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Chapter 1

Call

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

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

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

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

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

As Miru ate with his fingers, he watched the life that stirred around

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

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

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

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

“I cooked taro for you.”

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You must forget her.”

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

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

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

“You'll have to find a crew.”

He did not reply. It was useless to argue with Marama, who had an
answer for everything. A roller smashed on the shore with a sound like a

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

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

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

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

“Like you, Marama?”

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

“No son or father could make that voyage.”

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

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

he slunk from the cavern, Marama smiled with cunning.
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