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The Skull Collector





The young man’s corpse washed ashore in the hushed chill of morning. The Shaman had been waiting, watching for the body through the long hours of the night. The sight brought the dread of the lies he would be forced to tell the tribe. He carried the youth, who through his aging eye appeared no more than a boy, from the waves and placed him on top of the prepared funeral pyre. 

His striking flint and steel felt too worn in his hands. He had lit too many of these fires on this sacred beach with only inquisitive sand crabs for company. This winter ritual, this lie about earning the right to journey to the Golden Island, was wrong. If the gods wished the tribe to sacrifice the youth, they deserved to know their fate. Ages ago, before the Shaman’s birth, many died trying to reach the island every year. His father, who served as shaman before him, convinced the tribe that holding a contest would better please the gods. At least then, only one would die.

A brilliant spark caught on the coconut fiber kindling and red tendrils of fire snaked through the bundle in his hands. He coaxed the fire brighter with a soft puff of air before adding it to the larger slivers of wood. Soon, the pile blazed hot and bright, sending a tower of smoke high into the sky that would be seen for miles. The villagers, gathered on the other side of the steep rocky ridge dividing them from this sacred space, would see the smoke and know that all was well. 

The flames licked around the limbs of the dead, a young man named Siaki. He deserved to be chosen. He had proven himself and brought much honor to his family as he perfected his skills and mastered his use of tools and weapons alike. In many ways, he reminded the Shaman of his own son. 

The smell of charred flesh stuck to the Shaman’s hair and clothes and crept down his throat. In the bitterness of the morning, he questioned his loyalty to the village and to the gods. What would happen if they learned that Siaki never reached his promised paradise?

The fire died down, leaving greasy blackened bones and gristle on the ashes. He carried them one armful at a time to a hidden area of the palm forest where the ants hunted. They could be trusted with cleaning the bones before they were ground to powder and mixed into the sand of the beach.

He placed the last bone, Siaki’s skull, at the base of the tallest palm and cradled it into a depression in the sand. There, he knelt and offered one last prayer for the safe passage of Siaki’s soul to the afterlife. 

The stink of death clung to the Shaman’s skin, forcing him to wash himself before taking up his totems and ceremonial dress once more. He lifted the beaded and feathered chest piece and set it on his shoulders, feeling the weight settle against his bare skin, a weight meant to represent the solemnity of his office. The feathered head piece pinched at his temples, a constant reminder of his duty to be an example of humility and devotion. He hated the last piece the most. The staff of crooked driftwood, which bore rows upon rows of elaborate weavings and beadwork. Each duty he fulfilled, each birth, each successful harvest, and each winter ritual added another narrow band of color. 

He lifted the staff to his shoulder. The walk back to the village from the secluded beach pressed harder against his heart with each passing year. 

Siaki’s family would be waiting for him. He would have to reassure them that their beloved child had indeed reached the distant shore of the Golden Island. The lie came harder every year. 

Only one person took the sting of his duty away, at least for a time. Makana with the silken shoulders, his wife, waited under the lip of the rise, as she had each year since the day they had been joined as man and wife. 

She stood and laced her hand in his, showing no sign of impatience at having waited several hours.

“Is he well?” she asked.

Lying to her hurt most of all. To speak the truth would rob the sparkle from her eyes. How could she love one who allowed such a horror to continue? 

“He is in his new home now. May his soul find happiness there.” The lie brought with it a taste of ash and bile in his throat. 

She pointed along the beach. “Your son is eager to see you.” 

Liko held a collection of two-pronged spears and stood on the edge of a rock as he studied the water. With one smooth motion, he flung the spear and pulled out a brilliant silver wriggling fish.

The Shaman rubbed at the tense spot between his eyes. For the last several years, Liko had been asking to come with him and learn how to give the ceremonial offerings on behalf of the one traveling to the island. 

“How long did he stay awake waiting for me?” he asked.

“Until nearly morning. He would have made it longer, had he not spent most of the night celebrating around the fires.” 

“Is he disappointed?”

“Why could he not come this year?” Makana’s tone sharpened and her arms crossed over her bosom. “You have trained him in everything else, is there a reason he must wait for this?”

The Shaman leaned against one of the dark volcanic rocks, drawing strength from its solid mass. After the long terrible night it would be too easy to become cross. “There is a time for everything. I will not change my mind about this. He cannot come with me until after he competes for his chance to go to the Golden Island next year.” Even as the words left his mouth he felt the weight press on his chest. How could the gods expect him to allow his son to die for nothing?  He cleared his throat. “Next year, should he not be the victor, I will take him to pray with me.”

She shook her head, unpleased with his answer and turned her attention to the hut behind them. “There is food inside, when you are ready. You best get something to eat and rest a while before he learns that you have returned. I am sure he will have questions upon questions for you.”

“It can wait until after I have spoken with Siaki’s family. They have been patient.” 

Maintaining a serene face, despite the raging storm of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him, took energy that the Shaman did not have. Facing the family of a boy that he knew was dead would test him once more. He could not let them lose the hope that their son lived on in paradise. Having a child chosen from among all the youth brought the family great honor.
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