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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PRONUNCIATION

The vowels are pronounced approximately as follows:


a - as the “a” in “father”

e - as the “a” in “say”

i - as the “e” in “me”

o - as the “o” in “so”

u - as the “u” in “rule”



The “ng" has a nasal sound, somewhat like that in “singer.”

When two vowels are adjacent, each is pronounced as a separate sound. The accent on a word usually falls on the next-to-last syllable. The presence of an apostrophe in a word indicates a break or glottal stop.

NOTE: A glossary of unfamiliar terms appears in the back.





ONE

Wave after great wave buffeted a two-hulled voyaging canoe that was beating its way windward. The craft was tossing so violently that only its sturdy master dared remain standing. Heavy sheets of spray hit the plaited sails and swept across the platform that crossed the hulls. Brine drenched the crewmen, who crouched, waiting for orders. But the canoe-master, wearing only a narrow loincloth, stood fast at the bow. Sinewy legs spread wide, knees flexed, he peered out over the heaving water for signs of land.

Beneath a small thatched canopy that was lashed to the deck sat the principal passenger, Tepua-mua, daughter of an atoll chief. Almost as tall as a man, she was lightly and gracefully built, as supple as a young coconut palm. Training in the dance had sculpted and defined the muscles in her arms, thighs, and calves. The swell of her breasts and hips showed that she had reached womanhood.

Her eyes were large and lively, surrounded by black lashes beneath angular eyebrows. Strong, wide cheekbones tapered down to a pointed chin. A mane of blue-black hair spilled back from her high forehead.

As the double canoe, the pahi, pitched and rolled, she felt her pearl-shell necklace sliding against the bare skin below her throat. She was wrapped in a garment of finely plaited matting to protect her against the wind and spray. Even so, the chill of sudden gusts set her teeth on edge.

“Aue!” one crewman shouted in dismay as a huge wave lifted the pahi. Tepua tightened her grip and tried not to think about her last sea voyage. It would be cruel of the gods, she thought, to bring her so close to home, only to toss her into the ocean again.

She had known worse sailing than this. Some time ago a squall had swept her overboard, taking her away from friends and kin. Only through the aid of the gods had she survived, finding refuge in far-off Tahiti. And now, despite misgivings, she was finally returning home.

“Aue!” came another cry, this one filled with hope. Tepua looked up to see the canoe-master pointing to something far ahead.

Paruru, her father’s chief warrior, hurried forward to stand with him. Bared to the waist, Paruru seemed indifferent to the cold. His powerful shoulders and back were slick from spray.

She fought her impulse to join the men, knowing that she was expected to remain confidently seated under the shelter. Straining her eyes at the gray horizon that rose and fell with the deck, she saw only whitecaps. Waves crashed against the hull, and wind whistled through the thatch, drowning all voices.

Then, at last, she glimpsed a few black specks that set her pulse racing. The dots grew until she could see that they were feathery tops of palm trees. Others appeared, in a familiar pattern. The canoe-master called orders excitedly to the men. The sails had to be changed now, for the present course would take them far past their destination.

Tepua tried to fight her impatience. After so many days of travel she was eager for the journey to end. She ached to stretch her legs, to run free, to taste fresh food.

She had been away nearly two years. At first she had been treated with scorn in Tahiti, yet she had found a place for herself in that unfamiliar land. She had joined a society of dancers and performers who celebrated their patron god Oro. For a long time she had believed that she could never return to her home island, because she had lost the virginity required of a chief’s unwed daughter.

But then Paruru arrived and invited her back for a visit. Her father, now ill, understood that she had been cleansed by a priest of Tahiti of all her offenses against the gods. Paruru brought the pearl-shell necklace as a gift from her relatives, and assured her that she would be welcome….

With land in view, Tepua’s thoughts filled with the people who awaited her. The spirit of her mother had long ago departed on its journey. But Ehi, who had been her feeding mother, would be waiting to welcome Tepua in her ample arms. And Ehi’s daughter Maukiri, closer than a sister, would have tales to keep Tepua awake for many nights. As for her father, she could only hope that he still lived.

She glanced out again, this time seeing foam shooting high on the horizon as breakers crashed into the outer reefs. More palms appeared, marking the length of the large islet known as Ata-mea. Soon she saw, separated by gaps, tree clusters on other islets of the atoll’s coral ring. She shifted her seat and wished the pahi could move faster.

But the waters here were hazardous, bristling with underwater reefs, and the rough weather only made the canoe-master’s task more difficult. Carefully he directed a zigzag course that ended downwind of the atoll. At his command, the pahi turned to approach the pass through the reefs.

The canoe was close enough now for Tepua to see details of the familiar shoreline. Great chunks of old coral, tossed up by some malevolent spirit of storms, gave a harsh look to the seaward beach. Beyond this rugged barrier lay stretches of white sand, and there she saw people gathering, waving at the boat. A few youngsters ventured onto the rough coral banks, keeping just out of reach of waves that thundered against the rock.

Now Tepua could no longer bear to remain in the shelter. She came out to sit cross-legged on the deck and watch the final maneuvers. People from shore were shouting, but it was impossible to make out their words.

With a frenzy, the crewmen began paddling, trying to bring the pahi into position to enter the pass. Tepua knew how fortunate her people were to have such a channel into the calm enclosed waters of their lagoon. At other atolls it was necessary to land on the outer reef, a dangerous undertaking.

But entering a pass also involved risk, and today’s rough seas made the hazard far greater than usual. Tepua took a quick glance over the stern, to see what waves were gathering to carry her to shore. A huge swell was already upon her! She felt its power in the pit of her stomach as the canoe rose high above the land. She spoke a brief prayer to her ancestress, Tapahi-roro-ariki, as she began to plunge through the gap.

Steep, rough walls of ruddy coral loomed suddenly on both sides. She clutched for a new handhold and tried to keep from crying out. Once, not so long ago, she had found amusement in shooting the pass on a blustery day. She remembered cajoling her father’s boatmen into taking her out and back. Now, as she raced past the jagged walls, she could not even find words of prayer to her guardian spirit. Life on Tahiti has made me soft, came a distant thought as the bow of the pahi slammed down and sent her sprawling forward on the deck.

Before she could get up, the platform was awash. Then she found herself afloat in the boiling current, flailing about for something to hold on to. She clawed at the roof of the shelter beside her, but the thatching tore away in her hand. The canoe bounced up again, tossing her behind it. Then the boat shot forward, leaving her to struggle in its foaming wake.

Tepua sputtered a she came up for air. There was no time for shock or anger. On both sides, sharp and deadly walls hemmed her in. Men were shouting to her from the pahi, now far ahead, but they could not stop its rush toward the lagoon. Someone—Paruru, she thought—dove in after her, but he was too far away to help.

Tepua’s head went under. Perhaps life in Tahiti had indeed made her soft, but she had not forgotten how to swim. Stroking fiercely, she emerged in a mass of foam. Now the coral wall rose just in front of her, its sharp edges glistening with seawater. In a frenzy she turned away and fought the current as waves pulled her down into a deep trough, lifted her and dropped her again.

Then she was swimming underwater, heading for the center of the channel, only dimly sensing pain on the side of her leg. Ahead she saw hints of the brighter, calmer water of the lagoon, but the current was treacherous here, swirling her away from her course.

Once more the coral seemed to reach out for her, and again she felt its sting. Turning, she tried to change direction, fighting a surge of water that was dragging her down. She saw a pair of glittering fish above, tried to follow them into a gentler current. The fish raced on before her, always just beyond her fingertips.

Then, at last, she was free of the treacherous undertow, and she saw overhead the quiet surface of the lagoon. She came up, gasping, pushing strands of hair from her face. Outrigger canoes, singled-hulled vaka that could be quickly launched, were coming toward her.

Tepua felt weak. The sting of her coral cuts grew worse, and she saw threads of blood rising through the clear water. She knew that sharks often entered the lagoon….

“Get her out! Quick!” came cries from shore.

Hands reached down to help her. She half climbed, half rolled into the bottom of a canoe, and lay back, still trying to catch her breath. “Daughter, welcome home,” cried a familiar voice from shore. “I will take care of you,” Ehi called. Tepua closed her eyes, content, for the moment, just to feel the gentle rocking of the canoe as it headed in.

She sat up as the craft reached shallow water. Ehi was already wading from shore, her broad face filled with affection. Someone helped Tepua out of the canoe, and she splashed into the warm embrace of the older woman. For a long moment they held on to each other.

Then Paruru rushed up to stand beside Tepua. Water streamed from his soaked hair down his cheeks and brow. He was out of breath, his broad chest heaving. Tepua realized that he had fought the deadly currents also, and only for her sake. “I was too slow,” he said in an anguished voice. “If I had jumped sooner …”

She glanced at Paruru’s strong features, the heavy brows, straight forehead, broad nose that flared about the nostrils. Blue-black tattoos of a principal warrior decorated his shoulders and swirled about his hips.

“Do not blame yourself, Paruru,” Tepua answered. “There is an evil spirit dwelling in that pass. It is enough that you brought me home safely.” Then she turned to Ehi to ask the question that was now uppermost in her mind. “Does my father…Does …”

“Kohekapu is waiting for you, daughter,” said Ehi, leading her out of the shallows and onto the white sand beach. Ehi made a scolding sound as she crouched to inspect Tepua’s legs. “But first we must put ointment on those scrapes. And find you something to wear.”

With chagrin, Tepua glanced down at herself. The fine atoll wrap that Paruru had brought her, tied with a sash, hung drenched and tattered about her waist. The pearl-shell necklace, she was pleased to see, had survived.

By the time Tepua emerged from Ehi’s oblong, thatched house, a large crowd had gathered. To her dismay, Tepua saw few expressions of joy on the faces of people she had known all her life. She began to wonder at this lack of an enthusiastic greeting. “Am I no longer welcome here?” she asked Ehi in a whisper.

“Everyone is worried about Kohekapu,” Ehi answered quickly. “They cannot think of anything else.” Tepua was not satisfied with that answer, but for now she did not press the point. She heard the deep voice of a drum and turned in the direction of her father’s marae, his sacred open-air courtyard. She could not see it through the trees, but she knew that priests were busy petitioning the gods to restore Kohekapu’s health.

“Come,” said Paruru, who had been waiting by the door. Ehi stepped aside, leaving Tepua to accompany him alone. Paruru was the kaito-nui, the high chief’s first warrior. She remembered him from childhood as a tall figure who loomed over her, and later as a man whose mere presence excited her. But during the voyage from Tahiti, with so many eyes watching, she had been cool to him.

Now Paruru strode forward, leading her onto a broad, shaded path beneath the coconut palms. She breathed the familiar fragrance, a mixture of salt spray and faint perfumes from blossoming trees. Underfoot she felt the crushed coral that covered much of the island. Home! Every scent was delicious; every sensation brought back an earlier time. She followed him quickly, coming out on the lagoon beach.

The booming of drums grew louder, and beyond that she heard surf pounding the outer shore. Tepua’s coral cuts still stung, despite Ehi’s ointment, but she tried not to notice the pain. Just ahead lay the most important dwelling on the atoll—the house of Kohekapu—oblong in shape and thatched with slender fara leaves. It had once seemed huge to Tepua, and she wondered if it had somehow grown smaller.

Paruru spoke to the man standing guard, then waved Tepua to go in alone. She hesitated, her pulse beating with the drums of the priests. Then she pulled aside the hanging that covered the low entranceway and ducked into the dim interior of the house.

Her father lay stretched on his thick pile of finely plaited mats, his head on the smoothed log that served as a headrest. Another mat, plaited of coarser leaves, covered him to his neck. Beside him crouched a tahunga, a priest of healing, who chanted and waved a small bunch of red feathers. Kohekapu grunted a command, sending the tahunga back a few steps.

Tepua knelt beside her father and pressed her nose to his cheek. The sparse whiskers of his beard seemed whiter than she remembered, the wrinkles of his forehead deeper.

“Come to me, first daughter,” said Kohekapu in a cracked and tired voice. “Let me see for myself that the sea gods did not take you.”

Swallowing hard, she said, “I am well, Father. My guardian spirit has protected me.”

He grunted assent. “Then I owe something to your protector. I will have an offering made to Tapahi-roro-ariki.”

“That is kind of you.”

“But speak to me, daughter. Tell me of your life in Tahiti. I heard such tales after your brother’s visit that I do not know what to believe.”

Recalling the incident, Tepua frowned and clenched her fist in anger. Her married brother had come to Tahiti for the Ripening Festival. When he found Tepua there, he demanded that she return with him to her father. She had refused men, earning her brother’s scorn. He knew only atoll ways. He could not understand that the gods had brought her to Tahiti and wished her to remain there.

“Father,” she said softly. “I have joined the Arioi sect, as you must know. I have pledged myself to serve a high-island god, Oro-of-the-laid-down-spear.”

Kohekapu cleared his throat “I am familiar with this god. The people of Tahiti make much of him. But such a power does not bother with people like us, so distant from the lands that he watches over. We must look to our ancestors in times of trouble. The great Oro will not hear us.”

Tepua did not know how to answer him. In her thoughts, she was now a high-islander. While living on Tahiti, the problems of her kin had seemed remote.

“But what will become of you, my sweet flower,” he asked, “with your wild dancing and your foreign god? I know that Arioi women must not bear children. What kind of life will that be, with no sons and daughters?”

“One day, Father, when I have finished my duty, I will leave the Arioi. Then I will have sons. My children will be of the ariki, of the high chiefs, not only here but in Tahiti.”

“Then you have a man, and one of high birth. I am glad to hear that, daughter. But I regret that he is so far away. It is important that you remain with your own people awhile. That is what the ringoringo seems to be telling us.”

As she took in his words Tepua’s mouth fell open and a chill touched her shoulders. From time to time a child-ghost, or ringoringo, flew out from the Vast Darkness, crying faintly beyond the roar of the surf. The voice brought a warning—that some great change was coming.

“Every morning at dawn we have heard it,” said her father. “For seven days. The priests tried divination, but learned nothing of what is to come.”

Tepua felt her throat tighten. She clasped her father’s weathered hand, whispering, “I will stay by you. Until you have an answer, and are well.”

“Ah, daughter, do not fool yourself. My body will not get well. Soon my spirit will fly from here to join the ancestors. I will learn what is coming, and then I will send you a message.”

She blinked away a tear. “Go now,” Kohekapu continued, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “I must rest. We will talk later.”

With a sigh Tepua turned away. Only now did she gaze down the full length of the one-room dwelling, whose thatched walls curved inward as they rose, suggesting the contours of an overturned canoe. Then she noticed, at the far end of the house, the bulky form of Natunatu, her father’s second wife, sitting cross-legged as she quietly chanted her own pleas to the spirits. Tepua did not interrupt her prayers.

Long ago, after consultation with the gods, the atoll’s ruling succession had been decided. Natunatu’s son, Umia, was to be the next high chief. As was customary, Kohekapu retained power until the boy reached a proper age to take up his duties. Tepua frowned as she headed for the doorway, its mat covering now streaming sunlight. Young as he was, Umia might be chief sooner than anyone expected. She hoped the priests and elders had prepared him well.

Outside again, Tepua blinked, dazzled by the sudden brightness. She looked up and saw that half the clouds had blown away, leaving a stretch of blue sky and a brilliant sun. The remaining clouds were quickly vanishing.

She remembered how homesick she had been during her first days in Tahiti. The sights and smells of the atoll had never been far from her mind. Now Tepua wanted to stop for a moment just to look around.

Glancing across the lagoon, its color pale as sand in the shallows, rich azure farther out, she studied distant islets. She and Maukiri, Ehi’s daughter, had a favorite….

“Tepua!”

She turned, and her mood brightened at once. Here came Maukiri running along the sandy beach, sturdy brown legs flying. Tepua eagerly embraced her young cousin. “I was picking clams,” Maukiri explained breathlessly. “Ehi just found me.”

“Ah, it has been so long.” Tepua stood back to look at her cousin, the broad face and full lips, the dark hair askew in the breeze. For decoration Maukiri wore tiny fern leaves thrust through the holes in her earlobes. A shade woven of a coconut frond kept the sun from her eyes.

“I prayed every day that the spirits would bring you back to me,” said Maukiri, taking Tepua’s arm and leading her along the narrow beach. “And now it will be just like before. We will go to our islet, where no one can find us. Stretch out in the shade and say whatever we please.”

Tepua recalled the islet, the special motu, that she and Maukiri had claimed as their own. It was too small for a family to live on. Coral heads studded the surrounding waters, discouraging casual visitors from risking their canoes. But for one who knew how to get onto the tiny beach, it was a perfect refuge.

“The sun is getting hotter,” said Maukiri. “We should go now, before someone finds work for us.”

Tepua laughed. Maukiri was talking as if the two of them were still children. She glanced back toward Kohekapu’s house.

“You have seen him?” Maukiri whispered, her expression suddenly solemn.

“Yes. He is resting now.”

“And Natunatu?”

“Praying.”

“Praying that her son will soon be chief,” Maukiri answered harshly.

“Let’s not talk about that now.” Tepua and Natunatu had never gotten along. Tepua could not remember when she had last exchanged even a word of greeting with her father’s second wife. But she held no grudge against Natunatu’s son. Umia had been a growing youth when Tepua last saw him.

“Look,” said Maukiri, pointing to a battered vaka, a single-hulled canoe with an outrigger float, that was drawn high up on the sand.

Tepua stared at the old canoe for a moment before she recognized it as one they had often used for paddling about the lagoon. “Have you gotten your brothers to tighten the seams yet?” she asked. Her people built their hulls from small planks, fitted edge to edge and sewn together with coconut fiber cord. After much use, the seams began to leak intolerably. She and Maukiri used to argue about who was to bail, waiting until the hull was half-filled with water before finally getting started.

“Come with me and find out,” Maukiri answered in a teasing voice.

Tepua could not resist. Together, she and Maukiri pushed the small outrigger canoe into the warm, shallow water that covered the reef flat near shore. They waded a short way out over the soft bottom, then climbed into the vaka.

A slight breeze ruffled the surface of the lagoon as the two young women began to paddle. They were past the reef flat now. Looking down into deep, clear water, Tepua saw gardens of branching coral, a swarm of striped fish, and a baby eel. Long, maroon sea cucumbers lay motionless on the bottom.

The hot sun felt good on her back after the chill of the morning’s wind. The canoe rocked gently, stabilized by the long outrigger float that was attached by slender poles. Across the water, trees of other islets stood in clusters.

Tepua glanced back toward the shallows and saw a group of women gathering clams, shucking them quickly and tossing the thick, white shells onto a heap that rose out of the lagoon. Her mouth watered for a taste.

Then she noticed that her feet were getting wet again. “So your boat is as leaky as ever! “she complained as a thin layer of water began sloshing in the bottom of the canoe.

“Not as bad as before,” Maukiri protested. “But since you are the honored visitor, I will bail today.” They paused, halfway to their destination, while Maukiri scooped out some of the water with a coconut shell. Tepua sat watching for a moment. Then she sighed, picked up a second shell, and began to help.

At last they reached the channel they had long ago discovered, threading their way between coral heads that broke the surface with each gentle motion of the waves. Half the small motu was well shaded by palms and thorny-leaved fara trees. On the other half, a white sand beach glistened in the afternoon sunlight.

Tepua helped her cousin pull the canoe ashore, then ran over the hot sand into the cool beneath the palms. Thirsty after her paddling, she picked up a green coconut that looked freshly fallen and shook it to listen for the water. It was a viavia, the best kind for drinking.

The sharp stake that she remembered still stood upright in the ground beneath the trees. With a practiced blow, Tepua rammed the coconut’s husk onto the stake and started tearing away the thick, fibrous covering.

“That is something new,” said Maukiri, when she caught up with her.

Tepua realized what she was doing and felt her face burn. In the past, she recalled, she had always prevailed on Maukiri to do the heavy work of opening coconuts. Tepua had insisted that a chief’s daughter must save her strength for more delicate tasks. But in Tahiti, as servant to a chiefess of the Arioi, Tepua had husked enough coconuts— more than enough—to feed everyone on her atoll.

“And I see you are good at it!” Maukiri laughed and went searching for a drinking nut of her own. Tepua paused for a moment, then continued her work. What was the point of pretending she did not know how? With a blade of seashell that was kept conveniently beside the stake, Tepua cut through the “mouth” of the nut and began to drink.

She swallowed the cool, sweet liquid greedily. Even in Tahiti, the coconuts did not taste quite as rich as this one. Within the viavia, the soft, white meat had a special fragrance. Tepua held the drained nut in one hand, tapped it sharply about the middle with a rock, and broke it open. With her fingers she brought out the first tender morsel.

At last, thirst and hunger satisfied, the two young women stretched out on a shady part of the beach. “Now you will tell me everything,” said Maukiri. “Everything about the men of Tahiti.”

Tepua laughed. “They are like our men, of course, but a little fatter. You have seen Tahitian traders.”

“I am not talking about looking at them! Surely you have a lover by now. Tell me what their hanihani is like.”

Tepua pursed her lips. Maukiri had reminded her of an old sore point between them. When Tepua was younger, she had been kept from the love games that Maukiri and other young people enjoyed. Because of her noble station, Tepua’s virginity had been protected by a chaperon—old Bone-needle—as well as by tapu.

“I do have someone…at least I did,” said Tepua at last, recalling uncomfortably how she had listened, long ago, to Maukiri chatter about her first boyfriends. “He is called Matopahu. Brother of a high chief, and a great man of Tahiti.”

“I hear some doubt in your voice.”

“It is not so simple,” said Tepua irritably. “He asked me to be his wife and I refused—until I can complete my service to the Arioi. He said he would wait, but now he grows impatient. Someone told me he has another vahine.”

“Then you must find someone else,” said Maukiri cheerfully.

“I can be happy without a man,” Tepua retorted. “Remember how much practice I had.”

“Maybe you can,” said Maukiri. “But I remember how you used to talk about Paruru. When Bone-needle wasn’t looking, you would waggle your hips when he passed, and see if he looked at you.”

“I just spent ten days sailing with Paruru! I will be happy to see no more of him for a while.”

“I think, cousin, that you are not telling me the truth. And I know for certain that now he does look at you.”

Tepua rolled away in mock disgust. On the journey, her father’s warrior had behaved toward her with formal aloofness, though she sensed his interest. And it was true that as a girl she had often thought about his dark, probing eyes and his capable fingers.

“Maukiri, I have heard enough about men. I want to ask you a serious question. Why do I see so many worried expressions? Almost no one seems happy to see me home.”

Her cousin did not answer at once. Tepua turned and saw her lying on her belly, tracing patterns in the sand with her fingers. “It is because of the priest, Faka-ora, and all this talk of ghost voices,” Maukiri said. “Faka-ora is telling people that a time of trial is at hand, and that Umia is not ready to lead our people through it.”

“If my father recovers, then Umia will not have to.”

“And what if we lose Kohekapu? Faka-ora says that the gods may have a new plan for us.”

Tepua frowned, unwilling to admit to herself that the old man’s spirit might depart. “I still do not see—”

“Ah, Tepua. There is certain to be a dispute now. Here is what some priests and elders are saying. You are the oldest living child of Kohekapu. Why should you not be our chief?”





TWO

When Tepua and Maukiri returned, late in the day, they found that Ehi had prepared a welcoming feast. Outside Ehi’s house, steam and aromas of cooking food rose from the umu, the shallow, circular pit oven. Beneath a covering of coconut leaf matting, fire-heated stones were baking the delicacies. The smells were tempting, but Tepua felt a gnawing in her stomach that dulled her appetite.

She looked around at the small group of guests and realized that all were close kin to her, all women of Ahiku Clan. These women came forward at once and greeted her warmly. Tepua thought she understood now why other islanders had not welcomed her return. A dispute over the ruling succession could throw the entire atoll into turmoil. Everyone expected Natunatu’s son to follow Kohekapu. Tepua’s arrival could only cause trouble.

“Come, daughter, to your honored place,” said Ehi, after Tepua had pressed noses with all the guests. Ehi led her to mats, woven of fara leaves, that were spread on the sandy ground. Maukiri brought a coconut shell full of water and spilled some onto Tepua’s hands for washing. Then two girls bent over the steaming oven and began uncovering the food.

This feast was for women only. Here, as in Tahiti, men and women cooked and ate in separate groups. Tepua watched silently as the food was brought to her place—a large piece of steaming fish, a pile of clams, baked taro root, cakes made from fruit of the fara. She had eaten lightly on the long sea journey. Now she should be famished, yet her stomach felt cold and tight.

The customary silence reigned as each guest tore into the generous meal. Tepua tried to do justice to the fare, but had to force herself to swallow each morsel. She could not get Maukiri’s words out of her mind.

She began to wonder, angrily, whether Paruru had deceived her. On his arrival in Tahiti he had said only that her father wanted to speak to her before he died. The warrior had mentioned nothing about the chiefhood.

Perhaps the priests had misled her, she thought. Long ago they had told her that she must give way to her younger brother. She had accepted that decision, agreeing to marry a chief of another island. But the marriage had not taken place. And now the priests seemed to be changing their minds….

Tepua looked up, seeing the tangle of atoll forest that surrounded Ehi’s house. Despite all her treasured memories, this island was no longer her home. But the trees seemed so close on all sides, the shadows so deep. In those shadows, the spirits of her ancestors lingered, watching over their people. The spirits might not let her go back to Tahiti.

At last the meal was done, guests packing leftovers in baskets to carry home. Nearly everyone hurried off, anxious to reach their own houses before dark. Ehi’s old mother and two daughters remained—Maukiri as well as Maukiri’s married sister, slender Roki. Soon Roki’s young and portly husband, Adze-falling, arrived from a meal with his companions.

“I have eaten well, and now I am sleepy,” Adze-falling announced. His wife looked at him scornfully. Evidently she had hoped he would keep her awake.

Maukiri readied a copra candle—chunks of dried coconut strung on a stick. She blew on some hot embers preserved from the fire until the first piece of copra began to burn. With this as their source of light, the people of Ehi’s household moved into the dark interior of the dwelling.

On such occasions as a homecoming, there would usually be singing and storytelling late into the night. Tepua sensed a less festive mood this evening. Now that the guests were gone, Ehi’s expression had become thoughtful, even worried. “We must talk,” she said in a low voice.

Adze-falling yawned loudly.

“This concerns Ahiku Clan,” said Ehi sharply to her daughter’s husband. “If you want to sleep, that is no matter.”

“Sleep now so that later you will have some life in you,” Roki added, giving him a playful slap.

Maukiri laughed, and Ehi whispered a rebuke. “You youngsters think about nothing but hanihani! We have serious things to discuss.”

The women gathered about the copra light and sat in a circle, facing each other. Tepua, guessing what was to come, wished she could retreat into the darkness.

“I want to warn you all,” said Ehi. “We must watch out for Natunatu. She is dangerous. She knows how to get rid of people who stand in her way.”

Maukiri, her mood turning suddenly solemn, gave a dismayed cry of “Aue!”

“It is true,” said Ehi. “We must be certain she cannot use sorcery against Tepua. Every morning, Maukiri, you will check Tepua’s sleeping mat for fallen hairs, and dispose of them properly.” Ehi held up a small, leaf-wrapped packet. “I have saved the leavings from Tepua’s meal. Tomorrow, Roki, you will go with your husband and drown this in the sea. And Tepua, from now on you will take no meals with anyone but me.”

Tepua protested. “I have no wish to anger Natunatu. I came only for a visit. Are we to believe idle talk? If the high priest and his friends have plans for me, then why do they say nothing to my face?”

“I know Faka-ora well,” replied Ehi. “He is cautious. He will continue to consult the spirits until he has a confirming sign. Meanwhile it is up to us to protect you.”

“I do not want to be chief. Umia is next—”

“That is not for you to decide,” replied Ehi harshly. “Daughter,” she added in a softer tone. “You must listen to the ancestors. They will tell you what to do.”

In the morning, when the others rose early to bathe and to begin the work of the day, Tepua feigned sleep and remained on her mat. “Let her rest,” said Ehi. “She has crossed a wide sea to come back to us.”

Even Ehi’s old mother shuffled out through the low doorway. At last Tepua was alone.

She had decided what to do now, though the prospect troubled her. She still could hear, from long ago, her attendant Bone-needle’s voice warning her not to meddle in the realm of priests. Tepua had a rare gift and she was determined to use it.

Adults as well as children played with loops of string, making patterns on their fingers. The figures illustrated everyday objects or favorite tales. But for Tepua this art was far more important—it sometimes brought visions of distant or future events.

Now she looked around the interior of the house, which was lit by sunlight streaming through openings in the thatch. Small utensils—coconut cups, a wooden dish, a coral pounder for fara fruit—lay neatly stacked at the base of the wall. Higher up, where rolled mats hung, she found a dangling length of sennit, coconut fiber cord. It was already knotted into a loop.

This was probably a cord that Maukiri used for playing string games. But Tepua’s use would not be a game. Through it, the gods might reveal to her secrets that even priests could not obtain.

After taking a glance at the doorway to see that no one was watching, Tepua looped the cord about her fingers. Kneeling, she intoned a prayer, asking for aid from her guardian spirit, Tapahi-roro-ariki, the great chiefess of long ago. Finally Tepua sat and held the loop between her hands.

She began with the ordinary play, making the shapes of an eel, a warbler, a turtle. Gradually she let her thoughts run free so that her fingers moved the strings of their own accord. She began to slip into a daze, losing track of her surroundings, aware of nothing but the tiny world before her.

Her fingers continued to work. The loops kept forming, sliding through each other. The strings crossed and re-crossed. Now, a whisper said. Now the vision may come. Yet Tepua saw only her fingers and the cord.

She forced herself to keep at it, ignoring the weariness, the heaviness of her arms, the soreness of skin. An answer had never come easily. She watched the strings until she could watch no more. Then, with a cry of despair, she fell forward on the mat. The spirits must be angry with her, for they would not show her anything of what was to come.

She dozed, woke late in the morning, and went out for a bath in the lagoon. A group of Varoa women, people from Natunatu’s clan, passed her on the beach; they barely responded to her greeting cry, “May you have life!”

Of course they were angry at her. They had long waited for the son of their clan to take the chiefhood. Tepua bit her lip as she recalled old alliances among the family groups of the atoll. In case of a dispute, Rongo Clan would probably side with Varoa. The conflicts of long ago, settled when her father took Natunatu as his wife, were now on the verge of erupting again.

Tepua gazed out across the lagoon, in the direction of far-off Tahiti. What if she took a canoe now and slipped away before the trouble here grew worse? What a pleasant prospect! But she would not get far before Kohekapu sent a fleet to bring her back.

Even so, a brief escape was still possible. She waded out from shore, feeling the fine sand between her toes and warm water swirling about her knees. Here the underwater reef flat sloped gently, reaching at last a sudden drop-off. She plunged in, swimming angrily, taking out her frustration on the water. She barely noticed the sting of saltwater against the coral cuts that still marked her legs.

In the far distance she saw her little islet, the one called Ata-ruru or “Dense-shade,” after a legendary dwelling. If she swam to the place, she thought, then perhaps no one would know where she had gone. Without a canoe missing, they might not even think to look for her there!

The water slid by, helping her forget her turmoil. Vaguely she thought of sharks, but she did not consider them a threat to her now. The dangerous ones usually stayed near the pass to the sea.

The motions of swimming became as repetitive as the game of string figures had been. Once more she felt herself slipping into a daze. Lulled by the rhythm of stroking and the feel of the water sliding past, she grew less and less aware of her surroundings.

Then she seemed to hear a distant murmur of voices. She glimpsed a circle of human figures, men wearing tall feathers in their hair. They were priests squatting together in the sacred precincts of the marae.

The men were all staring at something, arguing, moving their hands. Tepua tried to see what they were looking at, but it lay deep in shadow. She strained to make out their words but all she could hear now was a rhythmic splash, splash, splash.

Something was poking her shoulder. She tried to pull away. “Tepua!” a voice shouted, and this time the sound was unmistakable. Her eyes opened. She stopped swimming and looked up to see Maukiri and Roki in an outrigger.”We are going to our motu,” said Maukiri. “Come in the vaka. It is too far for you to swim.”

Tepua frowned, wishing her cousin would be quiet for a moment. She wanted to remember the vision, but it had faded. Below her, in the water, a long dark shape was circling.

“I am coming,” said Tepua, glancing nervously at the shark. “I want to stay at Ata-ruru awhile.” She took a place in the middle of the boat and picked up a paddle.

“We cannot stay long,” said Maukiri. “Kohekapu wants to see you. Mother sent us out here only to clean up after yesterday’s visit.”

With three paddlers, the canoe reached the motu quickly. Maukiri led the way to the shady spot where she and Tepua had been sitting the previous day. The broken remains of the coconuts they had eaten lay in a heap beneath a spiky fara palm. Inedible parts of the orange-hued fara fruit were strewn with the rest.

From the canoe, Roki brought a shovel, a short pole lashed to part of a sea turtle’s belly plate. She began to dig a hole in the sandy soil. When sweat ran down her back, she dropped the shovel and told Maukiri to finish the job.

Tepua watched grimly as the two sisters buried the refuse, then smoothed sand over the hole. She wondered if Ehi was taking her precautions too far. It would be bad, of course, for leavings from Tepua’s meal to fall into the hands of an enemy. Natunatu might be able to fashion a powerful spell if she obtained something that had touched Tepua’s lips.

Feeling downhearted over the trouble that she was causing, Tepua made no protest when Maukiri and Roki prepared to leave Ata-ruru. She had thought earlier that she might try living alone on this motu awhile, pulling up clams from the nearby shallows and drinking from coconuts. Now she wondered if she could be safe here.

As the three women headed back the air grew still and the surface of the lagoon became perfectly smooth. In the distance, two long canoes full of paddlers raced each other. From their cries, Tepua knew they were thinking only of their game.

She remembered other days as pleasant as this one, when she had run footraces along the beach or competed in diving for pearl shells. Now, despite the sky’s brightness and the sun’s warmth, she felt a chill that went deep beneath the skin. The paddle felt heavy in her hands and she had to force herself to keep stroking.

Suddenly the vision came back to her, and she understood what she had seen while swimming. The priests had been engaged in divination, trying to answer their concerns about the chiefly succession. This time she suspected that the gods had given an answer.

When she reached shore, the sun was high overhead, the glare on the sand almost blinding. Paruru emerged from the shade of the bordering palms and beckoned her to follow him. Behind the warrior Tepua saw many eyes watching her from the shadows.

Following Paruru, she approached her father’s high-roofed house. To her surprise she saw Natunatu seated outside the long dwelling. Beside the chief’s wife sat a youth Tepua did not know at once, a tall and well-made young man. Umia! She barely recognized him.

Umia lived with his uncle on another islet, so Tepua had not seen him often while he was growing up. In her memory he was still a youngster, running with his friends along the beach. “Life to you!” Tepua said, giving the traditional greeting, first to her father’s wife, then to her half brother. Natunatu stared back in silence, her eyes seemingly unfocused. Umia responded coolly, “May you have life.”

“That is no way for brother to greet sister,” she said, waiting for him to stand and embrace her. He glanced uncomfortably toward Natunatu but did not rise.

Tepua lowered her voice. “None of this is my doing,” she insisted. “I will not take what is yours. Even if the priests try to force me—”

“Do not make rash promises,” said Umia. “Go inside. They are waiting for you.”

“Brother—” She studied his downcast eyes, wishing she had some way to make him believe her. Then she heard soft voices from within the house; it seemed the same murmur she had listened to in the lagoon.

With a sigh she turned from Umia and entered the gloomy interior of the house. Leaving dazzling sunlight, at first she could not see anything within. Then her mouth opened and she nearly cried out in dismay. So many important people. As she came in they all grew silent.

Kohekapu remained in his bed, his covering of mats pulled up to his withered neck. He called to her in a tremulous voice. “Daughter, you must do as the priests and elders advise you. Follow their instructions and all will be well.” Then he fell back, exhausted by this small effort.

Tepua turned to Faka-ora, the high priest, who sat closest to Kohekapu. His short beard was almost as gray as her father’s. His body was lean, his face deeply wrinkled. His nose was like a small clam stuck in the middle of his face.

It was the wrath of this man that Tepua had feared when she first thought about returning home. But Faka-ora was evidently satisfied that the priests of Tahiti had freed her from her misdeeds. He welcomed her warmly and gazed at her with an expression of affection.

With the high priest sat the head of almost every clan of the atoll. Only Varoa and Rongo were not represented. One after another, the clan chief, man or woman, greeted her.

At last, Faka-ora began to speak. “Tepua-mua,” he said in a quiet but authoritative voice. “I think you understand why we have come together for this meeting. The ancestors have given us a warning, and we cannot ignore it. Kohekapu is now too weak, and Umia too young to serve our people. But you are here—the highest born among us. It is through you that the gods will provide the leadership that we need.”

He gestured toward the others. “The clan chiefs agree to accept your authority.” He nodded toward Kohekapu. “Your father also wishes you to succeed him. And now that all are together in this, I urge that we do it quickly. We must invest you with the office, wrap the crimson cloth about your loins.”

The mention of that sacred relic brought goose bumps to her arms. “But—” Tepua struggled for words. “Not every clan is present here. It is wrong to act without them.”

The old priest grunted. “We cannot wait for those two stubborn ones to see what is apparent to everyone else.”

“I saw Umia just now. He has grown—”

“No, Tepua,” the priest chided. “We have studied the signs carefully, not once but many times. Umia is not ready. Nor do we dare trust anyone to act on his behalf.”

A quiet voice sounded; everyone turned toward Kohe-kapu. “I think I know what is troubling my daughter,” he began. “She has left a man in Tahiti.”

A few eyebrows lifted at that pronouncement, and Tepua felt her face burn.

“You no longer have any sacred obligation to us,” the priest told her. “There is no reason now that you cannot take a man. If this Tahitian of yours is of good birth, we will welcome him among us.”

She could not answer. Matopahu’s ancestry was at least as honored as her own, but what did that matter? He could not leave Tahiti, where he served as adviser to his brother, high chief over a vast territory.

“If you do not wish to bring your Tahitian here,” said Heka, chiefess of Piho Clan, to Tepua, “then why not choose someone from your own people? My brother Paruru is known throughout these islands as a man of courage and strength and good looks.”

Other chiefs immediately began suggesting candidates. Faka-ora interrupted them. “This is no time to be discussing such questions. Tepua knows she can have her pick of consorts. We will even send canoes to the neighboring islands—”

“Enough!” said Tepua. “I will take no man here. My life is in Tahiti.”

“Someday you will go back there,” the priest answered in a gentle tone.

“But I am unprepared for this office!”

Faka-ora nodded his head. “Have no fear, Tepua. Have you forgotten who watches over you? The spirit of your ancestress will enter you and make you wise.”

Her mouth opened, but now she could offer no reply. She was remembering the chant of her great forebear, who had ruled this atoll long ago. From early childhood Tepua had recited the words, even before she grasped their meaning.


I am Tapahi-roro-ariki,

The woman who was established on the land.



She felt gooseflesh rising as voices buzzed around her, discussing, planning. In her memory, the chant continued:


I am Tapahi-roro-ariki,

Who stood proudly in the marae.



“We need time to prepare the grand feast,” one clan chief complained. “It will take days.”

“We do not have days to spare,” replied Faka-ora. “Send your people out to fish and to gather what they can. Everything must take place tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” another voice echoed with dismay.

“That is when the signs tell us to proclaim our new chief,” said Faka-ora. “And now that all is decided, I must go. The marae must be readied, the underpriests reminded of their duties.” He stood up and left the house. Tepua stared after him in disbelief.

What about Umia? Somehow she must make him understand that she was not pushing him aside. He would be chief soon. The priests could not hold her here forever.

Tepua spent the night in a special shelter erected for her just outside the high chief’s sacred courtyard. This marae was the most revered ceremonial place that her atoll possessed. Only the great men and a few chosen women of the land dared approached it.

All through the hours of darkness she listened to the priests chanting as they called on the spirits, asking them to attend her investiture. All night the wind whistled through the branches of the lofty pukatea trees, bringing the gods’ answers.

At dawn, groggy from lack of sleep, she saw a pair of young women approaching her. She emerged from the shelter and stood in deep shade under the flowering trees. The women washed her with fresh water, then rubbed her body with scented coconut oil. An underpriest, averting his eyes, brought her a garment, a simple plaited wrap, but one that had been sanctified in the marae.

From afar she heard a sound that made her shiver. The conch shell was being blown, its deep and resonant notes carried to her on the breeze. In every part of the atoll, she knew, people were being roused by that awesome sound.

Dressed and perfumed, she approached the marae. The courtyard, a neat rectangle floored with crushed white coral, stood ready for her. She glanced at the wooden coffers, the houses of god images, suspended one beside the other on poles above the stone platform at the end of the courtyard. Along the sides of the marae sat the elders on their four-legged stools, each man holding his carved ceremonial spear. The polished wood glinted as morning sunlight filtered through the broad-leaved pukatea trees.

Ahead of her, in solemn procession, marched Faka-ora and his assistants, the priests not yet arrayed in their finery. A crowd of highborn people stood watching from a respectful distance. Tepua shivered, hesitating for a moment at the low fence of woven fronds that bordered the courtyard. No woman except one of extraordinary birth could set foot in the marae. She had always been warned that the power of the gods would destroy a trespasser.

What if the gods did not judge her worthy? She had no time to reconsider. The priests were taking up their positions, waiting to be invested with the symbols and sacred garments of their office.

Drawing a deep breath, Tepua stepped across the line and felt a sharp tingle as her foot pressed into the finely crushed coral. She brought the other foot across, and then she raised her head high, gazing at Faka-ora with a feeling of triumph. If she could come this far, then perhaps she could manage the rest….

After that moment the ceremony seemed to blur. Priests made loud invocations. Drums and conch trumpets sounded. Finally there came a great chorus of indrawn breath as the maro kura, the sacred crimson loincloth, was unwound and displayed for all the notables to see. They gasped loudly at its brilliant color, elaborate fringing and fineness of its matting. With a slow and dignified tread, the priests began to wrap the maro kura about her waist, letting one end fall in front and the other in a regal drape behind. Then the cries rang out, Maeva ariki! Exalted be the chief!

From all about Tepua the tributes came. Seabirds swooped down over the marae. The surf boomed louder against the reef. Overhead, the pukatea trees waved their glossy leaves in greeting.

Later came a procession by water, a tour around the lagoon on the chief’s elegantly decorated pahi. Along every shore the people stood and called to her, Maeva ariki! Children, decked in wreaths, danced on the beaches as she passed.

Even on the lands of Varoa and Rongo Clans many people waved, and hailed her as their high chief. She wondered about the people who refused to accept her. What would they do?





THREE

At midmorning several days later, on the seaward side of the island, a stiff wind was blowing. It came from the northeast, flinging spray and fine sand that stung Paruru’s lips. The chief warrior stood on high ground, gazing past the white line of breakers where the sea pounded the outermost reef. Closer in, scattered about the barren tidal zone, lay tumbled blocks of pink and gray-white coral.

The tall coconut palms that lookouts climbed stood just behind him. Paruru had been summoned because of a sighting. He waited now while his men got a better look.

Shortly he heard a voice calling from the closest tree. “Canoe afar!” He frowned, glancing seaward, though he did not expect to spot anything from the ground. Then he looked up at the small figure high above him, clinging just below the fronds. “Who else sees it?” he called back.

For a moment there was a no answer. Perhaps this was a mistake, but he dared not dismiss it. What would Tepua think if he could not warn her of incoming canoes?

When he had gone to bring her home, he had never suspected that she was to be made chief. Often during the journey he had gazed at her, hoping for a glance in return. His own wife’s spirit had long since gone to the ancestors, yet he had not found a woman to take her place.

He remembered how Tepua’s black hair glistened as it tumbled in waves around her smooth and supple shoulders. He recalled the rich brown of her eyes and the proud way she walked. Were she not chief, how eager he would be for her caresses!

Paruru’s sister, Heka, had pointed out what a fine pair they would make. Heka understood nothing about men! It was bad enough that his sister was head of his own clan, which resided principally on a separate islet of the atoll. If Tepua took him as her consort, then a woman would rule his household, his clan, and his tribe.

He could not imagine such a life. Even so, he found himself constantly thinking about ways to please his new chief. If visitors were coming, he would make sure that she had plenty of warning.

“Canoe! I see it!” came a second lookout’s voice.

“Traders?” Paruru called back eagerly, feeling a tingle of anticipation. Traders from other islands were always welcome, not only because of the goods they carried. They would bring new songs and tales from afar. Paruru would get his share of attention when he told the visitors about his recent long voyage to Tahiti.

He knew another possibility, far less pleasant. The raiders known as Pu-tahi had been sighted recently in nearby waters. They might be coming to his own atoll seeking spoils again—or human flesh for their ovens.

Scowling, Paruru shaded his eyes and peered once more at the horizon. He wished he could mount a force to stand against the Pu-tahi. His own men, brave as they were, had never proved a match for the ferocity of the raiders. Too many lives had been lost in fighting them.

If the man-eating enemies came again, he knew that he would have to withdraw. The clans would take to their canoes and hurry to distant islets of the lagoon. Perhaps the Pu-tahi would be content to plunder the abandoned houses. Or perhaps they would seek out stragglers, the weak and the old, taking them back as offerings to their gods….

“What kind of canoe?” he asked impatiently. When the men did not answer, Paruru decided to look for himself. He picked up a plaited climbing loop that someone had left on the ground. Choosing an unoccupied palm that leaned away from him, he stretched the band between his feet, grasped the tree with both hands and jumped onto its base, gripping with the callused arches of both feet. Bracing the loop against the ridged trunk for added support, he began to climb, pulling himself up in a series of bounds.

Paruru had once been the fastest tree climber among the island youths, but his spare frame had long since filled out. The extra flesh, as well as reduced practice, had hurt his agility. Today he felt even slower than usual. He hoped that the younger men did not notice.

When he reached the top, he saw the lookout in the next tree gesturing toward the horizon. Paruru squinted and followed the other’s extended fingers. At first he could see nothing, but he did not wish to admit that the young man’s eyesight was keener than his own. Then a white dot appeared, trembling against the blue sky.

“Sails!” Paruru said. An insect crawled across his bare foot. It made an annoying tickle, but he forced himself to concentrate on the distant horizon. Had the canoe vanished, heading in some other direction? No, there it was again on the crest of a blue-gray mound of ocean.
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