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CHAPTER 1
THE PRAIRIE COUNCIL’S CHALLENGE

Princess Sighing Dove lay eye-to-eye with the big land turtle. He seemed to her to be the size of a large cooking kettle. She rested her chin on her hands propped up by her elbows. The moss-colored head of the turtle stretched forward from his shell and seemed frozen there—except for passive blinks of his round, amber eyes. Sighing Dove returned the turtle's blinks with her own chestnut-colored eyes.

High grass along the edge of a trickling stream surrounded the young Indian girl and the turtle. She whispered to the turtle as she lay on her stomach with her face close to his, “Old turtle, you and I have much in common. You have your shell, and I have mine. You are alone. I, too, feel alone. Both of us make our way in our private worlds.”

Sighing Dove noticed another similarity with the turtle. Beads of moisture gleamed on his shell just as drops of moisture glistened on her cheeks. But here the similarity ended. The water on the turtle was from the clear, fresh stream, whereas the drops on the princess’ cheeks were salty tears.

There were other differences in their appearances more easily seen. The turtle’s shell was etched with diamond-shaped lines, which revealed his ancient age; it was moss-colored by the stains of life on land and in water. His eyes showed only mild interest in the girl, as if he patiently waited for her to move away from his soft, rutted path. 

The princess, on the other hand, was in her youth. She had seen only eleven winters since her birth. She was named Little Dove when she was born, in honor of the Hasbidi tribe. Hasbidi was the tribal name for dove—of which her father, Walking Tall, was chief. Her hair, which was black as ravens’ wings, flowed long and lustrous over her shoulders. And she was as slender as a willow sapling. Today she wore a dress of deep sky-blue, which was woven by her grandmother, Nehemah, and dyed in the juice of blueberries.

Sighing Dove smiled at the turtle, but her smile was only upon her lips and went no deeper. The heavy feeling of being alone was always with her, even when others of her peaceful tribe surrounded her with their love. The great un-named sadness clung to her always. 

The gentle girl filled her days with performing tribal tasks and learning Hasbidi crafts from the tribeswomen. She helped in setting up teepees by holding up poles for tanned hides to be stretched on. And, along with the other women, she put in many hours on her hands and knees spreading a buffalo hide on the ground and pegging it down to the ground to stretch and dry. The older women scraped the hide with sharp tools made of animal bones and horns to soften it for making dresses and robes. Little Dove even learned to use wood looms to weave fabrics for blankets, floor covers and clothing. 

Of all the tribal crafts she liked, her favorite was learning to make jewelry and other decorations from colored birds’ feathers and beads of turquoise, shiny stones, wood and nuts, all gathered from the plains around them. Yet all the while, she took in great breaths of the quiet air surrounding her and breathed it out again with a soft, sorrowful sound. It had been this way since one hundred days after her birth, when her mother left Earth to be with the Great Spirit. Thus, in time, Princess Little Dove was renamed Princess Sighing Dove. 

Chief Walking Tall was greatly troubled by his daughter's sadness. As the chief of the Hasbidi, he led many warriors, owned many horses, and had many wise tribesmen in his council. He stood as tall as the head of his pinto steed and wore a bonnet of scarlet feathers and a bead-adorned buckskin robe. His bow was of the finest yew wood and shredded fibers of animal tendons, and his quiver held the truest feathered arrows. Yet all he owned and all his wise council could not put a true smile in the heart of his daughter. And because of that, his own heart was heavy with sadness.

Moonlight, mother of Little Dove, was as beautiful as her name. Her bright terra-cotta clay colored eyes reflected the glowing light of the sky and her hair was the black of alder wood. Her figure was lithe, and her lissome steps seemed to move her as if she were floating. Moonlight had poured her endless love upon her newborn first child in tenderness; she softly sang to her little one the ancient Hasbidi melodies of earth, sky and waters. 

Moonlight also had a special love for the little animals of the prairie and the nearby woods. Many of the small prairie creatures would quietly draw close to Moonlight and her child in fearless trust, and she would murmur gentle words to them that her daughter would also hear. 

"Ah, you peaceful hares," Moonlight would say in an almost-whisper. "Your dappled coat hides you from larger animals here in the meadow; you are clever and hard to find in the tall, green and gold grasses. And your legs, longer than your cousins, the rabbits, give speed to your leaping run.

"And you, little gray squirrels,” she would say, “you have beautiful furry tails that wave and curl and suddenly remain still, showing those who are watching of your impulsive nature. 

“Your smaller friends, the bashful chipmunks," Moonlight would go on as Little Dove listened, "they have fluffy tails, too, and elegant black and white stripes across their backs.” 

Turning to the chipmunks themselves, Moonlight would encourage them, saying, “You agile creatures can even run head-downward on the trunk of a tree to escape danger or collect a treasure."

She spoke to the little prairie dogs of the deep feelings she knew they had; the fine tunnels they would dig, and their sharp barking sounds. 

And to a young deer, Moonlight would only smile and say with warmth and admiration, "At the time you lose the white childhood spots on your back, you will become a graceful dancer of the prairie."

As Moonlight spoke to the little animals of their own special beauties, birds of the prairie—hunter hawks and eagles, along with an old owl whose ears appeared as horns above his speckled feathers—all soared in circular paths above the mother and her child in a show of respect and affection for them. 	

Wrapped in a small, softly woven blanket in the papoose bundle on her mother's back, Little Dove listened to Moonlight's tender words to the little prairie creatures and happily cooed her own love to the animals. As Moonlight fed her daughter at her breast, the child would gaze with love and contentment into her mother's eyes. Then Little Dove would sleep peacefully in her mother's arms. Often in those first days of Little Dove's life, Chief Walking Tall would gently cradle both mother and child in his strong arms. 

Three moons after the princess' birth, Moonlight suddenly could not see even the largest prairie flower in the brightest light of the sun. Her hearing slowly ebbed so that within a few days she could not hear Little Dove coo or cry. On the sixth day of Moonlight's troubles, the earth, sky and trees seemed to her to tip and spin. Moonlight fell to the ground and could not rise again. The chief's medicine
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