” said this quoter of proverbs, “neither is the horse judged by the saddle.”

  “Saddle and mane make a horse sell,” he retorted, having picked up some of the same sort of language from this ancient gossip.

  Fairly stopped by this, she returned to her beading. It was true that the goods in this teepee were not hers, and it was also true that the generosity of the Cheyennes was flooding the lodge constantly with more than the master of it could use. Nevertheless, she was old enough to be parsimonious. The aged ask for a full house and larder.

  Torridon lounged against a supple backrest and raised his eyes to the top of the teepee with a great sigh. Time, time, time! How slowly it goes.

  “Aye,” said Young Willow, spiteful after her last silencing, “you may well sigh. For in a hundred winters we shall all be bald.”

  “That is true,” he answered, “and it is also true that even a little time will hatch a great mischief.”

  She looked askance at him, rather suspecting that there was a sting in this speech, but not quite confident of the point. So she pursed her withered lips and consulted her profound heart to find something more to say.

  He, in the meantime, began to finger some of the articles that hung beside the backrest, taking down a great war bow of the horn of mountain sheep, tough and elastic, able to send an arrow four hundred yards in battle, or, in the hunt, drive a shaft to the three feathers into the tough side of a buffalo bull.

  “A strong bow for a strong hand . . . for the weak hand it is a walking staff,” said the venomous old woman.

  “Yes,” said Torridon, “or it would do as a whip.”

  She caught her breath and mumbled, but the reply was too apt not to silence her again.

  He laid aside the bow and picked up the favorite solace of his quiet hours. It was a flute of the juniper wood, from which one could draw plaintive sounds, and by much practice upon it, he was able to perform with a good deal of skill. He tried it now, very softly. And he half closed his eyes in sad enjoyment of the harmony he made, for the sorrowful love sorrow.

  As for Young Willow, she would have admitted at another time that it was excellent music, and she would tomorrow attribute the skill of the youth with the instrument to the direct intervention and assistance of the Sky People. Now, however, she was looking for trouble.

  “Sorrow, sorrow, sorrow,” she muttered. “A sorrowing child is never fat.”

  He lowered the flute from his lips and looked vaguely upon her, as though he had only half heard what she said.

  So she, glad of a quiet audience, went on sharply: “And sorrow and love are brother and sister. They go hand in hand. Who is the girl that you make music for, White Thunder?”

  At this, he actually dropped the flute and sat bolt upright, staring at her, and very wide awake indeed.

  Young Willow pretended to go on with her beading, but her grin was very broad, so that it exposed her toothless, dark gums. She had stung him at last.

  IV

  Busy at her work, or apparently busy, Young Willow said: “There are many beautiful maidens among the Cheyennes. Even the Sky People draw down from the clouds, and wonder at them.”

  “That is true,” he agreed absently.

  He had been too amazed by her remark to pay much heed to what followed.

  “So,” said Young Willow, “it is no wonder that you, White Thunder, should have come down to us. Tell me, therefore, the name of the girl.”

  “Of what use would it be if I should tell you?” he asked.

  “Of what use? I would myself go to High Wolf, and he would go to the father of the girl. Presently all would be arranged with the father.”

  “And she would be brought home to this lodge?”

  “Yes.”

  Torridon smiled faintly, and the squaw frowned, unable to read his mind, no matter how she tried. She was angry with herself, when she found that she was baffled so early and so often by this youth. His white skin was a barrier that stopped her probing eyes, as it were.

  “What should I do with a woman?” said Torridon.

  “A wife is better than many horses,” said the squaw sententiously.

  Torridon fell amiably into that mode of maintaining the discourse. In a way, he feared to be left to his own thoughts, for since Young Willow had turned the conversation into this channel the picture of Nancy Brett stood like life before him, in all her beauty, her gentleness, her grace. He tried to turn from that hopeless dream into the present. So he answered the squaw: “A bag of fleas is easier to keep watch over than a woman.”

  “Ha?” cried the squaw. “I think you are talking about the Arapahoes, or the Dakotas. You do not know our Cheyenne girls. After the sun has gone down, they still have firelight to work by.”

  “People who work forever,” quoted Torridon, “are dull companions. You cannot dig up wisdom like a root.”

  Young Willow grunted. Her eyes had a touch of red fire in them as she glared across the teepee at her young companion.

  “You cannot judge a woman by her tongue,” she replied.

  “No,” said Torridon, “but with a small tongue, a woman can kill a tall man.”

  “Very well,” grumbled Young Willow, “but you know the saying . . . a woman’s counsel may be no great thing, but he is a fool who does not take it. I am giving you good advice, White Thunder.”

  “No doubt you are.” Torridon yawned rather impolitely.

  “Aye,” she answered, “but only a pretty woman is always right.”

  “No,” he replied, “a pretty woman is either silly or proud.”

  “For a proud woman,” she said, “take a heavy hand.”

  He raised his slender hand with a sigh. “My hand is not heavy, Young Willow. Even if I had a lovely wife, how could I keep her?”

  “With a whip, perhaps.”

  “A Cheyenne girl,” he said more seriously, “wants a strong husband. She wants to see scalps drying in the lodge and hear her man counting his coups.”

  “You are young,” said Young Willow tactfully, for she had been pleased to the core of her heart by the remark dispraising beauty in a woman. “You are young, and a man is not grown in a summer.”

  “I never shall take scalps,” said Torridon, sighing again. “I never shall count coups, or steal horses. How could I be honored among the Cheyennes or by a woman in my own lodge?”

  This plain statement of fact took Young Willow a good deal aback. It was, in short, what she had said at greater length to High Wolf. But at last she replied: “Take a wife, and I shall teach her how to behave. She will not be able to draw a breath that I shall not count. Afterward, you will have sons. You will be a great chief.”

  She painted the rosy picture with a good deal of warmth. And suddenly Torridon said gravely: “Let us talk no more about it, Young Willow. Are you tired of doing the work in this lodge?”

  “I? No, no!” cried the squaw.

  “Then stay with me, and I shall not ask for a Cheyenne girl as a wife. There is only one woman in the world who I could marry, Young Willow.”

  “And she is not in this camp?”

  “She is far away.”

  “She is a Blackfoot,” said Young Willow instantly. “They are tall, and a short man wants a tall wife. They have big eyes, and the white men love only big eyes.” Her own small eyes became mere glints of light.

  “No,” said Torridon. “Big eyes are good to look at, but not to look. It is not a Blackfoot girl. I never have seen a Blackfoot.”

  “Then you have seen a Sioux girl smiling. They always are smiling, and they always are untrue.”

  “In short,” said Torridon impatiently, “it is no Indian girl at all.”

  “A white woman?” asked Young Willow.

  “Yes.”

  “She is tall and proud and rich,” said Young Willow.

  “No, she is small,” mused Torridon. “Or rather, she is no size at all, but she fits into my mind and heart . . .”

  “As the saddle fits the back of a horse,” suggested Young Willow.

  Torridon merely sighed.

  “When you were carried away in the storm,” said the squaw, “and disappeared over the prairie, then you went to Fort Kendry to find her there?”

  But, at this direct question, Torridon recovered from his dream, and shrugged his shoulders. “I am going to sleep,” he said abruptly.

  He settled against the backrest and closed his eyes. Young Willow was too well trained in the lodge of her husband to utter a word when one of the lords of creation was resting. Therefore, Torridon heard nothing except the light, faint click of beads in the rapid fingers of the squaw from time to time.

  And he passed into another of the weary, sad vigils that he had kept so many times before. At last he actually slept and dreamed of great woe and misery, a dream so vivid that dreary, wailing voices thrummed in his ears loudly. He wakened to find that the sounds were no dream at all, but that from hundreds of throats, apparently, a paean of grief was rising through the village. The noise came slowly toward the teepee. He heard the screaming of women, who seemed maddened with woe.

  Young Willow dashed into the lodge, her hair flying in long strings, her breast heaving.

  “Why do so many people cry out, Young Willow?” he asked her, bewildered.

  “You!” shrieked the squaw, shaking her bony fist at him. “You that make medicine when you wish, but let our men go out to die! It would have been better for us if you had been left in the sky!”

  “But what has happened? Has someone died?”

  “Has someone died?” exclaimed the squaw. “Eleven men are dead and Rising Hawk has brought home the rest, and all of the eight are wounded.”

  “Rising Hawk has brought them home?” exclaimed Torridon. “Then tell me what has become of Standing Bull?”

  “He was lost! He was lost! He was captured in the battle and carried away by the Dakotas, and by this time they are eating his heart! He was your friend! He was your friend! Could you make no medicine for him?”

  She ran out of the lodge again, raising her voice in a shrill keen as she burst through the entrance.

  Torridon, amazed and shocked, followed. It was to Standing Bull that he owed his first captivity in the tribe. It was to Standing Bull, also, that he owed his recapture after the first escape. And yet he had been so much with the Cheyenne giant that he was shocked to hear of his capture. There was little chance that such a warrior as Standing Bull would be spared except for the sake of tormenting him slowly to death when the Dakotas had reached their homes after the war raid.

  Torridon wrapped himself hastily in a robe and stepped into the entrance of the teepee in time to see the mass of the crowd of mourners move past. Every relative of a dead or wounded man was called upon by invincible custom to mourn, and with a dozen deaths to account for, it seemed that half the tribe was officially interested.

  At that moment Owl Woman went by. She was the young squaw of Standing Bull, the mother of his son, and as handsome a woman as could be found in the tribe. She had disfigured herself for life. Her hair was shaved from her head, and the scalp gashed across and across, so that blood had poured down and blackened over her face and shoulders. She went with bare legs, and along the calves she had ripped up the flesh again. As a crowning token of her affliction, she had actually cut off a finger of her left hand, and what with loss of blood and the shock of her grief and the torment of her exhaustion, she staggered rather than walked, her head rolled on her shoulders, and Torridon could hear her sobbing. It was not the noise of weeping, but the heavy gasp of exhaustion and hysteria.

  The other mourners made way for her, partly because no victim had been of so high a rank as her husband, and partly because she had honored herself and the whole nation by this perfect expression of her grief. A dreadful picture of despair and madness, she staggered on past Torridon and he closed his eyes, feeling very sick indeed at the sight.

  He did not need to ask questions. From the babble of the crowd and the exclamations of the mourners he learned the details sufficiently. Standing Bull and Rising Hawk actually had pushed so far into the land of the Dakotas that they had entered the deep and narrow ravine leading toward the village over which Spotted Antelope was the great chief. But while they were passing through, that formidable warrior had fallen upon them, taken them in the rear with a mighty attack, and crushed them.

  Standing Bull indeed had played the hero. He had allowed the remnant to get away, assisted as they were by the savage fighting of Rising Hawk, who had actually found time to count four coups and take a scalp in the short encounter.

  The sound of the mourning rolled farther away, though the very heart of Torridon still was stabbed from time to time by the sudden shriek of a woman. He opened his eyes and saw before him the silent form of High Wolf, robed to the eyes, and those eyes were fixed on the face of Torridon with a terrible malignity.

  V

  It was plain to Torridon that the anger of the war chief was less because of the loss that had fallen upon the young braves of his tribe than because of some passion that he held against the white man himself.

  “Hau,” said Torridon in quiet greeting.

  The chief, uninvited, strode past him to the interior of the lodge, and Torridon followed him, seeing that some tiding of grave importance was about to be communicated to him. When he faced High Wolf, the latter said harshly: “It is true that White Thunder does not love Standing Bull. Standing Bull brought him to the Cheyennes. On account of that, White Thunder has given over the whole war party to the Dakotas. Twelve men are dead. Twelve men are dead and scalped, or else they are in the hands of the enemy. Why have you done this thing, White Thunder? If you did not love Standing Bull . . . well, you have the thunder in your hand and you can throw the lightning. Why did you not kill him and let the rest go?”

  The first impulse of Torridon was open and frank disavowal, but suddenly he saw that merely to protest was of no avail whatever. To these red children of the prairie, he was the possessor of the most wonderful and potent medicine, and, if he wished, he could extend the aegis of his might over all their war parties, even the most distant. To deny that he possessed that power would, in the eyes of High Wolf, make him appear the merest hypocrite. It might mean, at once, a knife in the throat, or slow burning over a fire. He thought of this as he looked the old chief in the eye and answered slowly: “Even good medicine may be used wrongly.”

  High Wolf blinked and then frowned. “Then what did they do? Did you make medicine for them, after all? No man heard you so much as sing a song when they left the camp.”

  “Why should I sing songs or shake rattles like the other medicine men?” asked Torridon scornfully. “When the corn was dying and the dust was deep and white on the plains, did I sing a song to make the rain come?”

  “You called to it,” said High Wolf, “and the heavens were covered with clouds. Why did you not call again, and send strength to Standing Bull?”

  “If they had gone slowly and laid in wait,” said Torridon on the spur of the moment, “they would have had no harm. But they ran in like wild buffalo, and like buffalo they were killed.”

  High Wolf apparently checked an angry exclamation. Then he replied: “Before the night comes, we send out fifty braves to go north. Tell me, White Thunder. What will be their fortune?”

  Torridon was taken well aback. He had had to make medicine for these strange people before, but he had not been called upon to make prophecies.

  As Torridon paused, the chief continued: “Now Spotted Antelope rides far south from his village. He waits for us. How shall we pass him, or how shall we fight against him? He has two or threescore fighting men. Their hearts are big. They laugh at the Cheyennes. What medicine have you for that, White Thunder?”

  Like one who has his back against the wall, Torridon replied: “What is the use in sending the Sky People to help the Cheyennes, when the Cheyennes will not know how to use them?”

  The return of the chief fairly took his breath. “You have been one who speaks with a single tongue in the camp of the Cheyennes. Tell me now, White Thunder . . . will you give me your promise to ride with a war party against the Dakotas and never try to escape from them? Will you go with them, and make the Sky People fight on our side?”

  There was no possibility of refusal. The passion of the chief swept Torridon before it, like a cork on a flood. He dared not resist.

  “I can give you my word,” he said gloomily.

  High Wolf paused, his eyes still glittering. “I go to the young men,” he said. “Rising Hawk burns like a fire. He shall ride out again in spite of his wound. You, then, will ride with them and give them fortune?”

  Torridon, dumb with amazement and woe, merely nodded, and the old man was gone, leaving the boy regarding earnestly a most terrible fate. He had but the slenderest doubt as to what would come of this. Pawnee or Crow or Blackfoot, all were dangerous enough, but the Dakotas, each as able a warrior as ever bestrode a horse, were distinguished above all for their swarming numbers. They could redden the plains with their men, if they so chose. He who invaded their country was like a fly walking into a spider’s web.

  Young Willow came back into the lodge and, in silence, set about cleaning the rifle, though it needed no cleaning, and then laying out a pack that consisted of dried meat and ammunition, together with a few other necessaries. Plainly she had been told to do these things by High Wolf. And when Torridon glanced at her, he thought that he spied a settled malice in her expression.

  Ashur was brought, the saddle put on him. Still the sounds of mourning filled the camp, but other noises were blended with them. Wild yells and whoops cut the air, somewhere a battle song was being chanted, and, going to the entrance of the lodge, Torridon saw half a dozen braves in front of their teepees dancing about in the fantastic step of stiff-legged roosters. All were painted for war; several were wearing war bonnets of eagle feathers. Nearby their horses were being prepared by industrious squaws, just as Ashur was being fitted.

  The preparation was speedy. Torridon had known war parties to make medicine and go through formalities for a fortnight. Now everything was rushed through; the Cheyennes were red hot for vengeance, and old customs had to give way before the pressure.

  For his own part, he wondered that, on an expedition of such importance, every man worthy of carrying arms was not enlisted, leaving the defense of the camp to the very old and the very young. But Indian measures were rarely so whole-hearted as this. They loved war and they loved scalps, but they hated to commit all their forces to a single action. They believed in skirmishes rather than in pitched battles.

  So at last Rising Hawk was seen, mounted on a spirited pony, a dressing on his left forearm, which had been cut across by a bullet in the late action. Before him went two medicine men, complete in masks and medicine bags, and all the weird implements of their profession. As they came closer, they halted and held back, and one who had a mask like a wolf’s head over his shoulders pointed at Torridon, and then turned away.

  Of course they were jealous of him and of his reputation. Their income for healings and for soothsaying had fallen away sharply since the coming of the white man to their camp, with his marvels of rain-making, and all the rest. No doubt, in their heart of hearts they were wishing the worst of ill fortune upon the expedition that he was to accompany.

  Rising Hawk, however, greeted the white man courteously. Torridon mounted. They rode on from the camp. The warriors fell in behind them. Children and young braves rushed out to see them pass, and so the procession grew.

  At the edge of the camp, they broke into a gallop. Young boys, yelling like demons, rushed bareback before and behind them, and whirled around them like leaves in a wind. And so they were escorted as far as the verge of the river. Up its bank they passed until they came to the ford, crossed this, and at last they were committed to the width of the prairies.

  Torridon turned in the saddle, on the farther bank, and looked across the stream and back to the distant village. He felt almost a touch of homesickness in seeing it thus. Anything was preferable to that grim expedition against so dangerous a foe as the Sioux. But the dice had been cast and he was committed. Even so, he could not help considering a sudden break away from the Cheyennes, and then trusting to the speed of the black stallion to take him safely out of range of the pursuing bullets.

  His honor held him, albeit by a single thread, and he remained trailing at the rear of the party, full of his thoughts.

  A horseman dropped back beside him. It was Rushing Wind, his late guard, who was pointing an excited hand at the sky.

  “Look, White Thunder, already your thoughts are answered by the Sky People. They have sent down their messenger to give you good fortune again!”
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