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Enter the SF Gateway …

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


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



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

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

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

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Roof of Voyaging

When Kupe, one of the great Polynesian voyagers, chases a huge octopus across the ocean, he discovers the strange and mysterious Land-of-Mists and rescues a man and a woman from the wild sea. He carries them back to the island of Raiatea where the pale strangers witness the momentous events that follow the death of the king and the struggle for succession.

But the gods are watching also, and when Prince Tangiia and his followers secretly flee the island in search of a new home, their intervention becomes inevitable.

The Princely Flower

Kieto’s destiny, set in the heavens, is to conquer the Land-of-Mists, the mysterious island discovered by Kupe, one of the great Polynesian voyagers. But he knows it won’t be easy: the wild native tribes, particularly the Scots and Picts, have two formidable advantages – iron and horses.

Land-of-Mists

It was always Keito’s destiny to lead the Polynesian armies against the Celts and the Picts of the Land-of-Mists. And now the time has come. The Warriors are assembled, the boats are ready, and the gods are preparing for the confrontation. Only Seumas, the Celtic warrior taken from his homeland years before, speaks out against the great adventure. But Seumas is an old man now, embittered by the loss of his beloved wife, Dorcha.

Soon the mighty army is on the move, crossing the sea towards the unknown land, and Seumas and his son swell its numbers. They encounter storms, magic, monsters and tragedy even before they reach their destination – the cold, rainy land of muted colours that will decide their fate – and that of their gods.


INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Garry Kilworth (Born 1941) is a UK author who began to publish SF and fantasy stories and novels in the mid-1970s on retiring after eighteen years’ service as a cryptographer in the RAF; raised partly in Aden, he has travelled and worked in the Far East and the Pacific. He published his first SF story, ‘Let’s Go to Golgotha’ with the Sunday Times Weekly Review, 15 December 1974, having won the associated competition, and some of his many stories have been assembled as The Songbirds of Pain: Stories from the Inscape (1984), In the Country of Tattooed Men (1993), Hogfoot Right and Bird-Hands (1993) and Moby Jack and Other Tall Tales (2006). During the first years of his career he focused primarily on SF, in novels notable for their combination of generic adventurousness and an identifiably English dubiety about the roots of human action; at points, the opportunities offered by the SF toolkit and his sense of reality may have clashed, though it might be suggested that, more often than not, sparks flew.

His first novel, In Solitary (1977), is set on an Earth whose few remaining humans have for over 400 years been dominated by birdlike Aliens, and deals with a human rebellion whose moral impact is ambiguous; The Night of Kadar (1978) places humans whose culture has an Islamic coloration and who are hatched from frozen embryos, on an Alien planet where they must attempt to understand their own nature; Split Second (1979) similarly incarcerates a contemporary human via Timeslip in the mind of a Cro-Magnon; Gemini God (1981) again uses aliens to reflect the human condition; and A Theatre of Timesmiths (1984) isolates a human society in an ice-enclosed urban Pocket Universe as Computers fail, and questions about the meaning of human life must be asked by a protagonist so isolated from this restricted environment that her Perception of that world becomes problematic; Cloudrock (1988) pits brothers – Kilworth often evokes kinship intimacies in his work, of whatever category – against themselves and each other in a further pocket-universe setting; and Abandonati (1988), set in a desolate Near-Future London, reflects grittily upon the implications for the UK of the last decades of this century.

During this period, Kilworth had also published two landscape-dominated non-fantastic novels, Witchwater Country (1986) and Spiral Winds (1987); and at the end of the 1980s, in what turned out to be a lasting break with his SF career, he began to publish primarily in other genres, beginning prominently with three expertly sustained animal fantasies: Hunter’s Moon: A Story of Foxes (1989), Midnight’s Sun: A Story of Wolves (1990) and Frost Dancers: A Story of Hares (1992), in all of which he scrutinized nonhuman terrestrial life with an unblinking eye. He also moved into contemporary Horror with Angel (1993) and its sequel, Archangel (1994). More impressively, he then published the Navigator Kings Trilogy, which is fantasy (see below). At the same time, he began publishing Young Adult tales in quantity, most of them fantasies, with about twenty-five titles released since 1990. Works of this sort became his main focus as a writer.

It may be that, as an SF author, Kilworth found himself incapable of ignoring his clearly realistic but ultimately dispiriting sense of the constrictions of the actual world. There is very little escape in Kilworth’s SF, unlike his fantasy or his Young Adult work in general, and it is less widely read than it deserves. It is fortunate that, for his career, he was able to work out modes of story-telling that provide some escapes from prison. Unfortunately, though his very considerable skills have been exuberantly utilized for over two decades in these more liberating genres, the nagging feeling remains that fantasy and Young Adult’s gain has been science fiction’s loss.

With the publication here of the Navigator Kings Trilogy, assembling in one volume The Roof of Voyaging (1996), The Princely Flower (1997) and Land-of-Mists (1998), we have a welcome chance to encounter Kilworth at the very peak of his very considerable career. The long multi-generational tale is set in an Alternate World version of the South Pacific, here known as Oceania, and depicts a Polynesian culture similar to that which once exists in this world, except for literal existence, and intervention, of the Polynesian pantheon. Every sentence seems simple, but every sentence is lit from within. The Magic Realist richness of the tale only deepens when it is discovered that the Land-of-Mists is not (as we may have supposed) New Zealand but a version of Britain before the Anglo-Saxons came and exiled the early folk. The Navigator Kings glows and grows in the mind’s eye. There is much of Kilworth to discover, but because of its sustained length and its joy, this is the crown jewel.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Garry Kilworth’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/kilworth_garry

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of fantasy fiction, based on the myths and legends of the Polynesian peoples and not an attempt to faithfully recreate the magnificent migrational voyages of those peoples. Other authors have done that, will do it again, far more accurately than I am able to do. This particular set of tales, within these pages, alters a piece of known geography, while hopefully retaining the internal logic of the story; my apologies to the country of New Zealand, which has changed places with Britain. (New Zealand and the Maori are not forgotten and appeared in Book II of The Navigator Kings). The gods of the Pacific region are many and diverse, some shared between many groups of islands, others specific to one set of islands or even to a single island. Their exact roles are confused and confusing, and no writer has yet managed to classify them to absolute clarity, though Jan Knappert’s book is the best. Where possible I have used the universal Polynesian deities, but on rare occasion have used a god from a specific island or group for the purposes of the story. Since the spelling of Polynesian gods and the Polynesian names for such ranks as ‘priest’ varies between island groups, I have had to make a choice, for example Tangaroa (Maori) for the god of the sea and Kahuna (Hawaiian) for priest. In short, for purposes of homogeneity I have taken liberties with the names of gods and with language.

For the facts behind the fiction I am indebted to the following works: The Polynesians by Peter Bellwood (Thames and Hudson); Nomads of the Wind by Peter Crawford (BBC); Polynesian Seafaring and Navigation by Richard Feinberg (The Kent State University Press); Ancient Tahitian Canoes by Commandant P. Jourdain (Société des Oceanistes Paris Dossier); Pacific Mythology by Jan Knappert (HarperCollins); that inspiring work, Polynesian Seafaring by Edward Dodd (Nautical Publishing Company Limited); Aristocrats of the South Seas by Alexander Russell (Robert Hale); the brilliant Myths and Legends of the Polynesians by Johannes C. Andersen (Harrap); and finally the two articles published back to back that sparked my imagination and began the story for me way back before I had even published my first novel, The Isles of the Pacific by Kenneth P. Emory, and Wind, Wave, Star and Bird by David Lewis (National Geographic Vol. 146 No. 6 December 1974).

Also: Myths and Legends of the Celtic Race by T. W. Rolleston (Constable); Dictionary of Celtic Mythology by Peter Berresford Ellis (Constable); and Celtic Gods Celtic Goddesses by R. J. Stewart (Blandford).

Once again, and finally, grateful thanks to Wendy Leigh-James, the design artist who provided me with a map of Oceania decorated with Polynesian symbols and motifs and the various windflowers which decorated each of the ten separate parts of each volume.


PANTHEON OF THE GODS

Amai-te-rangi: Deity of the sky who angles for mortals on earth, pulling them up in baskets to devour them.

Ao: God of Clouds.

Apu Hau: A god of storms, God of the Fierce Squall.

Apu Matangi: A god of storms, God of the Howling Rain.

Ara Tiotio: God of the Whirlwind and Tornado.

Aremata-rorua and Aremata-popoa: ‘Long-wave’ and ‘Shortwave’, two demons of the sea who destroy mariners.

Atanua: Goddess of the Dawn.

Atea: God of Space.

Atua: Ancestor’s spirit revered as a god.

Brighid: Celtic Goddess of smithcraft and metalwork.

Dakuwanga: Shark-God, eater of lost souls.

Dengei: Serpent-God, a judge in the Land of the Dead.

Hau Maringi: God of Mists and Fog.

Hine-keha, Hine-uri: The Moon-Goddess, wife of Marama the Moon-God, whose forms are Hina-keha (bright moon) and Hine-uri (dark moon).

Hine-nui-to-po: Goddess of the Night, of Darkness and Death. Hine is actually a universal goddess with many functions. She is represented with two heads, night and day. One of her functions is as patroness of arts and crafts. She loved Tuna the fish-man, out of whose head grew the first coconut.

Hine-te-ngaru-moana: Lady of the Ocean Waves. Hine in her fish form.

Hine-tu-whenua: Benevolent goddess of the wind who blows vessels to their destination.

Hua-hega: Mother of the trickster demi-god Maui.

Io: The Supreme Being, the ‘Old One’, greatest of the gods who dwells in the sky above the sky, in the highest of the twelve upper worlds.

Ira: Mother of the Stars.

Kahoali: Hawaiian God of Sorcerers.

Kukailimoku: Hawaiian God of War.

Kuku Lau: Goddess of Mirages.

Limu: Guardian of the Dead.

Lingadua: One-armed God of Drums.

Magantu: Great White Shark, a monster fish able to swallow a pahi canoe whole.

Manannan mac Lir: Celtic Sea God.

Maomao: Great Wind-God, father of the many storm-gods, including ‘Howling Rainfall’ and ‘Fierce Squall’.

Marama: God of the Moon, husband of Hine-keha, Hine-uri.

Mareikura: Personal attendants of Io, the Old One. His ‘angels’.

Marikoriko: First woman and divine ancestor, wife of Tiki. She was fashioned by the Goddess of Mirages out of the noonday heatwaves.

Maui: Great Oceanian trickster hero and demi-god. Maui was born to Taranga, who wrapped the child in her hair and gave him to the sea-fairies. Maui is responsible for many things, including the birth of the myriad of islands in Oceania, the coconut, and the length of the day, which was once too short until Maui beat Ra with a stick and forced him to travel across the sky more slowly.

Milu: Ruler of the Underworld.

Moko: Lizard-God.

Mueu: Goddess who gave bark-beating, to make tapa cloth, to the world. The stroke of her cloth-flail is death to a mortal.

Nangananga: Goddess of Punishment, who waits at the entrance to the Land of the Dead for bachelors.

Nareau: Spider-God.

Nganga: God of Sleet.

Oenghus mac in Og: Celtic Lord of Fatal Love.

Oro: God of War and Peace, commander of the warrior hordes of the spirit world. In peacetime he is ‘Oro with the spear down’ but in war he is ‘killer of men’. Patron of the Arioi.

Paikea: God of Sea-Monsters.

Papa: Mother Earth, first woman, wife of Rangi.

Pele: Goddess of Fire and the Volcano.

Pere: Goddess of the Waters which Surround Islands.

Punga: God of Ugly Creatures.

Ra: Tama Nui-te-ra, the Sun-god.

Rangi: God of the Upper Sky, originally coupled to his wife Papa, the Goddess of the Earth, but separated by their children, mainly Tane the God of Forests whose trees push the couple apart and provide a space between the brown earth and blue sky, to make room for creatures to walk and fly.

Rehua: Star-God, son of Rangi and Papa, ancestor of the demigod Maui.

Ro: Demi-god, wife of the trickster demi-god Maui, who became tired of his mischief and left him to live in the netherworld.

Rongo: God of Agriculture, Fruits and Cultivated Plants. Along with Tane and Tu he forms the creative unity, the Trinity, equal in essence but each with distinctly different attributes. They are responsible for making Man, in the image of Tane, out of pieces of earth fetched by Rongo and shaped, using his spittle as mortar, by Tu the Constructor. When they breathed over him, Man came to life.

Rongo-ma-tane: God of the Sweet Potato, staple diet of Oceanians.

Rongo-mai: God of Comets and Whales.

Ro’o: Healer-God, whose curative chants were taught to men to help them drive out evil spirits which cause sickness.

Ruau-moko: Unborn God of Earthquakes, trapped in Papa’s womb.

Samulayo: God of Death in Battle.

Tane: Son of Rangi the Sky God, and himself the God of artisans and boat builders. He is also the God of Light (especially to underwater swimmers because to skin divers light is where life is), the God of Artistic Beauty, the God of the Forest, and Lord of the Fairies. As Creator in one of his minor forms he is the God of Hope.

Tangaroa: God of the Ocean, who breathes only twice in 24 hours, thus creating the tides.

Taranis: Celtic God of Thunder.

Tawhaki: God of Thunder and Lightning. Tawhaki gives birth to Uira (lightning) out of his armpits. Tawhaki is also the God of Good Health, an artisan god particularly adept at building houses and plaiting decorative mats.

Tawhiri-atea: Storm-God, leveller of forests, wave-whipper.

Te Tuna: ‘Long eel’, a fish-god and vegetation-god. Tuna lived in a tidal pool near the beach and one day Hine went down to the pool to bathe. Tuna made love to her while she did so and they lived for some time on the ocean bed.

Tiki: Divine ancestor of all Oceanians who led his people in their fleet to the first islands of Oceania.

Tikokura: Wave-god of monstrous size whose enormous power and quick-flaring temper are to be greatly feared.

Tini Rau: Lord of the Fishes.

Tui Delai Gau: Mountain God who lives in a tree and sends his hands fishing for him when he grows hungry.

Tui Tofua: God of all the sharks.

Ua: Rain God, whose many sons and daughters, such as ‘long rains’ and ‘short rains’ are responsible for providing the earth with water.

Uira: Lightning (See Tawhaki).

Ulupoka: Minor god of evil, decapitated in a battle amongst the gods and whose head now rolls along beaches looking for victims.

Whatu: The God of Hail.


THE ROOF OF VOYAGING
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To Lisa and Bill Fedden


PART ONE

‘Sail to the left of the setting sun’


1

The giant Head rolled along the beach, driven forward by a strong, cold sea-breeze.

Leaves rustled in the frangipani trees and white blossoms drifted down to the earth as the wind swept the Head beneath their branches. Fruit bats like prehistoric birds soared through the thickening dusk. Palm-rats, sensing the presence of evil, stiffened in their climb, panted quickly, and stared with small fearful eyes at the strange tracks left upon the coral sands.

On the face of the Head, twice the size of that of a mortal, was a look of intense purposefulness. The Head had smelled the presence of seafaring men on its shore. Mingling with the sea-bottom odour of drying weed, shellfish and crustaceans coming from the exposed reef, the thick cloying perfume of trumpet blooms, the sometimes unbelievable stench of rotting mud in the mango swamp, was the smell of groin sweat, oiled skin and hair, and stale breath.

There were exhausted seafarers, potential victims, who had fallen asleep in the land of the Head. One of these newcomers to the island was close to death and very ripe.

The Head’s long black hair whipped the coral sand with its flails as it sped along.

Crabs scattered in panic out of its path.

The Head’s lips were curled back in an expression of contempt, to reveal two rows of neat, even teeth. Its smoky eyes were smouldering with the desire for blood and flesh. The two broad nostrils were flared and cavernous.

The Head belonged to the god Ulupoka, severed in a great battle with the sky god, Rangi. Now it roamed the sands of certain islands, bringing disaster and disease to the earth, looking for men near to death to bite in their sleep to make certain of their demise. Once bitten by Ulupoka, either around the neck or the feet, the wound was fatal.

There was a beached double-hulled canoe above the waterline. Its Tiki, impotent on the shore, stared fixedly at the sky above the distant horizon. The pandanus sail was spread to dry between two chestnut trees near by. Perched on the prow of the boat, its feathers powdered with the pollen of orchids, was a barking pigeon, a bird whose call was not unlike the sound of a dog. The dust of dried lichens greyed the sides of the vessel, where it had been dragged over rocks to the top of the beach.

Not far from this boat the rolling Head of Ulupoka found Kupe and his six companions asleep in a make-shift hut beneath some giant ferns. Since they had fallen asleep a giant spider had woven a web with strands thick enough to catch a small bird in its nets across the entrance to their hut.

The Head bounced into the encampment and jumped into the hut, breaking the web and releasing its victim. It flew away, its high note waking the dying man. The sailor opened his eyes just as Ulupoka landed heavily on his chest. The Head bit the dying man deeply in the throat, swallowing his larynx so that he could not cry out. The only sound the mariner made was that similar to the single gulp of a tree frog.

It was enough to awaken the youngest member of the party, a boy of seven by the name of Kieto.

‘Who’s there?’ cried the boy, in terror.

Ulupoka’s Head, unwilling to be seen by a mortal, bounced out of the hut and into the swiftly descending night. When it was some distance from the Oceanians it let out a sound like that of a parrot burned by fire: a hideous laugh. The forest echoed with the noise and souls were chilled. Ulupoka rolled on, into the waters of the ocean, to cross the reefs to another island where there might be more dying men.

The spirit of the bitten man left his body and began the long walk along the path across the sea to the land of Milu, ruler of the dead. The dead man was rather resentful. Although he knew he had been dying, of heatstroke and exhaustion, he had been thinking very hard in his sleep about the meaning of life. Gradually, as he slept, the answer had come to him. He felt now it was bitterly ironic that he should come to know the meaning of life just at the point of his death.

‘Just before Ulupoka bit me, I realised what it was all about,’ he complained to Milu, who was waiting for him at the end of the purple path. ‘And I died before I could tell anyone.’

Milu smiled. ‘It’s always the way,’ he said.

After the boy’s cry woke Kupe and his men, they found the dead mariner. In the light of torches lit from the embers of their small fire they saw he had torn open his own throat, with the nails of his fingers, in his terrible fever. The man had drunk sea water just before they had sighted land and they concluded this had driven him out of his mind. They took him out of the palm leaf hut and laid his tattooed corpse on the mosses under a nokonoko tree.

‘We’ll bury him tomorrow,’ said Kupe. ‘Rest now, my brave fishermen.’

‘I had a nightmare,’ complained the boy, Kieto. ‘I dreamed a monster came into the hut. A great head without a body. Its eyes were like embers and its tongue was a giant centipede. Its hair was long and thick, like black weed. It grinned at me – a grisly grin, like a dead man’s smile.’

‘A monster?’ cried one of the other seafarers, shuddering. ‘Listen to the boy …’

Kupe knew that his men would not stay on the island and get their much-needed rest if they believed a monster was on the loose. It was necessary that they replenished their store of drinking coconuts at least. Even if the boy was right – and young people were often more sensitive to these things than older men – it would be courting death by thirst to leave the island immediately.

‘It was a dream,’ he told Kieto and the others, ‘nothing more. Since we have no kahuna with us to interpret the dream, then we can’t be sure whether the omens are good or bad. Let’s sleep on it tonight and discuss it in the morning. All dreams are clearer in the light from Ra’s benevolent rays.’

There was a grumble of dissent from the fishermen, but they were very tired too and gradually sank back down onto their mats and into fitful sleeps. Kupe placed the torches around the hut, keeping his men within their circle. The gods, ancestor spirits and demons who shared the known world with men, there being no other place to inhabit, were all wary of fire.

The boy was still awake when Kupe went back into the hut.

‘Are we safe?’ asked the trembling Kieto.

‘Yes, safe, safe,’ replied Kupe.

The boy then fell instantly asleep, reassured absolutely by the leader of the expedition, the great navigator, Kupe.

It was a strange expedition, completely spontaneous, and one that would soon catch the imagination of all men and enter the legends of the Oceanians even as it was being carried out. Kupe had been fishing off the shore of his home island, Raiatea, when a giant octopus had stolen the bait from his hooks with its many arms. Enraged, Kupe had leapt from his small fishing canoe into an ocean-going vessel cruising near by. He had turned the crab-claw sail and given chase, at that time encouraged by the men already in the large canoe.

Following the ripples of the giant octopus they had been taken far away from Raiatea, until some of the men were concerned that they would never see their homeland again.

‘Where’s your seafaring spirit?’ cried Kupe. ‘Who knows what new islands we shall discover under the roof of voyaging? This octopus is obviously some kind of sea demon, sent by one of the gods, intent on leading us somewhere beyond our knowledge, for it never completely submerges and loses itself. Perhaps the Great Sea-God, Tangaroa, wishes to show us some new land we have never seen or heard of before? When I trap this great octopus and kill it, then I shall return to Raiatea and not before.’

Since they were ordinary fishermen and Kupe was of noble birth they did not argue, though one or two would have killed him if they thought they could get away with it. However, Kupe always kept his lei-o-mano, his dagger of kauila wood rimmed with sharks’ teeth, stuck in his waistband. Kupe was a great warrior and the opportunities for catching him unawares were almost non-existent. Finally, his mana was almost as great as that of a king, so the fishermen did as they were told, day by day, night by night, ever sailing on into the unknown reaches of the Great Ocean ruled over by the god Tangaroa.

Kupe was confident in himself, for though Oceanian navigators might not know where they are going, they always know where they have been. He had memorised the way across the roof of the heavens, and across the many-islanded sea, to where they were now. His mariners would have done likewise. Even the boy, were he the last to survive, could find his way back home again. It was in their nature, in their instinct, to memory-map their path as they voyaged. What was more, on returning home they would describe their journeys so accurately to those who had never made the trip, the voyages could be repeated without them.

Kupe knew where he was from the shape of the waves, the star paths, the Long Shark At Dawn which was the rash of white stars across the roof of voyaging, the underwater volcanoes, the sea birds, the swell and the drift, the passing islands, the trade winds, and a thousand other things that were like signposts to him and his men. He could follow these markers back to Raiatea, possibly even blind when the breezes carrying the aromatic blends of islands and sea were in the right direction.

He could smell his way home.

At the same time he kept a record of his voyage on a piece of cord in the form of knots. The size, type and distances between the knots enabled him to recall certain sightings as well as to mark the distances between islands. This device was used by many Oceanic navigators and would be inherited by a named chosen legatee on the death of the navigator.

Tonight, the giant octopus had gone into an ocean trench, at least a league deep, and out of Kupe’s reach. Kupe was sure however that they were not at the end of their journey, where he expected a battle with the ocean beast. He was being led to the creature’s home waters, where the fight would be to the octopus’s advantage.

Kupe had asked himself many times – why? Why was he following this creature at a whim? Kupe had suffered stolen bait before, from crabs and cuttlefish, lobsters and crowns-of-thorns. Why had he taken it into his head to chase after this particular beast?

It had to be the work of the gods. His fate was at the end of this voyage, one way or another. It would either be Kupe’s destruction, or he was being given a precious gift. He had no idea what shape or form that gift would take. Perhaps the gods were leading him to a heavenly island?

The only other explanation was that Maui, the ancient trickster hero, was leading him on a fruitless voyage to nowhere. This was of course possible, but if the slight but powerful Maui had decided to play a game with you, you went along with it or you were destroyed. Kupe knew it was best to ignore that possibility and hope for a better.

When morning came, and the roof of voyaging with its islands of stars had gone from the sky, Kupe leapt to his feet.

As always he was first up. The torches had burned to the ground and were charred and cold. He used wood from a kaikomako tree to produce fire by friction, making a nest of coconut fibre to catch the smouldering sawdust. This he whirled about his head on a cord until it burst into flames. Soon he was cooking yams and bananas over the heat of a fire made with white driftwood from along the shoreline.

The parrots, fruit doves and parakeets were already shouting at one another. The frigate birds, bandits of the air, were wheeling above the ocean, ready to steal from more successful feathered anglers and each other. Shoals of tiny fish, like thousands of silver splinters, were arcing across the surface of the lagoon. It was a new and brilliant morning, with a softness to the puffed clouds lying on their blue bedding.

‘Up, up,’ he cried, allowing the smell of the food to waft over the sleeping men, to stupify them. ‘Eat, my brave sailors, we must be on our way. The great octopus stirs out in the deeps, beyond the lagoon. The dark waters bubble. We must sail when he comes to the surface.’

The men rose, grumbling, rubbing the fine, white sand from their creased faces. Some of them went immediately to a pool to drink, while others simply sat and stared bleakly at the still blue surface of the lagoon, finding it difficult to suppress the desire to fish its bountiful waters.

The boy, Kieto, assisted Kupe with the cooking, eager to be of service. His nightmare was now forgotten in the brightness of the sunshine, when the fears of night had left with the departure of Hine, Goddess of Darkness and Death.

‘Will we be going home soon?’ Kieto asked of Kupe. ‘Shall I see my father?’

For all his eagerness to follow the giant octopus, Kupe regretted one thing: that he had not cast the boy into the sea before leaving Raiatea, so that Kieto could have swum back to the reef or shore and would not now be on a dangerous voyage into the unknown. The octopus had left the scene so quickly though, there had been little time to think of such things.

‘Soon,’ he told the boy. ‘I feel it in my bones. The journey will be over soon.’

Leaves rustled in the trees and the boy Kieto stared up at them.

‘We have no ancestors here,’ he remarked in a hushed voice. ‘These ghosts are all strange to us, Kupe. They play in the trees and bushes like our own spirits, but we cannot offer them worship, for we do not know them.’

Kupe nodded. ‘True, Kieto, but there are powerful gods with us on this voyage. The great Tangaroa will not let any harm come to you.’

‘You are beloved of Tangaroa, are you not, Kupe?’ said Kieto, his face shining with admiration.

‘Perhaps I am,’ smiled Kupe, touching the boy’s hair. ‘But I would rather have Maui for a friend than any other ancient hero, for he plays such mischief with those he does not love. Now let us eat, quickly, for the octopus stirs.’

The pandanus mat sail filled with wind and the light double-hulled canoe sped through the chopped waves. The seafarers were on a platform between hulls made from te itai trees, lashed together with hand-rolled fibres from the coconut husk. On this platform sat a palm leaf hut for shade. A bailer worked almost constantly on the hulls, as canoes always leaked water where the wood was sewn together and caulked with breadfruit sap.

‘We are heading towards Apa toa,’ cried Kupe. ‘Keep the ocean swell to starboard.’

Apa toa was the name of a wind, not a place, for though they had no instruments or charts to follow, there was a windflower carved in the bows. The tattoo signs for twenty-three major and minor winds, with arrows pointing at the direction of their sources, were etched deeply into the wood, making the shape of a many-petalled circular bloom. The windflower was both aesthetic and practical; an artistic decoration which had a functional purpose.

Ahead of them, below the surface of the sea, swam the great dark shadow which was the octopus. The beast was languid in movement, but not slow. It took all Kupe’s skill to keep up with the creature. Po, the man at the helm, struggled with the steering oar to keep the craft on a true course.

Kupe, as the navigator, was constantly searching the surface of the ocean and the skyline, even the clouds, for signs to remember. A light green colour on a cloudbase to one direction meant an island or even atoll, where the waters of a lagoon were reflecting on the sky. Frigate birds meant there was land somewhere near. He listened for the sound of reefs and watched the colour of the water change through many shades.

The double-hulled canoe Kupe was sailing belonged to the fisherman Po and it was Po’s Tiki which stood on the deck of the vessel. The carved wooden idol was the eyes and ears of the crew. Since Po had hewn this Tiki it was to Po it spoke, inside his head, and it irritated Kupe that he was not directly in control of the entire boat. Po, however, did his best to please Kupe on all occasions, knowing that once the voyage was over he would be rewarded for his part in the expedition.

There was a bird cry from inside the deck hut and Kieto went in to feed their latest captive: a kula parrot from the islands they had just left. Kupe would have liked to have taken a breeding pair, since the bird had a breast of scarlet feathers. It would have made them all rich men, for red feathers were the currency of exchange on Raiatea and Borabora. However, the octopus had left just as they had caught their first kula and there had been a scramble to get on board the boat and head out to sea, leaving the riches behind them.

When the night came down again, Kupe was able to watch for the kaveinga, the path of stars which rose one after the other over the dark horizon. He knew their secret names, and those of the slower-wheeling fanakenga, or zenith stars which pointed down to particular islands in their wake.

When he had to sleep, Po took over the watch and the oar both, keeping the gleaming phosphorescent ripples made by the fleeing octopus in his sight.

After many weeks there came a time when the sea darkened quickly and large waves reared before them. The craft bravely fought through these, the men using their heavy oars rather than trusting to the sail. Eventually they came upon some high cliffs of an island too large to hold in the eye. It swept away on both sides of the craft to somewhere deep in the mists.

They followed the octopus down the length of this land, to its bottom, where the shore was wild and untamed. Here the wind was cold, the sea was cold, the skies grey. Sharp, hissing rain joined with stinging spray to rob the seafarers of energy, to fill them with a bleakness of spirit. The waves grew mountainous, with rushing peaks of white which touched the swirling greyness above, and sky and sea seemed one.

The sea and scouring rain had hewn the rocks of the coast into grotesque shapes and tall stacks. The wind had cut fissures in the rockface deep enough to swallow a man. There were pinnacles that towered like giant spears over the small craft and great boulders loomed suddenly as if vomited from coves just a few moments ago. It was a dark, forbidding place with ancient secrets moaning for release from a hundred-thousand caverns; with cryptic silences locked in fathomless caves.

‘The giant beast has led us to a giant land,’ said Kupe, in wonder. ‘It is here we shall do battle.’

Indeed, as if the octopus had heard his words, it rose frothing to the surface and turned, coming towards the canoe at a monstrous speed. Its massive tentacles were pumping behind it, shooting it through the spume like a racing canoe powered by a hundred men. Its great eyes were wide with hatred. Its beak chopped at the surface of the sea, in anticipation of crunching the bones of its determined adversary.

Po let out a cry and pulled hard on the steering oar, while the rowers beat the waves with their rowing oars. The hero Kupe stood on the front of the craft, awaiting the onslaught, his lei-o-mano in his strong right hand.

Po, with the help of the brave little Kieto, managed to turn the canoe at the last moment, and the octopus swept by the stern. A single tentacle flashed over the deck of the craft, snatching at the beast’s enemy. Kupe’s tattooed body was hauled over the side, caught in the suckers on that terrible limb.

‘He’s gone!’ cried Po, to the other sailors, who let out a moan and started paddling away from the scene.

Kieto yelled, ‘Don’t leave him!’

They ignored the boy in their desperation to escape the giant. Their terror would not allow them to accept the thought that Kupe might win. All they wanted to do was put a great distance between themselves and the octopus, fearful that the creature might wreak more revenge upon the craft. Kupe and the octopus were lost behind a huge wave thrown back by the high cliffs of the land.

‘Stop,’ screamed the boy. ‘He’ll be left to drown in these grey seas …’

Still the wide-eyed mariners, nightmares running like shadows over their faces, through their eyes, would not stop paddling. Kieto raced to the sail and heaved upon the line, half raising the pandanus mat in the full force of the wind. The craft lurched sideways, spilling one of the rowers into the sea. Luckily the man overboard clung to one of the trailing lines and managed to keep with the craft.

A mariner rushed for the boy, wielding a paddle club.

‘You stupid young idiot!’ shrieked the man. ‘Don’t make me kill you.’

Kieto stood his ground and would have been felled by the man, had not Po cried, ‘Look!’

All eyes turned to where he was pointing and they saw a thrashing and foaming on the surface of the water. Tentacles were waving, whipping the waves, causing a boiling of the ocean. When the spray fell hissing around the craft and their vision was clear, they saw Kupe sitting astride the octopus’s head, his legs wrapped around the enormous beak keeping it locked shut, his arm plunging repeatedly into the bulbous form. Once, twice, thrice … then the hardwood dagger snapped, its shark-toothed point buried deep in the flesh of the octopus.

Po groaned, ‘He’s done for. The beast will take him down now, pulp him and feed on his rotting flesh.’

But even as Po spoke, and the creature began to dive, Kupe bit the octopus, sinking his teeth between the creature’s eyes. He bit deep, seeking a vulnerable spot in the beast’s brain. The pair of them disappeared down into the depths, leaving a trail of small bubbles in their wake.

This time the mariners waited in silence, not attempting to flee, their strength gone and their will tied securely to the man who had slipped down towards the home of Tangaroa. Mists were drifting over the edge of the nearby cliffs, spilling like slow liquid into the leaping waters of the ocean. They filled the cracks and caves along the high walls of rock with cold smoke and rolled over the colder surface of the sea.

Suddenly, up came the great Kupe, like a coconut released from submarine weeds, bobbing on the waves.

Kieto cheered. ‘There he is! There he is! Kupe has won!’

Po let out a whoop, and was joined by his fellow mariners; it was the sound of relief rather than joy, yet the dripping Kupe, as he was hauled aboard, did not blame them. This was a selfish act he had carried out, this act of revenge. Yet he acknowledged to himself, if not to them, that he had no choice in the matter. He had been compelled by some inner spirit to make this journey and fight this fight. Now it was over. They could return to Raiatea, having found an immense island, perhaps more than an island, far beyond their own waters.

‘I shall call this place “Land-of-Mists”,’ he told his mariners. ‘If ever you are asked how to reach it, you must tell the inquirers to sail a little to the left of the setting sun at this time of the year. That will lead them to the Land-of-Mists as surely as the octopus led us.’
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‘We shall fashion a new sail when we reach one of the smaller islands,’ Kupe told his crew, pointing to the crab-claw. ‘In the weave shall be the shape of an octopus – a symbol of my triumph over the creature. But first, I wish to explore these coasts just a little before we begin to return to our homeland.’

Aware that they had entered a new ocean, new seas, the Oceanians felt insecure and a little afraid. This eerie, tall world was far removed from their own. It seemed less civilised, less understandable. Here there were strange winds, from unusual corners. Here the weather was ruled by unpredictable gods with moods sometimes savage, sometimes sullen, but rarely joyous. Here currents and tidal eddies seemed erratic and impetuous, changing at whim, following some mad god’s directions.

At every turn the Raiateans expected horrible monsters to lurch from the caves, or rise dripping with seaweed from the depths. They sensed the area’s differentness in their souls, knowing it to be a place quite unlike any Oceanian island. This was a piece of the earth which should have dropped away, into the chasm of nothingness beyond, but had somehow remained attached to the true world of the myriad islands of Oceania.

They sailed the waters for a few days, touching land once or twice, but warily. There were the lights of fires on the cliff tops at night, and on some of the smaller islands which were scattered some way up from the main body of land. In places the fires were so numerous Kupe felt there was a strong presence, a great many inhabitants, on that rugged coast. He and his men would stand no chance in open battle against such a number.

‘I wonder what dark gods they pray to here?’ he murmured to his crew. ‘This is indeed a place fit for demons.’

The Oceanians heard the beat of drums on the night air and the wailing of diabolical voices on the breeze.

The skies over the main island seemed always grey, with thick cloud blocking out the face of Ra. There was a great deal of rain, which washed down its own pathways on the cliffs, into the restless ocean. It was a brooding land, seeming to nurse resentment in its breast for some unknown ills perpetrated upon its crags and buttresses. A wild nature it had, with a savage spirit. Its warriors, Kupe was certain, would be just as fierce, just as brutal as the landscape on which they lived.

Then finally, as the crew were about to set off towards home, Kupe asked them to wait. He pointed to a cliff face.

‘Look there,’ said Kupe. ‘A white figure.’

The men, on following his arm, saw a creature on the vertical granite, working its way from crevice to crevice.

‘A demon, more like,’ cried Po.

If it was a demon it was in the shape of a white-skinned, barefoot man in sea-washed ragged garments, a cloth bag slung over his shoulder. He was collecting birds from their cliffside nests as he went, fulmars which he first strangled then placed carefully in the bag. The man seemed strong and nimble as he swung from crack to crack on the sheer face of the grey rock, at a height of some fifty men. Sometimes he hung by only one hand, his feet dangling, his other hand engaged snatching the fulmars from their nests. Sometimes the birds wheeled about him, shrieking in his ears, furious at his murder and theft of their comrades. He was a white and grey ghost mobbed by smaller white and grey ghosts.

Kupe concluded that the man was very strong, to be able to bear his own weight so frequently with a single arm.

‘See how he clings to the rock,’ he murmured. ‘And his movements are so dexterous.’

Still, the figure seemed confident, uncaring of the attacks by the birds, unimpressed by the drop into the deep ocean. If he fell, the sea would be sure to swallow him whole; Tangaroa would eat him. Even as they watched the waves clawed at the stone face, eager to rip the man from his perch. What amazed Kieto about the man was his long, flailing hair. Surely he was not a demon, but a hero from the past?

Po suddenly shouted, ‘See – at the top of the cliff.’

They all stared upwards, to witness another figure, this one with black hair flying in the wind. The face was again of a whiteness they had never seen before, except in albino children, and this new figure was slight, less muscled. The arms were slim, the shoulders lean. Kupe thought it to be either a woman or a youth in a ragged shift.

When the wind blew the shift hard against the figure, emphasising the shape beneath, Kupe concluded it was a woman; the breasts were large, the waist slim, the hips wide.

This person screamed something down to the man collecting fulmars, her face contorted. There was either distress, or anger, or some other violent emotion evident in her gestures. Her hands seemed to claw at the air. Her body contorted as if she were struggling with an unseen assailant. At times her mouth opened to scream words incomprehensible to the Raiateans, while the high wind lashed at her, screaming back.

She disappeared for a moment, then reappeared with a large rock in her hands. She purposely threw the stone down on the man. It struck and bounced from crag to crag, knocking off further chunks of stone. The man managed to swing one-handed out of the path of the falling rocks, though the acrobatics left him dangling dangerously for a moment.

‘A husband and wife battle, I think,’ joked one of the mariners. ‘Perhaps he has not been in her bed recently, but wandering a little amongst the beds of others?’

The men laughed at this, pleased to have some release from the tension.

The woman was railing at the man again, clawing at her breast as she did so. Spitting ugly words down upon the lone climber. She was clearly very distraught, as if the man were stealing her babies from those nests, rather than seabirds. Every so often she threw her arms high and shrieked at the dark, grey clouds, as if requesting assistance from the gods.

‘This is no matrimonial dispute,’ said Kupe. ‘I really think she means to kill him.’

Indeed, as if to prove him right, the woman disappeared again and returned with a rock larger than the one she had thrown down on the man before. So heavy was this stone she appeared to have difficulty in lifting it. Buffeted by the strong winds at the top of the cliff, the woman heaved the massive stone over the edge, the effort pulling her forward.

The stone plunged through space, completely missing the bird-nester, to splash only half a man’s length from the Oceanians’ bows.

‘Look out!’ cried Po. ‘The bitch nearly sank us.’

‘See, she falls!’ Kieto yelled.

The winds and the weight of the rock had caused her to overbalance and she followed in the wake of the stone she had cast down on the head of the man. She made no sound, but turned once in mid-air on her descent, her arms and legs stretched wide to form the shape of a star. The climber reached out for her as she passed, to grasp and save her, but her weight ripped him from the rock face too. Together they plummeted the whole way into the waters of the ocean, not far from the craft. It would only take a short while for the cold waters to drag them down, where they would be smashed by the waves against the cliff.

‘Take them,’ said Kupe.

The Raiateans paddled the canoe to where the two figures were struggling in the waves. The man was dragged aboard first. Po struck him with a paddle to keep him quiet. Then the woman was hauled over the deck. She was only semi-conscious, from her great fall, and they tossed her in the palm leaf hut.

‘Now, let us be on our way,’ Kupe ordered. ‘Steer to the right of the sun.’

When the man came round they were in calmer waters. Kupe had bound the man, hands and feet, so he would be no trouble to them. The woman was also bound with sennit cord, to stop her from jumping into the ocean, something she had already tried. So far the woman had remained silent, sullen and brooding, simply staring bleakly out over the passing waters at some unseeable thing in the middle distance.

The man woke on his side, coughed seawater on to the deck, and then tried to lift his head to see his captors. Now that the sun had dried him, they saw his hair was thick and red upon his head, not dark as they had first thought. His face too was covered in coarse, reddish hair, so that only his eyes and nose were visible. His pale, freckled arms were also hairy.

Po said, ‘He’s got more hair than a hog.’

‘Is e Dia mo bhuachaill,’ he yelled into the face of Po.

Po leapt back with alacrity, his face taut.

‘It’s true, he is a demon,’ Po cried. ‘We must chop him into small pieces and throw him into the water before he chants again. Who knows what magic he can conjure with those strange speakings?’

Kieto said, ‘I think he has the head of Ra. See how the red hair circles his white face …’

The man then proceeded to pour such dark language forth from his lips, all of it seemingly directed at Po, who was in his line of sight. Po looked around frantically for a weapon, seized on a wahaika club, and was about to dash the man’s brains out, when Kupe took hold of his arm.

‘No! This man is my prisoner.’

‘But he’s not a man,’ wailed Po. ‘He’s a creature of the darkness.’

‘Then why hasn’t he set himself free?’ Kupe reasoned. ‘If he’s such a powerful demon, why does he allow himself to be trussed like a chicken? No, this is a man, a very strange one, I’ll grant you, but a man just the same. Look how bruised his white skin is – this is ordinary flesh.’

‘Cha ghabh mi tuille,’ shrieked the man.

Po shuddered, remembering the land where the mist dropped like veils from high stone walls and drifted over the cold face of the sea as if it were shrouding a monster beneath.

Kupe had not admitted it to his fellow seafarers but he was fascinated by the creatures they had caught. The woman seemed quite wild, like a creature born of a storm, and the man too was not civilised or refined in any way. Kupe had already formed a certain respect for the man, for though like Kupe the man had no tattoos on his face, there were several on his body. They were of a design Kupe did not understand – in fact the longer he stared at them the more they confused him, making him feel giddy and a little ill with their complex interweavings – but they were definitely a body decoration of some kind.

There were, unlike those tattoos on his own body, pictures of strange creatures on the man’s skin. A shiver of fear went through the normally phlegmatic navigator when he looked at these illustrations. They were like no other animals he had ever seen before and he did not want to ask their names in case they were beasts from some damned place, some taboo land in an Otherworld, the names of which might turn an ordinary man’s mind to dust.

In a calm moment, when the man was no longer frantically fighting his bonds, nor screaming at Po and trying to bite the terrified mariner’s legs as he passed, Kupe sat by the sickly-pale creature and tried for information.

Kupe pointed to himself. ‘Kupe,’ he said.

The man’s washed-blue eyes stared hard at Kupe and he shook his red mane petulantly.

Kupe repeated the gesture and the word several times. Then he pointed to his prisoner.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

The man blinked those strange eyes, the colour of the sky near the horizon after rain.

Finally, the man said, ‘Pict.’

Kupe pointed to the woman, who glared back.

‘Who is she?’

The man gave the woman a tight, bitter little smile, before saying to Kupe, ‘I so a’ Scot bhean.’

Kupe shook his head, indicating that he did not understand so many words strung together.

‘Scot,’ the man repeated. ‘Scot bhean.’

The woman spat at him and turned her head away.

So it appeared their names were Pict and Scot, and that they hated each other with a terrible venom. Or at least the woman loathed the man. Kupe was not so sure that Pict hated Scot, for there was something wistful in the way that Pict’s eyes rested on the form of the woman sometimes; almost as if the man deeply regretted the antipathy. Some secret lay between these two creatures which would not be resolved until Kupe and his crew taught them to speak properly, in the way real people should. He gave the task of teaching them to young Kieto, since they both appeared to prefer the child’s company to that of any of the men.

‘Will you teach them to talk?’ asked Kupe of Kieto. ‘I would appreciate your help.’

Kieto, who was afraid of the two white demons they had dragged from the sea, hesitated, but finally said, ‘I can try, Prince Kupe.’

‘Good,’ Kupe smiled at the boy and ruffled his hair. ‘One day I think you will become a great hero, Kieto.’

‘Like you?’ said the boy, in great pleasure. ‘Just like you?’

‘Perhaps greater,’ laughed Kupe. ‘I have only discovered a new land – you, I think, will conquer it.’

It was Kupe’s intention to revisit the island where they had picked up the kula parrot, but on the way back a storm blew them off course and he understood that the gods did not wish him to become wealthy.

‘Wealth spoils a man, in any case,’ he told Po. ‘It makes him suspicious of other men and it makes him mean and pointed. Don’t you agree?’

‘Yes,’ said Po, sighing, ‘but I think I would have enjoyed being spoiled.’

Kupe smiled and shook his head.

‘You think you would.’

‘I know I would,’ said Po, refusing to be shaken.

At first, the deadly chill of the wind and evaporation of the seawater from the skin of the captives took their toll on the newcomers’ strength. It was conditions such as these which had shaped the physical and mental nature of the hardy Oceanians over the centuries. Spray from the bows drenched every part of the canoe and drying a wet skin in a cold wind was an accepted fact of a mariner’s life. Kupe’s seamen were provided with a layer of insulating fat and stamina to help them.

The captives however were not used to being sodden much of the time. They sat miserably shivering and hugging themselves on the deck of the canoe, even on hot days, until their bodies readjusted a little and they were able to cope. Both were hardy individuals, used to a cold, wet climate, even if they usually spent much of their time in stone-and-turf crofts. They were not the kind of people to die in such circumstances, though many others might. They were too obstinately angry with each other, and with life in general, to allow the wet and cold to carry them off. A fatal blow to the head with a club wielded by one or the other, yes, but not a thing like exposure.

Kieto began teaching the man to speak like a real person, instead of a demon or ghost.

The man learned quickly, over the many weeks, there being all the time in the world and no distractions. The woman refused to learn at all, simply glowering every time Kieto tried to engage her attention. So it was that they spoke with the man first and took his side of the story as the truth.

His name was not Pict – that was his people – he was called Seumas, and the woman the Pict told them, from a different people called the Scots, was named Dorcha. Seumas had killed Gealach, the husband of Dorcha, in a fair fight over the possession of a weapon called a ‘sword’, which once the deed had been done and bitterly regretted by Seumas, he had flung into the sea in an attempt to expunge his guilt.

‘A man’s life is not worth a sword,’ he told Kieto. ‘I have wished Gealach back to life again a thousand times.’

‘What is a sword?’ asked Kieto.

‘A long knife,’ replied Seumas.

Kieto knew what a knife was: a lei-o-mano, or a spike of sharpened obsidian, or a sliver of shell with a wooden handle.

‘How did you kill him?’ asked Kieto, fascinated by tales of single combat.

The pale, faded eyes stared at the boy for a moment before replying, ‘We fought on a hill at dawn, just as the world was waking. It was a long fight, for though Gealach was small, he was heavy-set and strong. Twice he almost broke my spine when he had me in a bear grip. On the third time I plunged a blade into his throat seven times. The blood spurted forth like a burn from a mountainside, staining the heather. He cursed me with his last gargled scream … that’s why I’m here today, I suppose – the result of Gealach’s curse.’

Kupe, who had been listening, said, ‘If that’s so, why is the woman here? Was she cursed too?’

Seumas conceded that this was a mystery. He stared at the woman, sulking as usual under the deck hut.

‘Perhaps she was unfaithful to him, at some time? Perhaps she was barren and could not bear him children? Perhaps she was cold in bed and kept her thighs tightly together when the passion was on him? Who knows. If I am here because I was cursed, then she too must have done something to displease a dying man whose oaths the gods take seriously.’

Kupe said, ‘If a woman wishes to go with another man, then that is a matter for the priests to decide. If a woman cannot bear children, then another will bear them in her place and make a gift of them to her. If a woman has no wish to be penetrated, that is her right, and the man must either seek his gratification elsewhere, or find a cold stream to rid himself of his desire.’

Seumas stared at Kupe and a grim expression came over his face.

‘Your people must be very different to mine. It is our right to kill the woman if she goes into another’s bed. A barren woman, we believe, must have sinned and upset the gods at some time to be so cursed, and therefore it is her fault there are no offspring. If a husband wants his wife, she must give herself to him, or be taken in anger.’

‘Indeed,’ said Kupe, shaking his head sadly, ‘we are from different worlds.’

That night the vessel passed the ‘island with the stink of ghosts’ putting fear into the hearts of the men as they passed on the outside of the reef, their eyes on the moonlit bleached bones of the dead, like broken coral, which were the beaches on the island with the stink of ghosts. Po asked the Tiki to take them away as quickly as possible, before the smell of the unhappy, dead spirits overwhelmed the crew and they were forced against their will to land on the island.

‘What is that foul odour?’ asked Seumas, but no one answered him for fear of arousing the rage of the island’s castaway ghosts, and they slipped on under the stars to happier waters.

Next morning, on a calm sea, the Pict was being rubbed down with vegetable oil by Kieto. The Pict’s pale complexion had turned a nasty red colour under the sun, even though he spent much of his time in the shade of the deck hut. The oil would help protect his delicate skin.

The woman too was beginning to darken a little, though she had been much more careful than the man to keep herself covered from the sun.

Seumas stared at the wooden statue on the deck as he was being massaged and asked Kieto, ‘Who is that ugly brute Po seems to love so much?’

He nodded at the roughly hewn idol strapped to the front of the deck.

‘That is Tiki,’ whispered the boy. ‘You must not call him ugly or he will take us out onto false waters, where we’ll lose ourselves in darkness and all drown.’

‘Really?’ said Seumas. ‘But what is it, this Tiki?’

‘Tiki was our first ancestor, who led us out of the darkness into the light. Now he is still with us, in our wooden statues of him.’

Seumas stared at the idol. ‘Well, he was surely an ugly bastard …’

‘Bastard?’

Seumas hesitated and then replied wryly, ‘Someone born out of wedlock – if Tiki was the first, then he couldn’t have had married parents could he? So, in a manner of speaking, he was a bastard orphan – with all due respect.’

Dorcha stirred in the hut. There were two men on the back of the craft, fishing for the day’s meal. A small turtle already lay on the deck. The woman had been watching these two, but she turned now and stared at Seumas.

‘I know of another bastard,’ she said, darkly in the language of the Oceanians.

‘Meaning me, I suppose?’ said Seumas. ‘I thought you couldn’t speak their words.’

‘I only had to listen while they were teaching you,’ she sneered. ‘You think you’re so clever? I got it while you were still stumbling over that thick tongue of yours.’

She then ignored Seumas and turned to Kieto.

‘Boy,’ she said, her dark-stone eyes flashing, ‘who is this Tiki? Is he the Adam of your people?’

Kieto was frightened of this savage woman who looked like a witch in her ragged dress, with her curly, matted, dark hair piled wild and thick about her head. Her face, beneath the tangle of hair, was pretty enough, though a little sharp and often quite dirty. And she ringed her eyes with the black of charcoal from the fire, making them look like deep pits within which were two glintering black jewels.

As the Pict had done before they made him bathe, she stank strongly of body odour and the peat turf of her homeland, with a few other unidentifiable smells besides. The toes of her feet, bound in leather strips, poked filthy and odorous from between the hide cladding. She resisted all attempts to wash her body, scratching and clawing at any man who laid a hand on her, as if cleanliness would weaken her in some way. Since the dirt was thick beneath her nails, not unnaturally the men were frightened of getting an infection from the wounds she inflicted.

‘The Adam?’ asked Kieto, nervously. ‘What is the Adam?’

‘Adam and Eve,’ said the woman. ‘Are you heathens too, like that bastard there?’

Seumas laughed. ‘She’s heard about a new religion,’ he said. ‘The worship of a man who was pegged through his hands and feet – nailed against a tree.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Kupe, who had been busy with the sail, ‘a man was pegged up on a tree? Surely, it must be the tree they worship then, not the man? The man was obviously a sacrifice to the tree, wasn’t he?’

‘That’s my thinking, certainly,’ said Seumas. ‘This new religion has come from somewhere south of our land of Albainn, from the country of the Angles and Jutes. It started on one of the islands, so they tell me – a place called Lindisfarne – and there are people known as monks and priests involved. I would hang the lot.’

Dorcha gave Seumas a disgusted look and turned away, as if he were not worth the effort of an argument.

Kupe asked, ‘What is your thinking then? About the gods?’

‘Me? I might make a prayer to the sun for coming up in the morning, or to the moon for giving me a good hunt – perhaps to the mossy rock where I took my first girl, or a sacred tree from which I cut my first spear? – but I would not pray to a crucified man hanging from a tree. Let the flesh rot on him, and the corbies pick at his bones, he wouldn’t get my words sprinkled on his spirit.’

‘Heathen,’ muttered Dorcha. ‘Murdering heathen bastard – 1 hope you rot on a tree some day.’

‘Heathen am I?’ snarled Seumas. ‘Don’t I ask the Owl-god to watch over me at night and warn me of the coming of my enemies? Don’t I call to the Hare-god or the Stag-god for speed when I run? Don’t I yell for the Eagle-god when I fall on the kill? How can I be a heathen? I pray to more gods than you have fingers and toes. More than one, at any rate.

‘And if I do hang on a tree, I don’t want them to pray over me like they do to that creature of yours.’

‘Don’t worry, they won’t – they’ll just spit on the corpse.’

‘Good. Make sure you’re the first.’

‘I want to be the one who puts you up there!’ she said, whirling on him, her eyes flashing.

Kupe was steering the canoe in the direction of the wind Maoae farara toerau, which on the windflower was the first to the right of the top petal of the bloom. There was a thin layer of light grey ambergris on the surface of the sea, which had a pleasant smell in the noonday sun. Kupe had been explaining to Seumas that the waves had points in this part of the ocean and its colour was a deep grey-green, which put them in the region of an island known as the Conch.

‘We are nearing our home island of Raiatea and will soon be amongst our people.’

Seumas nodded. It meant nothing to him. He was, now that the initial shock of his capture and his interest in his captors had waned a little, feeling very homesick. He wanted to be in the mountains and glens of Albainn, smelling the sweet turf, chasing the deer, feeling a chill wind on his skin and the dew beneath his feet. The ocean around him seemed endless, surely was infinite, and his life ahead of him eternal.

There was a woman he loved back there in Albainn, with a lithe pale body and a temper to match a wildcat’s. Seumas had been about to be joined with her in tribal marriage when he had killed the Scot, thus delaying the wedding. The two spiral tattoos on his neck were symbols that he was betrothed and unavailable to other women. Po had told him that on Raiatea the men wore a flower called a frangipani bloom behind their left ear when they were similarly betrothed, but even Seumas could see that the flower could be switched to behind the bachelor ear in a sexual emergency. Now he had betrothal tattoos and yet he was still unmarried. No woman would take him seriously.

He stared gloomily out over the desert of water wondering if he would ever see his homeland again. Kupe had taken him, so the man himself had said, in order to familiarise the Oceanians with the ways of the Albannachs. Did Kupe really believe that Seumas was a traitor, that he would betray his people? Seumas had said as much to the great navigator.

‘Not yet,’ Kupe admitted, ‘but by the time we need your help, you will be one of us.’

‘I shall never be one of you,’ replied Seumas, fiercely. ‘I am a Pict first and an Albannach last, and there is no room for any other loyalties between those two.’

‘So you say now,’ smiled Kupe, infuriatingly. ‘In any case, just by studying you and the woman, we can get a certain amount of information about your people – useful facts.’

Seumas had nodded grimly. ‘If you’re thinking of trying to conquer Albainn, forget it. The tribes there are full of fierce and brutal warriors, who would rather kill outsiders than each other, and they’re quite fond of murder and pillage amongst their own kind, believe me. Scots, and my own people, the Picts. Clans who hate each other will join to fight a common enemy. In the land above us the Angles and Jutes have found that to their cost. They too are more than a match for you, being more advanced in the science of warfare than us. They have weapons the likes of which you have not even dreamed.’

‘We shall conquer Albainn and the land of the Angles – what do you call it?’

‘They call it Engaland. We call it Cú-Tìr.’

‘What does that mean?’

Seumas smiled. ‘Land of Dogs.’

Kupe nodded. ‘We shall conquer that land – and yours.’

Seumas laughed. ‘They are too many – and there are Irish on an island near Engaland.’

‘We shall still conquer them also,’ said Kupe, with remarkable if infuriating confidence.

Dorcha spoke now, from the shadows of the hut, where she was drinking coconut juice and eating sweet potato and breadfruit.

‘The Pict is right – you will never conquer our tribes, nor those above us, the tribes of Engaland.’

‘And why is that?’

‘Iron,’ she said, simply.

She had used the Gaelic word, not knowing the Oceanian equivalent.

Seumas saw what she meant and had to give her credit for her intelligence. Not until now had he actually realised that there was no metal on the boat, in the boat or about the Oceanian seafarers who crewed the craft. Their weapons were made of wood, teeth, shells and bone. There were wooden pegs and binding cord keeping the canoe together. They wore no copper amulets, nor bronze tores, nor golden earrings. It had been obvious to Dorcha and was now clear to Seumas, that the Oceanians did not know metal. It was outside their experience.

‘The woman is right,’ he said. ‘You can’t fight a war against the Albannachs and English tribes without iron weapons. You’d be cut down like wild wheat under sickles.’

‘This iron is a superior material?’ questioned Kupe.

‘It is harder, tougher and more resilient than the hardest stone or flint, and you can sharpen it so finely you can cut a hog’s hair in two lengthways.’

‘It sounds lethal.’

‘It makes a man ten times more powerful.’

‘Well,’ smiled Kupe, ‘so at least we know about this iron, before we go into battle against it.’

Seumas’s face fell. He knew that he and Dorcha had been duped by the smooth tongue of Kupe. It was exactly as the great navigator had told him just a short time ago – the Oceanians would learn much just from talking casually with their captives, without the full co-operation of the Pict and the Scot.

‘Perhaps,’ continued Kupe, ‘you can show us how to make this iron prior to our departure for the Land-of-Mists, which is the name I have given your country.’

Seumas looked quickly at Dorcha, then said to Kupe, ‘I wouldn’t and I couldn’t – you can’t make iron out of nothing – you have to have ore.’

‘You think we haven’t got this ore?’

‘I’m certain, or you would have found it and used it by now, just as we have. Anyway, it’s as I say, we wouldn’t show you how to use it, even if we could. You’re talking about invading our land, our people. How can you expect us to assist you in that endeavour?’

‘We’re not going yet. Perhaps not in my lifetime. One day, when the time is right, when the gods decide we must go to the Land-of-Mists and conquer it. Then we shall go. But that’s in the future. By then you will have children by one or more of our women, and Dorcha will have for a husband one of our men …’

‘A very brave one,’ muttered Po, sitting sewing nearby. Kupe ignored this remark, while Dorcha glared at the mariner with black-rimmed eyes, causing him to twitch in embarrassment – and not a little fear of witchcraft.

‘… and you will be Raiateans, both of you.’

‘It still won’t help you defeat men of iron,’ Dorcha told Kupe. ‘Even if we fall down and kiss your feet.’

‘There are ways,’ replied Kupe, his casual confidence confounding both the Albannachs. ‘Alliances can be made, friends can be bought. The time will come.’

Kupe suddenly turned and sniffed the breeze.

‘I smell land,’ he said. ‘The swell is taking us closer to an island. Look.’

He pointed to a far distant cloud on the base of which was a light green tinge.

‘That’s the reflection of a lagoon,’ he told the two Albannachs. ‘An atoll or an island. We shall soon be in Raiatean waters. Tiki has seen us home.’

‘God bless him,’ muttered Dorcha, but even Seumas didn’t know whether or not she was being sarcastic.
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Once he had become used to the idea of captivity, a condition which would have been abhorrent to him several weeks ago, Seumas was able to turn his mind to studying his captors.

There was much to admire in them. They seemed civilised and appeared to have a higher standard of living than his own people. There was a harmony between them which Seumas did not recognise at first, coming from a clan where discord was the prime mover and motivator of deeds.

The Picts lived in caves and hovels, while Kieto had described to him houses made of hardwood with elaborately carved doorposts and pillars, good thatched roofs which kept out the rain, and solid walls. Inside these houses it was neat and clean. There were no half-gnawed bones scattered over the bedspaces, as there were in Pict dwellings, nor the ashes of a dozen previous fires littering floors.

For food the Raiateans had a vast array of fruits and vegetables. Even on board the canoe there were taro roots, yams, coconuts, pandanus fruit, dried bananas, sweet potatoes and breadfruit. In separate gourds there were breadfruit paste, hard poi and fresh water. There was no meat on board, but Kieto had told him that back on the island there were pigs, dogs and something called a chicken which was apparently a flightless domestic bird.

Most of the flesh the islanders ate however came from fish in the sea; a dozen varieties of reef fish, dorado, shark, barracuda and turtle kebabs.

In turn hundreds of varieties of shellfish were gathered from the coral, along with crabs, lobsters, cuttlefish and squid.

The Raiateans seemed to eat like kings.

The climate on Raiatea, and its near neighbour Borabora, was kinder than that of Albainn, being hot and sunny most of the time, with much rain at certain times of year.

Yet, there were things Seumas did not like about his captors.

They seemed arrogant beyond their measure, which to him was a great sin. A Pict was modest about his achievements and his prowess. Po would brag for hours about a shark he had caught with a magic stone. The bailers would laughingly challenge Seumas to keep up with their rhythmic bailing with half-coconut shells and laugh at him again when he had to stop because his arm felt like it was being wrenched from its socket. Even Kupe, the aloof navigator prince, informed Seumas proudly of his achievements as a warrior, saying he had never been beaten in single combat and describing how he had chased and killed the great octopus which had led him to Albainn.

They are too full of themselves, he thought. They make too much of their skills and talents.

Again, their physical appearance and manners were too feminine for a Pict. Even though they were a stocky race of creatures, their faces were too pretty, too unblemished. Seumas could not help feeling superior to them in manliness, though he was at a loss to explain how. Certainly their seamanship was second to none, their navigating skills nothing short of magical, their individual strengths astonishing. Yet, they were not masculine in the Pict sense. They moved too fluidly, walked too lightly on their feet, had too ready a smile and too soft a touch.

A Pict, or indeed Angle and Scot, held himself inside, did not reveal easily his ability at anything. A Pict had fortitude without display. A Pict hid his endurance and grit, his mettle, beneath a gruff but indifferent exterior. A Pict did not smile overmuch, nor fuss with foodstuffs, nor care very much where he shat. A Pict was stern and hard, hitting a man first then offering hospitality to the cripple later, after the man was disabled and pathetic. A Pict was a rock of a man, walking heavily on the earth, stepping aside for no one, bludgeoning those who dared to block his path.

A Pict was, in Seumas’s opinion, more of a man.

Finally, he was contemptuous of the way they treated Dorcha, most of them being afraid of her, and others, Kupe especially, treating her like some kind of a lady. None of them seemed to smell or see the womanliness about her. None of them seemed in the least interested in bedding her. The smell of her drove Seumas crazy with sexual desire. He could not understand how his captors could stay away from such a woman. Once, her loose shift blew up above her waist, under which she had nothing, and Seumas almost choked on his passion.

If Dorcha had been a captive of his he would have taken her long before now (though almost certainly against her will). Seumas found the widow of the man he had killed immensely desirable. Seumas was glad his breeks were loose and full, for they often hid a penis stiffened to the point of being painful. His lust for her haunted his every waking moment, as he often caught sight of her white thighs while she slept under the deck hut on a windy afternoon, or the shape of her breasts disclosed by a wet shift that stuck to her skin. Sometimes he felt he would go mad because he knew he could not have her.

After the death of her husband Dorcha had only one thought in mind: to kill her husband’s murderer. The desire for revenge flooded her every moment. She was desperate to see the Pict’s blood splashing on the earth. She had pictures in her head, of him begging her for mercy, of her laughing at him, reminding him of how little mercy he had shown her husband, and then dashing out his brains with the laugh still ringing in his ears. These were wild thoughts, wild pictures, but they had sustained her through her grief and through the realisation of her poverty.

It was true she had loved her husband and desired the death of the Pict for emotional reasons, but she also had to avenge her husband’s death in order to be accepted back once more into Scots society. The other women of the clan would not speak to her until she had righted the wrong, retrieved her family honour, shown the Picts that the Scots were a people with whom to be reckoned. Until that time she would have been an outcast, eating the roots of trees, begging for scraps from strangers, perhaps selling her body to wayfarers and travellers.

Had there been a man in the family, a father or brother, who could have carried out this deed on her behalf, she could have stepped back and been a spectator. But the clan had been massacred the previous year in a battle with a clan in the next glen and many of the menfolk were already dead. A murder was a murder, however, and a stain on a clan’s honour.

On being captured by the Raiateans, something bad inside her had died. She still wanted to kill the Pict, but there was an indifference settling next to her desire for revenge. The world of Albainn seemed far away now, another life, and it was clear to her that the Oceanians were not going to harm her in any way. She had no doubt they could be ferocious in war, indeed whenever the necessity arose, but they did not seem to feel the need for constant aggression like her own people. They were not belligerent for the sake of it, had little scorn in them, and there was a gentleness about their spirit which she felt was a power of good.

In these waters she sensed the presence of strange gods, quite unlike those she had known in Albainn, or the new religion which was creeping into her homeland. More psychic than her fellow Albannach her spirit quickly tuned to the supernature of her new environment and she believed the stories Kieto told of ancestor ghosts, the spirits of ancient heroes and the tales of the creator gods of the sea, earth and sky.

Here, under this clear sky, the stars were brighter and more numerous. Recently, having come out of her sulks, Kieto had shown her the major constellations: The Bird’s Body, The North Wing, The Bamboo, Small Face with Small Eyes, Adze, The Carrying Stick, Double Man, White Squirrelfish Stars, The Net, The Path Of Three and The Tongs. Her people had no names for these sets of stars, but a monk passing through her village from Lindisfarne, the same man who had brought the message of the new religion, had told her another list of names, like Sirius, Aries, Alpha and Beta Centauri, Southern Cross and Taurus. It was all so fascinating, so magical, and she wept for the knowledge that could be hers if someone would only pass it to her.

There was little homesickness in her, for the peat-fire hearth she had left behind, for the damp, stinking croft where her blankets rotted and her husband’s empty stool stood ready to remind her of her widow status.

From what she had heard she was going to an island in the sun, whose name was Raiatea. A heaven. That sounded better than the place whence she had come, which once she had lost her man might be called ‘Near Hell’. She was going to a place where food was in plenty; where there were hot, white sands and gentle breakers on beaches protected by something called a coral reef; where the women were held almost equal to the men; where colours were bright and days were long and warm with delicate breezes caressing the skin, where fruit could be picked from trees all year round and the only thing to fear was a tropical storm.

That sounded like a heaven to her.

As for the Pict, she now felt a little sorry for him, though this feeling was heavily diluted by her hate for him. He looked miserable and forlorn as he sat on the front of the canoe’s deck, the spray flicking over his salt-stained ragged vest and breeks. Occasionally he would turn and look at her and she would see the lust in his eyes and feel contempt for him. He wanted her, she believed, not because he desired her for herself, but because she was the wife of his victim. He wanted complete victory, to conquer all. That was why he wanted her, though she doubted he understood that himself.

The Pict himself, she also realised, unlike her was longing for his home. But then the Pict had more back there than she had herself. He was a man, for one thing, and had a much higher status in life. He could do as he wished: beat his wife when he felt unhappy, kick his dog, hunt, kill a man for a sword or any other possession. He could get out of the hovel whenever he wanted to, and leave his woman to wash his filthy clothes, to cook his meals, to make his bed, to wait in patience with open legs ready for him to bury himself inside her. He was master back there, and she much the slave, and all that had changed when the two of them had been swept away into this other world of darker men with brighter souls.

Kieto was no longer so afraid of the woman with the strange smell and fish-belly skin. Kupe had instructed him to teach the woman and the man the legends and stories of real people, tales of larger-than-life heroes of the ancient world, like Maui; of great ancestors like Tiki; and of Great Gods like Tangaroa. Kieto began with the story of how the coconut came into being.

The goddess Hine, who has always been known for her appetite for men, fell in love with the gigantic Eel-man, Te Tuna. She lived at the bottom of the sea with him amongst the waving fronds of the sea bed plants. Eventually, however, Hine became bored with Te Tuna despite his great size in the region of passion, and she made an excuse to leave him.

‘I need a new raiment,’ she said. ‘I shall visit the Nekaneka tribe, who are superb weavers.’

‘As you wish, my dear,’ said Te Tuna, not suspecting that she intended to stay away forever, ‘but come back to your sea bed soon.’

With that, Hine left, but not to seek garments, for she could spin her own with great skill, but rather to look for a new man to satisfy her. She called first at the atoll of the Raru-vai-i-o, the Deep-penetrating-men, who were known throughout Oceania for their sexual prowess. Arriving in the early evening, when the skies were blood-red, at a time when the men were seeking their partners for the night, she stepped naked onto the coral shores. They asked her who she was, and she told them. She said she was a woman seeking a new great shaft of desire to fulfil her needs.

‘Look to my dark triangle, you men of these fair isles, for it has a need to be cloven asunder!’

Now Hine is a goddess of amazing beauty, but her presence on the atoll terrified the tribesmen.

‘You must not stop here, Hine,’ they cried in fear, ‘for we know the monster Eel-man to be a ferocious warrior. He will come here with his intimates and slay every one of us. You must look for your new lover elsewhere, for our fear makes us hang limp like a palm leaf in the rain.’

Feeling nothing but contempt for the Deep-penetrating tribe, she continued on her way to arrive at some islands where lived the men of the Peka tribe, or Loving-hug people, who were famous for their lingering embraces and sexual stamina.

‘Will one of you take me to his bed?’ cried Hine, in frustration, ‘or are you frightened little men, like the Raru-vai-i-o tribe?’

‘Let your desire carry you further,’ shouted the Peka men, hiding in the bushes, ‘otherwise Te Tuna will thrust himself amongst us as a blunt-nosed shark and cause us untold misery.’

Angrily, Hine left the Peka men and sought out the men of the Ever-erect tribe, whose sturdy staves were known throughout the watery world, but on hearing Hine’s request they scuttled away and hid in damp caves, where for the first time in their lives they became flaccid and useless to women.

Fuming with discontent now, Hine went on her way, to arrive at last on the shores of the island where the demi-god Maui lived with his mother.

Now Maui’s mother wanted grandchildren and she knew Hine to be a fertile goddess, so when she heard Hine’s plaintive call, she encouraged her son to go out and invite the goddess to his home. Maui did as his mother bid and fell in love with Hine immediately, taking her to his bed that very night. Hine’s sighs could be heard over half the ocean and all the other tribesmen emerged from their hiding places knowing she had at last found a lover who could satisfy her carnal needs.

The trouble was, the tribesmen were so relieved they took to mocking Te Tuna, telling him he was a cuckold. The great Eel-man, whose penis everyone believed to be the largest in the world, was at first unconcerned by their taunting, since he was not a creature who liked to roam far from his nest. He satisfied himself by sullying Hine’s name, calling her a woman of no virtue. He told everyone she was hopeless as a paramour and had never satisfied him anyway and that he was glad to be rid of her.

Still they jeered at him, cried that what lay under his skirt was a small insignificant thing compared to that which was under Maui’s, until finally he lost his temper and threatened to visit Maui’s island to teach him a lesson.

‘We’ll see who has the biggest,’ he cried. ‘Mine is so large the elements go mad when they see it!’

Te Tuna then began a karakia chant, to assist him in his endeavour to destroy Maui, for nothing now would satisfy his fury but the total destruction of the little demi-god.

The tribesmen listened to the chant and then went to tell tales on the Eel-man, calling at Maui’s island and informing him that Te Tuna was going to meet him in mortal combat, and that he should make himself ready for a contest.

‘Pooh, I am not afraid of an eel,’ said Maui. ‘How big is he anyway?’

‘Big?’ the tribesmen cried, delightedly, ‘he is immense.’

‘Is he as erect and massive as that stone stack over there?’ asked Maui, pointing to a tall needle of rock.

Fearing that Maui would shy away from the fight, they replied, ‘More like a soft-wood tree.’

‘What about the shape,’ asked Maui. ‘Is it straight?’

‘More like a curved fern tree,’ they answered.

‘Ha!’ sneered Maui. ‘Then he’d better beware, because if I reveal what I have underneath my tapa bark skirt it will turn the weather insane.’

Nothing happened for a while, however, because Te Tuna was busy with his chants. As his power grew the skies became darker and darker, lightning flashed, and thunder rolled. The waves on the ocean grew large and crashed on the beaches of Maui’s island and the other people of his tribe began to grow frightened.

‘What if Te Tuna is not satisfied with destroying Maui,’ they whispered amongst themselves, ‘but wants to demolish the whole of our nation?’

They grumbled that men should not steal the wives of others, even if those wives should come to them first.

One terrible day, when the sky was black with worry, the Eel-man finally arrived on the shores of Maui’s island and called him to come out and fight. Te Tuna had brought with him four very dangerous friends: Pup-vae-noa, or Mound-with-a-target; Porporo-tu-a-huaga, or Massive-testicles; Toke-a-kura, or Swollen-clitoris; and Maga-vai-i-e-rire, or Loop-that-strangles-man’s-penis.

Te Tuna stood on the reef of Maui’s island and took off his tapa bark kilt, revealing his monstrous eel. The ocean reeled at the sight and produced a tidal wave, which swept towards Maui’s island and threatened to engulf it.

‘Ha!’ cried Maui, in triumph. ‘I knew I was larger!’

With a sweeping gesture he tore off his own skirt and exposed a small man’s most mighty weapon. It was twice the size of the Eel-man’s and the sky gasped and swallowed the wind, the land shuddered and shrank, and the giant wave reversed itself immediately, rushing back and carrying off Te Tuna’s friends.

The Eel-man himself was left at the mercy of Maui.

Now Maui is not a vindictive demi-god, but simply a cocky young half-deity. He is magnanimous in victory. He is always full of himself, but with good reason, having a thousand tricks at his fingertips. Once the two were clothed he extended a welcome to Te Tuna and asked him to spend the night on the island.

‘Just because we have fought, and you have lost, does not mean that I should not offer you hospitality,’ said Maui.

However, though the Eel-man accepted the invitation he had to spend several sleepless hours behind thin walls, listening to the moaning of Hine in the throes of ecstasy. Maui made love to Hine the whole night long. It was more than Te Tuna could stand.

‘We must fight again,’ he said savagely to Maui. ‘This time the contest must be a little more fair.’

‘What do you suggest?’ asked the trickster god.

‘We must each go inside the other’s body, one at a time, and try to defeat one another.’

Maui agreed to this and said Te Tuna could go first.

The Eel-man began by chanting his karakia.


The enormous eel swims through the sea,

His strength is superlative,

His boldness and courage unbeatable.

The moray is majestic muscle, it fills the coral hole

       with its menacing form.



With that he disappeared into Maui’s body and tried to destroy Maui from within, seeking out his heart to squeeze it until it burst. But the tricky Maui kept his heart on the move, changing it now with his liver, now with his kidneys, now with his pancreas, all of which slipped from Te Tuna’s fingers, they being so slithery. Finally, Te Tuna’s time was up and he had to emerge.

‘Now it is my turn,’ said Maui.


Now the feisty man begins to fight,

Entering with no fear or fright.

He is disdainful of the other’s deed

Being sure to fulfil his own creed,

       To win at any cost!



With that, Maui entered the body of Te Tuna, who immediately began moving his heart around so that Maui could not grasp and crush it. Maui did not bother doing this because the tricky demi-god had swallowed a stem of mohio fern which made him expand to four times his normal size. Maui grew rapidly until he caused the mighty Eel-man to burst asunder. Te Tuna exploded like a plugged volcano, his flesh flying everywhere. Only his head remained intact, which Maui severed from his shoulders.

Maui threw the head on a rubbish tip, but his mother got hold of it and told Maui to bury it beside the house. Maui did so, underneath the window, then forgot all about it.

After the annual rains had been he noticed a shoot coming up from the ground where he had buried Te Tuna’s head.

‘That’s a new one,’ he murmured. ‘What kind of plant is that?’

The shoot grew into a sapling, then a tall tree with feathery fronds at the top. At the point where the leaves grew, some sea-green oval shapes appeared. Maui’s mother called them coconuts.

When Maui first picked one he found the juice very sweet. Later there was meat inside the kernel. Maui planted some more coconut palms. He took the leaves from the palms and used them to make a roof for his house. The trunks he employed as corner posts. Soon other men were doing the same, putting to use every part of the coconut palm. The gigantic Eel-man had become one of the most useful plants in the whole of Oceania. Maui sang:


This is the way we favour our foes:

We do not throw them on the offal heap,

Nor cast them into the ocean:

We let them ripen anew

In some more useful form to men.

I am the trickster demi-god Maui

Who swallowed a leaf, destroyed my foe:

The dolt Te Tuna tried to undo me

But cunning and cleverness overcomes

        anger, strength and boastful oaths.

Such a dunce, Te Tuna, pompous eel!



When the story was over, Seumas raised his eyebrows and looked at Dorcha. She ignored his attempt at conspiracy, so he said to Kieto with some prudishness, ‘I don’t think it’s fitting that you should tell such stories in front of a woman.’

‘And why not?’ asked Dorcha, turning on him. ‘You think women don’t talk of such things?’

‘I don’t think they should,’ he said, primly.

She snorted at him. ‘You are a poor man, Seumas.’

He didn’t know what she meant by that, but it left him feeling wretched.

At that moment the mariners on board the ocean-going canoe started yelling and jumping up and down. Seumas looked up to see what was the matter and discerned a white line of breakers in the distance. Beyond this were the still waters of a light-green lagoon, and from the middle of this placid lake rose an island, green and lush, with ragged peaks and crags veiled in mist.

The shape of the rocks was quite unlike those of Seumas’s homeland, where the boulders and ridges had been worn smooth by the passing of time. The natural architecture here rose narrow and sinister out of deep clefts in the mountain and some twisted into hideous shapes as if clawing at passing clouds. Seumas was quite willing to believe there were gods amongst those ugly mizzle-shrouded peaks.

On the beach, from which the sail with the black octopus had been sighted, were laughing, waving people with flowers in their hair, around their necks, and even around their ankles and wrists.

‘Raiatea,’ cried Po in Seumas’s ear. ‘My homeland.’

Seumas nodded. ‘Your homeland – but not mine.’

Po’s Tiki received the crew’s thanks for leading them homewards. Kupe reserved his main worship for Tangaroa, the god of the ocean. Tangaroa was greatly pleased with Kupe, who had followed the octopus sent by Tangaroa to lead the navigator prince to the shores of the Land-of-Mists. He received the sacrifice of turtles and sharks which Kupe cooked and ate in his honour, with due gratification. The god of the sea slept green and peaceful that night, in the knowledge of his success.
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