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Dedicated to my sons, Austin and Adam:
I could not be more proud of the men you continue to become.

Prologue

The L and B etween Two R ivers
at the Time of E mergence
Adapted from the Historical Record of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation

I

t was the first story to be told. In the beginning, Hesaketvmese
created sky and dirt and water. Soon He made the eagle to guard
the sky, corn to spring from the dirt, and fish to keep the bugs out of
the water. Seeing that it was all good, Hesaketvmese then made His
children.
In the moment of first breath, Hesaketvmese swept His left hand
across the land and spread a giant cloud of fog around His children.
They could not see each other and were quickly separated. Groups
began to form as they located first one, then another in the mist—but as
they tried to find their way, each group moved farther from the others.
When the fog finally began to blow away, the people who were
first able to see called themselves the Wind Clan. As the fog cleared
from all the land, clans took their names from the first things they
saw and so became the Bear, Deer, Turkey, Alligator, Raccoon, and
Bird Clans.
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By this time, just as Hesaketvmese had intended, His children
had scattered to the four directions. Some went to the rising sun; some
wandered the other way and made their homes where the sun hides
itself in the darkness. Many journeyed into the cold wind until they
had to build shelter, while most of the rest walked until coming to
the big water. There, it is said that Hesaketvmese fed them with food
from inside wet stones.
Of all Hesaketvmese’s children, only the Wind Clan chose to stay
where He had made them—in the land between two rivers.
Hesaketvmese had worked hard to forge His people and make
a beautiful home for them. As He saw that it was good, the Master
of Breath swept His right hand in a circle and built a place of rest
for Himself. Surrounded by a vast beaver ruin and across a great
swamp ran a long, narrow lake that connected two mighty rivers—
the Alibamu and the Chikashsha. There, on a high bluff overlooking
the ancient lake, Hesaketvmese created what all would call the “Place
of Coverings.”
He placed twelve oak trees in a wide circle. When He had
arranged them perfectly, Hesaketvmese created the greatest tree of
them all and placed it in the center. Hesaketvmese told these oaks to
keep their green leaves through all seasons and decreed that the one
He had placed in the center would grow to the top of the sky.
With His fingers, Hesaketvmese tangled the branches of the
mighty oak trees He had placed in a circle and bound them to the
branches of His special tree. This created a covering to provide shelter and prevent His children from climbing to His home before it
was time for their spirits to join Him there. The trees threw shade
upon the ground, and the earth underneath their covering was clean
and cool.
Sweet acorns fell there in such numbers that they piled upon
themselves and had to be pushed aside before one could walk through
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or sit down to rest. None lasted for long, however, because the acorns
were eaten by every animal in the forest. And when the animals
feasted there, all did so peacefully and with consideration for each other
because they knew this was what Hesaketvmese expected of them.
The Master of Breath had made it known that all clans were
welcome there at any time, but there was a specific law that was
to be observed without exception. When under the Coverings of
Hesaketvmese, all present were to be kindhearted and patient. Each
clan was to seek deep understanding of the others. All were to use
words of joy and gratefulness and praise.
When plans were made about how the clans would work together
and how the people would prepare for winter, chiefs and members
of fire councils came together under the center tree. Hesaketvmese
would also be there to watch and listen closely to everything that was
done or said. Everyone felt the master’s presence, and so everyone
carefully considered each word before speaking aloud.
This was how things were done in the days when the earth was
young and people were kind one to another. But there came a time
when Setvne, the evil one Hesaketvmese cast into the swamp (and
allowed to rule under its foul waters) began to cause trouble. Where
harmony had once existed between brothers, Setvne created discord.
Where families had only known trust, the evil one stirred suspicion.
And though generosity had been their way, Setvne introduced the
clans to jealousy.
One day, during this season of discontent, a loud burst of sound
was heard across the land. As the clans gathered at the Coverings,
they looked to the biggest oak—the tree in the center—and saw that its
body had split. The crack was only the size of a warrior’s finger, but it
was deep, and it slowly widened as everyone watched in alarm.
Accusations began to fly, and arguments intensified, but before
blood was taken, the voice of Hesaketvmese, as if carried by thunder,
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sounded within them all. “Stop this fighting,” they heard. “I did not
create your hearts for trouble.”
There was a cry then from many of the people, for all knew
Hesaketvmese’s chosen tree was being rent in two because of his displeasure with them.
At that very moment, the old people tell us, a warrior named
Cesvs stepped forward with a longbow of golden oak and strung it
quickly. Holding a single arrow up and into the sunlight, all eyes were
drawn to the arrow’s stone. Sharpened to a keen edge, its shape was a
study in perfection, each side tapering to a thorn’s point at its tip. But
most incredible was the astonishing color of the arrow’s stone. Almost
aglow in the sunlight, the arrow’s head was whiter than snow.
Of the broadening crack, the warrior said, “Though the grain
of the tree springs from the same root, its wood has now decided to
disagree. By going in different directions, neither side is as strong as
they once were together.”
Some were nodding, and all were quiet. “Not only have the two
sides chosen a course that will make them ever weaker,” Cesvs continued to explain, “but they have now opened themselves to a future
in which they will become weaker still.
“Without protection, this crack is an entryway for crawling
things to journey into the tree’s heart. If that pathway is not blocked,
the heart will be captured, the enemy will then be free to consume it
from within, and the tree will die.”
“Can anything be done?” a warrior asked. “Is there anything we
can do?” another woman offered.
For a moment he said nothing, and tears began to flow from the
people, for they were very sorry for what they had caused. And they
were ashamed.
Finally the warrior spoke. “I have come to bind you together—to
make all things new.” With those words, he walked from the center
4
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tree and did not stop until he had taken as many strides as there are
fingers on the hands of twenty-five warriors.
Reaching one of the twelve trees, he turned, planted his feet,
drew his bow, and let the arrow fly. The white arrowhead buried itself
firmly into the crack of the chosen tree.
There were exclamations followed by stunned silence as the warrior returned. Carefully, he reached for the arrow’s shaft and twisted
it, easing it out of the crack without the arrowhead.
“The arrow stone,” he said, “has gone into the deepest part of the
tree’s wound. There, each side of the stone will begin binding together
the two sides that should have never been apart.
“This tree is now a symbol of peace. It will continue to grow, but
only you will decide whether or not the healing wisdom begun this
day will continue to bind your own wounds of foolishness.”
The old people say that when Cesvs spoke his final words, he
placed the bow over his shoulders and began to climb up the very
tree he had just saved. He climbed until they could no longer see
or hear him, and all present knew he had returned to his father,
Hesaketvmese.
From that day forward all the great chiefs would travel to the
Coverings on solstice—the day the sun stands still. There, they would
light a council fire and speak in honor of the warrior who brought
peace to their people. The gathering was always ended with a ceremonial binding of the wound.
As the blaze turned to embers, a single arrow stone—the most
beautiful and valuable of all they carried among them—was selected.
Together, the great chiefs would press the symbol of their commitment to Hesaketvmese—and to each other—into the ancient wound of
the massive tree they called the Peacemaker Oak.
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eely Higgins was bent at the waist, lightly touching her dark
hair with the tips of her fingers. “Why did I even wake up?” she
groaned. “My head is about to explode.”
The old man sitting next to her on the metal bench crossed his
arms and frowned. “Is it a sinus thing?” he asked. “Or an ‘I had too
much to drink’ kind of headache? Could be from tension. Tension’ll
cause ’em. You know, that kind that comes from your shoulders, up the
back of your neck, and over your head? Those are from tension. So if
it’s from tension, I’m sure it’s a bad one.”
Keely sat up and turned stiffly to face the old man. Staring at him
through cloudy eyes, she paused for a moment. Then, taking a deep
breath to demonstrate her patience with his questions, she answered.
“I’ve had a cold for three weeks. Yes, I drank too much last night. And
I’ve been told that stressful environments create tension. Might this
be considered a stressful environment?”
The old man grinned.
“My point,” she continued, “though I am not sure why I feel
compelled to make one for you, is that—now that I think about it—my
headache is probably the tragic consequence of combining all three.
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My nose is stopped up, I am hung over, and I’m in jail. So, yes. All three.
Sinus, alcohol, and tension. But thanks for asking.”
With that, Keely considered the conversation finished. Lifting
her feet to the bench, the young woman wrapped her arms around
her knees and positioned her face in such a way as to be shielded from
any further interruption.
The two were surrounded by bars, seated on the far side of an
area approximately fifteen by forty feet. The absence of beds and the
substantial size of the locked space suggested a temporary function.
A double row of benches was fastened firmly to the cement floor with
one situated along the back wall, which was also solid concrete. The
“seating” was illuminated, but not so sharply as the brightly lit area
near the locked door.
“It is rather exciting to be here.” The old man’s comment broke
the brief silence. Keely turned her head, peering up from her selfmade cocoon with one eye and saw his arms were still crossed and that
he had leaned back against the wall. He appeared to be quite relaxed,
almost happy, she thought. Certainly, he was at ease. As she watched,
he turned this way and that, looking around as if this were one of the
most interesting places he’d ever seen, before saying, “Yes . . . a jail cell
can be a remarkable tool.”
“Ahh . . . yeah. It’s remarkably horrible,” Keely said. “And exciting?
I don’t even know what you . . . A tool? What does that . . . ? Oh, my
head. Never mind.” She went back into her cocoon, her aching head
cradled in her hands.
Standing, the old man stretched and yawned loudly.
A muffled, “Shh,” came from Keely’s huddled figure.
The old man’s eyebrows lifted in an expression of pure innocence.
“I’m sorry,” he said, although he was not. “I didn’t catch what you just
said,” he finished, although he absolutely had.
Keely’s words were still muffled, but her response was delivered
8
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with much more energy. “God!” she wailed. “Can you please shut up
for a minute?”
“Certainly,” he said a bit frostily. “If you’re going to put it that way,
of course I can.” With that pronouncement, the old man turned away
from Keely while crossing his arms and tightly clamping his right
hand over his mouth. For several seconds, he rocked back and forth.
Had anyone been watching, they might have been confused, for it
would have been apparent that old gentleman was laughing uproariously. But to himself. And without making a sound.
He wore blue jeans and a white T-shirt with leather flip-flops.
His longish, snow-white hair framed a deeply tanned face and the
most startling eyes Keely had ever seen. In fact, they were the first
thing she’d noticed after being placed in the cell. The old man’s eyes
were blue, but it was a lighter—no, a brighter—shade of blue than she
had ever seen.
It was as if his eyes had been encased in crystal. There was a
clarity to them Keely was unable to define. She had heard of eyes that
sparkled, but always considered that specific description a way of
referring to excitement reflected in a person’s face. But this old man?
His eyes really did sparkle.
He had already been in the cell when Keely was locked in during
the early morning hours. When the door had shut behind her, the
officer quickly departed. Keely simply stood by the door with tears
streaming down her face. Vomit had soaked the front of her blouse
and a swelling red knot was evident on her forehead. She had been
angry, afraid, and drunk.
Now, her head pounded ferociously, but she was beginning to
recall those first moments in the cell. The old man had stood when
she walked in, Keely remembered. And he had said something. What
was it? Oh yes . . . he had bowed slightly and said, “Welcome. Come in
and rest. I’ve been waiting and am glad you’re here.”
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Weird. Had he really said that, or did she imagine it? Her recollection was murky at best.
Nevertheless, what the old man said penetrated the fog in her
brain and brought her back to the present. “You know,” Keely said as
she lifted her head with a sigh, “I’m sure I’ll regret asking, but why is
a jail cell a ‘remarkable tool’?”
The old man grinned. “When a life is spinning out of control,
few things bring reality into utter focus as effectively as a jail cell.
Oftentimes, it is a lack of proper focus that allows a life to spin out of
control in the first place.”
“Proper focus?” Keely asked with a hint of suspicion. “What do
you mean ‘proper’?” The young woman did not lose the old man’s gaze
as she straightened and leaned against the back wall.
He sat down beside her and considered his answer for a moment
before speaking. “Lots of people believe they lack focus,” he said,
“when ‘focus’ is not what’s missing at all. For instance, at least part of
why you find yourself in jail at this moment proves how effectively
you were able to focus last night. Unfortunately, you focused on vodka
tonics.” The old man patted her on the hand.
“Many people say they can’t focus because they worry all the
time.” He chuckled. “You see, focus isn’t their problem. Because worry
is focus. It’s focus on the wrong thing. When we worry, we lack proper
focus.”
Keely stared at the old man for a moment through half-open eyes.
“Who are you?” she said.
“Jones,” he said and smiled. Then, nudging her playfully with
his shoulder, he added, “Not Mr. Jones. Just Jones.” She didn’t return
the smile but watched as he stood and stepped to the brightly lit area
near the cell door. “A jail is also a near-perfect starting gate,” he said
absently as he ran his hand along the steel bars and poked his finger
into a welded joint.
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Keely’s eyes narrowed. She wanted the old man to shut up. Why
wouldn’t he just be quiet and let her go back to sleep? She knew that
the only way to shut him up was to be unresponsive and so decided
that she would not say another word. Almost immediately, however,
Keely blurted out another question. “Why a starting gate?” she heard
herself say.
When Keely asked her question, she frowned as if she had eaten
something distasteful. For some reason, the old man thought that was
funny and laughed, motioning for her to stand and join him at the
door. “C’mere, young lady,” he said. “Move into the light.” He was only
a short distance away but held his hand out toward her.
Keely did not want to stand or even shift position but felt oddly
compelled to do as this man, Jones, asked. Reluctantly, she stood and
almost immediately sat back down and leaned against the concrete
wall. With her eyes closed, Keely groaned. “Can’t do it,” she said. “I feel
like I’m going to throw up.”
It was a moment or two before Keely realized that the old man
had not responded. Opening her eyes, she was taken aback to see him
in the same position—right hand still reaching forward—and in the
same place as he had been when she’d attempted to stand. There was
one difference, she noted. Jones was no longer smiling.
Neither was he frowning, the young woman decided. Instead, the
expression on his face was one of concern. Or urgency. Or longing,
Keely thought. In any case, she strongly sensed the old man’s determination. Choosing not to think about it any longer, Keely closed her
eyes again.
“Hey!”
Keely jumped, startled. The old man had practically yelled at her
and if she hadn’t felt so badly, she’d have yelled right back. But a low
snarl was the best she could muster. “What?”
“Don’t quit now,” he said. “Come on. Try again.”
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Keely was about to end the conversation with a rude yet crisply
articulated comment, but as she gathered breath for the effort, the
old man tilted toward her at an impossible angle. Forgetting what she
was about to say, Keely blinked hard and looked closely. His right hand
remained outstretched, but with his left, Jones had gripped a bar of
the cell. He was leaning as far as the span of his arms would allow. The
old man wiggled his fingers toward her and said again, “Come on.”
To Keely, it was a ridiculous visual. Here she was—in a jail cell—
and this old guy was reaching out for her like she was in the water.
Sinking . . . or needing help. Or something.
“I am drowning, aren’t I?”
“Yes,” Jones said simply. “Yes, you are.”
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