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TWO LIVES FOR THE SEA GOD

 


The temple of Nuaha was not the conventional
temple one might expect for a god. It was unusual in that it was
also a great natural phenomenon, a freak of nature you could call
it. Three large jutting rocks thrust their heads out of the ocean
to form a rough circle about half a league from the shoreline of
Baneshia. These rocks were large enough to have tunnels and
galleries carved into them, chambers housing some twenty of Nuaha’s
priests and halls for worshipers numbering in the low hundreds. If
that was not unusual enough, the three part temple to the wrathful
god of the sea was formed around a huge natural whirlpool, the
Cuahnaven that spun in the center of the rocks, drawing down all
that was offered to it into the depths of the oceans, or to the
underwater grottoes of Nuaha, if one preferred those tales.
Worshipers paid their respects to their god from galleries high in
the cliffs hanging over the whirlpool. These had been carved out of
the rocks in ancient times and were reached by tunnels and steep
stairs, which wound through the rocks themselves. These galleries
were the chapels in Nuaha’s great naturally formed temple, their
surfaces left bare except the occasional use of wooden boarding or
handrails to provide assistance in some sections. No candles or
incense burnt to honor this god or comfort his worshipers. No
tapestries or paintings, or golden icons stood to remind people of
their need for devotion.

The great whirlpool, more than fifty paces
across, which formed the center of the temple, was enough for
anyone to understand the nature of this god. The whirlpool that
sucked down all that it was offered – sacrifices and the bodies of
the dead without ever sight of them again. Down into the crypt of
Nuaha, according to the priests.

A cynic would hardly credit the likelihood
of such a temple. Holcan had been a cynic once, in his sixteenth
year he had spurned the religion and beliefs of his father and his
sailor community. Tough, rough men who lived and died by the whims
of the sea. They offered sacrifice to the Creator gods,
particularly Nuaha who ruled over the seas and waters of the world.
Leaving his future open to fate had not appealed to Holcan. He
would make his own destiny with his own hands and his own clever
brain, turning the tables on the rich merchants, oligarchs, and
yes, the puffed-up priests taking their tithe from the gullible. He
had been called thief and spurned by those who used to nurture him
when he was a child, but he was in control of his life and needed
no faith to keep him from harm.

If the whirlpool was not amazing enough then
just think of that other occurrence that nature sometimes blesses
the sea with. The wave, motionless, called a standing wave, because
it appears not to move. The priests of Baneshia sought to explain
it as Nuaha’s will that the area around the three rocks of his
great temple be marked in such a manner, they called it the Wall of
the Afterworld; for those who crossed it were either dead or
journeying to mourn their dead. The wave ran for several hundred
paces across the route to the temple from the shore. All the boats
that traveled there bearing worshipers had to cross the wave to
reach the temple.

One day Holcan’s world fell apart. He could
not plan for death. His father was taken from him in a great
tragedy at sea, the fault of the avaricious merchant who had
scrimped on the safety of the vessel yet again. This man was
untouchable, surrounded by bodyguards. Holcan would never get near
him and certainly never live to savor his vengeance if he did.
There had been only one choice—turn back to the very superstition
he had cast aside as an adolescent.

He stood in the prow of the boat as it broke
the standing wave, spray whipped up from the top of the wave
splashing his face with foamy salt water. He wiped it away smiling,
feeling content that it was nearly over, this path would soon be
complete and he could return to his former ways soon enough. The
boat drew nearer to the landing stage of the principle rock, called
the Alha of Nuaha. Holcan steadied himself with his right arm
against the bow and felt the pain as the scar tissue on his right
forearm cracked and opened. The boat drew back on the swell, and
despite bracing himself, Holcan was nearly pitched over the
side.

“For the sake of The
Creators can’t you keep the boat steady,” said Holcan. “What am I
paying a boatman-priest of Nuaha for? I could have rowed myself if
I fancied a dip in the ocean.”

The boatman-priest mumbled something under
his breath, cursing him no doubt to a watery death. The boat came
in again to the jetty, lurching this way and that, the boatman
threw a rope to one of his fellows on the shore waiting to catch
his line.

Holcan did not wait for the boat to be tied
fast, but leaped ashore. He may not have sea legs but he was still
agile thanks to his profession. “I’ll be back soon,” he shouted and
proceeded to stalk hurriedly up the jetty and towards the stone
steps leading to the heart of the temple. Just at the end of the
jetty stood a group of what were no doubt servants of rich masters
who were visiting the temple that day. The group of men stood
round, their cloaks wrapped around them against the chill salt air,
laughing and sharing the gossip of the day. Holcan glanced at them
as he passed, idly wandering how rich their masters might be.
Judging by the quality of their clothing, “not bad” was his
conclusion. One of the men looked his way as he left the jetty,
regarding him as he went by.

Holcan stopped. “Yes?” he said to the
man.

“Nothing brother, just
watching passersby, that’s all,” the man replied, smiling slightly,
mocking perhaps, the other men in his group quiet now to hear what
would happen.

Holcan stared at him for a moment, anger
broiling within him. He turned curtly on his heels and went on his
way, his face flushing as he heard the low chuckles of the men.
What had he been thinking? Why had he let himself get so worked up
over nothing?

 


§

The rocky gallery overlooking the huge
Cuahnaven whirlpool was empty, both of mourners and those who had
come to offer sacrifices to Nuaha. Holcan stood leaning against the
smooth rock that formed a natural railing at the top of the cliff.
He laid the curling knife across the muscle of his left forearm, to
make the shape of the second cut. Long and curving like an eel, but
with a break before the head to signify decapitation. Holcan cut
deeply into the muscle of his arm. He had been told the scar must
always remain.

He winced in pain. The blood dripped, slowly
at first and then in a heavy flow from the cut. He let several
drops fall on the model boat by his feet, the blood anointing it
for its journey to Nuaha.

Swiftly he replaced the knife in his belt,
not having time to wipe it clean of blood, and bound his arm in a
dark linen cloth. He sensed another person walking up the tunnel to
the gallery. Holcan hastily took up the model boat at his feet,
said a brief prayer, and flung the model boat over the stone
railing into the whirlpool below.

He saw the other person, a young woman,
through the stinging tears of pain caused by the cut on his arm.
The woman carried an elaborate two foot long model of a man,
encrusted with pearls and exotic looking sea shells. A rich gift
for the dead.

He watched her. She walked towards the
gallery and threw the model of the man into the whirlpool’s depths
below. Turning back down the passage her eye caught his.

“Sorry for your loss”, she
said and bowed her head beneath her hood.

Shielding his bandaged arm and the knife
under his cloak, Holcan turned to acknowledge her. “Don’t be sorry.
He can sleep peacefully now that Nuaha has his gift.”

“Your loved one sleeps?”
she said sharply.

He frowned, was she trying to mock him.

“The myth tells of
sleeping, but of course death is death,” he said.

“I hope my father is
sleeping amongst the sea-nymphs of Nuaha.” She was not mocking
Holcan realized, but perhaps a little crazy. “He deserves pleasure
now. Those tales of the dead sleeping? Could they be
true?”

“For me they are not, but
your beliefs are your own concern,” he replied.

Unperturbed by his answer, she continued.
“Do you mind me asking, did you also lose your father?” she
said.

“Yes, it was my father.”
The pain from his cut still hurt him, a dull aching throb now. He
hoped that he was not losing more blood, but he dared not look
under his cloak with her standing before him.

“If you could believe in
the tales then perhaps both our fathers might sleep together with
the nymphs? Lucky men,” she said with a slight smile on her lips.
“Death could lose its sting if it meant a license for
debauchery.”

His heart beat faster and he was surprised
at his own sudden strong emotion towards her.

“Let us step away from the
edge of the gallery, there will be other mourners coming up soon to
throw their offerings,” he said. “Here, let’s sit on the rocky
shelf a while.”

“Your arm, it seems to
bother you. You keep touching it?” She seemed to have noticed his
awkwardness for the first time, although he had started to forget
the deep cut in his arm, which was now swaddled in bandages under
his cloak.

“An old injury I sustained
in my work. It bothers me sometimes. It must be the sea
air.”

They sat on the rocky shelf, sitting close
so that they could still converse despite the roar of the sea and
the chants and prayers of mourners. Holcan made sure that he sat so
his cut arm was on the side away from the woman.

“So many dead”, said the
woman as
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