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O love of gold!  Thou meanest of amours!

—Edward Young, Night Thoughts

1875, one year after Lt. Col. George  Armstrong Custer and 7th Cavalry troops discovered gold in the Black Hills while investigating a site for a new fort.

It was a time of expansion into the mid and western territories, an era when entire families uprooted their lives, packed up their belongings, and risked everything for the chance to settle in fresh, free land.  Loved ones and businesses were left behind in their rush to traverse the miles of devilish terrain.  Ahead of them awaited brutal weather and challenging obstacles, including rivers, mountains, deserts, forests, dense vegetation, and barely navigable, snow-filled passes.  The covered Conestoga wagons provided some shelter during the journey and protected their supplies and personal belongings from the elements, but it was survival, not living.  Whole families lived and slept amongst everything they owned in the canvas-covered bed of the four-wheeled shelters.

This was a moment in which the Sioux chose to protect the ancestral lands that countless generations had occupied and a rewarding way of life; both were revered yet seemed to vanish and be infringed upon a little each day.  No longer were settlers simply crossing over their land to reach distant destinations; these people were building dwellings and planting fields on native earth they had no claim to, though many made that assertion.  There had been some legitimate sales to early pioneers.  Still, most subsequent deals with men or governments were deemed unlawful, at the very least, and complete fabrications by most tribal leaders.  Legal recourse for Indians was nonexistent.  If there was to be justice, they had to take it into their own hands.  

The discovery of gold was the most significant contributor to these growing conflicts, which had begun to rule and twist the White man’s heart and mind.  Its discovery in the Black Hills had been broadcast far and wide, but never mentioned was that the Treaty of Fort Laramie granted the Sioux Nation ownership of the sacred area. This obsession with gold drove seekers on, regardless of the hazard, and kept them oblivious to how this press into the new lands contributed to their peril. 

Two sturdy oxen drew an overloaded, uncovered wagon across a roadless landscape.  At times, the area lay barren, then abruptly shifted to brush-strewn and sparsely treed, but it was always littered with boulders from atop the spires that made up the Black Hills.  These towering columns resembled castle battlements more than natural formations, and as their elevation increased to seven thousand feet, nothing survived except unique stone of tan, rust, brown, and black.  The late summer temperatures had reached unusually high levels, and the beasts were aglow; the sun seemed to burn upon their sweat-drenched hides as they struggled with their charge.  The wagoner directed his team toward a stream bed in search of water for the animals and to refill their own nearly depleted canteens, but just as in the last two attempts, he turned the beasts away from what had long been a dust-filled ditch.  

The wagon and its load were obvious intruders upon the usual silence of the area, witnesses to a group of pronghorn chased off by the combined clanging of mining pans, rock hammers, picks, shovels, and sluice boxes against the bleached wood of the wagon box.  The white and brown pronghorn antelope vanished with incredible speed and blended back into nature.  As unwelcome as the visitors were in the area, the sight was common these days.  The Dakota Territory was a miserable spot on the map this time of year, but these men had found small deposits of gold that merited the group’s endeavors.  One of the five prospectors packed into the back of the wagon bed motioned to the left, and the wagoner coaxed the oxen into the spike-shaped shade of a natural rock monument at the base of the Black Hills.  The stone offered more than comfort.

A young, tall Dakota Sioux chief crouched atop this eroded stone perch, a motionless warrior painted in brown and rust, the colors of his surroundings, as always.  His dark, sober face wavered not at all and appeared much older than his twenty-eight years of age.  The chest-length black hair had been tied into a tight ponytail, with no feathers or adornments to draw attention or show his status.  High, noble cheekbones and a strong, deep, dimpled chin competed with full lips, a perfect aquiline nose, and dark, almond-shaped, clever eyes.  

These past two years, since his father’s death and his being chosen by the tribe to head their Council Fire, had been difficult in so many ways, both personally and for the people he oversaw.  He was young, and the importance of his decisions weighed heavily on his shoulders.  Was he the man for the job?  The answer to that will be answered soon enough.  What he undertook now, he did for the good of his people, but few knew of his plans, keeping his people insulated and protected from reprisals; at least, that was his intent.  

Chief Heretchaa wished to appear as an extension of the mountain, to blend himself into the land's visual features around him.  All beads and ornaments had been removed; anything that could expose his presence had been left back at camp.  He wore nothing above his waist except a medicine bag, only a breechcloth and tan, animal-skin leggings below, and his leather, hard-soled moccasins, with porcupine quills adorning the tops, for navigating the rough terrain.  Only one armament shared the bunched muscles of his back with rivulets of sweat, a full quiver of arrows.  Onto this natural union, the man tossed a few handfuls of loose earth and repeated the act to his chest.  This would also ensure his invisibility and dry the conspicuous bright sheen from his back.

His target scurried below him, an overburdened wagon that clattered and lumbered over the dried wash's hard, uneven surface, headed in his direction.  The White men aimed for the comfort of the shade, he suspected, which made what he attempted to do far more effortless than tracking them any further.  They stopped fifty feet from the rocky base below, probably two hundred feet beneath Heretchaa.  Even though he operated alone from atop his perch, it would be a simple task to take down two or maybe even three of the enemy before the men could retrieve their weapons or determine where the arrows might have come from.  If any survivors attempted to pursue him, he would be long gone from his original position and ready to dispose of them from another.  

Heretchaa did his best to anticipate each encounter and be prepared for any situation, but things changed fast, just like in the situation he faced now, where his adversaries had come to him.  His luck, but it did change things.  They were closer, and his angle of attack would be steeper, yet not impossible.  He was confident in his skills and had the element of surprise, which could never be discounted.

Chief Heretchaa’s targets of choice were just like these men: miners, prospectors, and those who supplied and aided their movements, allowing them to propagate their claims and rape Sioux land.  True, on occasion, his people had to contend with the soldiers in blue since this invasion had begun, and now that many Sioux resented the White men on their sacred grounds.  Still, the birth of all the Lakota misfortunes were the gold-hungry White men...like the ones below.  Heretchaa felt a flood of anger that momentarily clouded the view of his prey and allowed his mind to peel back a wall it had erected to quell the pain.  Memories from two years past swarmed into his consciousness like water from a mountain fall after rain.  His eyes continued to observe the men's movements as three jumped from the back of the wagon to stretch their legs, but history occupied his thoughts.

The summer village had been his favorite out of the three camps the tribe used throughout the year.  Not only was the work more bearable, but as the food stores were replenished, there were more choices in what you could eat.  The men fished and hunted to provide for the entire village and ensured the community's safety, but the women always had a critical, full workload, and the community could only function with their efforts.  Everything from gathering firewood, processing hides, making clothes, gathering indigenous plants for medicine, or other vegetation to eat, like corn, squash, beans, and wild rice, all fell into their purview.  They also kept the tipis, earth lodges, and the great summer lodge.  The village was assembled next to a cool, mountain water river running through an open grassland park, an oasis existing in a valley between three peaks.  Wildlife of all kinds flourished and was plentiful.  A wonderful place to learn and grow, this location had been where they summered his entire life.  

Years of peace had emerged from decades of conflict with the Crow and Shoshone, but tensions seemed to be rising between them, the White settlers, the White soldiers, and their pale-faced government.  There was news that Washington had ceased to recognize tribes within the United States, would no longer establish treaties with them, and that there were plans to force tribes to relocate to lands of the White man’s choosing.  As troubling as the reports were, nothing had affected the people of his community.  His father, the clan's chief and religious leader, urged calm and would let the people know the situation after the next meeting of the Seven Council Fires.  That evening had been a celebration of the season for the gifts of bounty gathered that day and for the newest addition to the village, a child by one of the warrior's wives. 

During the celebration, five White men had ridden through a stickball game and then an archery competition, of which Heretchaa was a part.  All their gestures, smiles, and calm words seemed to portray peace and friendship, but far too easily, Heretchaa had thought.  One of the men possessed some knowledge of the Sioux language, and he requested rest and water for their horses.  It was granted, and they had even shared food with the men while their mounts drank.  They had departed a short time later, before the sun had gone down. 

Late that night, when all the village had gone to bed, the strangers returned with dozens of others.  No warriors had been stationed at the outskirts of the village as would have been in times of war, so no alarms sounded as the men crept silently on foot into the encampment.  Using knives rather than guns, they were able to enter dwellings unnoticed, executing nearly half the village before shouts of warning woke the remainder of the tribe.  Once detected, the invaders added their firearms to the fray.  Gunfire erupted in the night, adding to the screams and the sounds of struggle and flight.

Heretchaa was torn from slumber by the cacophony and scooped up his weapons near the entrance to his domed, grass dwelling.  He tossed the quiver of arrows over his shoulder as he rushed into a chaotic scene, lit by the flames of burning tipis and grass homes across the entire village.  Half-dressed warriors who had attempted to rise and fight off the attackers lay dead in piles around burning lodgings.  Alongside them were many of their wives and children.  Some White men slipped away from the others in what Heretchaa believed to be some form of retreat.  He was wrong.  They returned mounted on horses stashed in the trees, their guns never at rest as they passed through the settlement.  A hail of gunfire took down, one by one, any warrior making a stand, but some had managed a measure of revenge before they had been killed, and a scattering of white-faced bodies could be made out amongst the dead.  Heretchaa had jumped over a few during his trek across the village toward his father’s hut and added a few to their number, as he could, without being killed.

Eventually, Heretchaa and a handful of his surviving brothers were pressed to the outskirts of the settlement, taking cover anywhere they could find it.  Heretchaa told the men to hold their secure positions as he slipped away, still intent on finding his father.  From a stand of tall reeds and grasses at the river's edge, he made out his father’s burning hut a hundred yards away, and the form of his father bathed in its roaring glow.  His nude figure had been pulled into the open by three men, who beat the older man to the ground with their rifle butts.  

Instantly, Heretchaa nocked an arrow and let it fly toward the assailants.  The wood shaft slammed into one of the men’s chests, and before the body had dropped onto its back, another bolt had been loaded and fired, dropping a second man with an accurate flight through his throat.  Blood gushed through his fingers from the fatal wound as he fell to his knees and then onto his face, unmoving.  The third arrow was held between Heretchaa’s fingers and drawn back tight on the string in search of its target when the worst happened.  Before he could release, the last man drew a lengthy, thick knife across the front of his father’s throat, opening it up so wide that there was no chance of survival.  The last arrow hit its mark, but it was too late, and Heretchaa stood paralyzed by the horror of what he had just witnessed.  White men, thundering into the field in front of him on horseback, brought him out of his trance and drove him from the area.

The new riders wielded torches that were used to lay waste to every tipi and grass lodge not already aflame.  Any villagers still hiding there were either burned alive, shot, or, if lucky, escaped into the wilderness.  The survivors raced to where the horses were kept on the outskirts of the village, and Heretchaa and his small band of warriors were no exception.  It hurt to leave his father’s body behind with these demons, but he was aware of the pointless deaths an attempt to retrieve it would bring about.  Heretchaa located and mounted his father’s white stallion but did not ride off until he knew every member of the tribe that had arrived had made it atop a horse, even if they were three deep on their backs.  

As the fires raged throughout the village, wiping out all traces of their existence, the darkness around them lit up to near that of dawn.  This signaled that it was time to leave before they were spotted, and as he prepared to depart, he noticed a familiar object attached to the horse's mane.  He reached down and retrieved it, shocked
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