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    Aûé ê nua ê, aûé ê koro ê, aûé nga kope ê


    O my mother, O my father, O my people

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Call

  


  
    Dawn spread white wings across the sky. Miru awoke, aware that it was the day when he must travel to the forbidden grove. Outside a rooster crowed. As he imagined the priestess in her dank cave, the boy shivered. He strapped a knife of obsidian to one arm.


    He walked on bare feet over the earthen floor. Miru saw his mother by the hearth, where last night’s embers glowed. He ran to her. Smiling, Ia pressed her nose against her son’s. With the long fingers of one hand she grazed the freckles on his cheeks.


    “Good morning,” she said with her voice like water. Miru’s features had come from her: he had his mother’s brown skin, her dark hair and green eyes the color of the sea.


    From the fire Ia pulled a yam. She set it on a wooden plate to cool. With sleepy eyes Miru stared at it, feeling a pang of hunger. He knew that she had roasted the yam for his father. As soon as his mother turned away, Miru snatched it and scurried out the door.


    He squatted on the ground by the family’s well. Using his knife, he cut through the warm yam’s skin as he had seen fishermen slit a mackerel’s belly. Steam rose from the yellow pulp and filled the child’s nostrils.


    As Miru ate with his fingers, he watched the life that stirred around him in the square: dogs rousing from sleep, pigs rooting in the dust, birds hopping, roosters, hens and their chicks pecking the dirt. Curls of smoke seeped through the thatch walls of houses. When a fly landed on Miru’s foot, he kicked. It flew away. As he always did when he was happy, he wiggled his toes, smiling.


    He yearned to be with his mother at the hearth again. But he knew she would scold him for eating his father’s food. Miru also remembered that he must journey to the seer’s grotto today. Why would the old sorceress want me to go there, he wondered.


    The boy could not resist peeking through the door. He spotted his mother by the hearth. Without looking at her son she asked, “Why did you steal your father’s food?” Even when she tried to be stern, Ia’s voice sounded like coursing water.


    “I was so hungry, Mother.” The child entered.


    “I cooked taro for you.”


    “I’m tired of taro,” he said, drawing closer. “We all used to eat yams—why can’t I eat them now?”


    Ia placed her thin hands on Miru’s shoulders. Already the boy knew she would not scold him. “The enemy has burned many of our fields. The harvest of yams is reserved for soldiers who need strength to fight, like your father.”


    “I need strength too—I’m going to make a long trip today.”


    She pulled the boy to her side. Miru buried his face in his mother’s belt of tapa cloth. “You’ve already eaten the yam, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then go before your father wakes. Be careful, my son.” She rubbed the braids of his dark-brown hair. Passing one hand over his brow, she gave Miru her blessing.


    He spun and rushed over the threshold. In the square he scattered the chickens, birds, pigs and dogs. Miru ran through sparse woods to the coast. With his braids swinging behind him, he dashed along the beach, splashing in small waves. He felt a light and foamy ease until the witch’s cave returned to his mind.


    Miru stopped at the cove where he and Kenetéa often met in secret. On the sand he recognized her shapely footprints. He would have liked to wait for her there instead of going to the cavern—show her his tattoos, the new markings on his face, chest and shoulders. But Miru continued on his way, staying clear of fields where armies were already skirmishing in the early light. He could hear the cries of soldiers and the clashing of weapons.


    Day moved across the world. Before noon he had entered the secluded grove, the thickest forest on Vaitéa. Miru shuddered as he tiptoed through the shady woods. When he approached the cave, a guard challenged him, raising his lance.


    “The priestess called me here,” Miru said. “I’m Koro’s son.” Hearing that warrior’s name, the man bowed his head, lowered his spear and led the visitor to the cavern’s mouth.


    Miru crawled into the blackness. When he stood up, he bumped his head on the stony ceiling. Slowly his eyes grew accustomed to the dark. Keeping low, he moved forward, groping with both hands along moist walls. Miru came to a large chamber where he could stand without stooping. He smelled a musty odor, old as the world. Waves crashed on the rocks below.


    “Welcome to my sanctuary, Miru!” a voice boomed from the grotto’s depths. The boy looked around him: he could see nobody.


    “I’m here!” the voice called, behind him now, laughing, echoing against the walls. He whirled. He still could not see the sorceress.


    A torch flared ahead of him, and a woman appeared in a circle of light. Swaying from side to side, her body covered in a cape of bark-cloth, her head topped by a tall cone of feathers, Marama moved toward him. As she walked, Miru heard the rustling of her garment and the creaking of her bones.


    She extinguished the torch and dropped it on the cave floor. Marama rubbed the boy’s chest where it was tattooed with a pair of leaping dolphins. “The artist captured your spirit-animals well,” she told him. He did not understand how the woman could see in the darkness. But after all, he thought, Marama had been named for the moon.


    With her hand she brushed his shoulders and their images of breaking waves. Finally Marama skimmed the lines that the tattooer had etched on Miru’s face with birdbone needles. “You are beginning to resemble a man,” she said.


    Without warning the seer grasped his arm with one hand. Her sharp fingernails, curved like a bird’s talons, broke Miru’s skin. For the first time in his young life he felt fear in his chest.


    “Look at this eye,” Marama told him, pointing to her good one, the left, with her free hand. Miru was becoming used to the dark, but he could scarcely discern that eye. “It sees the world,” she said. Marama touched her other eye, the right, blank as the moon. “See this one? It’s blind yet it perceives more and greater things—those that are invisible to you and others.” Water dripped from the cavern walls. “So listen to what will change your life forever, Miru.”


    The witch paused to draw a breath. “Our people think we suffer because the tribes are at war, because we’re ruled by men with bloody hands. They’re wrong. It’s something larger than all of us.”


    “What?” Miru’s voice echoed in the chamber.


    “Our land and our seas are dying,” Marama intoned. “We’ve razed our forests and poisoned our shores so that our nesting birds, our fish and shellfish have dwindled or disappeared. Fighting has despoiled our land. Many people are hungry. Your own mother cooks less food for your family.”


    “How did you know?”


    “I know many things, sometimes before they happen.” Marama tightened her grip on the boy’s left arm. “You must sail to an island far away, Miru, to bring back the seeds and shoots of new trees, to restore our woods and rescue Vaitéa.”


    “What!” His eyes looked big as oysters. “We live at the end of the world! Nobody has ever reached another island—how could I?” Miru remembered Kenetéa.


    “You must forget her.”


    He failed to comprehend how the priestess could steal his thoughts. Recalling the girl’s skin, smooth as mother-of-pearl, he said, “I cannot forget.”


    “Her tribe is locked in war with ours.” Marama allowed her utterance to sink into Miru’s mind. “Anyway you’ll never love her or any other woman until you pass the rite and leave this cave as a man.”


    Those words ran through him like a spear. Trying to hold back the tears welling in his eyes, he drooped his head. “Marama,” he said, “my father has trained me to be a soldier so I can defend our family and our tribe.” Without thinking Miru clasped the hilt of his dagger with his right hand.


    “Your father’s a great soldier but your mission is more crucial than war. You’re the last boy who’s been schooled as a sailor, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Your family owns the best longboat on Vaitéa, true?”


    Miru nodded. “But it takes a crew of three to sail it,” he said. “All our men are at war or have died in battle.”


    “You’ll have to find a crew.”


    He did not reply. It was useless to argue with Marama, who had an answer for everything. A roller smashed on the shore with a sound like a huge tree cracking. He thought of bright-eyed Kenetéa.


    The priestess loosened her hold on Miru’s arm. “Listen to me,” she said softly, leaning forward. He could smell her odor of smoke and ashes. “The time has come, Miru. You must sacrifice your love for Kenetéa in order to save our island home.” She pressed the boy’s arm with both hands.


    He was trapped in the grotto, sickened by Marama’s clammy touch, her nails and the stench of her body. He no longer felt afraid. Miru pushed the seer’s hands away.


    Marama knew the sadness of an old woman whose body revolts a young man. Yet she drew nearer, so close that he could feel her breath on his face now, smell it. She stroked Miru’s chest. Marama raised both arms beneath her cape, swelling in the dark like a bird with wide wings.


    “Son of Koro,” she said in her sonorous voice, “at your birth-feast I predicted you would be headstrong—”


    “Like you, Marama?”


    The witch smiled. “Yes. And in you I’ve almost met my match.” She paused. “Few sons are as good as their fathers—in fact most are worse. I thought you might be different. But you’re a slave of your own heart.”


    “No son or father could make that voyage.”


    “Aayy!” Marama cried in a wail so piercing, so painful that it seemed to shake the roots of the earth. Aiming a crooked finger at the boy’s face, she said, “I’ve never banished anyone from this cave. You’re the first, Miru. Go! Don’t return until you’re brave enough to hear my call.”


    His face burned with shame. The sorceress, who could see so clearly in the dark, watched Miru’s cheeks flush. With both hands he covered his face. Then he stood straight and bumped his head on the ceiling again. As he slunk from the cavern, Marama smiled with cunning.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Rope of Knowledge

  


  
    Like an animal Miru skulked through the secret grove, disgraced for being expelled from the sanctuary. Tears glistened on his cheeks. He wandered along the coast, through forests, over fields and hills. Observing the dried grass, the stumps, withered bushes and trees, Miru realized that he had hardly noticed them before.


    He heard the rumble of soldiers marching from a distance. Suddenly Miru felt a sharp love for his island, for the people, a keenness like a crab’s claws pinching at his heart. He wanted to hold them, his tribe and their enemies, all of them in his arms; they went on with their lives, fighting battles without an inkling of the fate Marama had revealed to him in her grotto. They slaughtered each other while their seas, meadows and woods were dying around them.


    In the deepening light he walked over parched fields. Miru reached the square in front of his family’s great-house. Renga Roiti stood by the well, watching the sky, her red braids shimmering in the last rays of sun. At her feet a pair of dogs was asleep in the dirt.


    “Look out there!” she told Miru. “Can you see them?”


    He scanned the horizon. “What?”


    “What do you think? My birds!” the girl shouted, pointing toward the sea. Miru strained his eyes: far out on the edge of sight he could detect black spots moving against the darkening horizon. They grew larger, their calls more distinct, louder as they flew closer. Renga Roiti skipped up and down, clapping her hands, unable to contain her joy. Clouding the sky, the flock of sooty terns swept overhead.


    “This means spring is near,” she told Miru. “They went out to sea at dawn and they’re returning to their roosts at dusk. But there are fewer birds than before.”


    He fixed his eyes on Renga Roiti.


    Still gazing at the terns she asked, “Brother, why are you gaping at me?” It was as if she could see him from the corners of her eyes. He said nothing. “Look at them!” the girl screamed.


    “I can’t, Renghi.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because your birds just shit on my head.”


    Renga Roiti saw the white droppings that streaked Miru’s face and dark-brown hair. She laughed. “That’s a sign of good luck!” she cried. “You’ve been anointed.”


    “Why don’t they hit your head?”


    “Because they’re my totem sisters.” She laughed again.


    Miru looked forlorn. He had been banned from Marama’s cave, ordered to leave Kenetéa and make a wild voyage into the unknown. Now his head and face were dripping fresh guano.


    Seeing her brother so dejected, the girl said, “Come over here, Miru.”


    He walked to the lip of the well, where she drew water and washed him. When she had finished, Renga Roiti studied him and said, “By the way, you look like a ghost.” He smiled for the first time since leaving Marama’s cave. Miru could always count on his sister to tell him the truth.


    He walked through the door, crossed the kitchen and entered the longroom. Ia and Koro were sitting next to a fire that smoldered in the hearth. Both glanced up at their son. His mother smiled.


    Ia rose on the floor of tamped earth to welcome him, rubbing her nose against Miru’s. She moved with grace, with the halo of royalty around her. When people saw her pass, they said, “Shining Ia walks like a queen.”


    “Where did you go?” she asked Miru. Her voice sounded like waves lapping on the shore.


    He lowered his eyes as his mother caressed his dark braids. “Don’t worry about the yam,” she whispered in Miru’s ear. “I found another one and cooked it for your father.”


    Casting a shadow over his wife and son, Koro stood. Dirt from the battlefield coated his face. His eyes were gray like winter fog. His beard and braids had the reddish color of yams.


    “Good evening, Miru,” he said. Koro’s voice made the walls of the room tremble.


    The boy struggled to speak. “Father, can you summon the family?”


    The soldier had never seen his son so gaunt and troubled. “Yes.”


    They assembled in the longroom: Miru’s mother and father, Ia and Koro; red-haired Renga Roiti; their uncle Ihu, priest of the tribe. All took seats around the hearth.


    “I have something to announce,” Miru declared in a voice they had not heard before. A fly droned in the room. “Marama has called me to sail to another island, to bring back seeds and shoots and to reforest Vaitéa.”


    The room was silent. All turned to Koro, who was rising to his feet. The soldier inhaled a slow breath. His chest expanded, showing his tattoos of a breaching orca on one side, a sperm whale spewing water from its blowhole on the other.


    Koro looked down at his son. “I’ve drilled you patiently to be a soldier, Miru. As soon as you pass the final ritual of manhood, you must become a warrior to help me defend our family and our people.”


    “I’ll fight when I come back to Vaitéa,” the boy said. His uncle, wise Ihu, smiled at the confidence of youth. Neither he nor anyone knew that Miru’s doubts and fears were deep.


    “Even if you made the journey,” Koro said, “even if you returned—and who has ever done that?—it would be too late. By that time the enemy could vanquish us for good. They already control the kingship and they’re poised to attack. Miru, we need soldiers now.”


    “There are other ways to defend a family and a tribe,” Ihu interposed, standing. He was the only man on the island as tall as Koro. “In the long flow of time,” the priest said, “this voyage may be more urgent than Miru’s presence on the battlefield.”


    “If he doesn’t fight, there won’t be a family or tribe,” Koro responded. His eyes moistened as he spoke to his son: “Remember that I lost both of my brothers in combat.” Those words pierced Miru’s chest like a lance. Pointing to the dagger sheathed on his son’s arm, the soldier asked, “Do you recall what I told you when I gave you this knife?” The boy hung his head without replying. “That you would thrust that weapon to avenge your uncles’ deaths one day. You and I are the last males who can protect our house and our clan.”


    Miru rose while his uncle sat on the earthen floor. Never before had the boy stood face to face with Koro in the longroom. “I’m sorry—” he started with a quaver in his voice. “I’m sorry that I cannot help you in the wars now. But I’ve made my decision.” Miru’s voice grew louder: “I didn’t come here to ask for your leave, Father.” Koro, that mountain of a man, scraped the floor with one foot. “I came for your permission to let my sister sail with me.”


    All gasped, staring at Renga Roiti. The girl’s eyes appeared bigger than clams. She tried to restrain her delight.


    “She’s too young to be tattooed or marry,” Koro said without bothering to look at his daughter. “Your sister needs a parent’s consent to leave the great-house.” He paused. “I refuse to give my approval, Miru. Anyway,” Koro ended with scorn, “no girl or woman has ever sailed in a longboat.”


    “Renghi could be the first,” Miru replied. The girl rose to her feet. Puffed with pride, her little chest heaved.


    Renga Roiti stepped toward Koro. The girl had never dared to approach her father in the longroom; she stood side by side with Miru. Her small body quivered. “I know the flights of seabirds better than anyone,” she said. “The terns fly out to sea in the morning to fish and wing homeward at nightfall for rest. In this way my spirit sisters could lead our ship to landfall on another island.” The girl exchanged glances with Miru.


    “You do not have my consent!” their father shouted.


    “Koro,” Ia inquired, “do you recall the seer’s prophecies at our daughter’s birth-feast?” She stood. In her voice like water she told her husband, “Marama predicted that Renga Roiti would aid her brother in his sacrifice for Vaitéa and our people.”


    Koro paid no attention to those words; he was a soldier and did not care about prophecies. Looking straight at Miru, he asked, “When has a boy of fifteen years made a journey like this?”


    “I’ll turn sixteen in summer.”


    Again amusement showed on Ihu’s countenance, deepening the wrinkles around his eyes. But tears streaked Ia’s face—she stood to lose one child on land if her son stayed to fight, two at sea if both children sailed on a voyage. Her brother Ihu comforted the woman, holding her dark hands. In the corner a fly buzzed. Koro pawed the floor with one foot, then the other.


    Ia drew close to Miru and hugged him. “You have my approval to take Renga Roiti on the journey,” she said. When his mother spoke those words, the boy’s heart warmed.


    Rising again, Ihu added solemnly, “You have my consent too.”


    Koro wheeled and rushed to the armory behind the great-house. He gathered a sword, shield and spear in his arms and strode away, looking like the warrior that he was. When he had gone, it seemed an army had broken camp.


    Facing her son again in the longroom, Ia told him, “I beg you to make peace with your father.”


    Leaning on his staff of precious sandalwood, the priest said, “Miru, your mother’s right—Koro’s the head of our family and leader of our clan.” Ihu paused. “There’s something else, my nephew. You’ve been chosen to lead an expedition that could save our island. Your life is not your own now—it belongs to our people. You can no longer be as wild as a dolphin. You must be careful, Miru.”


    The boy felt the weight of his quest. Not only must he renounce his love for Kenetéa: he must also give up his freedom and the spirit of his totem brothers, the leaping dolphins.


    In the darkness Ia led her children across the square. They squeezed her hand to show their gratitude. Together they approached a house shaped like an upturned canoe: it had ribs of great-palm, the wood once used by shipbuilders to make the masts, hulls and keels of boats in the fleet.


    The three crossed the threshold, grooved and deepened by time. It was cooler inside. For a moment Miru felt the calm he had always known in his grandfather’s home.


    Te Rahai rose to greet his family. Like the rigging of an ancient canoe, his body creaked. He had a brown frame, bent and tautened by years of stepping masts, hoisting sails and plying paddles. The old sailor rubbed noses with his daughter and his two grandchildren.


    “Father,” Ia told him, “Miru wants to sail on your longboat.” Showing teeth yellowed by age and wisdom, Te Rahai exulted. He embraced the boy. “Miru has accepted Marama’s call to travel across the seas to another island,” Ia ended.


    “Why?” the mariner inquired, stepping back with eyes opened wide.


    “To harvest seeds and shoots,” Miru responded, “to bring them back here and reforest our island.”


    The sailor observed his grandson with eyes full of sorrow. More than anyone on Vaitéa he knew the dangers of embarking on such a journey, a passage from which nobody had ever returned. But gradually his expression changed as he considered Miru’s words. “It’s true that I’ve seen many changes on the island, its coasts and waters,” Te Rahai told him. “Perhaps the witch has her reasons.”


    “There’s one more thing,” Ia said, placing a hand on her father’s arm. “Koro wants Miru to stay and help him fight the other tribe.”


    The old man thought in silence. “I know your husband, Ia. I understand why he would want his only son at his side. But there are many soldiers in our tribe. There’s only one sailor who could lead this crossing—Miru. And there’s only one ship for him to sail—my twin-hulled canoe.” Te Rahai reflected. “Old Marama could be right. The forests have thinned. There are fewer seabirds, fish and shellfish on our island and our seas. Many people on the coast are hungry.”


    He turned to his grandson. “Miru, you have my permission to make the voyage in my longboat.” In his mind the boy could see that vessel standing in dry dock—its two masts and hulls, its prow taller than a great-house. “You’ve already proved your seamanship on the outrigger,” the sailor told him. “I’ll train you on the large ship.” Te Rahai paused. “Who will be the members of your crew?”


    Renga Roiti jumped in front of her grandfather. “I’m one!”


    Stroking the girl’s red braids, Te Rahai smiled. “It’s taboo for a girl or woman to sail, little bird. And your brother needs two seasoned oarsmen.”


    “There’s nobody else,” Miru said. “The times have changed—we’re at war, our island’s in danger and the taboos no longer hold. You could teach Renghi as you taught me.” Miru remembered those days, the gladdest of his childhood.


    Te Rahai removed his hand from the girl’s head. “Even a grown woman doesn’t have the strength to crew a longboat,” he said.


    “What if you sailed with us?” Miru asked.


    The sailor’s laughter echoed from the walls. “I haven’t been to sea for so long—ever since I trained you. I’m too aged and feeble,” Te Rahai lamented through his white beard, bleached by years at sea. “And the law of generations forbids me to sail on a vessel whose pilot is my grandson.” The man hesitated. “How could you think of making the voyage without securing a full crew?”


    Miru blushed. “Marama says I must follow her call in order to pass the final test of manhood.” He cast his eyes on the floor of tamped earth.


    “What does the hag know about ships?” Te Rahai scoffed. “Marama has knowledge of our land but she’s never gotten her toes wet. She’s spent most of her life in a stinking cave.”


    He placed his gnarled hands on Miru’s shoulders. “In spite of the dangers, I’ll take on the task. Every youth needs an old man to guide him,” Te Rahai said, breathing fast. “And every old man needs a youth to teach the rope of knowledge.”


    The sailor turned to size up Renga Roiti. “I don’t know about you, little daughter. What would the old seamen say if they learned I was allowing a girl to sail on my canoe?”


    “You could tell them that my totem sister’s the sacred tern,” she responded firmly. “You could say that I know how to spot seabirds better than any man—they can lead us to another island. And you could tell those sailors that if they’re so wise and brave, why don’t they come with us?” Te Rahai patted her on the head. “Will you show me how to sail?” Renga Roiti begged. Nothing could daunt her.


    “Maybe.”


    The girl clasped her grandfather’s brown legs. “How long would it take?”


    “Forever, little bird,” Te Rahai laughed. But his countenance looked grave when he spoke to his grandson. “You’d still need a third member of the crew.” He paused to think. “We’re now at the end of winter. You’d have to sail before mid-spring and the rainy season with its foul weather.” He sighed. “If you were lucky—most lucky—you might reach an island where you could wait out the season of summer storms and sail home in the fall.”


    There was a silence in the room. All realized how long Miru and the girl would be gone if they took the voyage, even if it was successful—how far they would have to journey from Vaitéa. Ia strained to hold back the tears seeping from her eyes. Only Renga Roiti appeared unworried, too young to understand the perils of a quest over unknown seas, the slippery path of death.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Kenetéa

  


  
    In the morning Te Rahai led his grandchildren to the harbor. He sat down with them on paving stones that glittered with brine and fish scales, where elderly men talked or dozed in the sun. There he told Miru and Renga Roiti about the days when fleets of canoes had covered the waters, shipping crops, stores and people from one end of the island to the other, crossing the shark-roads in search of teeming shoals of fish. The old man also reminded them that murderers had been set adrift and never returned.


    With a knife of obsidian Te Rahai helped his grandchildren whittle a toy boat from toromiro wood. Over the next few days he showed them how to cut full-sized paddles for ships. He instructed them to weave sails of pounded bark, to make nets of mulberry cloth and to fashion birdbone hooks.


    Miru was grateful to try those crafts again. They attracted him more than the warrior’s skills that Koro had taught him: thrusting a knife, swinging a war club and hurling a great-shafted spear. The boy could not have known that he would need all of a soldier’s and a sailor’s prowess to confront what lay ahead of him.


    At night he dreamt of Koro. Recalling his mother’s words, he asked himself if he would ever make peace with his father. Wished-for Kenetéa appeared in many dreams too.


    Te Rahai schooled Renga Roiti in his grandson’s outrigger canoe
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