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One For All 

Chapter One 

 

 

 Okoa sat on the soft, pine needle covered ground and watched the setting sun flash on his 

friend Na’O’s sword.  The three drummers quickened their tempo and the sword glinted as Na’O 

lunged in slow motion, performing the ceremonial ‘Battle Against Two Enemies’ for the tribe 

around the campfire.  One imaginary enemy slain, he pivoted with perfect balance and made a 

slow slash at the other invisible warrior behind him.  Okoa knew the moves, and Na’O executed 

them well for one his age.  As if the second warrior came at him, he stepped out with his left 

foot, leaned aside, and let the warrior’s momentum carry him right past, off balance.  Na’O 

turned and made his final slash.  Victory. 

 When the cheers died down, only the crackle of the fire could be heard as Na’O sat down 

and Okoa stood and unsheathed his sword.  For his performance he had chosen ‘Fight Through 

The Korgars’ because it took the most strength, and because Meleen was dying.  

 He glanced Meleen’s way, wanting her to know that this was for her, but not wanting the 

whole tribe to know.  She sat propped up against her father, eyes wide and focused intently on 

Okoa, whom she was supposed to have married two months before.  Okoa’s ribcage seemed to 

press in on his heart and lungs.  He wished he hadn’t let their parents talk them out of getting 

married despite her imminent death, but at least he had told her.  At least she knew. 
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 One drum broke the silence.  Dow.  Dow.  Dow.  Dow.  Drumming the sound of Okoa’s 

steps up the mountain to the first gate.  Okoa stood still, letting the drum be his motion.  But 

when the drum stopped, he gripped his sword tightly with both hands and stared at a spot about 

three feet in front of him.  He waited in silence while the imaginary gate opened itself for him 

and then, chaos.  All six drummers pounded as fast as they could and Okoa swung around, 

felling wild animals on all sides. 

 The fire, his friends, everything disappeared except for his sword and the legend – the 

promise that fighting through the beasts and sacrificing himself on the mountaintop would save 

her.  Like never before he could see the predatory animals surrounding him.  Korgars.  He 

crouched as more approached, thrust his sword up through the belly of one and back out into the 

snout of another.  Every time he killed one another charged to take its place, until one by one the 

drums dropped out, like a death.  When it was over, Okoa was covered with sweat and trying not 

to cry.  He closed his eyes and imagined himself climbing to the summit and falling on his 

sword.  At least in his imagination, Meleen could now live forever. 

 The reverent clapping meant that the tribe understood his anguish even though he’d tried 

not to look at Meleen.  Na’Unu had asked Okoa to perform last because he wanted tonight’s 

story to be the legend of the mountaintop.  As Okoa sat, Na’Unu began. 

 “The Two, the Man and Woman, created.  They stood on air and waved their hands low.”  

He spread his hands just above the ground.  “They made the land beneath their feet.  They 

pushed their hands out, making the sides of the mountain extend far below them.  They waved 

their hands above them and brought in the clouds.  They pulled the water out of the clouds and 

channeled it down the mountainside and out to the basin they’d prepared for the ocean…” 

Okoa breathed in the moist ocean air. 
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“And down the other side to the lakes of the rising sun.” 

Okoa looked to the eastern night sky. 

“They lifted their hands and drew grass out of the ground.  They found pebbles and blew 

on them to turn them into the ants and the beetles.  They blew on small stones to turn them into 

rabbits, foxes, fish, birds.  Bigger rocks became wolves.  Large boulders became bears and 

korgars.  The korgars were bigger than bears, their skin tougher than lizards’, and they were 

vicious.” 

 Okoa’s littlest sister, Taio, giggled beside him.  When he turned to admonish her, he saw 

Na’O, across the circle, making ridiculous korgar faces at her.  He tried to get Na’O’s attention 

but Na’O ignored him, pantomiming the next part of Na’Unu’s story too.  

 “But men and women They made from water.  The Man filled his hands with river water 

and poured it into the Woman’s hands.  When she poured it out onto the ground, it became a 

young man.  They made a woman in the same way, and sent them down the eastern side of the 

mountain to live in the foothills.  The Man and the Woman often came down to visit these, the 

only immortal creatures they had made, and enjoyed their children and grandchildren.  When 

those grandchildren were grown, though, they began to fight amongst themselves, stealing from 

each other and bickering about who was the greatest.” 

Taio’s giggling got louder as Na’O silently acted out the bickering.  Okoa pulled her into 

his lap and shot Na’O a look.  Na’O plopped his chin on his fist, defeated.  Next to Na’O sat his 

older brother Avi’O.  Without Na’O’s usual goofy grin, he actually looked a lot like his brother.  

Avi’O tore a stick into smaller and smaller pieces.  Finally he slammed the last piece on the 

ground, got up, and stalked off to his tent.  Okoa wondered why he hadn’t performed in the 

sword ceremony when he looked perfectly healthy. 
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 Na’Unu continued.  “The Man and Woman lamented, and decided that the people did 

not deserve to live forever.  They retreated to their mountaintop, taking the korgars with them 

because the people as mortals would not survive long with the korgars around.  They built an 

outer wall and an inner wall around their mountaintop and told their people that when a healthy 

man or woman under twenty-five years old went through the gate on the east side of the 

mountain, fought his way through the korgars to the second gate and sacrificed himself on the 

summit, the rest of the people would again have immortality, this time forever.” 

The sky had turned to the deep cobalt of twilight, dotted with the firstcomers among the 

stars.  Okoa gazed toward the northeast horizon, where he knew he’d have seen First Mountain if 

it were daytime or if the fire weren’t burning bright between them.  He looked over at Meleen, 

who had fallen asleep there against her father, and back toward the mountain.  All his feelings of 

the past few months, watching her get sicker, and memorizing ‘Fight Through The Korgars,’ 

began to form themselves into a plan.  He found it difficult to sit and listen to the end of 

Na’Unu’s story. 

 “The Man and the Woman hoped that the people would work hard to raise their sons and 

daughters to have noble hearts, so one would save them.  And now, generations later, our tribe 

lives in peace because of the clever way the Man and Woman persuaded us to raise our children 

to share, to help, to give, to sacrifice.  Living among noble-hearted people is a reward in itself.” 

 Na’Unu was not Okoa’s favorite storyteller.  When old Apau told the mountaintop legend 

he inspired the young men so that they could hardly fall asleep that night, envisioning themselves 

climbing bravely up the mountain.  They would wake up and not want to neglect their duty on 

the fishing boat or mending the sleephouse roof, or not want to leave their new wife or their 
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ailing mother, so maybe Na’Unu was right.  Maybe the renewed nobility with which they fished, 

mended, and aided each other was the point of the story.  Maybe.   

 So when Okoa couldn’t sleep that night it was not because Na’Unu had inspired him.  It 

was because he was desperate for Meleen to live.  Having decided to sleep outside by himself, he 

lay on the ground looking up at the stars through a foreground of night-blackened branches.  

Were the Man and Woman still on the mountaintop after all these generations?  Had they tired of 

waiting and left to create a new world?  Could he let Meleen die without even trying?  No.  He 

could not. 

 He decided he’d tell Meleen first thing in the morning, and then his family.  If he’d 

already promised her, he couldn’t let them talk him out of it.  And then he forced himself to go to 

sleep, so that he couldn’t talk himself out of it. 

 

 Okoa woke as the first sliver of sun broke free of the eastern hills.  Something was not 

right.  He didn’t hear the happy sounds of the women beginning their day, didn’t smell the 

smoke of their breakfast fire.  Yet he could hear people gathered by the fire circle.  He sat up.  

Had someone died?  Had Meleen?  He didn’t bother tying his hair back.  He ran to the crowd of 

men and peered between them. 

 Apau was speaking to Na’O’s brother Avi’O, and he didn’t have a hand on Avi’O’s 

shoulder.  “We will not speak the words of your crime.  No one has been exiled in ten years, 

Avi’O.  You cannot stay here.  You won’t be welcome with our friends to the south.  But maybe 

you will make your name live forever as our hero if you change your heart and fight your way to 

the mountaintop.  Here is a fishing net.  Go.” 



6 

 Avi’O’s face, so often hard in a way no one else in the tribe understood, showed a flicker 

of fear and remorse, or at least regret, and then he turned and walked off, his stride athletic and 

confident. 

 The men stood still as stones and made sure Avi’O walked eastward toward the foothill 

stream and out of sight.  When Avi’O was completely hidden by the woods, Apau turned around, 

and in his gentle voice, told the others to tell the women they could let the children out.  By this 

time every man of the tribe had gathered, and they now left to begin their day, first stopping by 

the tents to give the news to their wives and mothers.  Okoa looked for Na’O among the solemn 

faced men.  So, not every man had gathered.  Na’O had not come to witness his brother’s shame, 

and neither had their father. 

 Okoa’s father found him and they walked toward their home together. 

 “Father, what happened?  Did he do something when he left the storytelling last night?” 

 His father, Tiko, looked at him sorrowfully.  “We do not speak of it.”   

 His father never treated him like a boy, and Okoa accepted that the men who knew what 

Avi’O’s crime was had decided that the story should die. 

 Reluctlantly, Okoa nodded.  “I’ll meet you to fish before long.  I’m going to see Meleen.” 

 His father touched his shoulder and kept on in the direction of their tent.  Okoa veered 

left toward Meleen’s family’s.  He passed Meleen’s mother, on her way to help with breakfast.  

Her smile showed gratitude, and her eyes said loss. 

 He reached out for their tent flap, but before touching it said, “Meleen?  Mana?”  Mana 

would be taking care of her big sister. 

 “Come in, Okoa,” Mana chirped. 
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 The small enclosure was warm from a night of sleeping bodies.  Later in the day, Meleen 

would come out and lie in the sun, but it was too chilly now.  Usually Mana would leave the two 

of them alone, but she wasn’t going anywhere this time. 

 “Do you know what happened?” she asked.  “Father didn’t know anything.” 

 Okoa shook his head.  “No.” 

 Mana scowled.  “Hmmph.  You’re no use.  I’ll go ask my friends.” 

 She wouldn’t wander far.  She always noticed when Okoa came out, and hurried back to 

tend her sister. 

 Okoa sat on the floor next to Meleen.  She was tucked tightly in her blankets, but she 

struggled to get her hand out for Okoa to hold.  He took it, and the coolness reminded him of a 

spring day when he’d dared her to jump in the icy creek and then given her a hand back out.  It 

was probably the only time she had ever surprised him. 

 He lay down close to her. 

 “It’s too bad,” she whispered. 

 “Yes it is.” 

 “Do you really not know what happened?” 

 Okoa laughed.  “No.  I really don’t know.  I wasn’t just trying to get rid of Mana.  I’m not 

too surprised he’d do something terrible, though.” 

 “Really?” Meleen’s forehead wrinkled up.   

 “He’s always been so mean to Na’O.  I can’t think of one person he seems to like.” 

 “Lots of people are hard on their little brothers.”  She smiled.  “Na’O does bring some of 

it on himself.” 
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 “I don’t know,” Okoa said.  He didn’t want Meleen to waste her energy debating with 

him, so he didn’t bother trying to explain how the way Avi’O treated Na’O seemed more cruel 

than most older brothers.  Yes, brothers wrestled, and dunked each other under water, and teased, 

but somehow with Avi’O it seemed different. 

 Meleen was probably wondering why he came, if it wasn’t to tell her what Avi’O had 

done.  He usually visited in the evening, when he was done with his work and the ocean breeze 

made it too cool for her to join the tribe by the fire and she felt lonely.  Okoa always tried to 

anticipate her questions, since her illness made even talking tire her. 

 He said, “I came to talk to you about something else.” 

 Her face was thinner every day. 

 “I’m going to First Mountain.” 

 She gave a weak smile.  “Oh Okoa,” she said, dismissing his idea. 

 “Don’t tell me not to go.  You are worth it.”  His tears came in a sudden torrent. 

 “I’m so tired, Okoa.  I don’t know if I have that long, for you to make it to the mountain.  

If you want to sacrifice yourself for the tribes after I’m gone…” she licked her dry lips.  “But I 

want you here until....  Please.” 

 “I’ll leave today.  Right now.  I won’t stop to sleep.” 

 “Ask…advice,” she whispered. 

 “You know what they’ll say.”  He picked a miniscule pebble off the floor and flung it at 

the doorway.  “Half of them don’t even believe the story.  They think it’s a myth to teach us to 

live right.  And the ones who say they believe, well, I wonder.  If they really believed, they 

should have gone by now.” 

 “It’s not that simple.  They have families to provide for.  You have family.” 
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 “What could I provide for them that would be better than immortality?” 

 She had no answer. 

 He stroked her hair.  “You still believe…yes?” 

 He knew she did.  He also knew she would consider lying if she thought it would make 

him stay.  And he knew that in the end she couldn’t lie. 

 “Yes,” she said. 

 “Then I’m wasting time.” 

 

 After promising to come back and say goodbye, Okoa set out northwest to the ocean 

stream where his father would be fishing.  Other times of year they took the boats out for the 

delicacies that migrated along the coast, but today the fishermen would be on the banks of the 

stream.  Along the way he tied his hair back and composed his words for the squirrels to hear. 

 “Father,” he announced to the woods, “I know my duty as your only son, but my duty to 

the tribe is greater.  You have instilled honor and these beliefs in me, and I know you will accept 

my decision.  I must begin my journey now.” 

 The squirrels seemed to stop their frantic treetrunk climbs solely to listen to him.  Okoa 

padded softly.  He could hear the stream now, if not the quiet fishermen. 

 “Father, I know I said I would fish with you today, but…” 

 Okoa grimaced.  He stopped walking. 

 “Father, Meleen is dying.” 

 A songbird whistled a mournful descending tone. 

 The squirrels stayed still for one more moment before scurrying on their way.  Okoa 

moved forward then, too.  He walked purposefully and silently toward the stream.  When he 
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broke out into the early summer sunlight his father immediately saw him, watched him walk up 

empty-handed.   

 His father looked down at Okoa’s empty hands and nodded once.  “You’re going.” 

 “Yes.” 

 Tiko pulled him into a strong hug.  Then he turned to the other fishermen and asked them 

to bring his equipment home when they were finished.  It was understood between father and son 

that Okoa had not told his mother yet, and that his father’s presence would be necessary.  

  


