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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.






Historical Note

The Pacific island of Tahiti lies below the equator, about 2500 miles south of Hawaii. What is known of ancient Tahitian society comes from the journals of early visitors, from records made by Tahitians after they adopted a system of writing, from archaeological studies, and from the work of anthropologists in collecting and recording the remnants of a once-rich oral tradition.

The first documented contact between Tahiti and the outside world did not come until 1767 with the arrival of H.M.S. Dolphin at Matavai Bay. The early explorers— French, English and Spanish—discovered a rich and complex society that had flourished in isolation for more than a thousand years.

Anyone attempting to delve into Tahiti’s fascinating past soon discovers that the references are often sparse, contradictory and subject to varied interpretations. This can be a frustrating roadblock or a delightful springboard for the imagination.

In re-creating the world of Pre-European Tahiti, I have attempted to remain true to those sources that I feel were authentic and open-minded. Any omissions, misinterpretations or mistakes are solely mine.


Pronunciation

The vowels of the language of Tahiti are pronounced 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”

When two vowels are adjacent in a word, each is pronounced s 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 matter of this book.


1

WIND gusted against plaited sails, speeding a two-hulled voyaging canoe on a course between coral atolls. The young men and women aboard wore headdresses decked with seabird feathers. Their skirts were finely woven from dried leaves of pandanus palm. Painted bark-cloth capes fluttered brightly as the passengers chatted of the wedding festivities to come.

The wind strengthened as it raced across the sea. Spray flew in sheets from the twin bows, and the deck that stretched over the twin hulls tilted steeply. Several young women shrieked, more from excitement than from fear, while everyone scrambled to counterbalance the boat. But one did not join them, for tradition demanded that she remain in her seat.

Tepua-mua, the eldest daughter of a chief, sat rigidly on her seat of honor in the middle of the deck. Her four-legged stool was lashed to a raised bamboo platform, making her the center of attention. Those who glanced at her saw a tall, slender girl at the verge of womanhood, a face slightly too narrow to be called beautiful, and glistening black hair that flew back in the wind.

That morning Tepua had been proud and happy to be sitting so high while the canoe glided across her home lagoon and out into the placid sea. Now she wanted to be down on the deck, instead of up here on the platform, where height intensified every buck and heave of the boat. The wind tore at the feathered crown in her hair and whipped the long robe of bark-cloth about her legs.

She stared down at the knotted backs and arms of the men working the sails, and then beyond, to the water, whose color had gone from a peaceful blue to an ugly gray green. Over her head the boom of the rear sail arched upward like a bow.

How the weather had changed since this morning. When Tepua had mounted to her place on the canoe, the lagoon had been warm and calm, the white beaches dazzling. Along the shore, gifts from two families—her mother’s and her father’s—had been laid out for all to see.

These presents for the bridegroom’s kin included pearl-shell fishhooks, wreaths of rare feathers, and rolls of bark-cloth from distant Tahiti. For the wedding feast the families had collected plump fowls, heaps of clams, and boatloads of coconuts. Best of all, they had obtained a dozen pigs from traders. Pork! Tepua’s mouth watered at the thought of that costly delicacy, so rarely offered to women.

Now, atop her seat on the sloping deck, she worried whether she would even reach the feast. She watched a priest standing at one bow waving a bundle of sacred red feathers at the sky. She could not hear him, but knew that he was intoning a prayer to soothe the spirits of wind and water.

The crew struggled on with the steering oar and sails. Tepua felt useless as she watched them. She was as tall and strong as some men, for she was descended from Tapahi-roro-ariki, a chiefess of strength and renown. From childhood Tepua had drawn the bow and thrust the spear for sport, in the manner of noble families. Why remain here, idle, when she could help? She slid forward on her seat to step down.

A hand stopped her, an ancient hand. Tepua glanced into the rheumy eyes of Bone-needle, the woman who had attended her for many years. “No,” Bone-needle said. “Stay where you are.”

Tepua thrust out her arm, making a fist to show Bone-needle that her limbs had strength. “I can hold a sail as well as I can a bow,” she said.

“You have skill for the bow. You have none for the sail,” the ancient noblewoman answered. “You must stay in your place of honor and show your faith in the canoe master. He will take it as a deadly insult if you do not.”

Tepua gritted her teeth and tried not to slide off the smooth wooden seat as the swaying threw her from side to side. Under her breath she said a small prayer to the spirit of her ancestress.

The cords that tied the platform to the deck creaked loudly as each wave struck the boat. Tepua shaded her eyes against glare from the heaving seas and searched the horizon for other canoes in the wedding party. There they were, behind her, diving through wave tops, in winds that threatened to tear sails from masts.

She shivered from cold, for her bark-cloth robe was thin and already softening from repeated drenchings of seawater. First fear and then anger intensified her trembling. She hated being forced to sit here. She could help if the crew let her, even if the task was only bailing. But she was obliged to stay in her seat, though it meant she had to cling like a coconut crab.

Even if the wind breaks this seat from its lashings and tosses me overboard. She bent down toward Bone-needle, speaking directly into the aged woman’s ear. “Why is the storm still chasing us? Does this mean the gods disapprove of my marriage?”

“At home, all the omens were good.” Bone-needle had to raise her voice against the wail of the wind. “Perhaps the wind rises to speed you on your way. Your husband has waited long enough for you. His manhood stiffens in eagerness and you are riot there to please him.”

Tepua refused to accept that answer. What, after all, did she know of the man she was about to marry? The go-betweens spoke of his many virtues, but poetry was designed to flatter, not speak truth. Given the choice, she would have found a husband who lived closer to her home.

Now regret tormented her. How could she look forward to giving up her own family and friends, and taking up a life with strangers? She did not know how the customs of her husband’s atoll would differ from those of her own. At home she had enjoyed freedoms that her new life might not allow. Would her husband let her swim in the lagoon whenever she pleased, or roam the shore in search of shellfish? And what if she failed to quickly give him an heir?

These worries fled as the boat lurched again, and heavy rain began pelting the deck. Surely the canoe master would seek shelter now, as soon as land came into view. Tepua looked out and saw only white-tipped waves. Heavy clouds covered half the sky.

She felt the two-hulled canoe swing around as the helmsman leaned hard on his steering oar. The crew worked both sails, pulling on lines that swung the upcurved booms about their masts. Sailing close-hauled, the canoe picked up speed, its hulls planing over the surf.

Tepua felt her trembling ease. The canoe master must have decided to seek refuge. She squinted to the northeast, trying to spot any small hump of land breaking the horizon, but saw none. Perhaps the master’s eyes were better than hers. If he was guiding the craft by the direction of the sea swell, she hoped his art would prove true.

The canoe continued to beat upwind, the sails close-lashed and straining. Everyone who was not struggling with the ropes or bailing the hulls lay together under mats for shelter. The passengers had fallen quiet as they watched the grim effort to gain land. Tepua realized that the fleet was far downwind of the outermost islands her people knew. The weather and current seemed determined to drive the canoes even farther into unknown seas.

Again Tepua moved to descend from her seat, but the old noblewoman’s stare pinned her. You must show your trust, Bone-needle’s gaze said. It is the burden of your position.

Tepua’s eyes teared against the cutting wind. She felt her headdress fly off, and she snatched at it too late. Her cry of dismay sent crewmen and passengers scrambling after the circlet of feathers and precious shells as the wind spun it across the deck.

The headdress eluded its pursuers, catching for an instant on the edge of the deck before a gust dragged it overboard. Tepua felt a clench of fright in her stomach. Had she felt divine fingers snatch the feather crown away? What had she done to anger the spirits?

Her eyes sought the canoe master, a small wiry man whose corded arms and ever-squinting eyes told of his many struggles with the sea. Would he think it such an insult to his skill, Tepua wondered, if she came down on the deck and took shelter with the others? Her wet bark-cloth robe was now plastered against her arms and breasts, making her misery worse.

The old woman’s eyes still said no, but inwardly Tepua rebelled. She had had enough of being battered by the gale.

Suddenly the wind changed direction, making the great curved booms swing across the deck. As each slammed into the limits of its line, the boat lurched while men rushed to regain control. Tepua froze, one foot already touching the matting on the deck. The gods themselves must be displeased with her lack of faith in the canoe’s master. She withdrew her foot, hoping that the wind might steady.

Instead the storm grew fitful, blowing harshly from one quarter then quickly shifting to another. The boat slowed as it lost direction and headway; men went to sit in the hulls, feverishly stroking with long paddles.

Beyond the forward sail she saw the boat’s master and the priest conferring once again. They spoke rapidly, with worried grimaces and a glance in her direction. A crewman hurried forward, carrying an armload of young coconuts. He skidded on the wet matting, dropped one. It rolled into the waves.

Tepua saw the priest shake his head. Not a good omen. The sea was hungry and unwilling to wait.

The youth managed to deliver the rest of his burden to the master and the priest. The priest went to the bow of the right hull. Tepua saw him kneel, his robe and feathered headdress fluttering in the wind. One by one he lifted the young coconuts in offering to the storm, pierced each with a sharpened bamboo cane, and poured the milk into the sea.

Again the wind turned, now wilder than ever. It struck the sails like a fist, bending the masts, driving the left hull so deep that it threatened to fill. A crewman rushed aft toward Tepua, carrying a length of sennit, coconut fiber cord. She could scarcely see him through the curtain of heavy rain shrouding the canoe. “Bind yourself.” he shouted through the sound of the storm. He thrust the cord at her. Numb with cold and fright, she took it.

She glanced down, saw people huddling under their mats and wraps about the base of her platform. Eyes looked up to her in appeal or reproach. Except for Bone-needle, these people were from her new husband’s family. She had known them only for the few days they had stayed on her father’s island.

Now she saw that she could not leave her place. Apart from the lack of faith it would show, the space around her was completely covered by bodies.

She reached down, threaded the cord around several pieces of bamboo in the platform beneath her, then about her body, drawing it tight so that it crumpled her bark-cloth robe and bound her to the seat. After she had knotted the sennit, she let one end, about twice the length of her arm, hang free. She had another use for this piece. It might help her find guidance that no human wisdom could supply.

Quickly she coiled the cord in her hands, preparing herself for the difficult art of fai, making string figures. Fai was well-known throughout her islands, but to most people it served only for amusement. Tepua had become unusually adept at it, able to make patterns on her fingers without conscious effort, until a final figure emerged.

The results often surprised her. At times she was certain that the spirits guided her, allowing her to see in the strings the answer to a baffling question. Now, the sea gods were angry. She needed to know what they wanted of her.

“No!” rasped Bone-needle, who had long known of Tepua’s rare gift. “It is the priest’s duty, not yours, to deal with the spirits that trouble us. Put that aside.”

Tepua hesitated as she peered ahead, listening to the sails creak and bang. She could see almost nothing through the heavy rain. What had happened to the priest and the master? The rain curtained them from her, silenced their voices. Despite his offerings and his sacred red feathers, the priest clearly had failed. Her fingers tightened about the coil of fiber cord in her hand.

Another sailor hurried by, appearing out of the rain like a ghost. Scowling at Tepua, he defied wind and spray to climb the ladder along the mast. She caught her breath when she saw him starting to pull down the sail. When he was done, they would have only the paddlers’ strength to drive the canoe.

Again she prayed to Tapahi-roro-ariki, begging her ancestress to intercede. Then, as she began to tie the cord into a loop, she heard a crash that made the boat shudder. Mixed with screams, cries, and the beat of rain came a terrible splintering. She saw the outline of the forward mast as it broke and toppled, the falling boom sweeping across the deck, dragging mats and men into the sea.

Beneath her, voices mixed in a babble of frenzied prayers. The canoe bucked and dived, caught in the roiling storm. She saw the deck timbers shift as strain twisted one hull out of line with the other. The tension broke a lashing that held her platform to the deck. She glanced down and saw another fraying. Sweating with fear under her bark-cloth robe, Tepua fumbled to untie herself.

The people around her groaned, and tried to hold her seat fast as another binding broke. The stool began to shift with every lurch of the canoe. Above her head she heard a stream of angry words while the man aloft wrestled with a sail that would not come down.

Tepua was thrown violently from side to side. The platform beneath her began to break apart as people screamed with anguish and reached up to keep her from falling. Then the boat pitched so sharply that she was torn from their hands, tossed sideways, tumbled into a swirling madness of rain and spray and sea.

For a few instants Tepua felt stunned, but the shock of hitting the water brought her back to awareness. A good swimmer, she kicked herself to the surface. Now she was free of the bridal seat, though she felt trailing bits of cord and bamboo. She spat brine and managed to suck in a short breath before another wave spilled over her.

Again she came up, rising with a swell, and searched for the canoe. When she finally spotted it, she groaned in despair. Surf poured over what remained of the deck while paddlers stroked frantically. Every wave pushed the hapless craft farther from her.

The sea pulled her down again. When she surfaced this time and glanced out, the mast looked like a tiny stick and the canoe itself a battered leaf that was rapidly growing smaller. It would not be coming back for her. The people still on board would be lucky to save themselves.

What of the other boats in her party? They had been sailing close behind and might have been blown this way. Each time the sea lifted her, she searched the horizon but found nothing.

Alone in the water, she wondered how long she could survive. Tepua had seen death often, had mourned for the loss of kin both young and old, but never had her own death seemed so near. Now as she felt its approaching embrace she cried in outrage and anger. She wept and prayed, hoping that the gods who had doomed her might relent.

But the waves kept washing over her, filling her nose and mouth with brine. Each time she kicked her way back up, she lost more strength. She knew a way of staying in the water—at least in calm seas—without tiring. As a young child, Tepua had found that she could let herself hang below the surface, her legs and arms loose, her head down except when she needed a breath. Now, though her temples throbbed and her lips trembled with chill, she tried to enter that slow rhythm: kick, lift the head, breathe, relax, and sink under. Kick, lift, breathe, relax. No. To relax was impossible now.

Rain pattered down, a rain colder than the sea. She thought about the fate of the doomed. As a noblewoman it was her right to enter the paradise of Paparangi and dwell with the other favored souls. But what if the gods had found her impious? They might send her to the place of darkness and suffering instead. No, that was not possible, she told herself. She, who had served as ceremonial maiden-to-the-gods, would surely be accepted in Paparangi. Thinking so, she lost her will to keep struggling.

When the sea lifted her, she rarely bothered to open her eyes. The coming paradise seemed to surround her. Yet once in a while, as she rose to the surface, she noticed the water growing calmer. She saw clouds starting to disperse, the sky brightening. And something unexpected—long and dark—was bobbing on the swells. A canoe?

Hastily she spoke a prayer to her guardian spirit, and then she began to swim. She lost sight of her target, halted in panic, turned to scan the waves. “Tapahi-roro-ariki,” she called again. Still she saw nothing but churning water.

Then suddenly, a short way off, she spotted what appeared to be a drifting wreck. She threw herself after it. Her hand reached out and she felt something solid.

She clawed at the wood, dug in with her nails as this new hope revived her. She pulled the wet hair from her eyes and tipped her head back to get a better view of what she had found. The single-hull craft was empty. Capsized. She flung one arm over the upturned bottom, tried to heave herself atop it. The craft only rocked, dumping her back in the sea. Frantically she grabbed on again and clung with both hands, determined not to let the wreck get away.

When she had caught her breath, she inspected the boat, moving hand over hand along its side. She found no obvious damage to the single hull, which was made of small planks sewn tightly together. The long outrigger float, attached by flexible poles, also appeared sound. If she could right the craft and bail it, Tepua thought, she might survive. If a paddle remained lashed inside, she would have some hope of reaching land.

But how to turn the boat over? Watching from shore, she had seen vessels capsized by sudden winds. What the boatmen often did was stand on the outrigger of an overturned canoe, shoving it down and under. Then, once the craft righted, they would rock it violently, slopping enough water out so that they could climb in and bail.

Tepua had never done this, but saw how it might work. Balancing on the outrigger, she curled up with her knees beneath her chest. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her legs. The outrigger went down, but it came right back up again, pitching her off. The second time, her feet slipped off too soon. The outrigger surged up, smacking her on the rump. She rubbed the bruise and kept trying.

The rain had stopped. An edge of sun peeked from behind the clouds. But the canoe remained upside down. She began to think that the canoe was just too big for her to right by herself, the outrigger too buoyant to go under. She thought about breaking or cutting the outrigger loose, but she had no knife, and she doubted that the water-filled hull would float without its outrigger.

With anger fueling her effort, she made one more try, kicking down as hard as she could to sink the outrigger. She went down with it, gave it one more shove with the soles of her feet, then surfaced, gasping. She was sure she had lost once again when she saw the water frothing and the hull still spinning. Then the outrigger shot up on the side away from her. The canoe wallowed in the swells, its bare, wet mast pointed at the sky!

Crying and laughing at the same time, Tepua laid her arms over the sunken splashboard. She looked within the flooded hull to see if any supplies remained. A sack of netting lashed to a thwart held large gourds—water bottles—though by now salt water had probably seeped into them. Beneath the gourds lay a pile of coconuts. All the paddles were gone.

Tepua’s grief welled up again as she realized that this craft had belonged to her wedding party. How many people had been lost to the storm? She could only hope that some larger canoes had rescued the passengers from this one.

For now she had to put aside her worries about kin and friends. Her throat burned with salt and thirst. She glanced again at the large gourds, and prayed that one still held fresh water.

With trepidation she began to rock the canoe, fearing she would accidentally overturn it once again. But now that the canoe floated upright, the outrigger made it steady. In fact the whole craft was so stable that she found it difficult to rock. After spending a short time fighting with the swamped boat, Tepua finally pulled herself in over the side and sat in the water that remained.

Under her weight, the canoe tipped away from the outrigger, its splashboard almost level with the sea. She tried bailing with cupped hands, but for every handful of brine she tossed out, the waves slopped another in.

Frustrated and weary, she stopped. A scrape on her arm stung, leaking blood into the water. She looked at it, alarmed. Blood in the sea would soon bring sharks. To remain long like this could only bring death.

But how was she to get the boat bailed? Again she eyed the gourds. If the water inside wasn’t drinkable, then she could break one open and use it as a scoop. With stiff fingers she undid the netting and selected a gourd that felt half-empty when she shook it. She pulled out the sticky plug and tipped the gourd, letting a few drops onto her tongue.

She tasted salt, but perhaps that was just from her skin. She let a bit more dribble into her mouth, and then drank the rest greedily. Slightly brackish, perhaps, but it would sustain her.

Then she smashed the end of the empty container against a hard edge of the splashboard until she opened a hole in the gourd. With a few more blows she was able to fashion it into a crude bailing scoop.

The sun brightened, giving a blue tinge to the water. The sea, calmed now, lapped gently at the sides of the boat. Only an occasional wave splashed in. Working with the gourd, Tepua began to feel that she might actually be throwing more water out than was coming in. Wiping her brow, she kept going, even though her arm ached and weariness made her dizzy.

Gradually the canoe began to rise as Tepua gained more freeboard. Finally the flood within dwindled to a few annoying puddles. With a huge sigh, she fell back in the canoe.

Only then, when she felt something sharp against her back, did she remember the tangle of cord about her waist. She reached back to find a few sticks of broken bamboo, the remnants of the bridal platform, still tied to her. Tossing these aside, she lay down with her head pillowed on the remaining gourds, her torn bark-cloth robe spread over her. She told herself she would rest for only a few moments.

Tepua woke, half-immersed in brine, her arms and legs stinging. The boat shuddered as something bumped it. She sat up with a start and a cry. She had no idea how long she had slept. Her shadow stretched out of the canoe, far across the water.

Angrily she groped for her makeshift bailer and began once again. Boats such as these, with so many seams, leaked constantly. She knew that; why had she let herself fall asleep?

“Fool!” she said aloud. “Stupid child!” She flung bilge water in an arc over the side. Another bump shook the boat, jarring Tepua from her rage.

This time she saw a shape passing the hull, a high dorsal fin. She froze in her bailing, then started once more in a frenzy. The shark was as long as a man was tall. She knew why it had come.

Blood from her cuts, mingling with the seawater, had seeped through the hull. Even a trace could draw sharks over great distances. She was fortunate that only one had found her.

Scooping water out as fast as she could, she kept a close watch on her enemy. This was not a great blue or a roaming tiger shark. It swam with stiff, rapid tail beats, speeding back and forth just beneath the surface, the blue and silver of its sides flashing with each turn.

The tail was a full crescent, like a waning moon. Its shape mimicked the tail of an albacore or bonito, the fastest fish in the sea. Only one shark had such a tail, or the speed and power to prey on those fish. All Tepua’s people knew the mako.

She summoned what reserves of strength she still had. If she released her guard, she thought that the shark would ram the hull with enough force to pitch her into the water. Now it seemed just to be testing her defenses. It flicked into a turn, slicing by the canoe and giving Tepua a glance from its large round eyes. No white or color showed in those eyes. They were entirely dead black.

Tepua sat upright in the half-bailed boat. She reached for her coconut-fiber cord, now lying waterlogged under her feet. She took a length between her hands, forming a loop.

A warning in her head spoke with the voice of Bone-needle. If you meddle in the realm of priests, you will be punished for it.

“But there are no priests with me now,” Tepua cried aloud. She set her teeth. She had hesitated when the storm struck her bridal canoe. When she might have found a way to soothe the gods, she had let Bone-needle dissuade her. For that advice, perhaps the old woman herself now lay within a shark’s belly.

Quickly Tepua looped the string about her hands. She wrapped the cord so that one strand lay across each of her palms. With the middle finger of the right hand, she picked up the strand crossing her palm and then drew her hands apart, forming the beginning of the figure. Quickly she worked, not even watching as the image took shape, for her fingers knew the art far better than her eyes.

And then the first figure was complete. By the looping and crossing and knotting of string, she had created between her hands the form of the mako. She held it up between trembling fingers and thrust it at her enemy. She rolled her eyes to the sky and chanted:

“Father of Sharks, I have made you between my hands. Give me strength to fight the hunger of your son. Send him to the bonito. Send him to the albacore.”

The mako shot forward, ramming the canoe and biting at the planks. Claw like teeth curled from its lower jaw in rows, their tips slanting back into the mouth. Some were needle thin and long as a man’s finger.

Tepua braced herself against the thwarts and sides of the craft. Anger and fear ripped her voice as she cried, “Mother of Sharks, I hold you between my hands. Make me your daughter. Give me your teeth, your belly, your anger, or else I die, Mother of Sharks!”

And as she held the figure aloft she felt a hot rush of strength come through her. Yes, it was magic, it was a gift, it transformed her insides from those of a woman to those of a shark, and she no longer felt weak with fear. With an abrupt motion of her hands, she brought her palms together, crushing the figure in the way she wished to crush her enemy. The mako jerked in the water as if it had felt the blow. The shark backed off, but remained close by, swimming in tight circles.

Tepua was not finished. The gods had not yet shown her how to destroy her foe. She pulled her hands apart again, intending to try another figure, but then something unexpected happened. A few strings became tangled. As she tried to pull the cord tight the shape distorted. Within the strings she suddenly caught a vision of a real shark, its nose arched back against its tail.

Then the mako charged the canoe again and the image disappeared. She cast off the string, snatched up a broken length of bamboo that had been tied to her. As the mako struck she thrust her makeshift dagger hard and deep into the shark’s nostril, twisting fiercely.

The mako snapped its jaws, the rows of curled teeth just missing her hand. It writhed, jumped, then seized the splashboard of the canoe. Tepua threw herself back toward the outrigger. For an instant she thought the shark’s weight would overturn the boat. Then, with a splintering sound, the splashboard split lengthwise and the mako toppled back into the water.

Tepua crouched, breathing rapidly, astonished that the canoe remained afloat. The shark dived out of sight, giving her a moment to recover. She turned to see what damage it had done. The splashboard must have been cracked previously, for now it had split along its entire length, shedding a long spear like piece that trailed in the water. Tepua seized the splintered section with shaking hands and twisted it, tearing it off.

The canoe had less freeboard now, but she had gained a weapon against the mako. And the shark itself had given it to her! She laughed aloud, then steadied herself, letting her racing heart slow. Carefully she tore a strip of bark-cloth from her robe and wrapped it around the middle of her makeshift spear for a better handhold.

Chanting an appeal to Tapahi-roro-ariki, she watched the mako as it surfaced, zigzagged away, then came back. One nostril was torn, leaking blood. She knew she probably could not kill the shark with only a bamboo dagger and a short spear. She had seen fishermen club and stab at sharks repeatedly. Even after one seemed long dead, it could suddenly thrash or bite. All she wanted was to keep the shark from taking her.

And then she remembered what the string figure had shown her, how the shark’s nose had been tied to its tail.

With one hand still hefting the spear, she gathered up her fiber cord. It was slender but strong. Strong enough? She would soon know. She took the loop of string and wedged one end between two jagged splinters at the tip of her makeshift spear.

She hesitated, wondering if she could really do what she had planned. As if the mako sensed her hesitation, it made another run at the boat. Tepua dropped her spear, grabbed a heavy coconut from the sack, and flung it at the shark’s snout. The mako seemed briefly stunned as the coconut splashed harmlessly into the water beside it. She pitched another, hitting the shark at the same sensitive spot.

In fury, the shark snapped, and tried to swallow the offending coconut in one gulp. The hard shell caught in the back of its jaws, wedging the mouth open. The fish began to writhe and shake its head to dislodge the object. Tepua had only a few moments….

She aimed low, at the wounded nostril. With all her weight, she thrust the spear, driving it into the shark’s nose to break out through the skin at the other side of its head. The spear point carried the cord with it, threading it through the hole. The pinned mako thrashed and snapped, wrenching the splinter spear around in her hands. Sweating and panting, she braced herself against a thwart.

The shark rested briefly, turning one eye toward her. She knew from its cold gaze that it would not give up. Biting her lip, Tepua leaned out of the boat. One end of her cord loop trailed from the nostril, while the other came out through the wound on the side of the mako’s head. She grabbed the first end and then the other, finally yanking her spear free.

The mako went crazy, writhing and twisting until it bent back on itself, its crescent tail close to its snout. Tepua saw her chance to do what the vision had showed her. Deftly she slipped both loops of the fiber cord over the high tail fin. The loops caught, strained, and held. The mako’s body formed a ring, tethered nose to tail. The shark struggled helplessly, unable to bite through the cord or thrash free.

Hastily she used her spear to poke the ring of angry mako as far as possible from the boat. At any moment the cord might break or other sharks might arrive, drawn by blood scent or the splashing.

Another glance at the mako surprised her. The shark was sinking! Now she remembered fishermen saying that a shark needed to swim to stay afloat. And this one could do nothing now but chew its own tail. Triumphantly she praised the spirit of her ancestress, then turned to bailing out the canoe.

Making a paddle was her next task, for without one Tepua would only drift helplessly. Now that her cord was gone, she needed a new source of lashings. Surveying her few possessions, she turned to the netting that held the gourds. The cords appeared strong enough, but she had no hope of unknotting them. She would have to cut away the unwanted parts, wasting more than she saved. And without the protective net, she would risk losing her drinking water and food if the boat capsized again.

Finding no other choice, she took her bamboo dagger, washed off the shark’s blood, and set to cutting apart the net. Then she laid her short spear and her bailing gourd together. The bailer was squat and bowl-shaped. With a little cutting and trimming, it could serve as a paddle blade.

Using her edge of sharp, hard bamboo, she worked the softer material of the gourd. She cut away the rim to make the bowl shallower, then filed two notches each at the top and bottom. Across the width of her short spear she also scored two grooves, being careful not to weaken the shaft.

Finally she bound the gourd paddle blade to the shaft by fitting cord into the notches of both parts. She examined her work with misgivings. The shaft was too long and the blade too bowl-shaped, but it would serve. And she could also still use it as a bailer.

A chill in the wind made her glance toward the horizon. The sun was only a half disk, the rest melting into the sea. Soon the light would be gone. She wrapped the remains of her bark-cloth robe about her, knelt at the stern, and tried the blade. The paddle was awkward but workable. Slowly she began to dip and stroke, turning the prow to the setting sun.

West. Other islands lay in that direction. Other islands with strange names and unfamiliar people. She felt a surge of fright and homesickness, telling her to turn the canoe and paddle eastward toward her own island.

No. She knew that she could not fight the current that was bearing her westward. She would only waste her strength in the attempt. Her best chance was to paddle with the current, and then pull away from it when she came within sight of land.

Tepua settled into a rhythm of paddling, switching her strokes from one side to the other to keep the boat on course. As daylight diminished she squinted up, trying to sight any stars that might be following the sun down across the violet arc of sky.

She knew that navigators steered by knowing where certain stars fell below the horizon. Though she had rarely sailed at night, those few times remained vivid in her memory. She recalled the gnarled fingers of a canoe master pointing at the night sky, his voice speaking of stars that followed each other down certain paths. When one dropped into its pit below the sky, the steersman would watch the next. In that way he would always have a guiding star over the bow.

Looking toward the final glow of sunset, Tepua chose her first star, then paused to ease her thirst. She punctured a young coconut, lifted it to her mouth, but hesitated to drink. The gods had been good to her, sending her the canoe, then the strength and wit to fend off the mako. She had so little to offer in return.

Leaning over the side, she carefully poured part of the coconut milk into the sea. She chanted: “Tapena, tapena, tapena. Kai! An offering to the gods, come and partake….” Had they heard? A gust of wind stirred her hair and she felt that the spirits had touched her.

It was a long weary night. Tepua’s arms and shoulders ached from paddling. Her eyes hurt from squinting at fickle stars that vanished among their twinkling companions each time she blinked or let her head drop. Finally she chose a star that lay apart from its fellows, so that she could follow it more easily. But soon it grew blurry as tears and exhaustion dimmed her vision. When it sank beneath the horizon, she couldn’t keep her gaze fixed on any following star. Overwhelmed by sleep, she toppled forward and lay in the bottom of the canoe, clutching the paddle to her breast.

She woke to glaring daylight and a hissing wind. She bailed out the hull again, for more water had leaked in during the night. Her skin was raw and chapped from brine, her eyelashes and mouth crusted with salt. To sit up and move around was difficult; she felt leaden and dizzy. She also felt queasy and could scarcely make herself swallow the soft meat of a coconut. She drank from the water gourd and used a tiny amount to wash the stinging salt from her eyes and mouth.

She knew she had to reach land soon or die of exposure. Her head throbbing, she pushed back her tangled hair and squinted at the horizon. Nothing except waves and sky and more waves and sky. She sighed, put her stem to the rising sun, and paddled.

Two more days and nights went by. She ate the last coconut, drank all but the last of her water. Though she made a sunshade by tying the remains of her bark-cloth robe to the canoe’s mast, the sun constantly beat down on her. Heat and sea glare made her disoriented and brought frightening visions.

Once she thought that the mako had broken its bindings and returned to haunt her. She raved—shouting, cursing, striking the water, trying to beat off the shark’s image. Again it attacked and again she stabbed it with the pointed end of her paddle shaft. Only when her spear pierced nothing but water and she nearly tumbled overboard did she realize that there was no shark. She fell back, sobbing and panting into the bottom of the boat.

And then, when she had lost track of days and nights, or where the canoe was pointed, she turned her bleary gaze and saw in the distance a long shelf of cloud like none she had seen before. She blinked, unable to make sense of the dark and towering form that lay beneath it. Another illusion? She had heard of high islands, said to be huge heaps of stone, but had never glimpsed one. She knew only low, flat, coral islands.

Shaking with weakness, she seized her paddle again, changing course, then stroking in a frenzy toward the impossible sight. She could not keep it up for long. Soon she slowed, falling into a pattern that allowed her a rest between strokes. Her mind went into a daze, her vision tunneled so that she could see only the jagged mass of grays and greens that lay ahead. She tried to remember the names of the high islands that lay in this direction—Eimeo, Urietea, Tahiti.

Dip, stroke, dip, stroke, change sides, dip, stroke. The canoe creaking, the wind hissing, the expanse of water as endless as ever, lips dry, skin cracking. Dip, stroke, dip, stroke, arms screaming, knees aching, everything whirling in a vortex of sea and sky, except at the center, the white mass of cloud and the craggy shapes beneath it.

Then she was far above herself, watching a little figure that sat in the canoe, paddling forever toward an island that never got any closer. Sun glistened on the waves, and on the tiny paddle that kept dipping and rising. Red-tailed seabirds passed overhead, making shrill cries. And far behind her appeared another canoe, terrible and shining, slowly drawing closer.

It was Mahina, she knew at once, the canoe of the dead. It had come to take her soul! Its huge sails billowed and its twin hulls plowed deep furrows in the sea as it approached. Its fierce master glowered from the deck, pointing his long finger in her direction. He opened his mouth to call her, his voice deep and harsh….

Suddenly a prolonged and violent scraping jolted Tepua out of her trance. She felt a wave lift the canoe, then drag it sideways. Surf pounded all around her, foam spurting above her head.

Wiping her arm across her eyes, she saw in the distance a vast panorama of green-clad peaks that seemed to ascend to the sky. At the shore lay a sliver of beach lined with innumerable coconut palms. Ahead, beyond the breakers, calm water gleamed with delicate shades of aquamarine. Yet all about her lay frothing sea…. She shook her head, trying to clear her mind. She realized that she had struck a barrier reef.

An incoming roller lifted the canoe again, spinning it and smashing it down on an outcrop of coral. A plank on the hull broke with a harsh crack. The hull started to sink, leaving only the outrigger afloat.

Grabbing her paddle, she jumped from the waterlogged boat, crying aloud as her bare feet were cut by the harsh coral. Quickly she flung herself out of the way as surf rolled the damaged boat toward her, then heaved it aloft and slammed it down again on the reef. The canoe shuddered, cracked open.

Scrambling wildly to escape the beating surf, Tepua staggered across the submerged reef, catching herself with her paddle when she could, but sometimes falling heavily. Ignoring the scrapes and gashes from the rock, she flailed forward, knowing her strength was almost gone. When her next step plunged her into deep water, she felt a strange sense of relief as she went down. Now it was over. The pain and weariness would end. Mahina would take her after all.

For a moment she let herself go limp, resting in the buoyant water as she would in her mother’s arms. Behind her, the surf still pounded. But the waves were gentle in the lagoon.

She thought she heard her mother whisper to her, reminding her how well she could swim. “I want to sleep,” Tepua murmured, but the voice urged her on. Just show me you can reach the shore. Then I will know you are a chief’s daughter.

“No, Mother.” But despite herself, she felt her arms sweeping, her legs kicking. Someone else must be swimming, she thought, for I am already asleep. She began to dream—of other lagoons and calm, blue, welcoming waters.
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ON the mountainous island of Tahiti, in a deep valley cutting inland from the sea, two boar hunters emerged from the shade of hibiscus trees. The men, dusty and perspiring, carried long hardwood thrusting spears across their well-muscled shoulders. Overhead, clouds covered the sun, but the air in the valley remained warm, humid and still.

In the lead walked Matopahu, brother of the district’s high chief. He was a tall young man with black, wavy hair that spilled from beneath his turban of bark-cloth. For this hunt he had left behind his feathered headdresses and capes; he wore only the simple loincloth of a laborer. But anyone could see by the elegant tattoos on his back and thighs, by his stature and the grace of his movements, that he was a man of the highest rank.

“The tusker has slipped by us once again,” said the second hunter, Eye-to-heaven, as he wiped his brow. Eye-to-heaven was an important priest in the tribal marae— the sacred walled courtyard of the high chief. Yet today the priest also wore only a loincloth. He was shorter and stockier than his friend, and a few years older, with a pleasant oval face and crisply curled hair.

“The beast will soon have to make a stand,” replied Matopahu, glancing at the ribbon of water that cascaded down a steep cliff at the valley’s head. From behind the hunters came the crackling and rustling of underbrush as beaters drove the wild pig toward sheer walls that towered on three sides.

The men had been chasing this animal since dawn, losing it in another valley, but finally trapping it here. Standing in the open now, Matopahu paused, wishing for a breath of wind to cool his face. In this narrow river gorge no breeze stirred.

“I say the pig will go on,” replied Eye-to-heaven. “And try to find a hiding place.”

“Is that your own judgment, my amiable priest?” asked Matopahu with a wry smile. “Or has some spirit whispered in your ear?”

Eye-to-heaven, who was his taio, his sworn friend, with whom he shared everything, laughed. “When I decide to make a divination, you will know,” the priest answered. “I was just offering my own opinion.”

“Then I will take it, my taio.” They walked on, passing more stands of hibiscus, whose yellow, trumpet-shaped flowers smelled so rich that the odor became cloying. Daylight would not last much longer, and Matopahu did not want the boar to get away from him. It had done too much damage, frightened too many people, destroyed too many garden plots. He had been hearing reports for a month, but only today had he been fortunate enough to catch up with it.

“This pig is leading us a chase worthy of the legendary Pua’a-mahui,” he said to Eye-to-heaven. “If night were not coming so soon, I would ask you to consult the spirits right now.” He turned toward the shallow river that ran down the center of the valley, studied the tangled foliage along its bank, but saw no sign of his quarry. Matopahu wondered if—as some people said—this boar indeed had been possessed by the Man-slaying God. If so, then it was unlikely that either spear or priestly incantation could stop the destruction.

Pushing aside his misgivings, Matopahu continued up the narrowing valley, passing dark rata trees whose trunks were surrounded by wide, curving buttresses. His footing grew difficult as he crossed a slippery tangle of roots. Behind him, on both sides, the beaters kept to their work, lashing the brush with bamboo flails.

The forest thinned and the club mosses beneath the rata grew more luxuriantly. Huge fronds of bird’s-nest fern sprouted from decaying stumps, creating a maze of greenery in which the prey could hide.

Far ahead, Matopahu caught a rare glimpse of the pig—a dark, woolly tail vanishing beneath a giant fern. This was about as much as he had ever seen of the elusive beast. But now he began to think that his taio had been right after all. The animal was still running. It might seek a hiding place under the cliff.

Matopahu remembered the fear-whitened faces he had seen that morning as he questioned householders at the other end of the valley. “Oh yes, noble sir,” one man had told him. “The beast was huge and terrible. See how it rooted up my taro patch and knocked down the wall of my house. It is surely Pua’a-mahui, driven by the Man-slaying God.”

“Eeeyah, but it was monstrous!” said another. “Just as the legends say. One jaw pointed to the sky, and the other to the earth. The mouth could have swallowed a man.”

Matopahu’s palms became moist with sweat as he remembered. Frightened people often exaggerated, but he had seen for himself the damage that the creature had done. Even if it was not the legendary beast, it was surely powerful enough to kill a man.

Perhaps that is why I am here, he thought sourly as he continued up a rise. Matopahu knew that some people considered him a troublemaker. What better way to get rid of such a man than to have him die a hero’s death?

The high priest, Ihetoa, had maneuvered him into leading this dangerous hunt. At an audience with the high chief and his retinue, Ihetoa had loudly bemoaned the dangerous pig until Matopahu had felt obliged to offer his help. In these peaceful times, what better way for the chief’s brother to prove his valor?

“What do you say, my taio,” Matopahu asked, turning to his friend behind him. “Do you think Ihetoa is hoping that we never return?”

Eye-to-heaven smiled. “Perhaps so. But he will not get rid of us so easily.”

There had long been ill-feeling between the high priest and Matopahu. Ihetoa considered himself the only one who understood the gods’ wishes. Yet sometimes a man who was not a priest fell into a trance and uttered words of prophecy. Such oracles might have divine favor, but Ihetoa viewed them only as his rivals.

Matopahu was one of those inspired men. He had no wish to compete with the priests, but when his god spoke through his lips, he lost all awareness of what he was doing or saying. Eye-to-heaven had taken on the task of remembering and interpreting his friend’s pronouncements, and so he, too, had come into disfavor with his superior, Ihetoa.

“I will be depending on your spear, my taio, to make certain that the high priest is disappointed,” replied Matopahu. Recently his god voice had spoken again, warning of famine. The annual season of plenty was at its peak, yet the usual season of scarcity would follow.

Matopahu’s voice had declared that the difficult season would be uncommonly long and severe this time. Until he could confirm Matopahu’s pronouncement, Ihetoa refused to urge the unpopular practice of storing away extra reserves of food. To Matopahu’s annoyance, the high priest still delayed his decision.

Now Matopahu halted, sniffing the breeze. The distinctive swine odor had grown stronger. He looked about warily, eyeing the nearest ferns. Behind him, the beaters advanced.

Then a shrill cry went up as a huge gray-brown form shot from cover. Before the pig vanished into another stand of ferns, Matopahu got a better glimpse of his quarry—the curved yellow tusks, long snout, and huge humped shoulders. Yes, this one was big, the largest boar he had ever seen. Sweat trickled down his chest and back as he gazed at the place where it had vanished.

More cover lay ahead, but the valley was narrowing. Eventually there would be only the river flowing between dark walls of stone. If the boar could find no refuge under the moss-covered rock, it would have to turn and attack the men.

Matopahu waved the beaters back. With spears leveled, he and Eye-to-heaven moved in. He could not judge how close he was to the animal. His mouth grew dry; his heartbeat quickened.

The stretch of rocky ground along the bank narrowed, forcing one man ahead of the other. Then they reached an impasse, a water-slick wall that edged the river. Matopahu turned back, and saw that Eye-to-heaven was already fording the shallow stream. Reaching the other side, he climbed the bank.

On the far side, with no warning, a clump of ferns near the priest exploded, releasing a gray-brown woolly streak. The huge boar, jabbing with lightning thrusts of its head, was on Eye-to-heaven before either man could react. The priest lunged wildly, ramming his spear point between the beast’s ribs. Then he dodged from the assault, blood welling from his right thigh. Squealing its death challenge, the boar drove after him as he stumbled backward.

Pua’a-mahui! Matopahu’s breath caught in his throat as he splashed across the stream. The pig’s rage stink billowed up around him as he hefted his long weapon, but he was still too far away to use it. He saw Eye-to-heaven go down, crimson streaming from rents above his knee. Mouth open, tusks gleaming, coarse brown hair flecked with spittle, the boar charged the priest again.

Matopahu shouted his own challenge, hoping to draw the boar’s wrath, but the beast plunged on toward the priest. Eye-to-heaven retrieved his fallen weapon, but could not get it into position. Awkwardly, he clubbed the pig across the snout, deflecting its charge. With a snort of anger, the boar turned toward the oncoming Matopahu.

He choked up on the spear, locked the shaft against his body with his arms, and lunged to meet the attack. The impact pushed him back over slippery ground as the point rammed into the boar’s massive chest. Matopahu drove his heels into the rocky dirt and shoved, feeling the spear cut through the beast’s muscle and plunge deeper. Now Matopahu’s nose lay within a hand’s breadth of the disk-shaped snout and slashing tusks. Red-rimmed amber eyes glared at him like coals surrounded by fire. Foam sprayed from the pig’s jaws onto Matopahu’s face.

He wrestled against the boar’s thrashing. Surely that thrust had gone deep enough to pierce the heart! A river of blood poured down the shaft, but still the beast would not die. Far behind him, Matopahu heard the beaters coming.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Eye-to-heaven limping forward, his own weapon dragging on the ground. “Keep back!” Matopahu warned his friend. But the priest tried another thrust, into the belly. This made the creature fight harder, for a moment. Then it paused, flanks heaving, spittle flying.

The foam from its jaws turned from pink to red. For an instant Matopahu thought that the animal had succumbed, but then he felt a sudden crunch of jaws against the bloodied spear shaft. In a new frenzy, the boar gnashed at the pole, sending Matopahu scrambling back hand over hand to keep clear of its jaws. He thought that the pig would chew the spear to splinters. Beside him he heard Eye-to-heaven’s voice in an impassioned prayer as the priest tried to jab once more. The sweat of panic washed Matopahu’s body.

With a crack, the shaft broke and the boar came hurtling at Matopahu. He stepped back, aimed the splintered end at the animal’s gullet, and leaned all his weight into it. The pig gagged, staggered, skidded in the soil as it fought for breath. Spasms shook the body, each one weaker than the last, until finally the boar lay still. Then Matopahu threw back his head and gave a howl of exultation.

“You have finished him,” cried Eye-to-heaven, hobbling up and embracing his friend. “What a fight!”

“We did it together, my taio,” said Matopahu.’ ‘We both share the victory. Now you must tell me; was it merely a beast we just faced, or the spirit of the Man-slaying God? I have never seen such a fight.”

The priest did not answer at once. Matopahu saw crimson stains on Eye-to-heaven’s leg. Quickly he examined the two ugly gashes. One lay on the inner side of the thigh, close to the groin. He shivered as he realized what the boar might have done to his friend. “You have not lost your manhood, my taio, but it was close.”

“Yes, very close. Here is my answer. If the evil god had been inside that beast, we would both be lying there in the mud.”

At last the beaters and the rest of the company arrived. They danced with joy at the sight of the dead boar, but Matopahu had a more urgent task for one of them. “Bind my friend’s wounds,” he ordered the healer he had brought with him. Then, holding his pearl-shell knife, Matopahu bent over the carcass, intending to gut it on the spot.

“Wait,” said Eye-to-heaven, hobbling over to him, the new cloth about his thigh already stained with red. “Let me.”

“But you are wounded and in pain,” Matopahu protested.

“The pain is a small thing. This animal was a powerful opponent. Surely he carries a message of the future within his belly. I would be failing in my duty if I lost this chance for a divination. And the message will be for you, my friend, for the gods gave you the honor of the killing blow.”

Matopahu put his knife away, watching while the priest prayed over the dead boar, rolled it onto its back, and slit its underside with his own blade. The pig’s belly fell open, revealing the entrails nestled in the gut cavity. Eye-to-heaven studied them, frowning and murmuring to himself.

Matopahu left the priest to his exercise. The sight of pig innards did not bother him, but the method used to extract meaning from lobes of liver or loops of intestine was a mystery reserved for priests. Only rarely did a diviner hint at his techniques.

While Eye-to-heaven poked and pondered, and the beaters watched in awe, Matopahu stood up to let a freshening breeze dry the sweat on his face. He stretched and shook out the stiffness in his muscles. He had decided what to do with the pig’s carcass. It had been a valiant animal, even if it had not proved to be the beast of legend. Such a pig would make a worthy gift for the high chief’s dinner.

Relations between Matopahu and his brother had grown cool of late. Perhaps this gift would help prove Matopahu’s good intentions.

“My taio, come and see what lies ahead for you,” Eye-to-heaven called suddenly.

When Matopahu knelt down beside the priest, Eye-to-heaven swept his palm above the entrails. “See how knotted and tangled they are? This can only mean that complications will enter your life.”

“That will be nothing new,” Matopahu answered.

“And the pattern of vessels in the gut membrane tells me there will be problems involving a woman.”

Matopahu laughed. His only problems with women were how to get rid of them. “But what of my disagreement with Ihetoa?” he asked the priest impatiently. “That is a real problem. The high priest continues to reject my prophecy. The longer he delays, the more everyone will suffer.”

Eye-to-heaven peered and squinted at the entrails. The meaty smell was beginning to attract flies. “I, too, wish to know how that will end,” he said. “But here I see no answer.”

The priest finished his divination with a short prayer of praise to the gods. Reverently he buried the viscera, for it could not be cooked and eaten if it had first been used for prophesy. Then Matopahu ordered his men to finish cleaning the carcass and tie it to a pole.

When the party was ready to leave, the beaters crowded forward, all begging for the honor of carrying the prize. Matopahu had intended to share the load between himself and Eye-to-heaven, for he enjoyed the thought of marching home in triumph with the prize on his shoulders, watching the amazed faces of the people in the settlements.

But Eye-to-heaven was too badly wounded to help now. And to ask someone else to share die victory with himself, Matopahu felt, would be an insult to his taio. So he chose the two strongest men among the beaters to carry the pig while he and Eye-to-heaven walked modestly behind them. With his arm about the limping priest, he followed the jubilant procession along the riverbank path that would finally emerge at the coast.

My brother will be pleased with this outcome, Matopahu thought. He is easily flattered. But the high priest will not celebrate our return.
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As evening approached, a Tahitian fisherman sailed home in his small outrigger canoe. Ahead he saw a line of foaming surf, waves breaking over the barrier reef. He steered toward a narrow stretch of smoother water, a pass into the calm, blue lagoon that lay between the outer reef and the shore.

The fisherman was called Rimapoa—“the one who fearlessly handles the unpleasant.” His darkly tanned skin and wiry build marked him as a man who worked hard and received little for his efforts. Today not a single albacore lay in the bottom of his boat.

Rimapoa glanced for a moment at Front-tooth, the boy who assisted him. “I know why the gods did not send fish today,” said the youngster. “It is because you argued with your sister this morning.” Angrily Front-tooth hit the splashboard with his fist.

The fisherman gave the boy a weary look. “I am always quarreling with my sister,” he answered with a growl. “By now the spirits have lost interest in our arguments.” It was useless, he knew, to tell Front-tooth to keep his thoughts to himself. He had little control over the boy, who was bound to him only through a friendship between families. If Front-tooth didn’t like the arrangement, he would quit and join up with some other fisherman. Then Rimapoa would have no help at all.

“Then tell me why no fish took the bait,” said the boy. “It was good mullet and I hooked it on well.” Front-tooth leaned over the splashboard and stared moodily across the lagoon.

Rimapoa did not reply, and he wondered whether Front-tooth was right after all. Rimapoa was a solitary deep-line fisherman. The parties of men who trolled for albacore from large double canoes constantly warned him to keep away from their fishing grounds. Today he had gone as close as he dared, but not close enough to lure the elusive albacore. Yet on other days, the fish had found his hooks….

The fisherman sighed, and turned his attention to the churning water that lay just ahead. Shooting the pass was always risky. He leaned on the long steering oar, turning his bow to the channel’s entrance. Water boiled in whitecaps to either side of the canoe as waves struck the submerged coral.

Slackening the line to the boom of his curved claw sail, he let the fore part luff in the wind, waiting for the right moment. As his gaze crossed the frothing boundary between sea and lagoon, he saw a wreck—a battered half hull, its sternpost canting up. The reef had taken its toll once again.

Rimapoa was in no hurry. He had no fish lying in the bottom to spoil. Ignoring Front-tooth’s impatient grimaces, he let several rollers sweep by before choosing the strongest. He felt the surge as the wave gathered behind him and he pulled hard on the sail, catching the wind. The outrigger lifted on the wave’s crest and rode through.

Leaving the breakers crashing behind him, Rimapoa tacked into quiet waters. The sail bellied and the outrigger surfed, making his spirit lift. He knew that even if there were no fish and he had to make his living ashore, he would still sail his canoe. There was nothing like the feeling of a well-built craft leaping like a flying fish across the sea.

The love of it was in his bones, for one of his ancestors had been a canoe master on an island far to the west. This heritage showed in the fisherman’s long legs, his wiry frame, and the tight curl of his hair. It showed also in his daring, in his willingness to face the sea in all its moods.
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