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TO THE FOREST:
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“There is one elementary truth... the moment one definitely commits himself, then providence moves too.  All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred.  A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one's favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance which no man could have dreamed would have come his way.  Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it.  Boldness has genius, power and magic in it...”—Goethe
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IN GRATITUDE TO

Walking Bear, a.k.a.: Ghost Man
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PROLOGUE:  THE WATCHER

An unseen Watcher lives in the land of the Kepke.  He resides in the inner forest – the Forest of Thought and Creation.  He was sent by the Great Everywhere Father to observe and judge the Kepke people.  Every Kepke man is warned not to venture too far away from the outer forest, for he might come upon the Watcher and die a terrible fearful death.  Yet someday there will be a Kepke man who will possess great medicine.  He will venture into the inner forest.  The Watcher will seek him out and the lives of the Kepke will be changed forever.  But the legends never say exactly how this will happen, or what the change will be.

RUNNING BROOK

From the collective font of souls, the Great Everywhere Father drew out one who was pure of heart, sincere of purpose, and intent toward God – a soul like yours or mine.  Like ours, it was a soul just as reluctant, just as unwilling to be born into a world of the wonderful and the terrible.

The soul had become complacent in its rest.  To draw it out of its complacency, the Great Everywhere Father called the soul into service, so that in trial it might become more like Him.  The reluctant soul was introduced into a fetus that was a short time from being born.

“Let me out!  I did not choose this!” the soul-child stirred within his mother. “I can't move!  I can't understand these new sensations!  It's too dark in here.  I'm frightened!  Please, Great Everywhere Father, take me back to your heart!”

“You are always there, my child, and I in you,” the Great Everywhere Father comforted him.  Still the reluctant one stirred.

* * *
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AS THE PREGNANT WOMAN, Fawn, placed her husband Keplak’s hand over her moving abdomen, he asked, “Are you sure it's a boy?”

“Has the Ghost Man, Walking Bear, ever been wrong?” Fawn replied.  “You'll have a son.  Do you feel him?  He's moving again.  He must really want to start his life as the son of our chief.”

Keplak, whose name meant “chief,” was in awe of the life that moved within his beloved mate.  He smiled inwardly, dreaming of the days ahead – days of hunting together, days of learning together, days of forming his son into a productive member of the tribe, as well as his successor.  For years, he and Fawn had offered sacrifices to the Great Everywhere Father for a son.  Now, in their old age, Keplak and Fawn were finally rewarded.

* * *
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AFTER A TIME, THE FRIGHTFUL sensation of floating in the fluid he breathed became enjoyable to the reluctant soul.  He felt contented and loved by the two voices from the outside place, one soft and loving, and the other firm but gentle.  It was a pity he could not understand them.  He longed to see where the voices came from, yet his curiosity was overruled by his desire to stay within his now familiar secure place.

One day, the Great Everywhere Father spoke to him again: “You died once to be born. You are again born to die.  Each death is a birth, each birth a death, for you are an eternal spirit in a mortal experience.”

“I don't understand!” the soul cried out.  “Explain!  Please, speak to me!”

The reply came as a blinding tunnel of light.  A force beyond the soul's control impelled him toward that light.

“No! No!” protested the soul, “don't make another change.  I did not choose this!  This is too fast!  I need time to prepare!  I have so many questions...”

* * *
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THE CHILD CRIED AND cried when he was pushed out into the new and frightening light.

“There, there my frightened young son,” Fawn said, as she took her newborn to her breast.  “Rest my child.  Rest with me a while here, between the trees and the running brook.  Do you hear the birds?  They're singing a welcome song: 

“Welcome!  Welcome, little one.  You're in the world.  It's a wonderful place and a terrible one too.  It's your choice...”

Fawn rested against a tree and sang the child to sleep.  Although focused on the new life she held in her arms, she still heard her husband’s quiet approach.

“Why did you come to the water to give birth alone?” he asked, his voice filled with concern.  “The chief's wife should have the other women help her.”

Fawn replied wordlessly by presenting her husband with the fruit of their love.  Keplak took the child gingerly into his arms.  He was afraid the child might break like a slab of fragile slate.

The new mother laughed.  “He's much sturdier than that, Keplak.  He's a strong child.  As to why I gave birth out here, I wanted our son to be born in the real world, not covered by the false wombs we Kepke live in.  I wanted him to see, to feel life as it truly is: wonderful and terrible.  That's why he was born by this running brook.”

Keplak smiled, for he knew the weight of wisdom in his wife's words. Looking out at the water, he exclaimed: “Then my son shall be called Running Brook.  For it was by the waters of life that my successor was born to lead his people.”

The next day, the naming ceremony took place at sunrise.  Walking Bear, the old medicine man, burned sage and drew the smoke over his small, wiry body to purify himself for the dedication he was about to perform.  Then the infant son of Keplak was placed into his old, work-worn hands.

Chanting the same song the infant's mother sang at the moment of birth, Walking Bear traced an eye with a blue iris on the child's forehead.  The eye was the symbol of the Kepke tribe.  It was the eye of the Watcher, and the inner eye to the soul.  Then he took the infant out to face the sun as it peaked over the plateau that overlooked the village.  Holding the child in the air, he prayed:

“You, son of Keplak are called Running Brook.  If it pleases the Great Everywhere Father, this name will be yours into the next world unless you earn another name.  Great Everywhere Father, we dedicate this child to you.  Let his ears hear your voice in the wind. Let his heart rejoice in your creation.  Guide his hand to be compassionate to other humans.  When his days are over, take him back to your heart.”

BUFFALO HORN

The same year that brought Running Brook into the world also brought the old medicine man a son.  It was a bittersweet moment, for in being born, his son tore his mother's womb and she bled to death.  His wife's last words to him were,  “Our new son must have the horns of a buffalo to have hurt me in this way...”

And so, as befitted the child, his name became Buffalo Horn, and his life was also dedicated that year to the Everywhere Father.

From the start, Buffalo Horn lacked normal compassion and understanding.  He was self-centered and aggressive.  How a human being could enter the world like this is anyone's guess.  Suffice it to say, that he came into life with bitter, revengeful memories in the recesses of his soul.  It was as if he were angry for being born.  Even early on, anyone who would get in his way was subjugated.

He did not have to resort to violence, at least not at first, for he was bright, strong and handsome, with a beguiling way that could sway the thoughts of his peers.  No matter how sarcastic or cruel he was, people couldn't help but like him.  No one could resist his charm, his medicine... no one, that is, except Running Brook.

There was no rhyme or reason to why Buffalo Horn could not influence Running Brook.  Granted, he grew to be a strong youth and a good hunter, but quiet ones like Running Brook were usually won over after a time.  Buffalo Horn would find a weakness in a would-be rival and mercilessly taunt him until he relented – but this did not work with Running Brook.

Running Brook was not handsome.  He did not have well-chiseled features like Buffalo Horn.  He looked more like a younger version of his father – broad-shouldered on a muscular body, with a high forehead, a flat nose and a very plain face.  However, it was not his appearance that became the object of Buffalo Horn's taunting, but a strange habit the chief's son had.  When confronted with a new situation or stressed in any way, Running Brook would stutter.  As if to compensate for this burden, the Great Everywhere Father had given him the gift of prophetic dreams and visions.  But because he stuttered and was not eloquent, nobody took his insights seriously.

The spectacle of Running Brook stuttering was hilarious to Buffalo Horn and his friends.  From the time Running Brook was five years old, they called him “Woodpecker,” for the thumping sounds that came out of his throat when he tried to speak.  All one needed to do to get him to stutter was to find him talking to someone and yell, “Hey!  Woodpecker!”

Try as he might to control himself, Running Brook would unwillingly oblige by trying to answer the taunt.  The harder he tried, the more he stuttered, and the more hilarity it provided his tormentors.

Rather than give in to Buffalo Horn, Running Brook chose to be alone.  It didn't seem to matter to him that all the boys his age were with Buffalo Horn.  He preferred to spend days on end sitting near the banks of the water where he was born, contemplating the world about him, while he fashioned arrows and other tools for his father.  This went on until Running Brook was almost sixteen years old.

As Running Brook grew into manhood, Keplak grew concerned about the solitary life his son had chosen.  “A good chief cannot be apart from his people,” he advised his son.  Keplak hoped that his son would begin to make friends and socialize more.  He prayed that he would outgrow the affliction that brought him so much torment from the other boys, and made him choose solitude as his friend.

“Remember the birth song that all mothers sing to their newborns, Running Brook?” he reminded his son more times than he could remember. “It's a wonderful world and a terrible one.  It's your choice.”

WALKING BEAR

Walking Bear also hoped his son, Buffalo Horn, would change his ways and be more respectful of the chief's son.  After all, Running Brook would one day be chief and Buffalo Horn, his own heir, would be medicine man.  Why can't they be brothers like Keplak and I, Walking Bear wondered?  But as each boy matured, it was obvious that there would be no change of heart between the two boys unless the two fathers intervened. 

On many nights, the men and women sat around a large fire in the center of the village, listening to stories about hunts in the old days, when the Kepke tribe was young.  Sometimes, when the weather was chilly, the night air numbed Buffalo Horn's back while the roaring fire nearly cooked the front of his chest.  It was on one such night, in the early spring, that he heard the old men telling stories about hunting.

“The game isn't as plentiful as in the old days,” recalled Walking Bear, who was also known as the Ghost Man.  Then, raising his hand in praise to the chief's son, he continued, “Yet when Running Brook hunts, it's as if those days have come again.”

Buffalo Horn made a solemn face in mockery of his father.  Then turning aside to his friends, he said, “O Great Hunter, Running Brook... the Woodpecker!” His sarcasm evoked their laughter.

His father, who was sitting next to him, had better ears than the youth thought.  Angrily, Walking Bear pushed him over into the dirt. “The Kepke Code teaches us to respect other people.  Even those we're jealous of.  This was the teaching of the Great Only Man, Kepke.”

“Please, father, don't tell us about the old days or the legends again...”

“You're the son of the medicine man,” Walking Bear replied.  “You above all others in our tribe should honor the legends, for they're the truth.  They tell of our beginnings.”

The old men nodded their agreement.  Walking Bear reverently intoned the 
Kepke Legend again.  The old men listened respectfully as Walking Bear spoke.  But, to the delight of his friends, Buffalo Horn mockingly imitated his father's gestures while moving his lips to his father's voice.
Running Brook ignored Buffalo Horn.  As son of the chief, he tried hard to maintain his dignity.  He wasn't completely sure if the legends were true, but he certainly enjoyed listening to them.  On evenings such as this, when the night air felt like a freezing blanket on his skin, he would stare into the fire.  The smoke, the smell of the burning tree sap as it popped, and the shadows cast by the movements of the medicine man stirred his soul.  The chirping of little spring peeper frogs, the rustling of a mouse, or the shadow of a long-legged spider made monstrous by the light of the flames, blended with the words of the medicine man and fueled his imagination.

No matter how often Running Brook heard the stories from the lips of Walking Bear, he never tired of them.  In each re-telling, he heard something new.  Running Brook could never mock the words of Walking Bear, for they transported him – body, mind and spirit – into the stories.  He could see, hear, smell, even taste the images evoked by the power of Walking Bear's voice.

THE KEPKE LEGEND IS TOLD

Long ago, when the earth was new, it was still but a molten rock in the mind of the Great Everywhere Father.  The rock cooled, and mind-images of the Great Everywhere Father took on physical forms.  Creatures of great size filled the world of His imagination.  Snakes that coiled themselves to sleep in the sun looked like mountains.  Fish that could swallow an entire tribe swam the waters.  Giant lizards of many shapes roamed the lands of Earth.

Such was the world when the Watcher came to be.  He was planted upon the earth by a rock that came forth from the distant heavens.

The Watcher had senses and an intelligence far surpassing all creatures.  He instinctively knew how to coexist with Nature.  He became Nature.  The Watcher could approach any animal for the kill by walking boldly in sight, and yet never be seen.  His mind could play tricks on any beast, no matter how wily, and make them see anything he wanted them to see.  The Watcher was the only adaptive creature in the world.  He survived when all other creatures became extinct.  The Watcher adapted to Nature.  And The Watchers became a great tribe.

Yet, it once occurred that one Watcher could not adapt.  There was a young male born to the tribe of the Watchers, who never quite fit in.  It took longer for him to mature than the others his age.  He lacked the desire to completely master any of the talents of his people.  He was lazy, bored, and fearful.  He envisioned life to be better when he was still in the womb, soft and warm.  So he built a womb of twigs and leaves and took shelter with his mate.

Because he took shelter and did not sleep in the open air, he slowly lost what senses he had for hunting.  He could no longer use the ability to be as Nature, for he had closed himself off from Nature.  His mind could no longer play tricks on his prey.  He nearly starved until he learned to make spears and knives.  He became fearful, and from that fear grew stealth.  From stealth grew guile.  His greatest dishonesty was toward himself.  And for his self-deceit his hair fell from his body.

Once a part of Nature, this Watcher became Only Man.  Having closed himself off from Nature, Only Man became stripped of it completely and became naked.  His only remaining connection with Nature was through his sex organs.

Others joined Only Man and his mate and they also became naked.  Thus the tribe of Only Man grew. The Watchers grew wary of the Only Men.  They disapproved of their newly invented stealth, their spears, and their scent, for they drove out the game.  They spoiled the earth.  They took and gave nothing back to the land.  The Watchers pitied the Only Men for their sacrilege against Nature.  Only Man and his people were no longer connected to the Great Everywhere Father, and so they lost faith in what was inside and around them.

No argument or logic that the Watchers tried could convince the Only Men of how abhorrent their way of life was.  The Watchers' suffering grew to such an extent that they felt even their own Nature slipping away.  Yet, because the Only Men were their offspring, they felt responsible.  Finally, after much deliberation, the Watcher chief called a meeting with his fellow beings.

“We cannot live with Only Man,” the Watcher chief said.  “We can't coexist with that which is not in harmony with Nature.  Once Only Man turned away from the sky by sleeping in false wombs, and then away from Nature, and then his faith, so he also turned away from us.  We cannot protect him from himself, lest we lose our own oneness.

“The Only Man and his tribe must leave this place.  The Watchers must cast them out from the Forest of Thought and Creation to the outer forest.  Let Only Man, with all his stealth, find food in less abundant lands, or he will completely pollute the Forest of Thought and Creation.”

Everyone agreed.

* * *
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THE NEXT NIGHT, AS the Only Man tribe slept in their false wombs, the tribe of the Watcher surrounded the huts.  Joining their minds, they created the greatest mind trick of all.  At once, each Only Man, male and female, dreamed of a naked being as themselves, but much taller.  On his back were wings. He held a fiery spear.  He shone like the sun.  His voice thundered, “Leave this place now and forever, for you have desecrated the land of the Great Everywhere Father!  You have lost your oneness.  You have lost your faith!  Leave, or die!”

Everyone in the Only Man tribe woke up at the same time, screaming in terror.  They ran mindlessly from their huts, never looking back.  The tribe scattered to all corners of the earth.

There was, however, one Only Man who realized the trick.  He had never completely lost his connection to Nature.  His name was Kepke, which means “Human.”  In time, he regained his courage and calmed his mate.  As the rest of the Only Man tribe fled in terror, Kepke approached the chief of the Watcher tribe.

“I know of your mind trick and why you did it.  I congratulate you,” he said.  “But please let me stay.  Perhaps someday Only Man can re-learn the ways of the Watcher.  I'll look for the best of the Only Men to make a new tribe.  Let me come back one day to this paradise, so that we can reclaim our true nature, in which the Great Everywhere Father dwells.”

So convincing were his words that the Watcher chief agreed.  It is for that reason that the Kepke people wandered ages ago, but now wander no more.  That is why the Kepke still live in the outer forest at the edge of the Forest of Thought and Creation, waiting for the day of their reunion with the Watcher tribe.

But all Kepke men must remember that there's also a condition, a warning that must be followed:  Stay clear of the Watcher.  He has not forgotten the unholy sacrileges of Only Man.  Don't seek him out!  When you become as Nature, the Watcher will seek you out.  Until then, you can only dread meeting him, for surely you will die a death of terror.

Upon the Legend of the Watcher, the Kepke Code was ordained.  The seams of their clothing will be fringed, to imitate the hair of the Watcher.  This symbol will also serve the practical purpose of keeping rain from penetrating their clothing.  The Kepke men will braid their hair down the back in a long queue, to avoid tangling in the branches and brush in the forest.  The Kepke tribe will sleep in round huts open to the sky.  They will close them only to protect from rain or snow or to comfort the sick.

When a Kepke takes from Nature, he will give something back.  When he hunts, he will ask permission to kill and will give thanks to his prey.  A man will never kill another man.  He will not take another man’s mate.  He will nurture all life, and to this end he shall tend the earth that is sacred to the Great Everywhere Father.

If the Code is followed and the Legend revered, then there shall come a time that a Kepke Only Man shall be sought out by the Watcher.  The Kepke in their time will seek out that man, too.  When they find him, they shall have found a great leader and their new life.  A life promised to the greatest Only Man, himself: Kepke!

DOUBTS

Buffalo Horn could not be convinced that the legends were true.  He looked about the tribe and saw only hunger and suffering.  “Tend the earth?” he asked himself skeptically.  “Take only one woman for your mate?  Ha!  No other tribe lives this way and yet they flourish!  The Natchez encourage their young to have as many partners as they wish before they take a mate.  A Lakota takes as many mates as he can pay for.  But look at us Kepke.  Each season we work harder than the last for any kind of harvest.  The game is thin.  We burn the best food in sacrifice to a Watcher who probably never existed.  No wonder no tribe claims us.  No wonder few people trade with us.  They think we're crazy!

“If only we could move away from this place and find a better home.  When I am medicine man, I'll make the chief hear me.  Better still, I'll become chief myself.  Then the Kepke will do as I say!  We'll just have to forget the old, worthless legends and move on.

“I must find a way to become chief instead of Running Brook. That fool probably believes the old legends.  Under him, our tribe will surely die!  When I'm chief, the Kepke will treat me with reverence, for only I know the truth!”

Buffalo Horn did not have an easy task.  He would need much more than his natural charisma if he were to usurp Running Brook of his birthright.  His jealousy grew.

SPIRIT VISIONS

Running Brook became a great hunter.  From the time he was a child, he could already find the well-hidden game, and quickly learned to take it down with one arrow or a single throw of a spear.  He also possessed the ability to speak to the tired soil, coaxing a reluctant plant to flourish.  The older men believed that given his extraordinary abilities, the old legends might be fulfilled.  Sometimes they thought that perhaps Running Brook would be the legendary Only Man who leads his people back to the ways of the Watcher.

As Running Brook grew older, his spirit visions became stronger.  During the many years he spent alone by the water, his gifts grew.  Sometimes people overheard him from a distance, chattering away, seemingly to no one.  Curiously, he would not be stuttering.  The old men said that one day they would have a leader who was both a chief and a medicine man.  What power that would bring to the Kepke tribe!  Then they would finally be accepted among the other tribes.  And they would no longer be poor.

This talk further inflamed Buffalo Horn's jealousy.  He looked for any opportunity to persuade his friends against Running Brook and the elders.  Buffalo Horn had his own charismatic “medicine” and learned at a very early age to use it to his own advantage.

One day, he sat fishing at the side of the brook with his friends, Talking Bird and Grey Fox. They soaked their feet in the cool, clear water as they prattled away, hardly paying attention to the fish struggling to free themselves from the submerged reed nets.  They were more content to stare absent-mindedly at the small, black polliwogs wriggling between their toes.  All the while, they spoke complainingly about their fathers and especially about Running Brook.

“I'm not going to spend my life waiting for old legends to come true,” Buffalo Horn said to his friends.  “But we just might as well do that if old Woodpecker becomes chief.”

“We'll have to make him change the way he thinks,” his friends suggested.

“That won't be easy,” Buffalo Horn frowned.  “All he gets from the tribe is encouragement.  Even my own father teaches him magic.  He says that Running Brook is a better pupil than I.  Who cares?  I don't even believe in magic.  Running Brook is just doing it to gain favor with the old ones to make sure he's chosen as chief.”

Grey Fox had a moment of doubt. “Are you sure he's doing it for that reason?” he asked. “Maybe he really does speak with spirits.  Maybe the magic doesn’t work for you because you don’t believe in it.  My father says the magic of spirits comes to those who listen...”

Buffalo Horn cut him off by pushing him into the water. “You fool!  Do you believe such turtle dung?  Have you ever spoken to a spirit?” Buffalo Horn challenged him angrily.

Grey Fox shook his head silently.

“Of course not!” sneered Buffalo Horn.  “And why not?  Because they don't exist!”  He scooped up a handful of dirt and held it in his fist. “I only believe in what I can hold in my hand.”

Grey Fox pulled himself out of the water. “Maybe Running Brook will change,” he said hopefully.

“No, Buffalo Horn's right,” Talking Bird replied.  “I remember speaking once to that dreamer.  He admires his old father, so he believes everything he tells him.  I told him to think about how many people leave our tribe because they're hungry.  They're tired of being ridiculed by other tribes.  They're weary of being poor because other tribes stay away and won't trade with us. All we get are stragglers passing through on the way to other tribes.  Guess what his answer was?  He told me that the only reason people leave is to find wives!”

“If we didn't go elsewhere, we'd be marrying our sisters!”  Buffalo Horn sneered.

“There's more. Listen...” Grey Fox added.  “Running Brook also said that I should remember that the ones who find wives always come back to the village.”  

“Yes,” replied Buffalo Horn, “to pick up the rest of their belongings!  Running Brook change?  Never!  We have to find a way to make sure he never becomes chief!”

“Everyone has his weakness,” Talking Bird said. “Running Brook is no exception.  As for the old ones, they worry so much about a worthless Code, we can use that Code to our advantage if we persevere like my power animal, the Talking Bird, who uses words to convince.”

Buffalo Horn wasn’t sure about power animals, either.  He quickly changed the subject.  “Say?  Isn't that the old Woodpecker on the other side of the stream?”

Talking Bird stood up to look.  “Where?  I don't see him.”

“Over there!”  Buffalo Horn replied, grabbing the back of Talking Bird’s loincloth with one hand and, with the other hand, pushing him into the water.  “Did you lose something?” he taunted, holding up the torn covering.  “You'll just have to go back naked!”

Grey Fox joined in the fun, but was glad it had not happened to him.  Talking Bird forced a laugh, too, but Buffalo Horn’s tricks were beginning to wear thin on him.

Yet, though the medicine man’s son was often cruel, the young men looked up to Buffalo Horn.  There was something about him that made you forget the hurt and be drawn in again.  Besides, he was confident and strong.  He gave them the right thoughts to think.  Running Brook, on the other hand, just stayed by himself.

DOE

Two years after Running Brook was born, another old couple was blessed with the arrival of a daughter.  Like Keplak, Many Elk had waited a long time to have a child.  His wife, Spring Snow, had often said, in the years before her pregnancy, that the loin seeds of the Kepke men were becoming like the tired land they cultivated.  When their daughter was born, they rejoiced and named her Doe, because her eyes were big, round and innocent looking, like a baby deer.

At that time, Many Elk was among the best hunters in the tribe, second only to Keplak.  His name, Many Elk, had been given to him in later years by the tribe, to honor his skill.  He understood well that his child's security would be assured if married to the son of the tribe's leader.

When it was permissible, Running Brook and Doe were encouraged to play together.  Their respective fathers would make excuses to get together and bring their children along, just so, as Walking Bear would say, “Their spirits would learn to speak together.”

The “spirit words” came easily between the two children.  Theirs was an old love from past lives together.  Their parents saw this the first time the children looked at each other.  Keplak was relieved to see that his son didn't stutter when he was with Doe.  It was as if she could exorcize the spirit that blocked his throat.

“I'm happy my daughter will have a good life after I walk the path of our ancestors,” Many Elk often told his wife.

* * *
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AS THE TWO CHILDREN grew older, Running Brook appeared to lose interest in Doe.  He spent a great deal of his time with Walking Bear, learning about the spirit world.  When not with the Ghost Man or his father, Running Brook spent his days in his self-imposed exile by the water.  If he did speak to Doe at all, it was about a prayer he learned from the old medicine man for a good harvest or the visions he had under Ghost Man's tutelage.

Doe was happy that the one she loved was so gifted, but she began to feel uneasy at his lack of attention to her.  She did not want him to follow her around like a duckling, but a little acknowledgement now and then would have been nice.  As she grew into early womanhood, her instincts for a family and greater intimacy replaced her childish musings about Running Brook.  More and more, she wanted some sort of demonstration from him that he really cared for her.  She also wished he would be more of a man and not hide from Buffalo Horn.  It sometimes seemed to her that his “adventures” with the spirits were a way to avoid confrontation, or human contact – which, in fact, they were.  

Now the Choosing Ceremony was getting near, when young men chose their brides, and she was getting concerned.  Running Brook no longer even spoke of being married to her as he did when they were younger.  He never spoke with Many Elk about the gifts he might offer in trade for her hand, either.  Instead, their conversations were always the same: “I saw the spirit of my grandfather” or “I had a vision last night.”  

For a long time, Doe had said nothing about this to either of her parents, but both knew the uneasiness she held in her heart.  Many Elk had been meaning to speak to Keplak, but could not find the time or the right words.  “It will all happen at the right time, Doe,” he counseled her over and again. 

“The right time?” said his wife, Spring Snow, as she fussed about their lodge.  “When?  During the Choosing Ceremony when he picks another?”  She threw a clay pot on the ground, shattering it loudly.

“Quiet, woman,” he admonished her.

“Quiet?!” her voice became louder.  “Don't you care about your daughter's security?  You promised three moons ago you’d speak with Keplak.”

“I'm going now,” Many Elk shrugged in defeat.  As he stepped out of his lodge, it became obvious that some men in the village had overheard everything.  Many Elk was embarrassed, but he ignored them and made for Keplak's lodge.

“Do as your wife says,” called Bent Feather, the father of Grey Fox, “or your feet will be cold tonight!”  The others laughed the knowing laugh of those who have shared a similar predicament.

Back in Many Elk's lodge, Spring Snow tried to comfort her daughter, but her frustration made her say the wrong things. “I know you wouldn’t starve if Running Brook claimed you, Doe, but maybe there are other young men whom you could love, too.  Running Brook has his head in the spirit world, not in this one.  You need a man who's more than just a good hunter, or who can talk to the spirits.”

Doe’s eyes filled with tears. “I love him!  I don't want to think of anyone else!”  She ran from the lodge and decided to confront Running Brook and find out for herself.  Wait for the right time?  She decided to make it the right time – now.

* * *
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DOE FINALLY FOUND HIM sitting in the shade of a sycamore, by the same stream that had given Running Brook his name.  He was deep in a meditative state.  A spirit had risen out of the water and was warning him:

“Listen, child of water and clay!  Heed us!  Do not lose your place with your people.  We are here always to help your soul, but you are a body, too.  Give up your solitude!  For otherwise the Forest of Thought and Creation will hear you and it will give you what you want.”

Running Brook was puzzled by this message.  “I don't understand,” he said to the spirit.  “What is wrong with getting what I want – whatever that is?”  

“To fly like an eagle, you must crawl like the worm,” the spirit cryptically replied. “Do all the things of a man... marry, have children...”  

A human voice interrupted his concentration.  “Running Brook?”

“What?”  Running Brook was so startled he nearly jumped out of his skin.  Then he recognized Doe as the owner of the voice. “Oh! It’s you,” he said, trying to hide his embarrassment.  “You interrupted me.  I was trying to speak to the spirits in the stream.”

“Oh, it's you?”  She repeated angrily.  The apathy in his voice had cut her deeply. “We have loved each other since birth, and now you talk to me like I wasn't even alive?”  She fell on her knees in tears.  

Her sobbing upset Running Brook.  He didn't know if he should hold her or talk to her.  What could he say?  Like most boys his age, he tried to hide his confusion by acting unaffected by her emotional display.  But this only hurt Doe more.

“You just sit there and say nothing?” she cried.  Then her tears turned from sadness to rage.  “I came to ask you about the Choosing Ceremony.  You've said nothing to me or to my father for a long time.  Do you want me or your visions?”

Running Brook wanted to tell her how much he loved her.  He wanted to tell her that he was sorry for ignoring her.  He wanted to tell her how lonely he had felt because he was afraid to be around anybody when Buffalo Horn and the others teased him.  Could she really love someone who sounded like a woodpecker when he talked?  But he could not find the words to say these things out loud.  Still trying to appear unaffected, he said the first thing to come into his head.  “I will not speak to a crying woman,” he blurted out.  

He regretted it the moment it came out of his mouth, and bit his lip.

Doe’s eye burned with fury.  “That's what you have to say to me?”  

Running Brook tried to speak, but the words caught in his throat.  Doe's fury did not let her see that his face betrayed his regret. “You won't even speak to me?” she shouted.  Then she flung dirt in his face and stomped off.  After a few steps she turned around and yelled, “If you choose me, I'll refuse!”  But in her heart she, like Running Brook, cursed herself for speaking so rashly.

* * *
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BUFFALO HORN LAY HIDDEN behind some bushes and heard the whole thing.  Originally, he was going to sneak up on Running Brook while he was meditating, push him in the stream, and hold his head under the water as long as he could, while his friends, at a further distance, watched his “courageous” deed.  What he had just witnessed, however, gave him an even better idea.  He crawled away toward his friends, also hidden by the bushes.

“Did you change your mind?” Grey Fox asked when he saw Buffalo Horn. “Did you get scared of the dreaming Woodpecker?”

“No!  Of course not.”  Buffalo Horn punched Grey Fox’s shoulder.  “Didn't you see who else was there?”

Fox and his friends looked quizzically at each other.

“Stupid children!” Buffalo Horn said scornfully.  “Doe was there, too.”

“They're always together!” Talking Bird replied.

“But this time, they had an argument,” Buffalo Horn said excitedly. “It seems our future chief would rather be with the spirits than a woman.”

“What a fool!”  Talking Bird snorted.  “But the stupid old men reward that kind of foolishness.”

“No they won't. Not when you speak up for Doe and claim her at the Choosing Ceremony.”  Buffalo Horn put his hand tightly on Talking Bird's shoulder.

“But what good will that do?” Talking Bird asked

“Are you stupid like the old men, too?”  Buffalo Horn released his grip. “Think of it.  All this time, Many Elk and Keplak have planned this marriage, but Running Brook has said nothing to Many Elk for a long time.  If you claim her, Many Elk will have to accept.”

“How will I get the chance with Running Brook there?”  Talking Bird demanded to know. “The chief's son gets to make the first claim.  Besides, what gifts can I offer to one of the tribe's best hunters?”

“Let me handle everything,” Buffalo Horn answered.  “When I make it all happen, you will see that I'm the best one to be chief.”

THE LIE

Buffalo Horn caught up to Doe less than a stone's throw from the village.

“Why are you so sad?” he asked innocently.  Then he wiped her tears with his hand. “Here, don’t let your father see you cry.”  Faking indignation, he asked, “What happened?  Did Running Brook do something bad to you?”

Doe sat on the ground and began to cry all over again.  She poured her heart out to Buffalo Horn about the frustration and indignity she felt at being ignored by Running Brook.

Buffalo Horn used his most comforting voice. “I'm so sorry, Doe. Maybe Running Brook was afraid to tell you about the other... Oh... men aren't supposed to gossip.”

“The other?  Another woman?  No!” Doe cried even more.

“Listen, Doe, you remember Talking Bird?  He's always loved you,” Buffalo Horn said in a convincingly earnest voice. “Maybe he'll speak for you. You may not love him, now, but...”

He saw Many Elk walking close by, but not close enough to hear.  Doe wiped her face quickly and stood up.  She turned back to thank Buffalo Horn for listening, but he had vanished back into the woods.

“Father!” she called to Many Elk, and ran to meet him.  

When she reached his side, her father smiled and said, “Good news!  I spoke with Keplak.  He'll talk to Running Brook...”

“I don't want Running Brook,” Doe replied, but tears welled up in her eyes.

Many Elk’s eyes grew stern.  “Now what has your mother said?  I do what she tells me and...”

“No, father.  It's I...  I... I don't love him anymore.”  She said it as sincerely and unemotionally as possible, but her eyes looked down at the ground.

Many Elk took her chin and pulled her face to his.  “Now listen, Doe.  No more of this.  Ever since you could talk, all I ever heard was Running Brook, Running Brook, Running Brook.  Now you don't love him?  I may be an old man, but I didn't get old by being stupid.”  He turned around and walked toward his lodge mumbling, “Having two women in my lodge is making me crazy!”

THE CHOOSING 

When Running Brook returned home, his father greeted him with a big smile.  “I spoke with Many Elk today about you and Doe.”

When no reply came, Keplak asked,  “Is everything all right?”

“Of course everything’s all right,” Fawn interrupted. “Leave him be.  Tomorrow's a big day.  Here,” she said, doting on her son, “I made some sweet bark tea for you.”

Keplak started to reply,  “As his father I have the right to talk to him...”

But Running Brook could not take it anymore.  “Fa-fa-fa-father, I'm going out s-s-s-side for a while,” he stammered.

“You just came in,” Keplak answered, “and I want to talk to you.”  Fawn caught his eyes with a look that said let him go, and he relented.  “Very well, but we'll talk later.”

Later never came, for darkness overtook the village, and soon Keplak and Fawn were asleep.  During the time between darkness and his return to his father's lodge, Running Brook sat under a small nearby tree and watched the people going about their business.  He never saw Doe walking about the village.  More than once, he thought of going to Many Elk's lodge and speaking to her, but he became afraid.  He was afraid she'd refuse to talk or afraid he'd begin to stutter and look foolish.  Running Brook lay awake almost all night wondering what to do or say.

If only he had known that on that same night, Doe also lay wide wake and confused over what to do.  Running Brook, why didn't you come before dark to see me, she pondered tearfully.  Maybe Buffalo Horn was right.  Maybe there is another woman.  But who?

* * *
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RUNNING BROOK FINALLY fell asleep just before dawn, only to be shaken awake moments later by Keplak.  “Are you going to sleep your life away?” Keplak laughed.

Most of the young men and women were already in the center of the village by the time Running Brook got there.  A few of those gathered were from other tribes, but the remaining youths participating were Kepke.  The bright colors everyone wore and the happy chatter hid the solemnity of the ceremony about to take place.  

Running Brook was late because he had helped his father dress in his special regalia for the ceremony.  But his son's dark silence that morning concerned Keplak.  Just as they were to step out of the lodge, he grabbed his son by the arm and said,  “I almost forgot.  I wanted to talk to you last night about...”

“Get moving!” Fawn pushed her husband.  “You old men are always wasting your breath!”  

As Keplak approached the gathering, everyone grew quiet.  The chief nodded for the ceremony to begin.  All the young women of marrying age immediately stood side-by-side in a large circle.  Each woman held a flower that she had picked that morning as a token of betrothal to give her new mate. 

Then the drums started and Walking Bear, covered in the skin of the grizzly for which he was named, appeared in a large, loud, puff of smoke.  He began to dance like a courting crane in a circle about the women, chanting the song for fertility and family, kinship and survival: 

“Great Father, Everywhere Spirit, who gives us life.

Who gives the human the power to create life.

Give courage and wisdom to our children so that their choice is right.

Give us many children to help us tend the harvest.

Let us meet the Watcher one day so we may again be one with Nature.”

True to form, Buffalo Horn stood among his friends, mocking his father's words and expressions.  He looked about for Running Brook and saw him standing in the back of the gathering.  “Will that coward even come forward?” he asked Grey Fox.  But before Grey Fox could answer, the drums stopped.

“Who is first to make his choice?”  Keplak called out.  His voice showed that he knew very well who was to speak first.  No one answered.  Keplak asked again,  “Who is first to make his choice?”

His eyes darted about the crowd, but Running Brook was nowhere to be found.

“He's not here,” Buffalo Horn called out.  “Let someone else be first!”

“Quiet!” Walking Bear admonished his son.

“He's right!” called out Bent Feather, Grey Fox’s father.  “If the chief's son isn't here, then someone else should be first.”

Well-rehearsed by Buffalo Horn, the young men around him began to hoot and call:  “Let Talking Bird be first!  Let Talking Bird be first!”

Unseen but to a few, Buffalo Horn pushed Talking Bird so hard toward the center of the circle that the young man nearly fell flat on his face.  His apparent clumsiness brought gales of laughter from the Kepke crowd.

Hesitantly, Talking Bird walked about the circle of women, glancing over his shoulder from time to time.  Buffalo Horn's eyes blazed at him commandingly all the while.  After a long silent moment, he stopped in front of Doe and spoke in a flat voice, “I choose Doe.”

A low gasp swept through the gathering, followed by low murmuring.  Talking Bird chooses Doe?  Where is Running Brook?  Everyone knows they want each other!  She'll never agree...

Yet much to everyone's disbelief, Doe thrust her flower out to Talking Bird, as a mole would throw a pebble from its den. Talking Bird took it quickly and extended his hand.  She grasped it weakly, hardly touching, and walked with him to the waiting area where the rest of the betrothal rituals would take place, after the others had their time to choose.

This was more than a jubilant Buffalo Horn could have asked for.  As for his companions, they now saw him as someone who could create any circumstance he wanted and command even the rights of the chief's son.  He had shown them that he knew how to manipulate the old men, using the very Code they swore by.  Yes, Buffalo Horn was the one to follow.  Each young man silently promised his allegiance to the medicine man's son.  

Immediately after the ceremony, Keplak went out looking for his own son.  He found him in his old familiar place, staring out at the water.  Keplak stood behind his son and roared like an angry mountain lion.  “Why did you leave the ceremony?  Talking Bird chose Doe for his wife!  And you were nowhere to be found.  After all the words and the promises, you bring shame to my lodge!”  

It wasn't until after he had finished his tirade that Keplak realized his son was crying in heavy sobs. “Turn around, boy.  Face me.”

Running Brook did as he was told.  Keplak's tone softened as he saw the look of utter hopelessness on his face.  He sat down next to his son.  “There is a truth here, and if it takes into the next night for you to tell me I will sit here and listen.”  And so Running Brook told him.

THE NEXT DAY

Keplak lay awake until dawn, worrying about his son.  Until he spoke with his son that night, he had not realized just how sensitive he was to the taunts of the other boys.  Keplak remembered that long ago, as a young man, Walking Bear had been the same way.  The youths of his day made fun of him, too, and Keplak made fun of him along with the others.  As a result, the Ghost Man also spent much too much time alone. Today and yesterday are reflections in still water, the old chief thought to himself.

Keplak sensed that his next steps were going to decide the future of the whole Kepke tribe.  A day would come when his son would be chief.  Right now, thanks to Buffalo Horn, his son had no respect from his peers.  A man who was not respected could not lead.  Keplak blamed himself, too.  His own blame could be corrected, but yesterday was Buffalo Horn's first real taste of interfering with the tribe's affairs – and succeeding.  Keplak wondered what other diversions Buffalo Horn might try to create.  No time to worry about that, an inner voice said.  Your son needs to earn respect from the tribe.  

Keplak answered that inner voice in his thoughts.  The young men lack faith. What have I not done to give them this faith?  Why do they choose to listen to a child and not their elders?

No answer came.

Keplak's mind was flooded with the terrible possibilities of what could happen to his people, should Buffalo Horn and the other young men not be changed.  But how to change them?  What could be done?  The solution, like the sun at night, was not there.  

In exasperation, he sought advice in the hut of his friend Walking Bear, the Ghost Man.  He invited Many Elk to come with him.

“It troubles me to speak these words to you, holy man.  You and I are like brothers, but I fear your son is coming between us.  As your chief, as your brother, this can't happen.”

“I understand,” Walking Bear replied.  He was torn between his long friendship and the natural parental desire to deny his son's involvement in the past day's events.  “I spoke with Many Elk,” the Ghost Man continued, “and he wants to break the betrothal.  I know of nothing in the Code that will allow it.  Then again, I know of nothing that will not allow it either.”

“That can only happen if Doe and my son can agree,” Many Elk said.  “Then there's the rest of our people... too much gossip now.  In two moons it will be winter.  I have to think about how the Kepke will eat...”

“We're too old to have to have to think of the things of children,” Walking Bear acknowledged.  “Perhaps the spirits can give us counsel.”

Walking Bear sat closer to the fire and threw some powder into the flames.  Smoke and the strong scent of burning sweet grass whirled about him, taking the shape of spirits and human-like forms.  They bent over to him and spoke in his ear. Their voices were unintelligible to Keplak.

Walking Bear swayed back and forth as if he were intoxicated by fermented berries.  He tossed more sparking powder into the fire.  Finally he spoke in stilted speech, repeating what the spirits told him.  “Take your son away from here for a time.  In one moon's time we'll change Doe’s heart and right a wrong.  This way your son may marry the woman he loves and take on the responsibilities of an adult.  This will prepare him to be chief.”

The spirits formed around Walking Bear again and gestured wildly as they spoke to him. “This is a special case.  By re-arranging a marriage, you keep authority and trust in your hands, and show that Running Brook listens to you.  It will be an example for all fathers to follow with their sons.  This will also show the young men that the old ones still have authority over the Kepke people.  Then this childishness will end.”  

The Ghost Man listened, then turned to Many Elk and said, “The spirits tell me not to use the Code to break two young hearts.  They tell me that Running Brook must learn the lesson our future chief will need to learn to make him a man:  how to choose when life gives you what you do not expect.”

“I agree with you both,” Many Elk said, satisfied with all he heard.

“You're a wise man, my friend,” Keplak replied, gently placing his hand on the medicine man’s shoulder.  “If only our sons were brothers like you and I.”

“We're a dying breed, Keplak.  With my son as a holy man who pays only lip service to the ancient rituals, I'm afraid that Running Brook will have his hands full as chief.  It hurts to admit that my son abides by the Code only so he can eat.  He'll do everything he can to challenge your son's authority.  Look what's already happened!  I've consulted the spirits for advice often, but they say nothing except that Buffalo Horn would be a holy man in name only.  It's Running Brook who sees the other worlds.  He saw them even before he came to me with many questions about the life of a spiritual man.”  

Walking Bear choked back his tears, then continued. “I wish my own son would take such an interest.  He came into the world tearing everything to pieces around him, starting with his very birth.  It's not easy...  He's caused me a lot of trouble, and yet the spirits have nothing to say.”

Keplak nodded knowingly to Walking Bear's last statement, then responded, “Both our sons are men below the navel, and children in the head.”  He paused thoughtfully for a moment, and then his eyes twinkled.  “Perhaps a spirit speaks to me now.  I have an idea.  And it won't take the spirits to resolve their fighting.  Both our sons may be old enough to take wives, but neither has completed the rite of passage. We will pair them together, like you and I were.  A vision quest!  What better way for your son to acknowledge the wisdom of our traditions?  What better way for a chief's son to gain the experience he'll need to one day lead his people?”

“They'll be at each other’s' throats the whole time,” Walking Bear said.  His voice showed deep concern.

“I recall that when we were young, I didn't like you much, either.  But our sharing made us brothers,” Keplak replied.

The Ghost Man smiled.  He'd forgotten their old animosity.  “After all this time, I don't even know why we didn't like each other.”

“I remembered why this morning.  It made me think how much Running Brook is like you were as a boy.”  As he said this, Keplak's voice showed regret for past ill deeds done.

Many Elk chuckled. “I remember. You two acted foolishly, but the vision quest made you men.”

“Today and yesterday are reflections,” Walking Bear replied.  “That's why it's best for everyone that we must act quickly.”

Keplak stood up.  “Running Brook and I will leave tomorrow.  We'll hunt and fish.  Hopefully we'll bring back enough for a wedding feast.  Then you, Many Elk, and I will marry my son to Doe.  At the same time, we will announce the rite of passage to the two young men.”

Walking Bear nodded, but seemed to have his thoughts elsewhere.  Finally he spoke. “In this moment my heart has decided that it is your son, not mine, who deserves to walk the path of a spiritual man and succeed me.  When he returns, his training begins in earnest.” 

“Yuwipi,” Keplak smiled proudly.  Yuwipi was the ancient Kepke healing ceremony that took place for a young man after his vision quest.  

“He will be a leader with strong medicine,” Walking Bear said confidently.

“Let's be sure he doesn't stay by himself anymore,” Keplak cautioned.  “This problem never would have happened if he had faced his troubles openly and not gone off alone to visit the spirits.”

“Agreed,” the holy man and Many Elk replied in unison.

* * *
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DURING THIS CONVERSATION, Walking Bear did not see that a spirit had risen out of the fire and pointed to a corner of the lodge.  It tried to pull at his hair, but its fingers passed through him.  As the men talked on, the spirit in the fire tried to warn them that Buffalo Horn was listening quietly just outside a corner of his father's hut.  But the youth got away just before Keplak came out.

Buffalo Horn was furious.  Be like Running Brook's brother, he fumed to himself?  Let him be medicine man instead of me?  Give up my chance to be chief?  Never!  It's my only chance to do away with the stupid legends that bring only hunger.  I'd rather wander the forest alone!  A plan began to formulate in Buffalo Horn's devious heart.  Yes!  It can't fail!  He exclaimed inwardly.

THE BETRAYAL

Running Brook stood by the water, skipping stones across its slow-coursing stream.  He was lost in the gut-wrenching anxiety of regret.  Not even the singing birds, the croaking frogs or the buzzing insects could distract him.  Nor could the sweet perfume of the grasses, mingling with the clean breath of the stream, sooth his heartache.  

He knew his father was not pleased with him for the way he acted at the Choosing Ceremony.  He was sorry that he hadn't given Buffalo Horn a bloodied nose a long time ago.  Perhaps if he had fought him hand-to-hand just once, the others might...  But he was afraid then, and it was too late now.  He had let Buffalo Horn take everything from him, including Doe, the one person he truly loved.

“It's all so hopeless,” he despaired out loud.  “Father told me to wait here for him while he talks to Walking Bear.  What good can they do?”  To ease his anxiety, he did what he knew best how to do.  He sat under the shade of a tree, and let his mind become quiet.  “Father Spirits of the Kepke, guide me,” he intoned softly.

The surface of the water misted over, and a man-like shape took form.  It tried to speak, but its voice seemed garbled.  The form waved its arms wildly as if trying to warn him.  Running Brook strained to understand, but he could not make out the words.

A rustle of leaves broke his concentration.  He turned around, and was surprised to see a young woman emerge through the nearby trees.  She was out of breath. “Doe!” he called. “What are you doing here? What's wrong?”

“Wrong?” she laughed.  “Nothing’s wrong.  We're to be married!” she sat down beside him, catching her breath.

“I know,” Running Brook turned away sadly.  “You and Talking Bird.  Doe, I'm so sorry.”

She put her hand over his lips. “Not Talking Bird.  You and I.  Your father, Walking Bear, and my father are arranging it.”

“You belong to Talking Bird.”  He turned from her again. “You don't know how sorry I am.  Father's right, I've spent too much time by myself.  It's my entire fault that... I can't blame you f-f-f-for consenting t-t-t-to Walking Bird.”  He began to stutter, something he had never done around Doe before. 

In response, Doe took his face in her hands, pulled it to her lips.  She kissed him softly and deeply.  Running Brook felt shaky and scared inside.  He also felt excited.  His whole body felt very warm.  So this is what it felt like to kiss a woman!  He wanted to kiss her back and never stop, but pushed her away.

“I can't kiss you,” he cried, as the tears welled up in his eyes.  “Not until I know it's true.  If only it were true!  It would solve a lot of things.”

“But it is true, Running Brook.  It was foretold by the spirits to Walking Bear.  Your father's going to give Talking Bird a new lodge to make him forget me.  Grey Fox told me...”

“Grey Fox!” Running Brook shook his head.  “A friend of Buffalo Horn told you this?  I'd sooner trust the words of a scorpion.”

Doe gently clasped his arm with both hands. “I've wanted you since I was a little girl.  Your father knows this.  Mine does too. He sat with Keplak and Walking Bear.  He agreed to everything.”

“But how does Grey Fox know?”

“You know how!  Buffalo Horn told him.  He always listens in on his father's meetings.  It's all being arranged.”  

As she spoke, she slowly moved one hand from his arm, up to his shoulders and gently encircled his neck.  She let the other hand slide slowly, from his chest to his thigh.  She pulled him close, and kissed him long and tenderly.  “It's true.  We'll finally be together.”

Running Brook felt himself giving in to the new passions welling within, but still managed the strength to push her away slightly.  “I don't trust Buffalo Horn.  I should ask the spirits.  We should wait.  You know, to make sure.”

Doe took his hands and placed them on her breasts. “Do you know what the spirits will tell you?  They'll say that Doe wants you.  Don't you want her as well?”

“But...”

“Hush!” Doe offered her soft lips. 

In that moment of passion, Running Brook let himself forget the words of his father when he was first becoming a man:  “A woman who is as eager as you to make love can make you trade your soul.”  He gave in to the longing he had for her and caressed her body, as if to know every part of it would somehow reveal to him the great secrets of life.  His trembling hands sought out the cool feel of her skin wherever it was exposed.  

Doe answered his craving with a hunger of her own.  Goose bumps formed on her arms, showing her growing passion.  The way she touched Running Brook expressed her own longing for his touch.  Running Brook’s right hand flattened against her, pressing more firmly and insistently, gently pushing away any buckskin or cloth that barred his own skin from hers.  This sweet feast of the senses overpowered them both.  As their bodies joined they lost all awareness of the world about them.  The birds and insects became silent.  The only sound in their awareness was the rushing of water over the riverbed nearby, as it became the rhythmic music accompanying their dance of love.

THE TRAP

“This had better be important, Buffalo Horn,” Many Elk said, as he warily followed the young man through the woods to the stream.  “I have to get ready for the hunt tomorrow...” 

His words were cut short by the happy sounds of young lovers frolicking nearby.  He stopped, bent low, held back a branch and peered over it.

“See?  I told you!” whispered Buffalo Horn.

As Many Elk had often said, he did not get old by being stupid.  In spite of his heartbreak that the two lovers had not waited until the marriage ceremony and Running Brook was not her chosen mate, he still realized that this was just as contrived as the Choosing Ceremony had been.

“How did you know about this, Buffalo Horn?  Didn't I hear you tell your father you'd be fishing all day?”  His question wiped the smile from Buffalo Horn's face. “I know what you've done!” Many Elk shouted, grabbing the boy's arm roughly.  “You found a way to put them together after you tore them apart.  Who else knows about this?” he demanded.

Buffalo Horn's arm hurt under the old one's surprisingly strong grasp. “Talking Bird, Grey Fox, and Paints-His-Face-Red,” he whined in pain.

“We're going back to your father's lodge.  I'm not letting you use the Code for your own purposes again.  This whole shame will be kept between Keplak, your father and me.  And you and your three friends will be silent.  Is that understood?  As far as those two are concerned,” he motioned toward the two lovers with a jerk to his head.  “They will be married and this will be forgotten.  Now get up!”  He roughly pulled Buffalo Horn up.

They had only walked a few steps, when suddenly Buffalo Horn stumbled.  “Ow!  My ankle – I think it's broken!”  Buffalo Horn whimpered as he held his foot.

“Let me see,” said Many Elk in exasperation, as he bent down to look.  

The moment he drew closer, Buffalo Horn pulled out his knife and thrust it in the old man's heart – then twisted it.

Buffalo Horn was just as surprised by what he had done as was Many Elk.  It was as if an unseen force has taken the knife and buried it in the old man's heart.  Still holding the handle of the knife to Many Elk’s chest, he twisted it again.  Buffalo Horn felt Many Elk’s ebbing life force draw itself into him through his arm.  He felt the tingling energy flow into his chest and up his spine.  The feeling of power made him nearly delirious.

“No dried up old man will keep me from what I want,” he said to the quivering body.  Buffalo Horn felt his newfound power surge within, intoxicating every pore of his being.  Instead of shame for what he had done, he felt confirmation.  He felt like the power of life and death had taken root in his heart.  He felt invincible.

“Now the whole tribe will know about Running Brook and Doe,” he swore triumphantly over his dead victim. “Running Brook and Doe have broken the Code, first by having sex before marriage, and then, worst of all, by committing adultery.  After all, she chose Talking Bird.  Running Brook will have to take the blame for everything!  Nothing can keep me from what I want!”  

Buffalo Horn pulled the knife from Many Elk’s chest, then dragged the body off the path and positioned it against a tree.  After wiping the knife clean and sheathing it, he charged off toward the place where his friends were fishing. 

* * *
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Talking Bird asked when Buffalo Horn arrived at their favorite fishing spot.  “Why is there blood all over you?”

“Yes, look at you,” Grey Fox added.  “Did you kill something?  So where’s the meat?” 

Buffalo Horn grabbed Grey Fox by the shoulder and rubbed the blood from his hand onto his face.  “This could be your blood, or yours!” he shot a fiery glance at Grey Fox, “if you're not loyal to me.”  He pushed Grey Fox into the river and laughed heartily, raising his bloodied hands in triumph.  His howling laughter echoed along the stream, weaving itself like sinew into the buckskin of Running Brook's destiny. 

THE SHAME

Keplak felt relieved.  At last he and his old friend had begun to resolve a problem that had plagued their minds for years.  As he went looking for his son, he felt young again.  He hummed the marriage song to himself and did the marriage dance.  He thought about the new lodge he would give Running Brook, the gifts he'd give the in-laws of the future bride, and the potlatch – the gift-giving ceremony he would hold for the rest of the tribe.  If only the Kepke weren't so poor...  

He stopped near the brook where he had told his son to wait. “Now where did he go?” he asked himself out loud.  A strange foreboding swept over the old chief like an icy wind, but he quickly dismissed it.  “I'm not a holy man to be having visions,” he mumbled, and tried to smile again.

Not wishing to spend the whole day looking for his son, Keplak turned around to head back toward the village.  On the way, he heard the sounds of two people laughing.  He walked nearer the sound and peeked through the same branch where Many Elk had looked before.  Keplak saw the couple making love and was horrified.  No!  How can this be?  My eyes lie!  He was aghast and ashamed. 

At that same moment, Talking Bird came toward him, seeming to appear out of thin air. “Your son has taken my mate!” he raged.  “The Kepke people must know about this!”  Then he ran off toward the village, cutting through the trees instead of following the usual trail.

“No!” shouted Keplak.  He took off through the woods after him, but tripped over a rock hidden in a pile of leaves.  By the time he had gotten back up, Talking Bird was too far down the trail to catch.

Keplak
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