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Until when?


	The darkness shadowed his room as he laid in his bed and stared at the window. In silence, he watched the fragile crescent while it disappeared slowly behind the far mountain. He was waiting to hear a particular knock on his door, a knock that arrives every year, at the same day and at the same hour. Those moments of waiting used to fill him with excitement and contentment, but since years, this all has changed. He could no longer run away from all those thoughts that tormented him; he could no longer deny those questions that caused him to suffer countless, sleepless nights. He knew that he couldn´t live, wearing those false masks of strength, wisdom and gratefulness; He knew that he couldn´t live his life acting forever.


	The knock on the door arrived and he slightly raised his head and faintly smiled, and soon, the second knock sounded and then, the third. He listened carefully as the person at the door left and the echo of their footsteps vanished gradually into the stillness of the night. He then opened the door and there was a small basket, and in it was an elegant hand-made garment which is tailored especially for him. Every tribe in the island would take a part in the making of this unique piece of art; a tribe would offer rolls of the finest cloths while others provide their self-made threads, dyed with gold, and there were those who contrived buttons from precious stones. And at the end, numerous talented hands would gather to create that special garment for him, as an expression for their deep love and appreciation. This garment is a gift that he always should wear on the day which is supposed to be the day of his birthday. The basket also isn´t like any other, it is the only witness of the beginning of his story and of an unexpected fate for the entire island, and that´s the reason the habitants have kept it as a symbol for an unforgettable memory. Well, there is something that is worth mentioning here; his birthday is not the day on which he was born, but it is the day on which he was abandoned on the island´s shore, and the basket in which he receives his gift, is the very same basket which they found him in. Every step in that ritual has a profound meaning to it and every gesture holds an honourable significance; as for the three knocks on his door, they symbolise the oath that the habitants have sworn on to the ruler of the island; his adoptive mother. And to put the gift in that basket, it meant that they consider him as the most precious gift that they´ve ever received into their lives. And when he opens the door and takes the garment, it signifies that he will always keep his promise of loving and protecting his land and his people with all what it takes. Usually, he should take only the gift and leave the basket at the doorstep for someone to collect it before dawn so that the custom will repeat in the following year. This time though, he did not just take the garment as he is supposed to, but he took the basket as well and went in his home and locked the door. For the very first time, he could no longer fight the urge to have this basket close to his heart and as much as possible before his eyes; he hoped that it could speak to him, to tell him why his parents abandoned him in this way. He gazed at the basket as if he begged it to answer the questions that chased him for the most of his life; the life which he struggled to grasp and couldn´t fathom the sense beyond its existence at all.


	 


	Carefully, he placed the garment on his bed and admired every detail in it; usually, a smile would paint on his lips, but this time, his eyes clouded in tears as he gazed at the basket for a while. He wondered how could he still remember so clearly that day of abandonment, as if it all happened just yesterday. How could he precisely recall every single feeling that went through him when he was only a couple of weeks born. He took a deep breath, trying to stop the tears, swallowing the pain which no one knew of, except him. He remembered that night very well, no matter how hard he pretended that he has forgotten about it. Earlier in that day, his mother took him in her arms and they travelled for quite a long time till they finally arrived to a place where the wind was pleasant and the sun spread gentle warmth. But soon, noises started to rise and voices sounded so loud, bothering his delicate ears and disturbing his peaceful sleep. It was the day of the market on the island and his people also called it: the day of the feast. It is the day on which many merchants are allowed to visit the island to buy and sell or to exchange goods. And at the end of this day, the whole island celebrates with lots of mouth-watering food and delicious drinks, but at that time, neither the market nor the feast meant anything to him as what mattered the most was the feeling of his mother’s arms around him, holding him close to her heart; the sound of a mother´s heartbeat is all what a newborn need because it makes him feel safe. 


	He wiped away a silent tear as he recalled the moment when he woke up to see no sun, no mother and no one; the place that was beating with life had suddenly turned into a dull, scary night. He was wrapped in a piece of harsh cloth that scratched on his soft skin whenever he tried to move or cry for help. He felt the sharp, cold air as it found its way through the basket to his vulnerable bones; it was as if the humid soil was breathing the fearful unknown into every bit of his fragile, innocent soul. He could see nothing except the dark sky and he burst a little cry, believing surely that his mother will come, but she never did. She left him alone to face the fear; to helplessly handle whatever will happen to him, but as the fright crawled without mercy into his shaking heart, something suddenly happened that forced him to stop crying, disrupting this cruelty which he found himself having to deal with. Something beautiful happened that eased his pain and calmed him instantly. A bright spark in the sky grabbed his attention and before he grasps his breath in amazement, another spark followed, brighter than the first; they left traces of an intense glow through the dark sky and that brought him to smile, then the light vanished in a blink, like nothing ever existed. This scene repeated itself, soothing his fear and distracting his hunger and thirst; it was like a magic show performed especially for him. The recurrence of this spectacular amusement has hypnotized him; his eyes got heavy and sleep dragged him smoothly out of these cruel moments … the kindness of Nature was giving this poor infant a hand, trying to help him to escape a brutal reality which he did not deserve, and which he hated from the deepest part of his innocent heart.


	.....


	He sadly smiled as he continued to remember those moments and how after he has fallen asleep during this marvellous spectacle, a loud gasp forced his eyes to open; he heard a panic scream that made him scream fearfully in return. He opened his eyes to see an old lady staring closely at him, and the look on her face said that she was as shocked and scared as he was. She stood up and took few steps back, still fixing her gaze on him, then looked helplessly on her both sides before she came close again, murmuring in despair to herself. He cried louder to let her know how much he suffered from cold, hunger and thirst, but it seemed that she was not sure yet of what she should do with him. She acted like she refused to believe what her eyes saw, struggling to accept his presence. The way she was handling the situation made him start to doubt that she was lost and needed help herself, much more than he did. Finally, she grabbed the basket and gave him a quick kiss on his forehead and rushed with her steps, still talking loud to herself. The sunbeams started breaking faintly through the skies, reaching out to his tearful eyes; He calmed a bit, thinking, how the sun was gentle unlike the life he was given to taste gruesome fear and the bitterness of neglect.


	Shortly after they arrived to this old lady’s home, she took him out of the basket and held him close; her tears were wetting his face but nevertheless, she tried her best to show him a smile. Soon, he was resting in her lap while with one hand, she caressed him and with the other she milked a goat. He sucked all what she gave to him; once, twice, till the last drop and he felt satisfied and full. His heart started to feel secure and his mind relaxed, trusting the old lady. And so, he let go in her arms and hearing her heartbeats took away all the panic and fear of the dreadful, previous night. Sleep was winning over him as the old lady kept singing while she washed him gently with a damp, warm piece of cloth. All this care and kindness gave him the sensation like returning to his mother’s womb; he peacefully smiled at her, hoping that her tears would stop. And how much he loved the feeling of the new clothes on his skin that is made of soft linen and was pleasantly smelling, and as a final touch, the old lady attached a little pouch filled with dried lavender to his blanket, and this made him surrender to sleep faster. He had no other choice but to close his eyes with the thought: “let be, whatever will be”. But opposite to his desire, the old lady carried him up and took the basket in her other hand, and at this second, the sleep vanished from his eyes as he feared that she will place him in this basket again and leave him somewhere. But luckily, she did not and he felt relieved but not as much, for in no time, they were out of the house again.


	She kept shouting as loud as she could, calling for the people of the island to gather while she walked in wide steps and it took her sometime till, she has reached to the top of a small hill. Later he learned that this hill is the place where the people of the island celebrate special events, and it is also the spot where they make several declarations and announcements of every kind: marriage or divorce, rules and laws, the news of death or the arrival of a new born, and lastly, the warning signs of natural disasters which the people of the island must be prepared for. It is a rule that the day after the market is assigned for rest and any form of activity is prohibited, therefore, the old lady had to shout her lungs out to wake up the sleeping and grab the attention of as many people as possible. She coughed badly as she climbed the hill, not only her heart that was beating fast and loud but also voices started to rise as a lot of people hurried to answer her call.


	Questioning and panic filled the air, replacing the silence and tranquillity, but the people of the island know that the old lady will never break the rules unless something serious has occurred and they all must know about it. In no time, hundreds were waiting impatiently, guessing of what might have happened, and many were expecting the worst. The old lady raised her hand with the basket, and in a blink, all the noises and voices started to quiet.


	“What’s going on?” A man in the crowd asked.


	“What is that under her shawl?” A lady wondered, narrowing her eyes.


	The old lady removed her shawl to reveal the infant in her arms and sighs of fright and shock waved among the crowd. Contagious wonderings and endless questions started raining from every direction that she had to raise her voice and gesture with her hand, ordering for silence.


	“Who knows the parents of this child?” She said as she turned slowly from side to side, showing them the baby boy and the basket which she found him in. 


	The question marks painted all over the people’s faces, telling the answer without a word. 


	“What do you mean?” A woman asked confused, “You think that someone lost their child!” She screamed, tapping on her chest.


	“This child does not belong to us, he is not from our island,” a man shouted.


	“Could he be the son of one of the merchants who were here yesterday?” Another said.


	“I also thought so,” a lady agreed, while many were shaking their heads in disbelief.


	“But they all left!” A young woman screamed. “What a misery! We don’t even know where they come from.”


	“There are few merchants who join our market-day every year, I am certain that this child is not of one of them,” another man added, worrying everyone even more.


	“The majority of the merchants change every feast, what if his parents will not return to take him?”


	“How can someone forget their child!” A lady sighed in disbelief.


	“Forget their child?” A man commented angrily, “This child is left here deliberately.”


	“Oh, dear Lord, how could anyone do that to their own flesh and blood,” an older woman cursed this cruel act.


	“Nothing like this ever happened on our island before, none of our ancestors have ever told of encountering such a thing,” the leader of one tribe denounced.


	“Listen now …” The old lady interrupted the crowd, loud and firm. “You all know me well, you know my parents and grandparents and you know how we have spent our lives serving our island,” she paused, taking a deep breath, “I hope you all remember that I kept my oath to protect you, to judge with fairness and to give without asking for anything in return …”


	“We know what you have done for us and what you still do,” the leader of another tribe said and many nodded in agreement, “We cannot pay you back, no matter how hard we tried or how long we would live. You and your family are the reason why our island exists.”


	The old lady smiled gently and said, “I am too old now and what is remaining in my life isn’t that much. I have been thinking about the right time to announce my will and I believe that there is no better time to do this as now.” She spoke while glancing at the abandoned infant in her arms. 


	The people of the island lowered their heads as the thought of her leaving them one day is dreadful and it has worried many hearts. 


	“I have never been blessed with a child of my own, and so, I am considering this boy as a precious reward after all those years; I feel that he is a gift from God.” She spoke with tearful eyes. “From now on, I declare this infant as my adopted son.” She said and gasps filled the air, but this did not stop her from continuing to say what her heart ordered and what her mind felt as right to be done. “I will take care of this child for the little rest of my life but I am asking you all to share raising him up with me,” she said and the people of the island looked at one another in questioning and doubt, but she did not let them to wonder for long. “I want my child to enter every home of every tribe, I want him to know each one of you and your children should consider him as a brother to them. I want you to teach him our different tongues and show him our diverse traditions and what we embrace since centuries ago. Tell him about our history, philosophies and about the way we live life. Show him the different roads which through we reach out to God. Teach him the crafts that we master and tell him the stories we inherited from our ancestors, but above all, there is one thing which you all must give your oath on; I want you to provide him with love, knowledge and the freedom of choice.” She said and only silence was heard for quite a while.


	“What if he is a child of sin?” A religious leader shouted, “who knows of what this might bring onto our island and our lives!”


	“The real sin is to turn our back on this helpless innocent boy, and I guarantee you that a punishment would fall upon those who think of him in such a shameful way!” A lady screamed at the man’s ill thoughts.


	“But what if his parents returned suddenly?” Someone questioned curiously.


	“I would never trust to give them back the child. This is insane. What they made is unacceptable in every way and who knows what they could do to him if they took him again?” A man replied to this heated argument.


	The old lady smiled faintly and said, “No one knows who his parents are and we cannot sit here and assume the circumstances which might have driven them to do such an act. I called you all here today to take your promise and to have your word; I want you to give my adopted son the love that he needs, the knowledge that he seeks and the freedom of choice,” she firmly said and her words sounded as an order and not just a request. 


	Silence fell upon everyone and it was a good sign; they were listening, thinking and taking the matter to the heart.


	“We have been always an example of generosity and kindness, and on behalf of my tribe, I announce our agreement to take a part of raising this child. From now on, we consider him as our son,” said the leader of a tribe while he turned, gesturing with his hand to his people who applauded with acceptance and support. 


	“We never wish for anyone what we do not wish for ourselves, and taking care of this boy is a duty, not a choice. We are content to accept this child with all our hearts, we accept him to be one of us,” the leader of another tribe said and the crowd cheered, agreeing with him.


	“Every human has the right to have a good, respectful and peaceful life. And you, our beloved judge, the great woman who spent many sleepless nights for the sake of us, you have found this boy on our land; God has saved him by your hands and now is our turn, this is a test for us. Are we going to fail it?” The leader of the seventh tribe asked aloud and many declared taking this responsibility with consciousness and love.


	“So, we all swear and we give our oath to treat this boy as our son and to provide him with Love, Knowledge and the Freedom of choice.” The leader of the last tribe sealed the promise and the people of the island hurried in joy towards the old lady to take a closer look at the infant in her arms, meanwhile, the baby boy has peacefully fallen fast asleep.


	 


	The singing of the early morning birds brought him back to the present moment, he has been travelling through the past for the entire night. He glanced at the basket and sadly smiled; he knew that he must find the answers to all the questions that he has been pushing away from his mind. He glanced at the window and saw the delicate rays of the sun breaking through the sky; he had to get ready for the market-day and for the feast to celebrate his “birthday” later on. He has prepared the stone basin the evening before, filling it with spring water and fresh lemon peel and left them to soak overnight for a quick bath before the start of a very long day. The perfume flacons were ready too; he likes to rub the amber in the palm of his hands then run his fingers through the waves of his hair, and he prefers the essence of sandalwood mixed with black musk and cotton oil to be sprinkled generously all over his garment and his body. He started to prepare himself earlier to make sure that he will be the first person present to greet the foreign merchants and to help his people as they put ready the market-stands; this is his role as a ruler of the island since his adoptive mother has passed away since years. And he has always to be there to keep everything in order like it should be. 


	He tied the strings of his leather sandals around his ankles and headed directly to the door, avoiding to check himself in the mirror like he always does before leaving home. This time, he didn’t dare to look at the man reflecting in the mirror; the man who looked him in the eyes, demanding, asking, insisting to know: Until when he will keep pretending that he doesn’t know.




The Decision


	His people showered him with compliments as soon as he stepped out of the door; he is anyway the most handsome young man on the island and the garment just added this final touch to his charm, making the eyes widen in admiration and the hearts melt with love. He nodded with a humble smile, thanking his people warmly for their wonderful gift, then he proceeded to walk down the market-aisles to reach to his favourite part: perfumes as well as unique books from all over the world; the outside world which he knew nothing of.


	Everyone loves and respects him, from the youngest to the very old. And his people kept their oath and fulfilled the promise which they have given to his adoptive mother years and years before. He flourished and grew up to earn their trust and they admired him more as the years passed. It was a great surprise for him when the people of the island decided that he takes his mother’s place after she passed away; he became the judge of the judges who makes the final decision regarding any matter and who says the last word. He was nearly seventeen years old at the time when all the tribes agreed that he must be the man in charge of everything and he appreciated their desire and couldn’t refuse their incentive request. His people called him also the master of art, for he perfected all the crafts with an astonishing precision and a remarkable taste; the wide knowledge he sustained through learning from all the tribes and the endless books that he studied throughout his life, made him the greatest reference and an outstanding teacher for countless topics that satisfied a wide range of interests. He loved his people sincerely and he remained deeply close to their hearts, he was a part of them all and they all lived in him. But there was this one thing that he lost sleep over for years, a strong feeling that he could no longer live with, and a thought that scared him to death day after day; his people were living in peace … Fake peace.


	He felt that it was just a matter of time before one of the tribes would fight all others for having the upper power and to gain the highest control. He saw it coming somehow, through alarming signs that appeared in many situations and which he witnessed throughout the years. His people live now in peace because there is no other choice; they needed each other for goods, sources of living and the protection from the outside world. However, if these needs would no longer exist, a disaster will fall upon the island and all the people that he dearly loves.


	‘Should I just face them with my worries; should I announce my feelings, he questioned himself, ‘But how, when each one of them will certainly deny, whether out of fear or deceit.


	 For many years, he has observed certain behaviours and tried to interpret many warning flags, and hiddenly, he kept hinting about his concerns in several gatherings and spoke of his fears in the most indirect ways; he told stories and pretended that they are the work of his creative mind, or he let his doubts speak through the secret words of wisdom in his poems.


	He continued to walk through the market and kept greeting many people in return, he did it unconsciously as his thoughts were somewhere far. Towards sunset, the foreign merchants will leave and he will have to give a speech at the start of the celebration of the feast. He hesitated this time of what he should say and he knew that he couldn’t escape this event. It is a tradition since the ancient times and his ancestors maintained it, as well as his mother who was profoundly keen on its continuation because it is the only day on which all the tribes of the island gather for one full day. The evening of the feast was his only real chance to talk to all his people, this if he decides to speak or could gain the courage to do so. Usually, his speeches would be words of gratefulness or prayers for the good, then later, they all celebrate with drinks and food while listening to him as he tells stories that spread laughter and joy. Many times, his people would insist to hear him playing his flute, they adored the melodies that he composes. But this time, what is he supposed to do? Shall he just face them with his worries and his thoughts, shall he let out the whispers of the battle of his mind, or should he remain silent and keep convincing himself that nothing of what he feels is true.


	‘Perhaps, I am a too concerned. May be my mind is making matters to seem greater than they are, he thought to himself. He knew that he would do anything to keep his people and his island safe, even if this will cost him his life. He has given his people this oath and he will keep it for the rest of his life, and this is what worried him the most as he wondered of what might happen when he dies. No one knows when this moment will arrive and death does not know age or race, it does not differentiate upon hierarchies or social status, everyone tastes death … 


	‘No, I can’t risk letting the future of my island in the hands of fate. Neglecting such matter is neither wise nor just, he thought as he walked through the market-aisles, thinking harder than any other time in his entire life.


	‘I must speak up, he shouted at himself, trying to silence the battle deep within him.


	“No, don’t!” His mind warned. “You will pay the attention of your people that there is something wrong, and then, they will start to doubt one another earlier than you wish. Think a bit, when accusations spread, so hatred will, and perhaps also violence. Beware, if you speak, what you are afraid to happen will happen much faster than you think … Don’t talk.”


	“For the sake of what and for the sake of who, you want to remain silent? And for how long do you feel you could?” His heart blamed. “These are your people; they have given you their love and they entrusted you with their lives. Are you letting them down? Are you going to break your oath? Are you abandoning their hopes? ... You are the only one who can do this, you must speak up.”


	Voices kept shouting in his mind, and he suffered to decide for doing the right thing. 


	‘There must be a way, he repeated silently to himself. He knew well that if he didn’t act, guilt will slowly kill him; gambling with the most precious things in his life and burying the efforts of his ancestors under the dust is something which he wouldn’t dare to even think of. And if he postponed this matter for another year, he will end up living in the same fear and the struggle will continue through these painful doubts. He felt his head turning and sudden weakness took over him, it was neither exhaustion nor the lack of sleep but the fight deep within which he couldn’t bear anymore. All his feelings and thoughts were suddenly turning to be much louder and scarier than any other time.


	“Are you okay?” A young man asked worriedly when he saw him leaning on a wall, lowering his head and covering his face with his hands.


	“You look so pale!” The attention of another was grabbed, “I will go get you something to drink.”


	“Soon the sun is going down and we can’t wait to enjoy what you have prepared for us tonight,” a lady said as she passed by, not noticing his bad state.


	“The speech” He repeated in his mind many times. The young man returned with cold water in a clay cup, he thanked him and took a sip then dropped himself on the ground. ‘There must be a way, there must be a key, there must be something that I can gain their attention and support with, he kept encouraging himself to think.


	.....


	Memories from his childhood rushed through his mind, projecting themselves before his eyes, as if in search for that one common thing that all his people shared over the time. Suddenly, he remembered the strangest thing; the stories he heard since he was a little child and which have a great influence in every house of every tribe. Only specific tales have remained well known to the day, and they are of a legend, or so they say. All the people of the island believe that these stories hold a truth to them, and they are about a woman who has the answer to everything; she knows the secrets of the universe and much more than anyone could imagine or even would dare to think. Although his people argued about the real identity of this woman but they still talked about her, picturing her in several ways. The tales describe her mysterious-being in variable ways, but in every case, she owned extraordinary traits and paranormal gifts, and sometimes it is told that she could perform abnormal acts. Some of the habitants believe that she had existed in an ancient time, while others believe that she never dies. Many people thought that she is a goddess of wisdom and justice or an angel of ultimate knowledge whose role is to serve the humankind. Other tales though spoke of her as a dangerous witch who puts people under her mal spells, or as an entity that causes harm to those who allow her into their lives. Only very few considered her as just the fruit of the imagination of a highly talented story teller or a dreamy poet, but regardless all that, they all agreed that she knows the secrets of the souls. Not only her identity that his people have disagreed upon, but also the way she looks because some tales describe her having a sun-kissed skin and transcended brown eyes, while other stories say that she has a pure, alabaster skin and magnetizing dark blue eyes. Many pictured her as an angel who is always there to help, but also many believed that she is the disguise of the devil itself. And those few who denied her existence altogether, they preferred to refer to logic to avoid unnecessary arguments. Meanwhile, the ones who believe in her existence, have constantly pointed that there were, there are, and there will be always things in this world that will remain beyond the human comprehension. The interesting thing is that the talks and tales about her never died, and she has this strong presence in his people’s hearts and minds; whether they believe her to be real or not. He remembered this one common thing in all the legends: whoever has a sincere wish and a strong will to meet her, his wish will be eventually granted … 


	Since he was a child, he always wondered about her truth, about who she really was or still is.


	“Come on son, everybody is waiting for you,” a leader of a tribe cheerfully called.


	“I can inform everyone that you are not feeling well, only if you allow me to,” asked the young man who offered him the water.


	“No, there’s no need to. I feel much better now, thank you,” he replied with a smile and slowly took a deep breath. 


	He felt that it is strange to find himself thinking of this legendary woman, and it puzzled him how by just thinking about her, he felt somehow free, as if a magic spell has touched him with a sweet sensation of liberation and relief. He walked towards the small hill, and although he hasn’t something particular in mind to say, but he felt that everything will be fine when he lets be whatever is supposed to be; just like he did when he was abandoned, having no other choice but to surrender to fate.


	“The best part of the day is here,” a man announced as the young judge of the judges finally appeared. “Where have you been! We’ve been waiting for you.”


	“What are you having for us today?” A lady asked with excitement. 


	“I would love to hear one of your fabulous, ear-soothing compositions,” a young man declared his wish.


	“I am so looking forward to enjoying one of your magnificent poems,” said another.


	“What about a humorous story after this long day!” An older lady wishfully said.


	“Oh, what about if our son offers us all of that?” An older lady said.


	“This is what I call as good greediness,” a man commented and everyone laughed.


	“Today I have no music nor poems, there will be no storytelling and I don’t think that humour is going to be a part of what I am about to tell you today,” the judge of the judges said with a quiet smile, “I … I don’t know from where to start …” 


	“Have you finally decided to get married?” A lady curiously asked.


	“Who is she!” Another said quickly, while many others hoped that their daughter will be the one.


	“It is nothing like that,” he replied and the look on his face raised the doubts. 


	They never saw him acting in such concerning way; he didn’t joke and calculated every word that came out of his mouth, and he spoke in brief manner which made it suspicious enough to spread discomfort in the crowd.


	“I just want to inform you that … I will travel for some time.” This is all what came to his mind to say, but he knew that those words are more than enough to stir the conversation in the direction that he desires.


	“Travel!” One man screamed, “We never leave our island; no one ever did!”


	“We must not break our rules, any rule for any reason,” the leader of one tribe objected. “We don’t need to travel anywhere, and you know that, son.”


	 “Yes, I agree,” another leader said. “We are welcoming strangers on our land, and the day of the market for them and for us is more than enough. But neither do we need to discover their world nor shall we allow them to enter ours. It has been like this for centuries and it must remain as such.”


	“Please calm down,” the judge of the judges raised his hands, ordering for silence. “The matter does not concern pleasure or an interest in an adventure. I feel that there is a danger coming for us; a disaster could happen and I must stop it before it falls,” he said and the faces of his people changed. “If I don’t travel to see her, we might regret it for the rest of our lives. I am doing this, not just for us now but for generations to come. I am doing this to protect our island, not just for the present time, but also for our future.” The words spilled out of his trampling lips and the shock on the faces echoed louder than his voice.


	“Travel to see her! ... Her? ... Who is Her?” One man asked as everyone was confused.


	“I mean She … The legend,” he said without a second thought. 


	The people of the island exchanged questioning glances, trying to figure out who exactly he is talking about. No way he meant Her, the mysterious woman of the tales … Many people frowned, doubting at what they may have understood, but suddenly, someone in the crowd burst out laughing and so many others did. They thought that the judge of the judges was performing a play, or perhaps he was tricking them before telling a new creative story, but the look on his face and the stern in his eyes said otherwise and the people of the island started to feel that the matter is serious and that he meant every word he said. The rising laughs disappeared and worries replaced them instead, and murmurs and whispers started to spread; he acted mostly strange and out of character throughout the entire day, and he seemed distant and exhausted and looked very pale. This all was very much unlike him, especially on the day of the feast; the day of his “birthday”. Some people were frightened that he might have caught a contagious disease from those foreign merchants, and some others suspected that it caused him to hallucinate. The worries were rising, not just for him but also for themselves.


	“Son, are you alright?” An elderly woman asked concerned. “How can you travel to see someone who does not exist; someone from a legend, a fairy-tale!” She said and many nodded in agreement with her.


	“But there are many of you who believe that she still exists to this day!” He argued, knowing that a huge part of the crowd won’t be able to deny.


	“Why? Why on earth would you like to do this! What brought this crazy idea to your mind!” A leader of one tribe asked in disbelief. “There is no other way to protect us from this danger that you´re talking about? ... And anyway, what kind of danger is that? Why don’t you tell us!”


	“I can’t … Not now,” he firmly replied, “All I can tell you is that She is our only chance to be saved.”


	“This is insane!” A young man said, shaking his head. “Even if some of us assume that she is still alive, no one knows her whereabouts, nobody knows where she lives; this if any of that nonsense is true!”


	“He doesn’t have to find her.” Suddenly, a man shouted responding. “She will find him; she will guide him to her. She always does when a man has a noble purpose and a strong will,” he continued to say while many threw him with sarcastic comments and others raised their voices in defence, supporting what he said.


	“You see!” The judge of the judges raised his voice, interrupting a fight that was about to start. “None of you knows who truly she is, but nevertheless, you all still believe in her and her stories. No one ever thought to discover her reality, nobody has had the courage to discover her truth, and now, I have decided to do just that. If she is the only chance to give the answers that I need to know, then, I will take the risk to find her.”


	His words fell heavily on his people’s hearts, but also, curiosity crawled into their minds. Talking about her and the possibility to reveal the unknown, has ignited an overwhelming interest and many people felt revived from the boredom of their systematic, familiar life. 


	“But son, you are aware that the tales also say: whoever went to meet her, never returns,” the leader of one tribe pointed, petrified.


	“He is right,” another screamed, “The risk is not worth it if the price will be that we will never see you again.”


	The judge of the judges smiled and said, “Well, perhaps those who have never returned, they have chosen not to return. And may be the tales speak only of those who disappeared but this doesn’t mean that no one ever did return, otherwise, how could we know about all these stories if no one really returned to tell them!” He tried to convince them, using his talent in debates and his deep analysation of arguments. And it worked, none of his people said a word, in fact, most of them nodded as they thought of everything he said, and so he took this chance. “We don’t know the truth about Her and no one is utterly sure of what has happened to all those who went seeking her. But if you are concerned that I might not return, then I give you my word that I will do whatever it takes to come back to you, and you all know that I am a man who keeps his word,” he said and although he seemed confident, a part of him knew that he is doing his best to convince his people with something which he, himself, wasn’t entirely convinced with.


	“Oh, dear God!” A lady sighed. “You have no idea what you are bringing yourself into, my child.”


	“This is the first time in my life that I will have to handle a matter without any further discussions, my decision is made and all I need is your support,” he said with stubbornness, stopping the hidden begs and the fearful doubts which he knew won’t solve anything. “I want you all to remember that I am leaving for the sake of your protection, I want you to remain safe forever and so I ask you all to swear that you will take care of our land and of yourselves, and please remember me in your prayers, till I return.” 


	Sorrow filled his voice and the people of the island were deeply sad, but also mostly terrified. They started to think that this danger must be greater than they can imagine, otherwise, why he doesn’t want to say anything about it. The mysterious way that he spoke with and his keenness to keep the reason of his decision to himself, made them all take his words with earnest. 


	“I am leaving tomorrow and I wish to see you all before I depart,” the judge of the judges said his last word.


	He climbed down the hill and all the eyes gazed at him with loss of words, they couldn’t hold back their tears and many whined as they imagined how life would be in his absence. They worried and wondered fearfully of what might happen to him through such an irrational, risky Journey. He has never left their side since he was an infant and they all still remember that first glance at him while he was sleeping deeply in that baby basket; no one has forgotten the moment when he could say his first word, or when he took his very first step. And how odd it is that he tells them such horrible news on the day of the feast; the same day which they have found him, but thirty years later. They hoped that he won’t be gone for good and no one could bear to imagine the arrival of such a horrible moment. They trusted him more than they trusted one another or even trusted in themselves but they knew that he had to leave, risking his life to save them from harm; a danger which they know nothing about. He isn’t just their son or the judge of all judges, they also called him as the wisest of the wise, and therefore, keeping the reason for his departure to himself must hold a great wisdom, which they hoped that he may reveal later on, after his return, if he returns.


	 


	Later that night, he laid in his bed and stared at the far mountain again, but this time, it felt different; it was like thousands of burdens have fallen off his shoulders...


	 ‘Why these feelings of serenity and freedom suddenly appeared in my heart, he wondered with a smile. ‘Could it be that her enchanting spells started to work on me already, just because I want to find her? ... Oh, well, I don´t have to be scared. She doesn´t have to some kind of evil; she could be an angel, angels have their secret powers too, he spoke to himself as he watched the moon disappearing behind the far mountain, thinking that it is enough good sign to feel like he could finally find a missing part of his life.


	He closed his eyes, wondering more about that sudden, unexpected, desperate urge to meet with her and why She came to his mind at the first place. Of course, he knew that it is crazy to go in the search of someone whom he is uncertain of their authenticity and existence, but regardless, he has made the decision and there was no return.




Doubts


	Everyone gathered at the shore and they saw him standing near his boat, gazing at the waves and he seemed to be in deep thoughts. His people wished that something would happen overnight that hopefully makes him change his mind, or at least, would drive him to give his decision a second thought, but he did not. None of them could close an eye as they imagined that it might be the last time to take him in their arms, and many prayed that he will return safe to them even though he hasn’t departed yet.


	The people of the island divided themselves into groups; some brought water and food and started to load as much as they could, while a few checked thoroughly the sails, the anchor and the body of the boat. They all helped, even though the majority weren’t convinced that he should be going on this risky, insane trip. No one knew how long it will take him to find her, or take her to find him, if this happens at all. The leaders of every tribe called him for an urgent gathering, they had to provide him with all what they knew, particularly of the most common things that all the tales shared about Her. It wasn’t an easy task as all the stories differed in details from a tribe to a tribe, and if he isn´t careful enough, he might have to face a terrible fate. The legends focused on a few rules that he must follow at the beginning of his journey: The seeker of her should depart a couple of hours before sunset, and he must stay awake throughout the entire first night. They reminded him that this night will be the most critical part of his trip; challenges may appear to test his bravery and unpleasant events might occur to weaken his will, and perhaps, thoughts will attack him to step back from his decision and feelings will deceive him so he would regret. One more thing that they all pressed on; after a certain point, there will be no chance for a return and he must continue the journey to the end. He listened attentively to the leaders of the tribes and tried to soothe their worries, ensuring them that everything is going to be fine. 


	Many hearts ached in silent tears as he waved goodbye, sailing away, and everyone watched his boat slowly leaving the shore. Some of his people were on the verge of a breakdown, while others prayed for him to remain safe and hopefully return soon to them, and some could do nothing but to cry their hearts out. The separation from him was indeed the harshest thing that has happened on the island since his mother’s death. However, there were also those who cheered in encouragement, showing their trust in him and they were confident that he can accomplish his mission and probably would save them from this mysterious danger which he didn’t want to tell them about.


	The distance between his people and him grew larger and soon his island started to vanish from his sight, he then remembered a prayer which the fishermen always say before they sail into the deep waters and towards an unknown fate; a prayer for protection and a satisfying outcome, a wish for a prevention from harm and undesired events. He looked up at the sky and said: I have left my home, my land and my people for the sake of goodness, I left for an honourable purpose and with pure intentions, therefore, I humbly ask to contain my people and my land with your mercy and your care. Please help me fulfil my goal and protect my soul. He lowered his head and glanced at the island as he wiped away few tears dropping from his kind, yet challenging eyes. He couldn’t deny the great sadness that he felt for leaving home; he never dared even to imagine being away from his people, but sometimes, we must go through pain in order to heal. He tried not to let his emotions to take control over his heart or mind, at least for the time.


	The waves were kind and the wind drifted him smoothly further from the shore and deep into the sea. The leaders of the tribes told him that he shouldn’t take a certain direction at all; he must put his trust in fate so that the destiny will take him where he shall be. And exactly as planned, within two hours time, the sun gently disappeared in the horizon, leaving no traces of light or rays of warmth. He lit a lantern and reached for a piece of bread, then dipped it in some olive oil seasoned with salt. He prepared himself to go through the first night, feeling peaceful and calm, hearing nothing except the sound of the gentle waves batting on the sides of his boat. The night covered the sky and darkness painted the waters making all the surroundings unite and the delicate new moon reflected just on the tips of the waves, not revealing much, but distinguishing the endless sea from the wide skies above. Few stars elegantly sparkled, silencing his mind, and he laid on his back and stared at them, remembering a game which he used to play as a child; he liked to connect the stars with imaginary lines, then he would try to figure out if they were forming letters or shapes. Sometimes few stars would disappear while others appear and he would keep imagining that the stars were telling a story, with every sparkle and every change. For a second, an image flashed through his mind, of him as an infant when he laid in his basket and in the dark, totally alone. It seemed like the time was repeating itself as he laid in his boat, under the dark skies and felt so lonely. But this time, there is a difference; he isn’t scared, and he is the one who built the boat that carried him; this time, he is the one who has chosen to be alone, he is the one who decided to leave, searching for answers and seeking the truth.


	He forced his eyes to remain open, fighting an immense exhaustion, but he knew that he must follow the rules as his people advised. He couldn’t tell how much time has passed, everything around him and in him felt endless somehow; nothing was clear and everything seemed limitless. The complete silence made him fall into deep thoughts, they rushed through his mind and appeared and disappeared in no time; most of them were terrifying and only few held a glimpse of hope. Emotions and logic took also a part through the darkness of this night; he felt like a silent battle is happening within his soul; his mind argued and his heart fought, and it was as if one of them must conquer the other to be in charge and gain the control. He tried to comprehend what is going on and why this sudden burst of feelings and unstoppable reflections. He wondered annoyed and sincerely wished that this night would be over soon. It was hard to understand and the struggle was becoming so tense to the extent that he felt like melting down and cry. But he reminded himself of the warnings and the signs of this first night, and he tried to remain strong. 
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