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Chapter
1

 


3,500 BCE. The west
coast of the Adriatic Sea.

We hid in the birch trees,
crouched low to the ground, our breath coming in long plumes of
early spring vapor. We’d left before dawn and so far our luck was
holding. Just downwind of us a bull red deer groggily rubbed its
antlers against an oak. Knot and Dogen, our guides and teachers,
watched the animal patiently. My friend Traj and I crouched a bit
behind, watching them watch. Knot tried to figure out how to kill
the animal. Dogen wondered if this was the proper animal to kill,
certain that if he could determine that, the animal would offer
itself to him.

The deer seemed lost in the
pleasure of his scratching. I’d seen bulls go at each other like
demons for no other reason than to feel their antlers, the sort of
pleasurable pain you pursue when you chew the last flesh off a new
tooth. It looked to me like I could take out the animal with a
clean throw. I had my spear thrower—a magical device Dogen, my
special mentor, made for me—hooked around a nice four-foot spear
I’d made myself. I’d flung my aurouch hide cape behind my shoulder
the moment I saw the animal, so my arm was free.

But the men waited.

Knot looked at Dogen and, using
sign language, said he was going to go to the right to get clear of
the weeds, then take a shot at its neck. Dogen should follow with a
shot through its ribs. I looked ahead. There was a little blind of
hemp between the red deer and us, but it didn’t seem to me that
throwing through it would be a problem. I would have to ask about
this later.

Knot motioned to Traj to follow
him. Silently, padding on their sharkskin boots lined with hay and
an inner sock of rabbit’s fur, they walked fifteen paces to the
left. I watched the deer, my spear now raised.

The deer’s itching concentration
suddenly evaporated. He looked up at the tree first, sensing
something. Dogen seemed to rise up at that exact moment, too, and I
felt he had decided that, yes, this deer was for us to take back to
the village. I heard no sound but suddenly Dogen’s spear flew off
his spear thrower with magnificent, deadly force. Yet Knot’s hit
the deer first, slicing through his neck. Dogen’s hit right between
two ribs, burrowing down to the stricken animal’s lungs.

The beautiful beast looked up at
the oak tree again, and one last time off into the forest, probably
to the rest of his family, before falling to the ground like a sack
of rocks.

When we got to him he wasn’t even
breathing. Only men are allowed to hunt because only men can bring
down an animal like this. As boys Traj and I spent much time
hunting birds and squirrels and rabbits and the like. We were not
allowed to come home until we had accounted for every spear we
launched, stone we threw, and knife we pitched. To injure an
animal, even a sparrow, and leave it to bleed to death in the wild
is an unthinkable taboo. We had spent hours, sometimes days,
looking for a rabbit we had cut with a glancing spear or an otter
whose foot we had broken with a stone. We found every
one.

But an injured deer can run miles
at top speed before falling into a ravine and dying there. There
were legends of men who had spent their lives looking for injured
deer and aurouchs, trying to preserve their honor. Surely, that was
why Knot would not throw through the hemp. Why risk it? If he
couldn’t walk fifteen paces over and kill it with a clean blow,
then it wasn’t a good set-up. Dogen would say it wasn’t the right
time for that animal.

Traj and I got to do the honors
at the carcass. First, we fed the dead deer some grain and poured
water down its throat, singing its song, thanking it, and wishing
its spirit well. Then we used our hatchets to hack open its body,
throat to anus. All four of us smeared a little blood on our
forehead cosmos tattoos. Lowering our cupped hands into its guts,
we drank the sweet and salty warm blood. We tied off its intestine
with bits of thong (thin strips of leather, like string) and
dropped it aside, to clean last. We hungrily removed the Hunter’s
Prize, the liver, with our long flint knives. This we cut into four
huge steaks and, standing in a circle around our beloved fallen
friend, ate it.

We squeezed clean the stomach and
intestine and tossed the lungs on the pile of excrement, a gift for
the insects and scavengers. We tied a hemp rope around its tail and
hoisted it up into the air, letting the last of the blood and bile
drain out. As this deer’s rack wasn’t impressive enough for a full
costume, we hacked off the head and horns, and tossed them in the
abdominal cavity, to make it easier to carry. Once the legs were
bound to a good bough, we lifted him up onto our shoulders and
began our hike home.

~

“Well, boys. Sure
looks good. Sure looks good.” said Knot. “Easy kill. First thing in
the morning. Impressive feast here. Trading Lodge eats well
tonight. Ma’s with us so far.”

“You’re still gonna
call ‘em boys, even when they’re armed like this?” said
Dogen.

“Oh! No! Did I say
boys? Musta pissed out my brains back there. Apologize. Not boys
anymore. Not men yet, either, though. See which one of ya comes
back alive from the Spirit Walk. Then we’ll have a new man. Some
girl—hey, Art?—have a new man, too.” Then he chuckled with his
gurgling laugh. Knot never tired of making fun of me, especially my
feelings for one particular girl. “So Dogen. What do we call ‘em?
In polite company.”

“You could try using
our names, Knot, if that isn’t too many syllables in a row for
you,” I said. I got back at Knot by making fun of his punchy way of
talking.

“Don’t get uppity—ah,
um—well—there’s the thing, Dogen. I can’t say ‘boy,’ what do I say?
Need a new word. What’d ya think? How ‘bout ‘Dolly?’ So when Art’s
cuddlin’ with his girl, she can say . . .”

“Kick him for me will
ya, Traj?”

Traj gave Knot a little whack on
the rear and we all laughed. Then we were quiet for a while as we
negotiated down a steep switchback, careful not to throw each other
off balance with the pole.

Dogen picked up the subject. “On
my Spirit Walk Joran and Cart called us ‘son.’ Why don’t we do
that?” Dogen had this way of saying meaningful things, which is why
I loved him and why he was my teacher.

Among my people, nothing is more
sacred than the bond between Mother and Child. Mother and Child
reflect the great Cosmic Order. All life comes from the Mother
Goddess, and she holds all life in her arms. When the time comes,
all life returns to her.

Relations among living things
should always reflect the love of Ma. That is how we try to live
our lives with each other and with the animals and plants and the
land that sustains us. Only the strongest come close to that kind
of honorable behavior. The weakest fight.

It would have been a great honor
for Traj and me if Dogen and Knot called us Son, because they were
well respected men in our community, and were leaders of our
lodge.

“You know, Dogen,”
said Knot. “You’re so damn meaningful. Drives me nuts. Call ‘em
Son, they’ll think it’s a religious pilgrimage. Any fool—except
you, probably—knows it’s to get rich. Call it ‘Spirit Walk’ so the
priestesses let the—the whatever. The boys. Go. Oh
well.”

“Then ‘son’ it
is.”

“Hey SON!” Knot
yelled the word at Traj. “Hold this up yourself for a minute. Gotta
kick Dogen’s butt.” Knot jogged around to Dogen, who dodged to get
out of the way, causing me and Traj to loose our balance, so the
deer and all four of us came crashing to the ground.

“Just trying to set
an example, hey Knot? Or should I call you ‘DAD’?” said
Traj.

Knot responded by going on and on
about something, but Dogen and I looked down the mountainside at
our village and at the sea beyond. Before long Traj and Knot joined
us.

In the morning light the view was
spectacular. We call the sea the Adriatic, and the first part of
our Spirit Walk would be a voyage to one of the sacred islands near
shore, and from there over the horizon to the lands on the other
side. Dogen had made the voyage six times, and Knot had made it
three, so they knew what they were doing.

I myself had been to sea to fish
and to trade with the local coastal towns many, many times. My
father was a sailing trader, and he had been born into the Trading
Lodge, as had I.

Traj’s family, however, had just
gained membership in the Trading Lodge and they didn’t have a ship
yet. His father did the overland routes up to the flint mines in
the mountains, which was a good business that some of my older
cousins did, also.

But without the seagoing link,
you couldn’t really make a profit. You were working for the
traders, basically, because in town your flint wasn’t rare, and
wasn’t worth too much. The traders, however, would take the flint
to people who didn’t have it—or didn’t have the same kind—and trade
it for interesting goods. Traders made a profit by making sure that
everywhere they went they had things that were rare in that
area.

I wasn’t sure what the point was,
exactly, but I was expected to become a trader. I mean, anyone can
lead a happy, full life just by gardening and hunting. I didn’t
really understand why storing up treasure was important. But it
was. My father was sure of it. And Traj was sure of it
too.

In fact, after Traj and I
finished the Spirit Walk, which would make us men and full members
of the Trading Lodge, we planned to build our own boat and become
sailors like my father. Then he could make a full profit off his
father’s flint, and I could carry on the family
tradition.

If we made it back.

~

By the time we got to the bridge
over the town mote we had been discovered by the little boys
hunting in the nearby forests. The mote that ringed our village was
as deep as a woman is tall and wide enough for a man to lie across,
comfortably stretched out. It usually had water in the bottom, and
of course was choked with creek-side ferns, grasses, carnelian
cherries, elderberries, gooseberries, and a virtual mat of
strawberries along both the inner and outer rim. It did a good job
of keeping the bears and panthers away from our village. The bridge
across it was usually raised up at night, and put down in the
morning by the first hunting party out. We had lowered it that
morning, and were now returning over it with our kill. We were
greeted with smiles and waves.

My little sister ran up to us. I
could tell by the look on her face that the women had told her
something. Probably that catching a nice deer early in the morning
before the Spirit Walk Lodge Feast was good luck. Anyway, she was
beaming at me. She was only five, but she and I had a deep love for
one another. I expected her to become one of the village leaders,
as is proper for her sex, and she expected me to become a
prosperous trader who would provide for her and her children, as is
proper for my sex. And since we had this deep love and this sort of
unspoken commitment to each other, people around us sensed it and
prepared themselves to treat us with special respect. We lived in
my mother’s house with my uncle, my sister, my father, and my
maternal grandparents.

Some of our lodge mates came over
and took the deer from us, and we dropped our packs to the ground.
Some of the boys carried them off to our porches.

“Well, Art, I see you
brought home a nice deer right away,” said my sister as soon as we
met.

I smiled at her, expecting her to
continue talking. She could say more words in less time than anyone
I knew. But she didn’t say any more, so I responded, “I sure did,
Quinn. He was scratching his antlers when we found him. Would you
like to have one?”

“Thank you, Brother.
Please leave it by my bed roll.” There was something sort of formal
about the way she was behaving, which made sense when she untied a
little purple wool ribbon from her hair and told me to hold out my
wrist. I did so, and she tied the ribbon around it, sealing the
knot with a kiss. She held my hand in both of hers and looked at my
eyes for a short while. “I must say good-bye to you now, Art. You
will see me once more before your voyage across the sea. Thank you
for the antler. Ma will carve just the right thing from it.” She
was full of some secret and couldn’t stop smiling.

“What is it, Quinn?”
I said, at which she squealed and giggled and dashed away. Six or
seven of her friends, who had watched the whole thing, ran with her
to the blue and red painted Women’s Temple, which was off limits to
the men folk on pain of death. (Even little boys who playfully
peeked inside were whipped with all seriousness.) A man was allowed
into a Women’s Temple only three times in his life. All of us were
born there. And either just before or just after dying, all of us
would return there. Then there was the one other time. .
.

When I turned around, I saw that
Traj’s little cousin had done the same for him, and she and her
entourage of giggling little girls were headed off after my
sister’s group. We smiled to each other and shrugged. This was the
first great time of our lives, and much would happen that we
wouldn’t understand.

 



Chapter
2

 


Then the chase began. The rules
were simple. All the boys, especially our younger friends, would
spend the next several hours hunting Traj and me with slingshots
loaded with balls of moss. Each time they hit us, it counted as a
debt, and we couldn’t leave on our Spirit Walk if we owed any of
them anything. To pay our debts, we had to corner the shooter and
pay them off with one of our toys, which we both had loaded in
small packs we wore. The more difficult it was to corner someone,
the more he could demand as payment. Now this wouldn’t be much of a
challenge if Traj and I could take off into the forest or out on a
skiff. In “our element,” so to speak, we’d never get caught. So our
battle was confined to the boundaries of the town. Which you would
think would be to our advantage, because surely the adults would
help us hide. But you would be wrong. The grown-ups, by tradition,
would shout and point us out whenever they thought they could help
a kid score a toy.

The first moss ball hit me
squarely on the shoulder moments after my sister and her friends
ran off. I spun and saw Qeb, this hyper little four-year old who
was usually up in a tree spying on everyone. He hollered, “Hit
him!” and dashed off. I’ve always liked Qeb, and I would often spot
him up in a tree, where he had a perfect view of some group of
girls playing or something, and I would wink at him rather than
give him away. Because of this he thought I was really cool. So I
set off after him full-speed, hollering back “Get over here, Qeb!
Who do you think you are, hitting me first?”

He disappeared around the thickly
plastered, perfectly circular house belonging to his mother, and as
I rounded after him I nearly ploughed into his uncle. Upon seeing
me, this older version of Qeb cupped his hands to his mouth and
bellowed, “Hey, boys! Art’s right in front of my house!” Cursing
good-naturedly, I dodged around him and spotted Qeb quickly scaling
a nearby oak. This was not good, because if I had to follow him
into the tree I risked being up there just as the rest of the boys
arrived to pelt me as a group. So I stripped off my pack and
slammed it against the tree just above Qeb’s head, blocking his
path and looming over him threateningly.

“OK. How much?” I
asked. In the distance I heard another adult announce Traj’s
presence, and Qeb’s eyes flicked off in that direction.

Then he looked back at me. “I
want the red one and the white one with the black stripe,” he said,
and then set his jaw to let me know I couldn’t negotiate him down
to just one. He was talking about marbles, which boys use in a
variety of games. Each takes hours to make, because for one to be
any good it needs to be round, which requires a lot of grinding.
Besides their excellent looks, the red one and the white one with
the black stripe were from nice heavy stones, too, and could be
shot with perfect aim. I had my marbles in a pouch tied to my belt,
and muttering that I couldn’t believe a four year-old had hit me
first, I fished out the ones he wanted and handed them
over.

“OK, you can go,” he
said, smiling up at me with the marbles firmly possessed in his
fist. I winked and jumped away from the tree just as a wad of moss
flew by, barely missing me. The tree was by the edge of the mote,
and so it was a pretty exposed spot. Scanning the area, I didn’t
see any kids, so I made a break for the cover of another nearby
house.

Halfway there I was hit on the
leg. Turning, I saw Nom disappear behind his aunt’s house.
Obviously, I couldn’t follow him directly because that would draw
me through the open again, so I dove for the ground behind the
house I’d been heading for. Instantly three more wads of moss hit
the wall above me. The kids who shot those were hiding in the
mote.

I belly-crawled along a garden,
which had thankfully grown tall already, and I saw Nom crouched on
the other side of the garden by the rocky opening of his mother’s
kiln. Deciding to surprise him from behind, I continued around the
garden. Leaping in a jump Knot had taught me, I cleared the kiln
and landed directly in front of Nom, who gasped with surprise when
I turned on him.

“How much?” I
demanded. Nom was a couple years younger than me and he had a
serious side, which reminded me of myself. I didn’t know him too
well, but there was a certain affinity between us, since we both
needed more from life than work and play. Even here, in the middle
of this game, he took a moment to arrest my gaze with his
own.

“The feathering bird
net,” he said. It was an unusual request, though exactly the sort
of request Nom would make. A feathering bird net was very fine and
flexible, made of sinew, and designed to be hung between trees or
poles early in the morning. Birds caught in it were not harmed;
instead, you collected feathers from them and let them go. The
feathers possessed magical properties, adding air and wind to
arrows, as well as to hats and to staff-heads. Mine was expertly
balled up in a bamboo cylinder, which I gave to Nom while staring
steadily into his eyes. Then I took off full speed straight at him
but cut just to his right.

The three boys who had been
hiding in the mote all hit me at once from behind. I spun on them
and they took off in different directions. It took most of the
afternoon to track them down and to deal with the six other hits I
took.

Finally, and at nearly the same
time, Traj and I came around opposite sides of the Trading Lodge
and hit the ground at the base of the large map painted on one side
of it. The map showed the coasts of the northern part of the
Adriatic Sea as well as roads leading into the mountainous coasts.
The Trading Lodge had been working on it for generations. Traj and
I had studied it for hours and hours, on quieter days.

Even though it was the first we’d
seen of each other, in one glance we knew we were at the end of our
toys.

“Out?” I
asked.

“Yup.” He
panted.

“Now?”

He scanned the area.
“Now.”

We jumped up at the same moment,
holding our packs over our heads. This was the riskiest part of the
whole deal. We were letting it be known to everyone that we were
out, and we were offering ourselves as a clear shot to anyone
younger than us who didn’t think we deserved to go on the Spirit
Walk. That we were both doing this together would be taken as a
good sign.

So, shouting “Out! Out!” we
walked back through the lanes, up and down all of them. The
grown-ups came to their doors and splashed water on us as a token
of good will, and the boys who had been hunting us began to follow
behind, comparing their loot. Some of the adults joined the crowd
too.

But at any moment, we could have
been hit with a ball of moss again. My mind raced with every
misdeed I’d ever committed, wondering if I had been forgiven for
all of them. If I hadn’t been, I’d find out right now.

We led them back to the Trading
Lodge, of course, and stood just outside, still holding our packs
aloft. The boys came to the front of the group facing us. Behind
us, the doors of the Trading Lodge opened, and the senior traders
of the town gathered on the porch. There was whistling and
clapping, and I shifted on my feet, because I had never been looked
at like that before. Traj just stood there grinning. Jibb, my
father, and Oss, Traj’s father, came from the porch and stood
beside us.

Since my dad had been born into
the Trading Lodge, as I had been, he was senior over Oss. That’s
why he spoke first. Addressing the boys, he said, “Well, all of you
have let our sons walk back here. No one has hit them again If you
are satisfied that they should go, give me a shout!”

At which they all began whooping
and cheering, and Oss and my dad looked at each other and laughed.
I believe I blushed, though I wished I hadn’t. Traj seemed
comfortable, as though enjoying a story well told. With a wave of
his arm, my father attracted their attention again.

And he turned to Traj and me.
“So!” he began dramatically, casting a sideways glance back at the
boys. “I see that these young men have acted honorably. Have they
not?” I jerked my head “yes,” and Traj nodded, his grin growing
bigger.

My father turned his face to the
boys and widened his eyes. “But I see,” he said, pointing to the
packs still hovering over our heads, “that you have misled our
future partners in trade!” He pointed dramatically at our packs,
and shot a glance at the boys which made them shout and which made
the grown-ups squeal with laughter.

Rounding on us a bit, he put his
hands on his hips and reprimanded, “And what do you mean, shouting
‘Out’ when you still have something to trade?” He spun around
comically on the boys, who began jeering playfully, and then spun
back to us. “Now give those away!” he commanded, and stepping aside
he pointed at the group of boys.

This was an important gift, and
was usually given to a special friend, or even to someone whom you
may someday mentor. Without hesitation, and with a fine smile on
his face, Traj stepped straight through the crowd to Kim, his
five-year-old cousin. He held open the pack so Kim could drop in
the arrow straightener and the slingshot he had already earned in
the chase.

“Turn around, young
man,” Traj said, and Kim looked as though he had never stood
taller. Traj put the pack on him and knelt next to him to adjust
the straps. Standing before Kim again, he pounded both his young
cousin’s shoulders a few times, smiling down, and then walked back
to his place.

Unfortunately, my only male
cousin was still in swaddling. Tradition held the men made gifts to
the boys, and the women to the girls, so I couldn’t give it to my
deserving female relatives. In weeks past, I had spent long hours
deliberating, trying to decide to whom I should give my pack. I had
decided to go out on a limb and give my gift to someone who I
thought needed a boost, rather than to someone I expected to work
with or practice with my whole life.

There was a boy named Waff whose
family had been beset by one misfortune after another. Most
tragically, Waff’s father had died of disease. All the other
families in town pitched in to help, but for some reason this
disturbed Waff’s mother, and so she carried herself with less
confidence than she could have.

Waff seemed to carry himself with
less confidence, too, and yet I could see that he possessed the
talent and intelligence to do what he wanted with his life. I hoped
that by giving him my pack I might show him that I saw more
potential in him than he saw himself.

So I walked up to him, and he
looked at me with complete surprise. I treated him just as Traj had
treated his cousin, and I felt I had hit my mark, and that Waff
would not forget this day anytime soon. The crowd’s reaction to my
action was a bit subdued, perhaps even confused, but I could tell
that those who may have expected to receive my gift, such as Nom,
understood what I was doing.

“There!” my father
shouted, “That’s better!” He nodded comically and the crowd cheered
some more. The boys gathered around Kim, naturally, and Kim kindly
drew Waff into the center with him.

“So now, my young
friends, remember—your time will come soon enough. Be sure when it
is your day, you can walk through town as these boys did!” My
father motioned away with his hands. “Enough! Today is Art’s day,
and Traj’s day. They are our partners in business now.”

With that, Oss and my dad led
Traj and me into the lodge. Only members, their children, or an
occasional visiting trader could come inside and see the incredible
treasure that was visible during the lodge’s secret meetings. Being
followed in by all the senior traders in that way, right in front
of everyone, truly meant something.

Arranged along the walls inside
was our collection of masks, helmets, insignia, and statues from
all over the world. The masks were hung high, encircling our
meetings with stares from a dozen different cultures. Some were
from Africa, reflecting a sun-baked jungle religion and depicting
fantastic animals like “monkeys” and “elephants,” creatures the
traders claim are real, although no one around here believes them
(traders will tell you anything to get you to trade more for an
item).

Other masks were from India, some
showing Ma’s terrible face with fangs and a dozen eyes, others
showing her loving face, piping on a simple instrument. There were
also ones from China, from Norway, from the Arctic, and our most
prized possession was a mask from a place none of us had ever
visited or ever would visit—the land of the Quetzal
bird.

Our statues were just as bizarre,
showing animals and phantasmagoric creatures from the world over.
There was one from a mountainous country called Tibet that showed a
fearsome goddess with a hundred arms (we counted them), each
carefully carved from jade and not a single one broken. That piece
alone was worth a fortune. There were villages to the south of us,
much closer to the inland trade routes, that didn’t have such
treasures.

Of course, one of the things I’d
always wondered about was why we needed all those things. They were
pretty to look at, and they added an intrigue and adventure to the
imagination. But, really, they weren’t for anything. At least an
amulet or a statue of the goddess had a purpose, you know, to guide
your thoughts and remind you how to act properly.

All this treasure was valuable
because other people wanted it and were willing to trade for it.
And it was useful because it was valuable. The whole idea didn’t
make much sense to me, even then, when Traj and I were the guests
of honor at the lodge. But I had never told anyone I had these
thoughts, for it seemed that everyone else was so caught up in
owning treasure I would appear unlearned if I questioned them. So I
stood next to Traj, among the men, smiling and admiring.

My dad called everyone’s
attention. “Friends,” he said, his voice cracking a little.
Everyone stopped and looked at him. My dad had known many of them
for longer than I had been alive. “This is a great night in my
life. My son, my fine young man, is about to leave on his Spirit
Walk tomorrow. I myself will sail him and his party to the sacred
island of Oracle, and from there, across the Adriatic to the land
of the Tuscans. And I just want to say, to all of you, my oldest
and dearest friends, that he will be in our thoughts and our
prayers every moment he is gone. And that we wish him and Traj and
Dogen and Knot the best of luck. That they return safely, above
all.” My father is an emotional man, a characteristic I have
unfortunately inherited from him, and by the time he was done
talking he was all choked up.

Traj’s dad saved him. “Men!” he
bellowed out, clearly meaning that Traj and I were already
included, though we hadn’t even left yet. “This will be one of the
richest trips any posse from our lodge has ever made! Come, let us
gather our things and invest in these fine traders. Come, everyone,
bring the best you have.”

Everyone arranged himself in a
large circle, and Traj and I focused on the space in front of us.
I’d seen this done dozens of times in my life, and Traj had seen it
perhaps seven or eight, and we knew it was a crucial part of our
lodge’s business. As kids we were always off at the edge, unable to
see what was really going on, unable to understand all that was
done. Now it would happen right in front of us. And not only were
we expected to understand, we were expected to remember it all, and
to be able to do it ourselves from henceforth.

This was what separated the men
from the boys in my lodge. You see, every man who could afford to
do so would send something along with the four of us. Since we
would be traveling on foot, the items had to be light, and since we
were traveling a great distance, they needed to be valuable.
Everyone knew where we would be going, so items that were common
along our route were of no use to us. Only things that would be
especially rare among the people we would visit
mattered.

My father, still misty eyed,
started the trade. He produced a bag of frankincense, a rare scent
from Africa. And two small round silver mirrors with seashell
frames decorated with little golden sea creatures, from Persia. And
a long ribbon of red silk, and one of white, which came from a land
called China. The other traders were very impressed, and Traj’s
mouth literally watered at the sight.

Oss, Traj’s dad, went next,
putting on the floor a pouch of finely ground spondylous shells,
used for making purple dyes and paints, and three nearly perfect
pieces of beautiful flint, translucent, with a fine even grain—the
sort of flint you would use to make a ceremonial knife (called an
athame). You’d never waste it on a tool you would actually use and
wear out.

Then the other traders began
putting their things on the floor. There were small statues made of
strange materials. One was a perfect carving of a dolphin playing
with its pup, carved of some pink stone called “opal” I had rarely
seen before. There were models of buildings from distant cultures,
images of gods and goddesses and animals. Raw materials, too, such
as wire of tin, copper, or gold, and hard little jars full of
mercury or perfume. The most valuable items came from the Far East,
since we were traveling west, and from the South, because we were
traveling north. When all was said and done, clearly my father’s
gifts were the most valuable.

Next came figuring the stock. Now
that everyone had their things on the floor, each in a little pile
in front of him, Dogen produced a pouch full of tiny seashells.
Then, very carefully and very thoughtfully, he tossed six shells in
front of me, six in front of Traj, three in front of Knot and three
in front of himself. He then tossed six to my father, four to
Traj’s father, and two to five in front of everyone
else.

He was assigning each person’s
investment a value compared to the rest. When we came back from our
Spirit Walk, the treasure we brought would be divvied up among the
lodge members the same way. Each person would get back the same
share he gave. And if we did our job well, what we brought back
would be more valuable than what we were taking, so each person’s
share would be more valuable than their investment. The shells kept
track of who had how much. Traj, Dogen, Knot and I got shares just
for taking the trip.

When Dogen was done, everyone sat
quietly, looking at each other’s treasures and the number of shells
they had. Dogen tied the bag of shells loosely, and held it in one
hand, waiting. My father made the first move, and Dogen tossed him
the bag. He took two shells from the bag and tossed one to Dogen
and one to Knot, increasing their stake to four each and reducing
the value of everyone else’s. No one moved for a long time after
that, because they all respected Dogen and wouldn’t question my
father’s judgment unless they were very, very sure of
themselves.

But I couldn’t help noticing that
Traj’s father’s contribution was not worth four shells. Another
lodge member, who had contributed a black jade statue of a towering
temple from Persia, among other things, also had four
shells.

It was very impolite to look at
another man’s face during this part of the work, and of course
talking was forbidden, so I couldn’t look at Traj or his dad, but I
was sort of embarrassed for them. Dogen was just being polite
because Oss’ son was on the Spirit Walk. But everyone knew that Oss
was just starting out. There was no shame in that. There was shame
in taking more than your fair share, however.

Just as my thoughts were going
that way, Traj’s dad moved, and my dad tossed him the bag. I guess
he had been trying to figure out how much his share actually was
worth, because he put back not one but two of his shells,
increasing the value of everyone’s share back to what it was before
my dad had given additional shells to Dogen and Knot, and making
his share at least even, and maybe a little short.

I felt Traj physically relax. He
and his dad were smart men. They had the long term in
mind.

Other than putting shells back
into the bag—or taking another out, though I had never seen anyone
do that—a man was allowed to transfer a shell from himself to
another if he felt that was fair. After more long minutes of
deliberations, a man named Jed pointed at Utok’s spool of golden
thread and grunted. He wanted to know how long it was. Utok spread
his hands apart to show him. Jed tossed one of his shells to Utok,
making their shares even.

That was the way my lodge
operated. Everyone was extremely honest and straight with everyone
else. If you took a small cut in profit it was worth it, because
the lodge would be stronger and your long-term gain would be more
secure.

There were lodges in other towns
that had broken up over disputes. When that happened it was almost
impossible to get a good trading voyage together—and worse, when
traders came to town everyone tried to deal with them separately,
which immediately makes an honorable trader suspicious. When
traders came to our town from the sea and from the road, as they
did often enough, we took them into the Trading Lodge, impressed
them with our masks and statues, and housed and fed them in a
pavilion nearby. That’s pretty much how it’s done in most honorable
trading towns. Our lodge and pavilion had a great reputation, which
of course made us even more prosperous.

After another several minutes had
passed Dogen stood up again, took the bag of shells and held it out
to everyone in the group. They all shook their heads. Then he tied
it tightly shut with a special knot, and tossed it into the center
of the floor, which meant the dealing had ended.

Everyone scooped up their shells
and put them in small pouches worn around their necks. They then
took out sheets of skin and cloth and thongs of leather or strings
of hemp, and wrapped up their more fragile offerings. These Knot
unceremoniously divided into four equally heavy and bulky piles,
which were transferred into four identical bags, and put into our
respective backpacks (which our mothers had prepared for
us).

We each tied our signature knot
on the pack’s closure, a knot so complex and done in just such a
way, that if anyone were to tamper with our pack we would know it
immediately.

After that the party began. There
was plenty of beer going around but, needless to say, we weren’t to
drink at all for the duration of our Spirit Walk. Drugs cloud the
mind and confuse the spirit, a dangerous state of being at any
time, but especially when traveling with riches through foreign
lands. The Spirit Walk was to make us stronger and clearer and more
capable. Drink did the opposite. Still, that didn’t stop anyone
else from enjoying the effects, since they weren’t going
anywhere.

Late in the evening, Niq stood up
on the table, swaying and holding his cup. “Listen, you two,” he
slurred, pointing dramatically at Traj and me. “Listen up
EVERYBODY, I’ve got something really, really important to say. OK.
Listen. Traj, Art. You know, we’ve all been thinking about this a
lot. And I want you to know it’s been on our minds, and after we
all talked about it everyone really wanted me to say something
about it before you go. OK? So here it is. We’re all really, really
sorry you have to do your Spirit Walk with Knot and that weirdo
Dogen. We want you to know we like you way better than them.” At
which everyone laughed loudly, and the four of us, with Oss and my
father, quietly left.

 



Chapter
3

 


I guess it really hit me for the
first time when I awoke the next morning. I looked around the
house. My grandmother’s beautiful paintings were on all the
walls—spirals, meanders, waves, animals and plants. Hanging from
the rafters were drying herbs and stalks of garlic and strings of
mushrooms. My mother’s sculptures of the pregnant Goddess sat on a
ledge by the oven, which crouched beehive-like over a large flat
rock, still breathing with living embers.

The looms were each adorned with
intricate, nearly finished robes and rugs. My uncle’s elegant bows
and spear throwers rested on pegs on the walls, as did our musical
instruments—clay flutes, bone flutes, reed flutes, drums, bull
roarers, rattles, bells—tasteful instruments made by loving hands.
Dawn glowed through the high windows. My pack rested against the
wall, my parka over it, my hat atop the parka, my staff leaning
next to it. My boots were on the floor.

It occurred to me that I might
not come back. As any twelve-year-old would, I had focused entirely
on the adventure part of it. The danger didn’t matter to me. But
now that it was the morning of my departure, suddenly things didn’t
seem the same. I might actually die. I might get lost. And I might
never see any of this again. Never see my family and my town again.
Never return. This may be the last time I lay eyes on any of this,
I thought.

I’d spent a hundred afternoons
with Traj in front of the map, looking over our route across the
Adriatic sea, across the low mountains in Tuscany, down to the
coast of the Ligurian Sea, around to the Rhone’s mouth and then
upriver, where some mysterious sacred place awaited us, before
turning back through the Alps, down the Po River to the Adriatic
again, and passage home.

It never occurred to Traj and me,
sitting there daydreaming, that any step of the way might kill us.
Just sailing across the Adriatic was dangerous. Everywhere we went
we’d look like traders, meaning we would be treated with respect
among respectable folk and would be on our own across bandit-filled
open land.

What if something happened to
Dogen, who knew the route best, or to Knot, who had done it only
three times? We’d be lost among foreigners, with only crude sign
language to communicate. What if we were kidnapped by the Ligurian?
Or fell from a cliff in the mountains? Or were eaten by
wolves?

Were we out of our
minds?

I needed air. I got up and pulled
on my boots and parka, and walked outside in a cold sweat, swinging
my staff. I looked around the garden, which was a work of art the
way my sister and grandmother did it, with flowers to repel bugs
mixed in with the food plants. I looked at the other houses
sleeping quietly in the pre-dawn purple. I looked at the lanes I
knew like my own hands, the food-choked mote, the trees I’d climbed
and slept under since I was born. Why was I leaving? To go gather
up a bunch of useless junk?

“Art.” It came like a
whisper, but it was unmistakably her voice. I spun around. She was
there!

“Nana!” I said.
“Nana, why are you here?”

“I couldn’t
sleep.”

My heart was racing. “Why
not?”

“I’ve been thinking
about you.”

“You
have?”

“Yes.”

I stood right before her. She had
never looked so beautiful before. I could tell she had been crying.
Her big dark eyes seemed like pools of starlight, her long black
hair fragrant with rose and henna, her budding womanhood in a robe
of white wool with blue waves. “I think about you all the time,
too, Nana.” I said. “I’m going to miss you while I’m
gone.”

“I’m going to miss
you, too, Art.” She smiled!

“Nana?”

“Yes?”

“I’m really glad you
came here. Thank you. I mean it. Because now I’ll have this moment
to remember. A very special moment, just for us.”

“Yes. I’m glad I
came, too, Art. Art-”

“Nana-”

“You go
first.”

“No, you.”

“No, you.” she
said.

“Will you wait for
me, Nana?” I knew I blushed as soon as I said it. Such a thing to
ask! Her time would come soon, when she would bleed with the moon
and become a woman. She didn’t have to wait for me. A girl like
her—her grandmother was on the Bird Council and her mother was an
accomplished astronomer—could have anyone she wanted. And besides,
even if she would marry me someday, no one expected her to be a
virgin.

But I loved her. I didn’t want to
trap her and hold her down. But I wanted her for myself, and myself
alone. It sounds like a contradiction, but it’s not. There was no
explaining it. Knot or Traj would never understand. Dogen did,
though. He knew what it was like, I could tell, even though he
didn’t have a partner. My feelings didn’t make rational sense, but
I couldn’t help feeling the way I did.

She looked up into my eyes for a
long moment, and left my question in the air. Her face seemed to
glow, her dark eyes sparkle. Some secret there. . .

“I have something for
you, Art. I carved it myself. But you can’t look at it now.” She
took a necklace from her own neck, a pouch tied over an amulet, and
draped it over mine. “Don’t open it until you are alone, with some
time, in peace.”

“Thank you, Nana, I
shall treasure it.”

She smiled inwardly. I could see
it in her eyes.

“I want it to bring
you luck.”

“Yes, yes, it will. I
can feel it. Will you-”

She touched my lips with her
silken fingers. Then she turned to go.

“Nana, when I touch
it, can I feel I am touching you?”

She turned back and held my
hands, and placed herself against my body as lightly as she kissed
me. Then she was gone. I had that, but no answer.

It wasn’t until later I reflected
how odd it was she happened to be there, right after I came
outside.

~

I sat under my favorite oak,
which I first climbed when I was five or so and had climbed
countless times since. I guess I dozed off again, because that’s
where I was when Virrot woke me. “Come on, Art, come on inside and
have something to eat.” I reached for my amulet, fearing it had all
been a dream, but no, it was there.

My mother had kindled the fire in
the oven and was baking breads and boiling soup on the hearth. I
felt very, very strange. It was as if I were a guest in my own
home. I felt like I’d never seen any of it before, or like I’d
dreamed it a hundred times and now suddenly found it to be real. My
sister and grandmothers were gone, which I knew they would be, but
still their absence seemed like a gaping, painful hole in my
heart.

“Here, son,” said my
mother. “Sit with me here.” We sat together on our big bear fur
rug, a rug I played on when I was an infant. My grandfathers
discreetly guided our houseguests out the door. “There is something
I should tell you.”

She poured soup into my
bowl—boiled quail with potatoes and mushrooms in a rosemary
broth—simply delicious. And she slathered elderberry and blueberry
jam on some bread, the first loaf of which she gave to me. “Now you
eat all of this, young man. You have a big day ahead of you.” She
sat for a while longer, rocking back and forth, but she couldn’t
hold it in, and neither could I. We cried, holding each other’s
hands, for a little while. I wouldn’t see her for the entire spring
and summer.

“Now Art, listen to
your mother. I’m going to tell you a few things you already know,
but you have to remember them now like never before.” She paused a
long while, gazing past me.

“The Goddess is love,
Art. Everything we see, everything we know, is the Goddess, and the
Goddess is love. Love holds the universe together. You are too
young to see that, but Dogen will teach you how to practice, so
someday you probably will.

“But don’t waste your
time talking to the Goddess. When you’re out there on your own, you
listen to your own thoughts. Know your own mind above all else,
Art. Be your own man. If you can control yourself you can control
those around you.

“The Goddess you can
not control. When you are on the sea or in the mountains, on a road
or among people she will take you into herself should you die. But
she will not save you from dying. Remember that. If you want to
stay alive, know yourself. Will you remember this, young
man?”

“Yes,
Mother.”

“There is more. You
are not like Knot and Traj. They are good people, but they don’t
feel their spirit the way you do. Don’t change yourself because of
them. Just be the way you are and let them be the way they are.
Especially when you get to the Rhone. You do there what your
practice has revealed to you. Follow Dogen’s lead. He is a gifted
man. I picked him to take you.”

I looked at her, a bit startled
because I thought my father had picked him.

“But I
thought—”

“No, your father didn’t pick him, I did. This is your Spirit
Walk, regardless of what the Trading Lodge expects of you.
Spirit Walk, Art. The
trading is nothing compared to that. Remember. Above all else, you
remember that.”

She leaned forward and hugged me
again, for a long, long time. The universe is in there, no doubt,
the entire universe is in your mother’s hug.

~

It was still early in the day
when Dogen, Knot, Traj and I made our way down to my father’s boat.
Virrot would sail with us, too, to help my father sail
back.

My father had built the boat with
the help of his brother, who had died tragically of some strange
disease when I was five. Its hull was made of long bundles of reeds
tightly bound and tied together with hemp rope. The whole underside
was covered with a thick layer of bitumen (a sticky tar), and the
bundles tapered to a point at both ends, high out of the water.
Across the aft and stern were planks of wood, forming storage areas
largely out of the weather.

In the center of the boat stood
the mast, from which we could hang a large triangular sail made of
sharkskin, with a yew beam weighing down its bottom. We tied the
corners at various angles to keep us on course. Between the mast
and the stern was the hearth, a slab of stone where our copper fire
tray fit, so we could kindle a fire. The hemp ropes that held the
mast steady and the hull in shape would also hold up large thin
sealskins, carefully stitched into shape with sinew, to create a
rainproof shelter. We could make things quite comfortable even in
the middle of a cold, stormy night.

My father had stocked her for a
very long trip, with several pots of fresh water tied in the bow
and plenty of rope, food, and other gear in the back. He had an
extra sail and four long sturdy oars tied down, too. (An expert
sailor, he tied down everything.) The box of embers had a special
spot, hanging under the forward hull. We had firewood, too, and
wool blankets.

The six of us stood together on
the beach, looking back up the trail to the town. People were
gathered on the bluff, and they waved. I thought I saw Nana, but I
wasn’t sure. Then we climbed aboard, and a few of the men from the
lodge pushed us into the ebbing tide.

~

I had never been to Oracle
before. Few men went. There were Coven Temples on many of the
islands along the coast, and Oracle was the one my village was
associated with. From a distance, the island looked uninhabited. I
had heard it had no fresh water, and that the initiates collected
rainwater in underground cisterns. It rose from the sea as if one
giant rock, and its peak was quite high. At the top, I could see a
circular building made of wood poles and canvas, with ribbons
blowing from its center post’s top. But that was all.

My father and my uncle Virrot
talked animatedly as we approached, because of course the waters
near shore were unfamiliar and they didn’t want to cut open the
boat on a coral reef, or miss the port, which it turned out was on
the seaward side.

A small cove opened up before us,
and we sailed toward it before dropping sail and using the oars for
the final maneuvering. The port was simple enough, surrounded by
cliffs. A few ropes hung from cliff-top trees, one of which we used
to tie off. A carefully maintained fishing boat was there, too,
painted white with blue Goddess symbols all over it. I guessed that
fish was their main food. And there was a small staircase trail cut
into the cliff wall, leading up and out of sight. “All right,
Sons,” said Dogen. “Now listen to me. You’re gonna have to do this
part of the trip alone. Don’t be afraid. You’ll see many women here
that you know, but the ones in charge you’ve never seen before.
Just do as you’re told. This is an important blessing that will
bring us all good luck on the Spirit Walk, so pay attention. All
right. Now, take off all your clothes except your loins and your
sandals and swim over to the staircase. They’ll be waiting for you
at the top.”

“How do they know
we’re here?” Traj asked.

“They know. Don’t
even ask questions, Traj. Just go with it.”

So we took off our hats and
parkas. I felt the gift Nana had given me, and glanced at Dogen. He
came over and adjusted the thong holding it around my neck so the
amulet was up near my throat and couldn’t slip over my head. He
whispered her name in my ear, and I nodded. It seemed to make him
very happy.

Then without another word we dove
in and swam to the staircase, which we climbed, Traj following me.
At the top were five women, dressed in ceremonial robes, with their
hair knotted into complex patterns and strange designs painted on
their faces. Each wore a necklace that included all the bones of a
bird. The one who motioned for us to follow had a heron’s skeleton
around her neck. I could tell from the head, and from the size of
the wing bones.

The four others fell in behind
Traj. We could see more of the temple complex now. There were
gardens and small houses with only enough room for an oven, a loom,
a potter’s wheel and a bedroll, all arranged on rocky terraces that
climbed steeply. From where we were I couldn’t see the top of the
island. I had heard that the temples were in caves, and I assumed
that was where we were going.

The day was warming up. It was
still very early in spring, and there would doubtless be more
rains. But the wildflowers were beginning to bloom in the
priestesses’ gardens.

Faintly, I heard music. I
personally love all music, but my favorite sound is to hear women
singing. I think men have nice voices, too, but a chorus of women
is such a pleasant and soothing sound. The high notes they can
reach remind me of birds, and the wind, and the stars.

That was the music we heard as we
approached the mouth of the cave temple. It affected my mind
powerfully. Something about the fragrance of the flowers, the sound
of the music, the sun on my bare back, the aroma and silence and
presence of the priestess guiding us all caused me to enter into
sort of a trance. Even now I remember the rest of the ceremony more
as a dream than a day.

We walked right up to the wall
they had built across the opening of the cave. It was plastered and
painted with blue whales, dolphins, porpoises, seals, otters, as
well as fish of all kinds and crustaceans, seaweed, coral. Above
were the swirling spirals of the wind, and of time, ever repeating
its cycles and ever moving into the future. Below were the waves of
water, the ebb and flow of life into the womb and out of
it.

At the archway door were two
other priestesses, very old women with clear skin and penetrating
eyes. One took me by the hand, and I seemed to drift after her. The
other took Traj, and if he was with me the rest of the time I don’t
recall.

The kindly crone guided me into
the cave, and such a sight it was! A hundred oil lamps lighted it,
some hanging from the ceiling, some supported by pedestals, some on
sconces in the walls. Straight ahead was a dark tunnel leading
farther into the island, and I could hear that the music wafted
from there like a breeze, or a whiff of smoke. Incense burned,
giving the room an even more powerfully dream-like quality. On the
walls to either side they had carved huge statues of the goddess.
One side showed her giving birth while sitting on a lion and
feeding a heron, the other showed her in the embrace of her lover,
riding a bull and holding a snake in her hand.

The crone stood me in a spot
right in front of the tunnel opening, and held my head in her hands
as she gazed into my eyes for some time. I looked back into her
eyes with abandon, as a child looks at his mother. When she
released me she came around and stood behind me.

Then the women who had been
singing came filing out of the tunnel, nine of them altogether.
They stood on either side of the door, never missing a note or
pausing. The music seemed to rise and fall like the ocean at night.
I could hear they were using words, but the sound is what I
remember most.

Then from within the tunnel came
another crone, a woman so old I couldn’t believe she was alive.
Wrapped around her neck was a viper, one of the most poisonous
snakes in our region of the world, and around her arms were golden
bracelets of the same snake. I looked upon her without fear,
because birth and death belong in the women’s temples, and Ma would
take me if I died.

She walked up and eyed me, as did
her snake, and said simply, “Art?”

I nodded, and she bowed to me. I
bowed back and the crone behind me helped steady me when I rose
again. The snake priestess took a pouch from somewhere and threw a
handful of glittering dust into the air. It shimmered in the
candlelight, and seemed to dance with the priestesses’ voices,
hovering there between us for some time. She held my gaze as three
more people came from inside the tunnel, and then she stepped to
one side.

They were my grandmothers and my
sister. I was so happy to see them tears came to my eyes. First my
father’s mother came up to me. She placed her hand on my head and
blessed me in the name of her ancestors, asking them to watch over
me and bring me back safely. Then she gave me a long, warm hug,
finishing by looking into my eyes and stepping back.

Next came my mother’s mother, who
also blessed me, and who tied a thin thread of something very cold
around my neck. She kissed me and looked long into my eyes as
well.

Finally came my little sister,
and I kneeled as she trotted over to give me a big hug. I held her
even longer than she held me. She had a stick of paint in her hands
and said, “Hold still, Art,” before drawing on my face while I
watched her eyes trace her work. When she finished she said “Good
luck big brother. When you come back we’ll go for a
picnic.”

She led my grandmothers into the
tunnel, and I realized that all the women in my life had now bid me
farewell. There was no way left for me but forward, off on my
Spirit Walk, to return honorably a man, a trader, a
sailor.

~

With these thoughts I was led
back out of the cave, and reunited with Traj, who seemed at least
as dazed as I was. The two crones who had cared for me, and two who
apparently had taken care of Traj, now gently led us up a path that
circled around over the top of the caves. So touched was I by the
ceremony in the cave I didn’t really notice anything until the
little porch I’d seen from the ship came into view. My wits slowly
began to come back to me, even though I felt no need to gather
them. Not here, on this magical island. The crones hiked slowly,
easily, up the rocky trail.

At the top of the island, on a
little wooden porch under a light canvas roof, the crones showed me
and Traj where to sit, taking places on the ground near us. As if
appearing out of thin air, two young priestesses brought bowls and
a pitcher. The girls set out bowls for each of us and served a
fragrant broth before disappearing as they had come. The warm sea
breeze tasted of salt, and the wizened crones sat motionless, their
serene faces set like jewels along the endless blue
horizon.

One of the crones picked up her
bowl, and motioned for us to do the same. Holding it up before our
foreheads, she sang a song in a language I had not heard in ages.
The other crones, also holding their bowls, smiled and swayed to
the music. The song sounded vaguely familiar to me, but I didn’t
try to hard to place it.

“Now, children.” the
crone said. Her voice was gentle as running water, and though I had
never seen her before I felt that I would gladly trust her with my
life. “The Spirit Walk your mothers have chosen for you is grand
and wonderful. You will meet many interesting people, and will
learn your trade well. You will also see wonderful lands, and
mysteries the likes of which you cannot imagine. You must both
remember this: this is your Spirit Walk above all else. Learn your
practice, for that is where your real riches will be found.” She
bowed her head quietly with that, and fell silent.

One of the crones who had cared
for Traj spoke next. “Traj, young man, you are ambitious. Ambition
can be a good thing, but beware it does not cloud your judgment.
Follow your father’s example. Do not make risks that are not worth
it. On your Spirit Walk the cave bear will be your Spirit Guide,
for the bear is master of the forest, but the bear knows he is not
master of the world. The bear stops eating and sleeps when the time
is right, and hunts joyfully when the time is right. You shall
learn his ways.” She, too, bowed and fell silent.

“Art, young man,”
said the crone who had held my face. “You have a strong spirit. And
spirit is a wondrous gift to behold. But at times you forget you
live in the world, and you forget that you must make your way. On
your Spirit Walk the heron will be your guide, for the heron can
soar in the wind, or sit motionlessly for hours, enraptured,
watching the light change. But the heron eats from the mud, and
does not mind that to live it must lower its face to the ground.
You shall learn her ways.”

We sat in silence for a long
time. The crones were so unrushed it was easy to think all their
training had led them up to this single ceremony, for two boys they
had never seen before. I looked at their inscrutably empowered
faces and wondered what it would be like to be a woman, to live on
this island and to be a priestess of the goddess. To bleed with the
moon and to grow life inside my own body. I looked out at the
distance and tried to imagine a heron flying low along the edge of
the sky. I imagined its languid wing beats, its liquid
glide.

The one crone began to sing
again, once more in the strange language, and after she sang the
verse once the other three joined in to sing it again. Then they
got up, stood before us in a row, clasped their hands and bowed. We
didn’t know what to do, so we did nothing. They turned and walked
down the path again, and the girls who had served us broth came and
sat down in front of us.

“Well, how do you
feel?” one asked.

“I’m fine,” said
Traj.

“And you,” she nodded
to me.

“It is so peaceful
here. Do you live here all the time?”

The girl smiled. “The island of
Oracle is a magical place. We are honored to have fine young men
such as yourselves come visit us before their Spirit Walks, but as
you know this is not a place for men’s magic.”

“Yes, of course, I’m
sorry.”

“Oh, don’t be sorry,
Art. I’m glad you’re curious.”

The other girl piped in, “Well,
let me tell you what will happen now. We will take you back down to
your ship. We have already given your crew a nice dinner for the
six of you to eat. Once you two are onboard you shall row from the
harbor and then set sail across the sea. And since you both intend
to become sailors, let me remind you that you are never to come to
our island uninvited for any reason other than to save your life or
the life of another.”

The first girl said, “Oh, that
sounds so silly, but we have to say it to all the sailors who come
here. We know you are respectable gentlemen.”

“Of course, priestess
of Ma,” said Traj, “and if you ever need help, just set this porch
on fire and fishermen and traders from all over will come to your
aid.”

The girls laughed merrily at
this. “Why, thank you, Traj, we count on it.”

Then they helped us up, and one
led and one followed as we hiked down a different path back to the
staircase cut in the harbor wall. We turned and thanked the girls
before diving into the water. Dogen and Knot helped us into the
boat. We untied the ropes, pulled on the oars, and pointed her bow
out to sea. Where else?

 



Chapter
4

 


The late afternoon skies were
clear. We set sail with the current to the northwest, pushed along
by a favorable wind. As soon as the sun set, we would be able to
navigate with great accuracy all night long.

“Well Traj. Whadja
think?” said Knot, laughing.

“Pretty damn weird, I
gotta say it. Pretty damn weird.”

Knot laughed heartily. “Well, you
don’t have to go back there again. Like to get under your skin
before you leave. Don’t make too much of it. Mean well, of course.
But here’s the real work. Sailing to trade.” He looked at me with
his brow raised. “‘Corse you thought it sooooo beautiful, didn’t ya
Art?”

I laughed gamely. “Yeah, I did.
But you know I like that sort of thing.”

“Art’s always had his
feet a little off the ground,” said my dad, winking at
me.

“Maybe off this
ground, but firmly planted on another,” said Dogen.

“Yeah, whatever,”
said Knot. “Whadya say? Let’s see our dinner.”“Alright, I’m
famished!” said Traj.

“Hold on, fellas,”
said my uncle Virrot. “Now the least we can do is show our
respects. We gotta wait before we open the packages.”

“Oh, come on, Virrot.
You serious? Gave us the food to eat it. Not to test us. How’re
they gonna know, anyway.” Looking at Knot, it struck me that there
were ways of knowing he would never understand.

“I’m just saying it’s
not too much to ask. They give us all this food and make one little
request. Huh?”

“Virrot. You’re
ridiculous,” said Knot, reaching for one of the baskets the
priestesses gave us.

“Don’t touch that,
Knot,” said my father. As the captain of the ship everyone had to
do what he said. It was the only way we could be sure of safety.
Knot froze and I saw impatience flash across his face. Then,
luckily, he decided to change his tune.

“Ha! Almost got ya,
Jibb! Course we wait. What about a fire? While we’re waiting for
Ma’s little message.”

“Good thinking,
Knot.” said my father. “Traj, why don’t you help him? And Dogen,
Art, go up to the bow and keep your eyes peeled.”

“For what?” I
asked.

“For whatever shows
us the way.”

“What?” asked
Traj.

“For a sign from the
priestesses.”

“Do you know what
he’s talking about?” Traj asked me. I shrugged.

“Magic, sons. Flying
aurouch. Talking albatross. Voices in Dogen’s farts. Can’t eat till
Dogen’s butt sings.”

Suddenly Knot’s outburst made
more sense. Were we to believe the priestesses could send some
magical animal to guide us? My understanding of magic was it took
place in the mind and the spirit, not in the physical world. I was
also very hungry, and had to wonder how long it would be before
something came along that we could call the goddess’ poetic
message. I was about to say something to Dogen, but he spoke
first.

“There she is,” he
said, quietly and matter-of-factly. I looked out ahead. A giant sea
turtle had surfaced not far from the bow of our boat. Perhaps just
a coincidence, but at least now we could eat.

“Cool!” said Traj.
“But I guess we can’t catch it.”

“There are more.” My
father was equally calm. Another sea turtle rose up to our aft.
Then one to our stern. Then three more, and two after that, ringing
us. I’d never seen so many turtles together at one time. Knot stood
by the mast with his mouth open, stunned.

The water turned golden as the
sun dipped to the horizon. We all looked at the turtles in silence,
until one dived, and then another, and then the rest, the one at
the bow going last.

Still, we sailed in silence. I
looked over at Dogen, and he at me. My father did not return my
gaze, but looked out over the water.

After a while, my father spoke
quietly. “Well, there it is. And still no fire! What’s a matter,
Knot? I thought you said you were hungry.”

“I’ll be. How do ya
like that. Eight of ‘em, all at once. So they can talk to the
turtles. Whatdya think? That’s strange, I tell ya. Won’t see that
again.” Knot kept on grumbling like this. I looked deep down into
the water over the side. Just as I had suspected, a ninth was
swimming under us. I waved, and it dived and turned away. When I
stood up, I saw that Dogen had been looking down too, over the
other side.

~

The meal was magnificent. I
hadn’t eaten that well since the last time my mother cooked for me.
There was lobster and mushrooms and bread and milk, all seasoned
with honey and herbs. We ate like pigs until it was all gone, and
sat back against the sides of the boat, our boots near the dying
fire. My father gathered some embers and put them in the ember box,
which he hung in its special place. I was sleepy and contented,
mentally spent.

“So when do we get to
Yellow Otter?” asked Dogen lazily, picking his teeth with a fish
bone. “Aren’t we making good time?”

“Yeah, we are,” said
my father. “Hard to say if it will hold, though. The winds
sometimes shift in the morning, and we may spend the day fighting
them. At this rate we’ll be there in three days or so. But it could
easily take seven days or more. Once when I was a boy we did this
trip and it took eleven days. Winds strong and against us the whole
way. We ran out of water and fuel wood. By the time we got there
we’d a traded all we had for a bowl of soup. Miserable trip. But
the winds didn’t change, so when we left port we put up the sail
and sat around scratching ourselves, blown home in two days. Didn’t
even have to steer.”

Knot chuckled.

“How can you tell
where we’re going?” asked Traj. My father looked at him. I could
tell he was impressed at how Traj’s mind never rested.

“Show me the North
Star, Traj,” he said.

Traj looked up at the sky, awash
in stars. After a moment’s consideration, he pointed.

“Alright, now point
at it. Good. And with your other arm point the direction we’re
going. See the angle between your arms? That’s a bit too small.
We’re going farther north than we want right now, but it’s OK
because we’ll take the distance. Open your arms a little, a little
more—right there. Remember that angle. That’s the angle you go if
you’re heading to Venice.”

“That’s all there is
to it?”

“Right now, yeah.
When we get to the coast it’s another story. Only experience can
get you to the coast safely. Rocks under water, coral reefs, sand
bars—any one of ‘em can end your trip pretty damn quick. You have
to know the waters, and the coast line, to find a port.”

“How do you
learn?”

“Art will teach you,
once he knows.” The knowledge of shores was not Trade Lodge
knowledge. It was passed down through families, and sometimes
shared with friends. My father didn’t want to lord it over Traj,
but Traj’s inquisitiveness had brought him to it.
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