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1SIREN

A Myth of the Sea Retold

 


For thousands of years men have been going to sea, seeking adventure, riches, discovery, wealth, power and many other things. Mankind has always been fascinated by the sea and all it offers, many times likening the sea to a woman: bountiful, beautiful, yet inexplicable, and so often dangerous. Stories of sirens and other sea beings abounded in the lore of the sea, and many a sailor believed to his dying breath the creatures were real.

These days, nobody believes in Sirens. These days, we have science, logic and knowledge to assure us Sirens are only ancient myths. We know better.

Or perhaps, we don’t know as much as we think we do.

 


* * *


 


1851

Off the Skeleton Coast of Africa

 


The
Telesto
was breathing her last. Her groaning timbers cracked and broke on the uncharted reef that had appeared from nowhere and destroyed
Telesto’s
rudder. Through storm-soaked hair, John Wall grimaced at the last mast, wondering how long before it, too, crumpled like a broken matchstick. The gale had ripped and shredded the reefed sails. The mighty clipper ship that had been John Wall's pride for the past seven years was about to go down, carrying with it the precious cargo he’d bought in China with his life savings.

Barefoot, ragged and soaked to the skin, John fought for balance on
Telesto's
listing deck. He squinted into the ink-black sea and storm as a flash of sheet lightning illuminated his last surviving long boat below, crammed with his remaining crew and bouncing on the rough waves..

"Come with us, Cap'n," his bos'n, Cotton, pleaded. "We got room for you."

John shook his head, his hands gripping the broken gunwale to make himself resist the temptation. Even one more man in the boat would be too much against the already overwhelming odds. He was their captain. He owed them their chance to survive.

Just before the storm had struck at sundown when he had spotted the desolate mountains behind the long sandy, African Coast, he'd known they were in trouble. They should have been far out to sea. But the frigid Benguela Current that ripped along the coast had snagged them. Then the storm had roared up. They’d had no chance to escape.

John gulped down the depths of his sorrow. His men were doomed, even if they did make it ashore. This was not called the Skeleton Coast for nothing. The treacherous desert coast was the grave of both men and ships for four hundred miles.

Sheet lightning lit the sky. The long boat swept up the slope of a wave as tall as
Telesto's
long-gone mizzen mast. His heart went into his throat. Then darkness.
Telesto
lifted fast in the huge swell, then dropped. John flipped like flotsam into the air and slammed against the deck as the ship crunched against the reef. He grabbed a broken shroud and clung for his life. Lightning flashed again, a thousand ragged stripes zipping from sky to earth. He hauled himself up to the gunwale, clutching the frayed shroud, his eyes scanning the waves, blinded by the darkness, blinded even more by the brilliance. The long boat had vanished. Maybe it had made it beyond the wall of waves. Maybe it was too far into the depth of night to be seen now.

He could hope. That was all.

"Come to me, John Wall. . ."

The Siren's song.

For a moment, the world, the storm, the ship all seemed suspended and still. He knew her song. He had heard it many times. Its music echoing, endlessly long and clear like the angel brightness of a choir, it rode above the waves and howling winds, and wrapped around him like the waving tendrils of her gleaming copper hair. Spellbound, he clung to the gunwale, and searched the darkness for a glimpse of the mesmerizing creature. There she was, shimmering against the tall, black crests and even blacker, violent skies.

Siren. His destiny.

So many times he had seen her, times like this, rising above the sea in a gauze-like gown that shone like moonbeams and billowed in the wind. She called to him, only to him, when the sea reached up as it did tonight to gather unwilling sailors into its bosom.

But her song was Death. How easy it was to forget.

"Come to me, John Wall. . . Come to me. . ."

She was gone, then. . . There! Again he saw her, illuminated in the flashes, dancing, weaving in and out of the waves. Her long hair glowed Titian, its glorious waves stretching down to touch the water, then fanning out, then reaching for him like beckoning fingers. His hands seemed to have minds of their own, reaching out to touch the strands.

He clenched his fists, forcing himself to remember.
"No, Siren, I will not go. I will not die this night."

As if commanded by the Siren, a giant flash and roar split the air, slamming John against the deck. The lonely main mast crackled and wailed, splintering a fiber at a time, creeping in timeless descent toward the listing deck. John sprinted away, an uphill run, as the mast fell aiming toward the sea. He saw the yardarm coming at his head, too late. Brilliant stars flashed pain. He staggered, fighting for consciousness, grasping air as he slid across the deck and smashed against the starboard gunwale just as
Telesto
rose up in the swell, listed, then crashed once more onto the reef.

John hit the freezing water, instantly coming alert. He swam for a dark something that floated and latched his arms around it. The broken mast, with parts of the main topsail still clinging to it, was balanced in the water by the remnants of its yardarms. Salt surf stung his eyes. Cold chills wracked him as he dragged himself onto the mast. He wrapped a part of the torn sail around himself and stretched out on his back, gasping for air, as sheets of green water washed over him.

So odd, that he felt safe just knowing the mast would float, perhaps for days. His battered head, throbbing with an ache that pounded like a hammer inside his head, made him want to sleep. Just close his eyes. . .

Don't sleep. You'll drown.

John forced his eyes open. There was no way to sit to stay awake. His head began to wobble.
Don't sleep.

"Come to me, John Wall,"
sang the Siren. Unbelievable beauty in the midst of the storm's dire chaos.

Beauty. Peace. Safety, warmth. . . It was a promise of paradise. . .

"Come to me. . ."

Always so beautiful. . . A song for no other man but him. The most beautiful song a man had ever heard, lilting up and down like the rhythm of waves. He could almost imagine it following the wind and weaving in and out like the scarf of a dancer. His body began to ache with desire despite the frigid water. His heart was wrapped up in wanting, yearning.

For the mysterious creature who lured men to their deaths.

"Not tonight, Siren," he said aloud, but hearing the exhaustion in his own voice. He even gave a bitter chuckle into the wild wind, for he no longer feared some mortal man would hear him and think him crazy.

The storm began to sing with the Siren. The sea began to dance. It was a strange dance, of parti-colored light and water, swirling and dipping, all around him as if the wind had taken on colors. It sang to him, not an ominous call of Death, but a hymn to beauty, light, softness. He was losing his mind. Such things. . . Could not be. . .

Dying. . . He was dying. . .

And the Siren came to him. Her dress of moonbeams glowed, floating about her nude body like a sash. Her golden-coppery hair streamed over her shoulders, tossing in the wind as she walked upon the waves that now undulated softly. No, she swam in the water, or did she. . .

Aye. He was dying–or dead.

The Siren lay in the water beside him where he rested atop the bobbing mast. Silence filled the sea. Or had he gone deaf, and it rocked him on his makeshift raft? Like a baby's cradle, not the fierce, monument-sized walls of water that ripped ships asunder and whisked men to their helpless deaths.

"Come to me, John Wall," the Siren said. She spoke. It was not a song that rang in his head, but words that sweetly spoke his name.

"Am I dead?" he asked.

"Come to me, John Wall. Come. I am for you."

Aye, he was dead. When even the frigid sea felt warm, it must be so. And it did not seem like such a bad way to go.

John Wall leaned down to the water to the beckoning Siren, who raised her mouth to him. His hand slid behind her neck and drew her to him. Their lips sealed in a kiss, John Wall slid beneath the waves.

He must be dead. He had no need to breathe. The strange warmth of water that should be growing colder flowed over him as they sank toward the depths.

And he had a hard on.
  


Chapter 2

 


Cold wind and rain, no matter. All that was gone. He was so hard, he thought he would scream from the exquisite pain. He was not so old he had forgotten sometimes a man needed no excuse to have an erection. Now he had excuses aplenty, in the form of the Siren.

The sea was no longer the bitter cold he had so long endured. That could not be, but he did not care. It should be dark, growing ever darker as they descended, yet the water dappled in glorious color, azure as a beautiful summer sky, aqua as a tropical lagoon, and white and coral from its reef, and gold from a setting sun, a swirl of color, of flowing beauty, wrapping about him as the siren's lips held his.

The water was like the Siren's caress, making of his flesh a fiery torrent of desire. Her radiant hair wrapped around his body, a touch like silk as it sleeked over his skin.

He was bare. Nude. For the flash of a second, he wondered where the last of his garments had gone, yet he could not make himself care. He was in a sea such as no man had ever known, or had lived to describe. In some stray thought, he supposed he ought to be terrified, for nothing was the way it ought to be. The sea's frigid waters should have killed him already, yet now all he felt was a soothing warmth, and where he should see only darkness and feel the ripping power of the wind, warm and gentle colors of light comforted him. The only wind was the echoing beauty of the Siren's clarion song.

"Come," she sang sweetly, and her warm, long fingers caressed his shaggily bearded cheeks.

So, yes, he was dead. An odd sort of peace settled over him. And this must be some sort of heaven. Whatever it was, it was a good way to go.

The Siren raked her kisses over his body, as burning as fingernails bringing blood. He drew the Siren into a fierce embrace as he hungrily kissed the flesh of her bared throat and allowed his hands full rein to claim every part of her lusciously curved body.

The Siren wrapped her long legs about his body. He gave himself up to passion as ruthlessly eager as a sailor too long at sea. They spun through the caressing water as their bodies joined. Entering her was like magic, like no woman he'd ever known. His own passion surged into wildness, and she met it with ferocity of her own, thrust after thrust in exquisite torture as he descended into thick and mindless need. He felt her come, forcing his own release as he roared into the ocean depths, and was spent at last. His useless mind spiraled slowly away from him, and he did not care.

He breathed—or thought he did, for his chest heaved. The rainbow-colored water softened its hues, and they drifted through a watery nothingness, still locked in a quiet embrace. The Siren's long, long tresses wrapped round them, moving like gentle, caressing hands, and her beautiful green eyes slowly, lazily began to open.

Slender, graceful fingers trailed over the crumple of his dark beard.

"Many years I have called for you, John Wall. But you did not come."

"I am a man. A man does not so easily give up his life."

The Siren raked a slow gaze over him regarding him inscrutably, with her head cocked to one side. Her hair gleamed like strands coppery bronze in bright sun, floating and dancing about her as she spiraled like a lazy otter away from him into free water. John followed, mildly amused that he moved so smoothly through the water as if he had been born to live beneath the waves.

"Am I dead?" he asked her again.

"You are not the same, John Wall."

"But not dead, then? But what?"

"Not dead. Not the same."

"So I can see." He glanced over his nude body, noting again how fast and easily he propelled himself, and he thought of the strange feeling of water moving in and out through his lungs. "A man does not breathe water. How is it I can do that?"

The Siren canted her head as she regarded him with a puzzled frown. "You cannot breathe air beneath the sea."

He slowed, his jaw gaping, but the Siren kept swimming as if she had not said anything odd at all. He began to suspect he was only beginning to discover the oddities of his strange new situation. And it was true, there was no air to breathe here.

"Wait," he called, and she looked back at him, her reddish eyebrows arching. "Do you have a name, Siren?"

"Siren."

Did her furrowed brow mean she was losing patience with him? He pursued his questions anyway. "I know you are a Siren. I have figured that out, but what is it you are called?"

"Siren."

"Then are you the only Siren?"

"There are many."

"Then, what are the others called?"

"Siren." Again she turned back to her swimming, her slender legs propelling her so that he had to work to keep up.

"Not to be obtuse or anything, but do you not have a name that is yours alone?"

"Do you, John Wall?"

He supposed that probably he didn't. He might argue that not all men were called Man, but it seemed pointless.

As the Siren increased her speed again, he thought it wise to do the same rather than risk losing her. So with a shrug and a rather lopsided smile he kept going through the water.

In the far distance, the water seemed dark and forbidding. Fear invaded for a moment, remembering a distant memory of falling overboard as a very young man, snagged in lines that carried him deep, ever darker, pressure pounding in his ears and against his head in excruciating pain, until he freed himself and swam for the surface.

He snuffed the fear. Here, the water world was not the same. No fierce pressure threatening to burst his skull like an overripe melon, no smothering darkness. He could look up and see the whitish light penetrating above him, but there was no sense that he must force his way through the water, any more than he did air. Yet he could remain suspended, or rise or dive, with the careless grace of a dolphin.

He wondered what it was like above. He had left his world in the deepest darkness of a storm at night. Not too far away, the Coast of Africa loomed in all its threatening glory, and for a brief moment, regret seized him as he wondered if his sailors lived or died.

But he was dead now, living a glorious death. He could not reach back into their world—of that, at least, he understood.

Once more John Wall resigned himself to accepting the surroundings, which he was fairly sure he didn't want to change. He mused briefly at the sudden and strange attachment he felt for this woman—if she was indeed a human—a feeling of intense longing and desire to be only with her. He had never been one for such attachments, holding only his beloved clipper ship,
Telesto, as his mistress.

From the time he had first comprehended who he was, he had wanted more. It had all been so clear, once. He'd struggled, saved, risked his life, all to own his own ship, to grow wealthy, and in the end, die in a fine house of his own. All that was gone, in one whirling storm.

He smiled and sighed. With no more than a swish of his legs and a twist of his body, he flowed through the water after the Siren, chasing her like an eager puppy after its owner.

She called it her Summer Sea. He became Siren's constant companion as they floated and swam in it. She took him to her garden on the steep underwater slope of an ancient volcano that reminded him of Mount Etna, seen from the sea, but belched no fire, and its top had long since eroded away beneath the water.

Here, corals seemed like brilliant flowers blooming in pinks and blues, here, branching like shrubs in winter, there, leafing like cabbage. Sea anemones swayed like distorted ostrich plumes in a chaotic breeze. Striped and spotted fish with feathery fins swam through the reef, and rays with Eagle-sized wingspans glided along the bottom.

She showed him the thick-stemmed kelp she called her food. He wrinkled his nose, tasting it with reluctance, and discovered he craved its sweet-salt flavor. They ate nothing else, yet each time it tasted like something different he had never eaten before.

Siren had made a bed of sponges in the ancient volcanic crater. Once, in a fit of mischief, he came behind her and pushed her onto it. She laughed as she bounced. He had seen her smile, but never heard her laugh. His heart twisted in a way that told him he could never be apart from her again, and he bounced down on the bed beside her. In a furious passion, they made love, again and again. Then, energy spent, they lay quietly in each other's arms, carelessly caressing.

Her elegant fingers combed through the thickness of his nearly black beard. "Long ago, you had no beard," she said.

He remembered. He had been but a lad of eighteen when first he'd seen the Siren, strolling saucily along the rolling cap of a fierce wave in the midst of a night storm, illuminated in flashes of lightning, her aura lingering in bright colors between the flashes. Still today he could remember his first sound of her voice carrying over the storm. He'd grown his beard soon after that, thinking himself finally a man.

"I will shave it for you if you do not like it," he offered.

"It is nice. Long have I waited for you, John Wall. But it will never grow back."

He frowned at her, suddenly suspicious. "Only dead men grow no hair, Siren."

"In your world. This is my world."

Abruptly, Siren rose from the bed of sponges and swam off rapidly before he could follow. In the thickly vague distance of the ancient mountain's crater, he could see her casting about among the rock debris, and wondered what she sought. She picked up a rock and studied it, then banged it against another, and studied it again. She returned to the sponge bed, her strange trophy in her hand, a black rock that glistened on both sides.

Obsidian. He had seen it in the Yucatan. Its edge was slightly curved inward, and very sharp. He didn't think he wanted it near his face. He shook his head.

"I will not hurt you," she said. She pushed him back against the soft bed and straddled him. With careful, slow strokes, she swept the dark hair of his beard from his face, and it wafted away in the still water.

John ran his hands over his jaw, knowing before he did so there were no nicks. He had stopped shaving long ago, as much because he hated razors as because a beard gave some warmth to his face in the frigid climates near the poles. As she set down the sharp stone, John grabbed her roughly and rubbed his newly shaven cheeks against her skin. She giggled as John nuzzled her over her breasts, and belly, playfully, then passionately.

In the cushioned cradle of her bed of sponges, they rolled about and fondled each other with the eagerness of lovers finding each other for the first time. Every time seemed like the first time to him, and he laughed at the many ways they found to come together. There was no up or down in this strange sea if they did not want it to be so.

Like sea otters, they coupled, rolling and rolling through the water, and flopping off the bouncing bed. Laughing, they came together again, now rolling down the sloping crater, and laughing more when they discovered they could roll up the far side as well. Then in the flash of time it took for passion to grip them, they became silent and lost in the intense waves of an unexpected orgasm.

For a dead man, he was doing all right.

 


* * *

 


Together, they explored crevices and valleys beneath the surface, weaving through towering sea plants, scavenging among discarded shells, bobbing up into the air and floating on the surface.

Siren loved above all places those where sea and air met. When storms tossed the waves and made the sea roll turbulently beneath it, or when sun baked the air and made the tips of tiny crests radiate like brilliant diamonds against a velvet so densely blue it made John's throat ache with joy to see it, John loved nothing more than watching his Siren in her exuberant play.

They would float on their backs in the warmth of a bright day, and dolphins would come to cavort with them. Siren had made a harness of kelp and the dolphins nosed into it, then with Siren and her lover holding onto the long ropes, the beautiful creatures would dash through the water and leap into the air, and under the surface at speeds no sailing ship had ever mastered.

When the King of Storms threw his wind and thunder into the air and whipped the waves to giant heights, Siren danced along their caps, daring John to join her. But at that, he just shook his head and watched her mesmerizing dance.

In the far distance, he watched the clipper ships passing, and he wondered where they were going. He had no idea where he was, or when he was. He knew east and west from the sun, although beneath the sea he could not tell even that. But he had no watch, no chronograph, which had gone down with his ship. Nothing that could tell him.

And he longed to know. Where was the world of men?

Siren lured him beneath the waves once more. And once more he made love with the beautiful Siren, and forgot the world of men.
  


Chapter 3

 


"You are always looking up," said Siren.

John Wall jolted out of his reverie, and turned his attention back to the beautiful sea being, showing his guilt. He knew it was true, for more and more he thought of home, the sharp wind of winter, the feel of solid earth, even paving stones beneath his feet, and he had always hated them. And he thought of people.

"It is where I came from," he replied. "Would you not miss your home if you had to leave it?" "Your home was a boat. It is now on the sea bottom."

"That is not what I mean. Do you ever go and walk on land, Siren?"

"I have. But I would never wish to live there. No water." Her splayed fingers rippled through the water as if they spoke for themselves.

John sighed. Without her, he would be dead, if he was not actually so, and existing in some sort of limbo. She might tell him he was not, yet he could not understand. How else could all this be true?

He could not understand any of this. He could not understand her. So much like a woman, yet not like any of the human kind. She did not think the way women he knew thought. She loved beautiful things, yet she saw them so differently. She had no use for clothing though she seem to love the strange cloth that was like a transparent, shimmering veil floating about her. He wondered if there had been other lovers, or perhaps some god had given it to her.

He had seen schools of parti-colored fish swim about her, nuzzling her as she caressed their fins the way a mother smoothed her baby's mop of hair. Then they would move on, and it seemed were forgotten by her.

"Are Sirens immortal?" he asked.

"The gods are immortal. I am made by the gods."

What did that mean? That she was immortal because the gods had made her? Or that she was not because she was only a creation of the gods? If he pressed her for more of an answer, he would not get it.

Always he was confused by her strange ways. He had been in many places of the world that still practiced pagan beliefs, but he came from a Christian homeland and had been taught from birth to believe in only one God. Yet here was Siren, a creature of the gods. If asked, she would speak of the King of Storms and the King of the Sea, or she might call them gods instead of kings. It seemed all the same to her.

Nor did she understand the passing of years, or count them. He had asked her how long he had been with her, and she only looked at him as if his words were of a language that made no sense. She did not count years, nor seasons, and knew nothing of months, yet she was aware of passing days and the phases of the moon.

From where they were, he could see the sea bottom rising at a sharp slope toward the lightness above them. "We must be near land," he observed. "I want to see."

As he swam to the surface, Siren came along beside him. In the brilliant blue of a summer day, what looked like an island with tall white cliffs like the chalk of Dover gleamed in bright sun.

"Do not go there," Siren said, touching his arm.

"Why not?"

"There will be humans."

That seemed to him a good reason to go. He started to launch himself toward the island, but an odd reluctance overwhelmed him, and he stopped in the water, as if he could not make himself go further. Or perhaps it was simply that he once more encountered that odd fear that nothing he was experiencing was real. How one could be dead and yet dream or imagine, he could not think. Yet how could any of this exist?

He sighed and turned back into the sea, relinquishing those old longings once more.

"I would like to walk on land again." It was more than a wish. It was a hungry longing, to touch feet to earth, to see another human being, or hear a human voice. But he did not wish to say so.

"It is not water," she replied.

That, he guessed, meant she thought land was inferior, for she had said it was a place she could go. "I know it is not. But I was born a human, and men are made to walk on land. It is something I miss."

Siren's beautiful face took on a grim look, with thinned lips. Her dancing hair stilled in the water. "We will go," she said.

When they surfaced again, the bright afternoon was gone, and they found instead the world was enveloped in a damp, gray dawn, with only a sliver of the reddish sun peeking between the distant sea and a thin layer of clouds. The gleaming white cliffs were gone, replaced by cliffs of dark and jagged rock rising out of the water, and a sheltered, sandy cove between them. In the shallow water, they waded and emerged into the crisp air. In another life, he would have been cold enough to shiver. He laughed aloud, for the breeze merely lapped his bare flesh. He knew it was chilly, but it felt like nothing.

Beyond the strand line, the sand dunes created a barrier, and behind it, a shallow pool, studded on its shores with jewels of wild flowers among golden rushes and tufts of grass. As they walked, he picked the flowers and tied their stems into a long chain, which he placed around Siren's neck.

"Why is this thing?" she asked, fingering it and lifting the blossoms to smell.

"Because it is pretty, for a beautiful woman."

"Why?" She leaned her head far to the side as if she sought to see him from another angle.

He smiled. Siren never asked why. Yet he understood this was one of those things she couldn't comprehend. He bent down from his tall height to her rather unimpressive one and kissed her on the lips. "Men give them to their loves," he said.

She fingered the crude garland thoughtfully. "Men are strange creatures."

"Men might find you unusual," he replied, tracing his hand over the line of her jaw to her hair, which he smoothed back from her shoulders. "But they would find you very beautiful."

She frowned in that way that said she did not comprehend. "I am for you, John Wall."

The words confused him as they always did. Somehow, from Siren's point of view, this seemed to explain everything. But it did not to him.

"I think I miss my homeland," he said. This, he thought, must be Devon or Cornwall, or at least some place on the South Coast of England, and he had come from Yorkshire. "A man is made to live with his feet on land. All sailors dream of the time when they no longer sail the seas, but go home, perhaps to a small cottage, or even a townhouse in the city. You are of the sea, I understand. Yet I know you love to breathe the air and feel the slap of the waves on your skin. Could you not live on land, Siren?"

"Sirens may live on land, though they are not suited to it. It is not a good place for them."

"But you could if you wanted to, couldn't you?"

"I could. But it is not water. On land, a Siren lives no longer than men do. If a Siren's blood touches earth, she dies. It is a horrible thing."

He saw her shudder.

An odd, tinkling bell sort of laughter broke through his concentration on her troubling beauty, and he looked up to the source, the cliff above them. Two young girls in their white summer frocks and one very tall, skinny boy looked down at them.

"Mermaids!" said the smaller girl.

Like a flash, Siren disappeared into the sea. John Wall stared at the children, the first humans he had seen in a long time.

The older one clamped hands over the little one's eyes, but she continued her own staring.

"Mermen, more like," said the boy. "You shouldn't look, Eliza."

They spoke English. It sent his heart spinning at its sound. Then he realized why they were staring, and looked down at his own nakedness. He turned swiftly and dove into the water like Siren, vanishing as quickly as a startled sea otter.

So that was why. A man could not go about among other humans without clothes.

Nor could he ever explain where he had been. How could he explain that his ship wrecked off the southeastern coast of Africa, but he had come ashore thousands of miles away in southern England? And when was this? They would think him insane. Or a liar.

Something sank in his heart as he began to realize he could not go home. Could not be with men, dance with ladies, hug little children, ever again. He swam away with Siren, and asked no more about setting foot on land.

But no matter what he did, no matter the distractions beneath the ever-complicated sea, he knew the hunger he had felt when he saw the children on the cliff would not go away.
  


Chapter 4

 


It was a compulsion that drove John Wall to follow the Siren as she dove deep into the ocean. He could not let her from his sight, for more and more he understood he was nothing without her. Something in that gnawed at his soul.

Soon, the brilliant colors of her Summer Sea came back to them, lighting their way through thick forests of kelp and waving sea grasses. John re-doubled his efforts to please Siren, making love to her whenever and however he could. She had only to beckon and he would come to her. He did not understand who or what she was—a goddess? Not a human, he knew now, for she did not want any part of humankind as far as he could see.

But for all that Siren had become his life and he could think of little else, he thought of the children on the cliff. He thought of the sailors, the bos'n, the ship's carpenter as they strained at the oars of the disappearing long boat on the night
Telesto
broke apart on the reef. He hungered to know what had happened.

And so they swam in the sea and played with dolphins and caught rides on broad-winged rays.

"What happens to the ships that go down?" he asked.

She frowned in that way she had of considering whether she would answer. She did not like it, he had gathered, when he asked about such things as ships and sailors.

"The sea wastes nothing, save perhaps the things of man. Most of them are of no use to the creatures of the sea. Come. I will show you."

They were far from Siren's home where she liked to sleep, in the sunken crater in her bed made of sponges. Here they were in the forbidding world where the sea was sometimes cold, and dark in its depths. They swam along in turquoise water that seemed to be fairly shallow, and its bottom covered in a pale, gritty sand that was almost white, and rose and fell like a rolling prairie. He knew from experience now that there would be islands here and there, some very small, but others larger. He often saw the shadow of a ship passing overhead, but Siren would guide him away from them.

They came upon a structure he recognized immediately as a ship that had sunk, for no coral or undersea plant could produce the curves of a ship. As they approached, he saw what first looked like a man, but was a ruined figurehead, on the sand near the splintered remains of a yardarm. The ship's main deck had rotted and collapsed, exposing timbers like the ribs of a skeleton lying on its side. Its squared off high forecastle and elegantly carved stern that reminded him oddly of an old mansion near his boyhood home, confirmed his first guess of a Spanish galleon.

Curiosity drew him between the gaunt ribs, and a sad pang of empathy struck him, for the men who must have died here. It would be too long ago, he guessed, to find any trace of the men themselves. He looked instead for what they left behind.

He saw only a chaotic jumble of broken and barnacle-encrusted globs, but one he identified as a cannon of the old type, when bronze was still used. The bulwarks were mostly collapsed, little more than dust. They would not have been as sturdy as the hull or the decks, and they would have been more exposed to the open sea, so they would have gone first.

He kicked through the water, and passed through a rotted hole in the deck and meandered in a direction that led him to the captain's cabin beneath the old poop deck. Scores of small, whitish fish scurried out of his way. He had grown used to light being wherever he went with Siren, and the dimness he encountered made him squint, until his eyes became accustomed to the change.

He sifted his fingers through the rough debris of what had once been a deck, and came up with an odd assortment of things the ocean and its scavengers had not found useful. A metal spoon, mostly corroded. A buckle, beneath a thick crust of barnacles. Some bright thing caught a stray beam of light that filtered through rotted boards of the deck that would have been above. He reached into a heap of rubbish and pulled on a chain. Gold, he thought, though in the dim light and obscured by the clinging barnacles, it was hard to tell. He pulled on the chain, and it gave for a moment, then caught again. With his other hand, he scooped away undistinguishable material, and came to a mass of coins embedded in a mass of barnacles. Silver, likely, but black with tarnish, and gold. And then a cross. Gold, and studded with ancient stones. The green of an emerald winked through the crust. The ship must have been returning to Spain from South America.

John traced his fingers over the places in the cross where the metal and stones shone through. He held a gold coin between fingers and thumb, letting them absorb the image of a Spanish cross on one side and a monarch's head in profile on the other. There were letters around the crudely minted coin's edge.

He sighed and placed the cross and coins back where he had found them. Siren was right. All that was so valuable in his homeland had no use here, would never be useful for him again.

They swam away. It was all John could do to not look back.

 


* * *

 


It seemed never to be winter or stormy in the water beneath the waves, but John knew the illusion of ever-summer was just that. They surfaced only rarely now, yet he had begun to realize that Siren had a need for air much like his own, or she would have stayed beneath the waves all the time. He knew it had something to do with seeing the children.

He could not get the children out of his mind, hard though he tried. He was an Englishman, and the children had been English, speaking his language, or the language that used to be his. But it did him no good to dwell on it, for he knew the truth that he was changed—no longer the same. What he had become did not matter, as much as the hard truth that he was no longer like his own kind.

Siren took him into the far north, or he believed it must be the north. It might just as easily have been the harsh, bitter ice-bound land at the South Pole. But when he saw sleek seals being pursued by a huge yellow-white blob that became a fast-swimming polar bear, he knew he had guessed right. He watched the brutal catch, and the bear surfacing. She was a young female, with two cubs waiting on a nearby ice floe.

Siren turned away. She ate only of the kelp from her garden in the Summer Sea, and that was what she gave to him, for she would not kill any fish in her sea. Yet daily they saw one species kill another. It was what the creatures of the sea did to survive. Siren had demanded that one thing of the gods, she told him, that she never be forced to eat the flesh of another creature.

John Wall stared at her, dumbfounded. "You could tell the god how you wished to be created, even before you were created?"

"Of course," she replied. She fingered the little flower chain necklace he had made for her, and John smiled back. Odd though it was that the flowers never seemed to fade, he was glad, for what else could he give his love? In the sea, they needed little, except each other.

Still, he could not forget. . .

No, he swam away from the thought. He would forget.

They set out on a new adventure, traveling through deep, dark canyons in the very bottom of the sea. Siren taught him to dodge away from the little smokestacks for they might seem inactive, then would suddenly puff up steaming water.

"It is like hot fire, only it is water," she said. "It will kill anything it strikes."

"It would kill me then?"

She pursed her eyebrows and mouth almost into a tight knot. "Are you a fool, John Wall? The hot water will boil you as easily as any fish."

"Then I am alive."

"I said you were. Why do you not believe?"

"I believe, I think," he answered. "But nothing is like anything else in my life. It does not seem possible."

Siren slid up to him and let her Titian hair drape around him sensuously. "Do you believe I am real, John Wall? Do you feel this?"

Her hands slid over his cock, which had begun to spring into action with the very first glance his way. He gave in to the hazy mindlessness, wrapping his arms around her in an embrace as he propelled them, swirling through the water like ecstatic sea otters. In the weightlessness of water, his strong muscles held them together, and her long legs wrapped around him as he drove into her until he plummeted into the abyss of climax.

His mind still lost in the haze of satisfied pleasure, John drifted with his Siren in his arms. He loved those times when all was peace, and they had only each other in their very small, intimate world.

And the troubles of the world no longer concerned him. He did not forget, he knew that. But he made himself not remember.

A school of tiny fish swarmed past, swirling around them, alerting him to a predator. Siren had warned him, for he was vulnerable when she was not, and she stirred from her reverie, searching for the danger to him.

Not one Great White Shark, but several of them, and sharks of other kinds, and they were speeding past as if he and Siren were not even there.

"They scent blood," Siren said.

The source of the attraction seemed to lie ahead of them, and as they rose closer to the surface, the turbulence of a storm thrashed the sea. A reef, teeming with frenetically darting fish, snagged a very large wooden vessel, ripping away its keel, and it listed heavily as it was battered against the jagged coral. It was going down. Just as
Telesto
had.

And in the same way, its men tried to escape. But its long boats were thrown up into giant waves, and overturned into the roiling water. Bodies of men fell into the sea, some living, others lifeless from the moment they hit. And eager sharks snatched them up, more bodies than there were sharks to consume them.

"Hurry, Siren! We must save them!" John pushed into the water, heading toward the dying ship.

Siren grasped his arm. "Do not interfere, John Wall," she said.

"We have to save them Siren! They'll drown. The sharks are attacking."

"It is the way of the sea. Do not interfere."

"Well, it is not my way. I'll not allow this. Come, hurry!"

"You will not!"

Fury filled him. "You think I won't? Who are you to stop me?"

"You are mine, John Wall. I tell you, do not interfere."

"Yours? You think I am yours to command? I am my own man and you will not order me. If you won’t help, I’ll do it myself!" With a hard kick, John launched himself again toward the ship.

His body froze in the water, rigid as a log. He willed his arms to move forward and propel him, but they would not. His legs would not. Before his eyes, the sea darkened to the deep inky black of a moonless night.

It seemed long hours that he remained suspended as if in a bubble, not moving, not breathing, seeing nothing beyond the distance of his grasp. What had she done to him? He fought in his mind, for it was the only place he could, his rage at his helplessness growing ever greater. How dare she?

Because she was Siren. He realized he had never known until now exactly what that meant.

When at last the water began to brighten again and his limbs began to move, the sea was as calm as if no storm had ever been. In the hazy aqua colors of shallow water, he saw only the ruin of that once proud clipper ship as it lay on its starboard side beneath the surface, one splintered mast drifting its ragged sails along the sea floor. No men nor sharks remained, and only small reef dwellers scooped about in the water, snatching up tiny indistinguishable bits of drifting matter. The last remnants of what had once been human beings. Sailors. Like his own.

"Why?" he said to Siren, his own voice startlingly low and growling.

"It is not for you to question. The sea claims its own. Come, John Wall, we will go now."

With a twirl of her body, Siren headed away from the relic that had once sailed so proudly. In his mind, John Wall refused to follow.

But his own thoughts did not control him. Against his will, his limbs began the motions of a swimmer of the powerful, efficient kind he had become when he had entered the water after
Telesto
went down. After his lips had touched the Siren's.

He had no will. When she commanded, he obeyed. All this time he had thought he willingly went along with her requests, for he loved her and wanted to please her.

He had been wrong. He did as Siren commanded. He was no man. He was but a slave.

John Wall's heaven had become his hell.

 

  


Chapter 5

 


He followed Siren wherever she led him, now and then attempting to resist to see if he could, and found he could not. He began to think, trying to remember if he had ever failed to follow as she led, but he could not remember a time when he had ever tried. From the very first moment he had entered the water, he had been so enamored by this magical creature, he had never wanted to do anything else. It had not even occurred to him to try, for he did not know the sea beneath the surface. He did not know where to go, where to find food, how to protect himself from the sharks and other predatory creatures. He had indeed been completely dependent on Siren.

And all this time, he had thought it was love.

He felt his anger rising in him again. A man was not made to be ruled by a woman.

Yet she seemed not to know that. Nor was she exactly a woman. She was Siren, made by the gods. She never questioned what she was, nor how she ought to be. And he was a creature subservient to her. It was almost as if he had never been human, the captain of a great clipper ship who held the lives of all his crew in his hands. He had thought himself so important, so powerful.

Until he'd met the King of all Storms, and discovered how truly insignificant he really was.

Perhaps this indeed was Hell: an afterlife beyond his imagination, where a man was no man at all.

It seemed not much time had passed, though he did not know. In this strange blue world where forever seemed to merge with an instant, he had lost his ability to judge time. Like Siren, he now could not be sure of the passing of minutes, or days, or even years. But soon Siren led him back to her beloved garden and the home where she had made the bed of soft sponges.

There, she led him to the bed and enticed him to join her. His anger still festered. Somehow he managed to resist, for he could feel only hard, cold rage, not love. Rigid in his body, his hand balled into hard fists, he refused to respond to her caresses.

"Come, John Wall," she said, tugging on his arm. "You will make love to me now."

Still, he hovered away from her.

"Come, John Wall," she said and she leaned back and released herself to fall against the bouncy sponges. She laughed in delight.

He felt no delight, nor desire, only anger. "No."

She sat up on the bed, blinking as if she had not heard him right. "You cannot refuse me, John Wall. Come. I will let you forget the sadness. Come to me. You love me."

"Perhaps you can command what I do, I do not know. But you cannot command love, Siren."

"I am Siren. You will love me. You are for me, John Wall."

"No, Siren, you cannot command love, for it must be freely given."

Abruptly the Siren rose into the water above her bed, and the tendrils of her copper hair twisted and tangled like the many arms of an octopus as she hovered above him. Her face twisted in fury. Her Siren voice that should sound like golden bells became an echoing roar. "Obey me!"

He had loved her so much. Had he not? He had believed it to be love, and even now he hungered for his beloved. Or was she? Was it all false?

He had no choice. "No."

Siren's hands shot forth in the water, fingers spread wide toward him. The sea began to churn, violently pulsing, twisting, flowing like the force of the wind in a storm. John fell from his perch, his body tumbling over itself in the fierce current, his arms and legs pulling as if they would be torn from him. His lungs screamed in pain, wanting desperately to gasp for air, precious air, as he tumbled and fell, and the sea turned dark as ink. Still he held his breath, yet he knew. He felt no fear. It was time at last.

Now he would die.
  


Chapter 6

 


He slept. He dreamed, dreams of floating, rocking gently on a quiet sea made golden by an endless sunset. And always the chiming of Siren's song lulled him in his gilded cradle, rocking gently between the waves. The grit of wet sand clung to his face and rasped against his hands.

Sand.
Yes, it was sand. Gritty against his fingers, damp enough to cling to him, dry enough to crumble when he squeezed it in his palm. He struggled vainly to make his eyes open as the odd music of children's giggles broke through the echoing silence in his mind.

He worked one eye open. Tried to see past sand-caked eyelashes.

Toes. Small, and brown, and covered with brownish grains of sand.

As he dragged in a breath, he slowly pushed his body out of its inert state to find the strength to sit. The children's voices stilled abruptly as they backed away.

Both boys and girls. They were small and naked. Except for one young female who was probably minding them, and she had a sort of blousy dress in bright colors. Their hair hung in black strings over their shoulders. Their dark eyes grew huge and round as he pushed to his knees and groped his way to his feet. In a group, they turned and fled.

John looked down at his body, supposing it was his nakedness that had frightened them, and was surprised to find himself fully clothed. His shirt and trousers were the same ones he had worn the day
Telesto
sank. He felt something hard in his pocket and pulled out his gold chronograph watch. It was dead, of course. Stopped cold at the time it had fallen into the water with him.

Had it all been a dream?

In his other pocket he found a small bag made of something from beneath the sea with the leathery feeling of kelp. He pulled open the drawstrings and dumped out three gold Spanish doubloons. He ran his thumb over the profile of a Spanish king and the four-armed Spanish cross on the reverse. The ones he had fondled so longingly in the wreck of the Spanish galleon. He had not taken them when they left. Had Siren? But why would she give them to him? It had always seemed to him she had no comprehension of the ways of man. Especially things like money.

He sighed. Why would she have bothered with clothing, then? Or the chronograph?

He looked up at coconut palm trees, and around at a broad, sandy cove that formed almost a complete circle, with a steep black cliff at its back.

Was he finally dead, and this was a dead man's dream of life? He had heard there were sometimes ghosts who didn't know they were dead, and so couldn't do what dead men ought to do, which was, leave the earth. He had long ago supposed a dead man might dream of being alive, even dream of a Siren who kept him alive beneath the sea. Siren said it wasn't true, but on the other hand, perhaps he had dreamed her as well.

There was supposed to be some sort of Afterlife, and, having been born and raised in a Christian world, he'd always accepted that. He just had never thought it might be like this.

On the other hand, every sinew of his body ached as if he had been on the wrong side of a bar brawl. And he was pretty sure pain was not something one felt, at least in Heaven.

Then, if not Heaven or Hell, where was he?

Not Africa and its desolate Skeleton Coast, where he would have been if he had washed ashore after the shipwreck. Palm trees, perhaps, and sandy beaches might be somewhere along that coast, but everything else he saw, including the beautiful little bay with its marine blue water gleaming in bright sun, and the brown-skinned children, told him he was somewhere in Polynesia. The opposite side of the world from where
Telesto
went down in the Atlantic.

Gathering his strength, he followed the small footprints in the sand. Where there were children, there would also be parents.

Not far off the beach, he saw a small number of rectangular thatched huts with peaked roofs and the signs of a village that subsisted on fishing. Women were tending to various duties, while a few men mended nets. All stopped their activities and stared as he walked into the center of the village. He supposed he ought to be wary of these people, but he saw no signs of hostility, only curiosity.

The children he had followed clung in a group behind a thin old man, with a younger man standing beside him.

Huffing out a breath of what he realized was actually air, John walked up to the gathering. The old man sat on his woven mat and looked John over, top to bottom, and across all limbs. He spoke strange words to a tall, thickly built young man standing beside him.

"I am Kekoa," said the younger man. "You come out of the sea."

"It appears so," John Wall replied. "I am John Wall. Can you tell me where I am?"

"This is Oahu Island. Honolulu Port is not far, on the other side of the
Pali." Kekoa turned slightly and pointed toward a gap in the cliff where a narrow road ran. "Did your ship sink?
Haoles
do not come from the sea except in their big ships."

John shook his head. He could think of no way to explain where he had come from.

The old man spoke some words in a lyrical language, and the younger one nodded. "Hiapo thinks you come from Namaka-o-Kaha'i."

"I don't know that place."

"She is the sea goddess, sister of Pele. Hiapo says you bear her mark. I do not see it, but he says it is so and so it must be."

The old man spoke again, and again the younger translated. "Hiapo says Namaka-o-Kaha'i has thrown you from her sea, and you are a very lucky man that you are not dead. But you must never go back, or you will anger her. He says Namaka-o-Kaha'i will drown you before she throws you back next time."

John nodded. Perhaps this Namaka-o-Kaha'i was their name for Siren. The last thing he wanted now was to go back to the sea, anyway. He had thought he would never walk among men again.

"Hiapo says maybe you want to go to Honolulu Port because the
haoles
are there. But he says we must offer you hospitality. Are you hungry?"

Suddenly he was very hungry, hungrier than he could remember since before the
Telesto
sank. "Yes," he replied. "Thank you."

He'd been around the world enough to know he should be mindful of local customs, so hungry though he was, John watched how the Islanders ate, how they sat upon their mats, how they talked with each other, and questioned him. It surprised him that so many of them spoke English, and in a reasonably good form. Even more surprising was that some of them could read, in both English and their native Hawaiian language.

"It is the missionaries," said Kekoa. "Now we are all learning English."

John glanced at Hiapo, serenely sitting on his woven mat beside his aged wife.

"Him, too," Kekoa added. "But he does not speak it. He is of the
Ali'i,
but he eats with his wife in the new tradition. His great aunt was the wife of our last king of Oahu. Tonight the singer will tell the story of the last king, in the old language, and I will tell it to you."

That evening, John Wall was given a place of honor at what appeared to him to be a feast, where the men and women sat together and ate, and he was told of the old ways when it was
kapu
for men and women to eat together.

The drums played a heavy rhythm that thrummed in his chest. An Islander whose face was heavily weathered by many years in the sun sat upon his mat and chanted in monotoned verse the story of the first King Kamehameha who came with his army and battled the Oahu king, driving him and his warriors up into the mountains and over the
Pali
to their deaths. Pali, Kekoa said, meant cliff.

John slept that night in the old man's grass house, which he learned was not grass at all, but covered in the thin-leafed fronds of the coconut palms.

The next morning he thought he ought to go find Honolulu, but he could not make himself want to return to the civilized world of the white men. How could he explain himself? They would think him crazy. Here, at least, these pleasant people who moved with leisurely grace seemed to understand him in some way, and revere him in another, as if he had been touched by their goddess of the sea with the very long name.

He could not go farther than the sand on the beach, not so much as touch his toe in the sometimes heavy surf, before one or another Islander would gently tug him back, imploring him with their lyrical fractured English. The angry Namaka-o-Kaha'i would snatch him away, they said. It was hard to understand why they were so kind to him. He knew all too well how the white man treated natives all over the world. But always, he felt welcome among the Islanders of Hiapo's village.

Daily, when the rains came, he stood near the cliff and watched the waves rush against the rocks, remembering the times when Siren had walked on the wave crests, singing her song that rang with the beauty of golden bells. He could still hear it echoing in his mind, and its sound made his heart ache so deeply, he thought he would die from the pain.

He was restless at night, and often left the chief's hut to walk, but he did not go near the water. They called him sometimes the
haole
who walks, for he could not be still, and they tried to give him solace, for they said his heart would never be free of the sea goddess.

Finally he asked for a place to be alone, apologizing for so often disturbing them, and then they, too, thought him perhaps a bit crazy. But as he did not want to re-join the white men with their whaling ships, they helped him build a small shelter for only himself and the dreams that came to him every night, and left him shouting and calling out. They did not know what to do with such a man. They did not want him to be alone, but they thought maybe he needed to be alone with the gods. They were Christians, they said, but they had not forgotten the Old Ones. And so he had his little shack, away from the village beneath the high cliff.

At night, every night, he dreamed. Always he heard Siren calling to him.

"Come to me, John Wall."

Even when he knew it was a dream, the feel of her smooth hands on his flesh haunted him. He could feel her glorious hair trailing over his body. And in the dream they made love with a moaning frenzy that brought him to climax in the shouts that echoed against the lonely cliffs, and, in his mind, drifted far out to sea in search of the lost love.

He awoke in a sweat, his heart pounding, even his bones aching with the yearning. It could not be love. But she had made it seem to exist when it had not. Yet never had he hurt so deeply, longed so much, for one he could never have again.

In the morning he again walked like a dead man, and the villagers watched him sadly. He went to the old man Hiapo and asked his advice. But the old man shook his head.

"Stay away from the sea," he said. "You were not meant to live, and if you go back, this time it will be no more for you."

So John instead took the winding dirt path that led along the foot of the great crater called Diamond Head to make his way among his own kind in Honolulu Port. He had too little to do among the people of the village, and it left him too much time to think. He found work as a dock laborer, loading sugar onto the big five-masted American clippers. He dodged the curiosity of the dock hands who asked how he had come to Oahu Island if he had not come by ship.

"The things I can remember are like dreams that cannot be true," he said. And they all avoided him when they could.

In his pockets he carried the three gold Spanish coins Siren had left with him. They were all he had left of a life that now a strange erotic dream that refused to fade. He could not live among the
haoles, nor among the Oahuans. So he made himself a tiny shelter in the rugged hills beyond the port village.

But no matter how hard he worked, how weary he was when he dragged himself back to his little lean-to made of branches and palm fronds, when he closed his eyes to sleep, the dreams came upon him. He hated their torment, yet longed for them, for in his dreams he was with his Siren again.

"Come to me... come to me... come to me..."

And in his dreams, his love was real, and he swam with his Siren in the warm, deep aqua waters of the Summer Sea, made love in her bed of sponges or tangled their bodies together in the weightlessness of the waters, placed garlands of summer flowers in her golden hair and necklaces of gold and emeralds that rested against her sleek pale skin.

The ache in his heart would not go away.

More and more, he dreaded going to sleep, so he sought the taverns where seamen and laborers celebrated their pay and drowned their sorrows.

On a September morning, he spotted the ominous clouds of a gale on the horizon to the southeast. By afternoon, the dock closed down, but no ship was in port, anyway. There was not much point in going to his little lean-to in the hills, for the wind would soon be tearing it to shreds. So once again John walked to the one tavern which had become a comfort to him.

As was his habit, he drank alone every Saturday night, standing at the bar with one foot on the worn brass rail, never looking another white man in the eye. That was not hard, for they all kept their distance from him.

"I know you. You're John Wall. I met you in Singapore oncet."

He looked up from his whisky. He remembered the face. The short, thickset fellow was called Tom Bartholomew. An American. Very drunk. John nodded.

"You was captain of the
Telesto. I heard she went down, all hands."

"Off the Skeleton Coast," John replied.

"How come the captain lived, and his men didn't?"

"I don't know if they did or not. Last I saw, the long boat was headed for shore. They might've made it."

"Then how come you're here?"

"I can't say. I have no idea."

"I'm saying. I say you're a coward, Captain Wall, and you saved yourself and left your crew to die."

John frowned as he stared at the drunk who had begun to press his finger into the worn linen of John's shirt.

"No," he said. He turned back to his whisky and stared into a dirty glass full of something he did not want.

"Hey, I'm talking, Wall. Don't you turn away from me. And I'm saying you're a coward."

John made a quarter turn to face the rummy belligerent. "You ought to try better manners, Bartholomew. You're too drunk to win a fight."

Bartholomew pulled back and swung, a punch easily dodged. The drunk swayed, over-compensating for his effort. He folded over John's rapidly advancing fist into his stout gut. John connected his left into the side of Bartholomew's face and the man crumpled to the floor.

"That was quick," said a grizzle-bearded man who had been standing to Bartholomew's right.

"I don't like brawling," John said. "Best to get it over with. You'll see him home? I'd hate to see him drown in some ditch."

The man nodded. John left his half-empty shot glass and walked out into the rain.

It was a fierce, heavy wind, catching him sideways instead of head-on as it had done that afternoon. So the eye of the storm must have passed. He knew he should go to his hut, but it was just as likely there would be nothing left. He walked instead, seeking the cleansing of the soaking rain and fighting the howling wind to stay erect, as he has so many times on the deck of the
Telesto.

Over the roar of the storm, he heard Siren and knew she rode the huge waves that crashed and tossed the ocean.

"You are for me, John Wall." The old hunger roared to life so violently, it made him think his guts would be torn out. He had to go. Had to be with his Siren again.

And to go to her would be to die.

Up the road to his hut he wandered, deep mud sucking at his new shoes. If he'd had a coat, he would have clutched it tight, but he didn't, and instead let the deluge whip into the side of his face. As he suspected, there was little left of his lean-to but a few poles of the frame.

He sat on a rock, his knees up to his chin.

Oh, Siren, Siren, how I miss you.

He had never been a man to shed tears. But even if he had been, they would mean nothing against the stinging, pelting rain.
  


Chapter 7

 


"Come to me... come to me... come to me..."

The Siren's song rang in his ears, like bells going on and on. Haunting, never ending in the storm. "Come to me..."

The gale raged, swirled, battered him, and the song swirled with the wind, tormenting his soul. No, it was not a storm. It was Siren. Siren was the storm. Come for him.

If he went, he would die. Old Hiapo was right, John knew it in his heart. If he went to the sea, she would take him back, and this time he would die. He did not want to die. Yet his heart did not want to live. Not without her.

He knew in his heart he belonged to Siren. That he could not change.

The wind shifted again, from east to southeast, slapping his sodden hair against his face. It would continue to shift as the typhoon passed the island, and would diminish as it moved on. The desperation of his loneliness drove him, and he slogged through the thickening mud of the road, heading toward the sea, following the gnawing hunger in his soul, until he found himself standing on the wet sand of the little bay by Hiapo's village, his eyes fixed on the wild crests of the waves blowing ashore.

Only a crazy man would be here if he didn't have to be, for any moment a rogue wave could blow ashore and carry him out into the violent surf. He could not deny that might be him.

Crazy.

In the violent dance of wind and wave, he saw her standing proudly on the crest, lit by the unearthly glow of the fire of the sea, a dance of swirling colors radiant and intense, outlining her form. Her Titian hair was like brilliant sunshine on new copper. Her dress of moonbeams draped about her, its silken sheen whipping scarf-like in the wind like something in his twisted dreams.

Siren,
he said in his mind, fixed and drawn to the eerie, beautiful, awful figure. His Siren.

"Come to me, John Wall."

"No, Siren," he replied, wondering where he found the strength to resist. He didn't know or understand why. He just knew somehow he had to stand for something different.

"You are for me, John Wall. Come."

"I will not. If I go into the sea, I will die. You know it is true."

"You are mortal. Mortals die."

"But I will not die at your behest. A man must fight for life, Siren. It is the way we are made. A man cannot live with himself if he has no control of his own destiny."

Her radiant hair danced in the wild wind. "If you love me, come to me."

"No, Siren. I cannot. I am a man. If you love me, you come to me."

"I am Siren. If I do I will be no more than a mortal. I will die."

"That is the natural way of things, Siren. It is not natural to never die."

"It is the way of man. I cannot do it. I am for you, John Wall, and you for me. You must come."

"If I do, we will have no time together. No, if you love me, come."

The sea writhed about her as if she were a storm of her own. He knew her anger. He knew the godlike arrogance that was Siren. Now, this time, for sure he would die. . .

He breathed deeply, steeling himself for what he knew must come. She would not give up her dominance over him, and he could not accept it.

So yes. Now his time had come.

He squared his body, prepared to take what must be and watched as the wave grew ever taller and rolled toward the beach, Siren riding its crest like a magnificent Hawaiian on a board, the long ropes of her hair flailing in the storm as the wave drew closer, ever closer.

The crest broke, then rolled softer in its break. In the ferocity of the storm at her back, the clouds began to break and the lower corner of a crescent moon glowed. Siren rode atop the gentle wave until it reached the sand and she stepped onto the drenched earth. Her eyes fixed on him, she walked, a slow and fluid step with her hips swaying as each foot stepped so carefully in front of the other. John held his breath. Mesmerized, as Siren approached. She stopped.

"I am for you, John Wall." Softly, slowly her hand rose to touch his bearded cheek. "This is the world of man. Your beard has grown."

He could do nothing else. He could not stop himself if he demanded it. He swept his arms around her into a fierce kiss, as if he could absorb her into himself.

John Wall held her face between his hands, stroking thumbs over her cheeks, and she threw back her head, baring her throat. He lavished kisses over every part of her face, down her neck, across the vulnerable crevice at the base of her throat, and down her body. They fell to their knees, hands eager and hungry for every inch of each other. Her dress of moonbeams fell away, and John's unneeded shirt parted from his chest, his trousers deserted his waist, then his hips, her hands warring with his in their eagerness to pull away the offending garments. Bare, they dropped to the beach atop the debris of fronds from the storm.

Rain straggled down their faces and skin as they made warmth for each other. Siren traced the lines of his chest and down the line of hair that led to his rampant arousal. Furious heat raged in his cock and his breath battled for control. He wanted her with such violent heat, he almost feared himself.

"Take me now, John Wall. Take me. Don't make me wait."

In one perverse way, he almost wished he could. Make her wait, as he had. Now, no, now more than ever, he must have her. He must have her his way. Siren had come to him. He had not gone to her. Surely she had been wrong. She must surely know, he was a man. She, the woman.

The thought fled. All thought fled. John let himself slip away into the heavy passion that engulfed him. As Siren wrapped her glorious legs around him, her heated flesh pressing against his, John sought only the crimson haze of oblivion, and thrust himself into the magnificently familiar tightness that gripped him in frantic passion. Siren's need, as fierce as his own, demanded madly of him.

Passion rushed upon them, and too quickly, completion. Then, before he could even catch his ragged breath and withdraw, he hardened anew. It was Siren's magic, still reigning over him, and he, still in thrall to her enticing body and its never-fading allure. He stopped caring. He rolled her over onto her back and fucked her. He took her from behind. He sat her in his lap. He tasted her, and she him, until both of them were so spent, they could do nothing more than lie back, gasping.

Only the lowest hook of the crescent moon showed beneath the last clouds from the storm as they fell asleep in each other's arms on the bed of fern fronds at the edge of the sandy beach.

The sky lightened, the earliest morning gloaming as John opened his eyes. He reached out and found only the emptiness of flattened fronds beside him. He had not dreamed it—no, he was certain. As he sat up, he caught sight of the sparkle from the dress of moonbeams, and took the fantastic fabric in his hands.

The sun broke the horizon, brightening on the gauzy brilliance of the cloth draped over his hands. It disintegrated and sifted through his hands into the sand.

I've killed her! My selfishness has killed her!

He stared at the nothingness in his hands, as empty as a life without his Siren. Why hadn't he gone to her instead? Shouldn't he have known one such as Siren could not live a mortal existence?

Then, there, beneath the ruin that was his empty hands, two perfect pale feet appeared. He looked up to see his Siren pulling his shirt over her head to cover her beautiful nakedness. With a swoop of her hand, she flipped her long, long, golden-red hair out from the collar to flow in enticing waves nearly to the ground. His heart thrumming wildly, he could only stare.

"Where shall we live, John Wall?" she said.

His heart took another tumble.
  


Chapter 8

 


Relief flooded him like hot tears as John clasped his beloved Siren tightly in his arms, drinking in her heady scent of sea and earth, absorbing the soft, velvety touch of her skin.

But slowly he became aware that the village was coming to life along with the dawn. Hiapo led his people down the path from the cliff where they had taken refuge from the rage of the seas and wind. As a group, they stood around John and Siren, saying nothing. Siren smiled back at their silent welcome. He thought it odd, for she had always avoided the company of humans. Yet she seemed at ease among the Islanders, who seemed to both accept her and treat her with deference. It was as if they bowed in their minds to her.

As much as he had learned of their language, John still did not recognize all their words. But Siren did. He began to think perhaps she knew more about them than he did.

The women had gone on to their wind-wracked homes, and the men to their canoes and nets, which they had sheltered in larger buildings. Soon, as they walked through the village, Hiapo's women emerged, bringing gifts for Siren. The gaudy garment of missionary origin they called muu muu, and leis of ti leaves and flowers, despite that the storm had made havoc of the fragrant flowering bushes so common around the village.

"Namaka-o-Kaha'i has come to us again," said Hiapo as he walked up to them, and he bowed as deeply as he might to his distant kin, the third King Kamehameha. "We will give you our home, where you may be with your lover."

Puzzled, John frowned. "This is Siren," he replied. But he began to realize he could not tell anyone who she really was, nor how he knew it. He would have to give her a name, a white woman's name, for her vivid red hair set her apart from these people with their dark skins and black hair.

"Namaka-o-Kaha'i has many names, and we sometimes call her just Namaka. But we know this is her, for her hair is still flaming from the burning lava her sister Pele threw at her." The old man paused, and mischief quirked on his lips. "But I think John Wall does not want to say Namaka-o-Kaha'i. It is too hard for him."

A chuckle rumbled through the jolly crowd.

John felt his cheeks redden. "It is true," he said. "That is too much for me. I call her Siren, but the white men will not understand. You say she is a goddess, and they will not understand that, either. I think I will call her Serena now. That is a white woman's name."

"Namaka-o-Kaha'i is not a white woman, John Wall. She comes from the sea."

Yes. He knew that all too well.

"What did you do that she threw you out of the sea, John Wall?" Kekoa asked. "Do you make love like the missionaries do? Namaka would not like that."

The village all laughed, the men even louder than the women.

Siren spoke to the village in soft tones, in their language that sounded like the music of the sea. The women giggled. She spoke some more. Their giggles turned to coos of admiration and the women approached him almost with shyness, and touched the flesh of his arm. Another patted his abdomen, which had always been taut from his many years of hard work at sea, making John wonder if he had suddenly been transformed into some sort of fertility god. He decided this was not the time to comment, especially with his limited vocabulary. Too many of their words had hidden or double meanings.

As the women returned to cleaning up their scattered village and harvesting dead fish that had washed up on the shore, the men went on to survey the storm's damage, which was surprisingly light. But Hiapo and Kekoa soon called the men together to begin the project of building a home for their goddess. Siren took her place among the women, doing the things women did as if she did the same every day, and as John watched, the full import of what she had done began to sit on him.

She had goddess status to these people, and John could not deny she seemed like one to him, too. Yet he had never been able to determine from her answers what she really was. Were goddesses made by the gods? Or did that make her something else entirely? Who knew what a Siren was? The myth of the Sirens had been around for thousands of years and persisted to modern times, even though there was no room for it in the Christian way of thinking. He knew of no sailor who would deny it.

It would not be good to tell the missionaries of this. Or any of the white men. If they found out about her, what would they think? What would they do to her? She looked like a white woman, with her fair skin and flaming hair, brighter golden-red than any Irishwoman he had ever seen. No, it would not be a good thing. He would have to somehow keep her hidden.

And clothed.

And that was only the beginning of his problems. Had she given up immortality for him? He had never even been sure she was immortal. It seemed instead that perhaps Sirens lived very long lives but in some ways were vulnerable to harm. Looking at her tiny, perfect feet, bare in the sand, he remembered.

"If a Siren's blood touches land, she will die."
This, she had told them when they were in the sea. But would it be true? What if she cut her foot on the sharp lava that lined the bay? Or on the steep cliffs that backed the village? She had said she would be like any mortal now.

What about smallpox? It was the great killer of the Islanders, who had never encountered it before the white man came to the Islands. Would she also not be able to resist the disease that had ravaged Europe for so many centuries that white men were almost inured to it? Could he get her an inoculation? But that would expose her to other white men.

He was responsible for her now.

The wild thumping of his heart echoed the dread in his soul.
  


Chapter 9

 


Once the thatched houses were repaired, the fishermen returned to the sea. John was not at all keen on going with them, regardless of what Siren said. More than that, he understood that Siren was probably as human and vulnerable as any woman—or more so.

So the following morning before the sun rose, John followed the coast road to Honolulu Port. The storm being over, ships were coming into harbor, and they would pay good money for dock workers. There was plenty of work cleaning up damage from the storm, but that was for the natives, and white men would not be hired for that.

For three days he followed the road before dawn, worked until nightfall, then returned home to the small thatched hut he shared with Siren, she having refused Hiapo's too generous offer. They ate with the Islanders in the new fashion Hiapo had adopted from his king, of men and women eating together, since, as the old man said, the
Ali’i
who had ruled the Hawaiians for so long were no longer around to complain.

"Our king has not died of smallpox," Hiapo said, "and they said it would be his punishment for breaking
kapu. The white man's disease—it would be fitting if the
kapu
mattered. They said his manhood would shrivel and fall off. Pele has not sent fire from the mountains down on him. Even our Namaka does not care. So you see? We will eat with our women."

When the night grew late, the drums beat a different rhythm, and the men began to dance. Virile and bold, their bodies told stories of wars and conquests, of taking women in wildly erotic ways. There was no secret hidden in their posturing or the masculine movements of their hands. John looked at the beautiful woman beside him and saw in sea green eyes a longing and hunger that matched his own. He hoped desperately the drums would soon stop, for his body thrummed with blood in a hot arousal.

Then the pounding ceased, so suddenly John startled. The drummers and their instruments disappeared into the darkness. The villagers quietly departed the big open platform made from lava stones. A nod to John from Kekoa and Hiapo was almost too small to be what he knew it was. With a hand to Siren's waist, he led her away. In minutes, they were back in their hut, nude and engaging in the wild love-making that had been fueled by the heavy beat of the drums that had vanished in the night.

When the white men came around the curve of the road to the village, they would find not a single drum, no scraps of leis made from ti leaves. No sign of the hula the missionaries and the law forbade. Instead, some of them would look in hut after hut, and disturb the Hawaiians in the middle of their rutting. And they would
tsk
to each other, having watched overly long, then return to Honolulu and report they found nothing. Maybe it had been thunder in the sky.

John had a different problem. He had to hide Siren from them. So when he heard them coming to his hut, he covered Siren's bright red hair with a woven mat, as if he concealed from the white men his native lover. They laughed at him and went away.

When dawn was coming, John dragged himself up to go back to the docks. Altogether, he'd had a pretty hard night. But it was not the white men's interruption that had worn him out. It was the time with Siren on his mat that had stretched nearly to the sunrise. Somehow, remembering their water gyrations that were like circus acrobats, he'd thought it had all been easier beneath the sea.

At the docks he worked long and hard, and when they took a few minutes to eat whatever food he had brought, John went off by himself. Less and less did he wish for the company of his own kind. He was different now, yet he could hardly say how. If they knew who he was, what he was. . .

He shook his head. It could not be said to anyone. With a frown, he attacked his meal with a new vengeance.
  


Chapter 10

 


When John returned from the harbor that evening, he held a gift for Siren behind his back. Spotting her, his heart tripped. Perhaps it had been a matter of destiny that they had met, or a kind of pre-destination that he would love her, but it no longer mattered to him. What he felt in his heart was no different. She looked up from where she worked with the village women pounding taro to make the poi, and she smiled.

His heart did a funny little trip again, but this time it was more a matter of trepidation. Her feet were so beautiful, so delicate. Even he hated to cover them. But he knew he must. So he held out the package to her.

She tilted her head to accompany her puzzled brow, and her radiant hair slung over one shoulder. He said nothing. She pulled the string and unfolded the brown paper.

"What are these, John Wall?" she asked.

"Shoes. For your feet. So you won't cut them on the sharp lava."

"Hiapo's wife does not wear these shoes. Kekoa's wife does not wear them."

"I know. But their feet are tough. They have been walking on the lava all their lives. You know it would not be good if you cut yourself."

It took all the persuasion he could muster before she finally agreed to put on the soft moccasin-like shoes.

"You see? You will get used to them."

"I do not like these shoes, John Wall," she replied.

He winced. He hadn't thought she would. He felt as guilty as if he had put a rope around her neck and led her around by it. The proud, free Siren, constrained by leather shoes. But he was not the one who had made the
kapu
against a Siren's blood falling on the earth. And he would not lose her to a careless, innocent accident if he could help it.

But even though she had promised him, twice he returned to the village and found her barefoot.

"I do not like the shoes, John Wall," she said. “I have walked here many times before. The rock is not sharp in the village. The waves have worn it smooth, a long, long time ago."

So John threw up his hands and made her promise to wear the shoes any time she left the village or went near the high cliffs that formed the slopes of the extinct volcano behind the village. Siren pursed her lips and walked away with an odd waddle, giving each foot a small shake as she lifted it, a subtle reminder that she had never been so encumbered any time in her life.

He had to smile, but wanly. She was Siren. She was not used to a man telling her what to do. But she did not understand her vulnerability. He had to protect her in her childlike innocence.

But her pout did not last long, and that night she was back in his arms as they made love with an exquisite slowness that seemed to go on long after the village fell silent. And John found it even harder than ever to rise before dawn and make his trek over the low pass to Honolulu Port.

He was more glad than usual when work stopped for the noon meal. He sat by himself as usual, and dined on yesterday's poi and a fresh mango.

"Keeping to yourself a lot, Wall."

John looked up to see the American sailor who has accosted him in the tavern the night of the storm. He clamped his jaw so tight, he ought to worry about breaking a tooth. "Bartholomew," he replied with a growl.

The stocky American squatted down beside John without so much as asking if he might want company. John tensed his shoulders at the rudeness. But he couldn't tell if the man was like most of these stray remnants of civilization and was oblivious of social conventions, or whether he was up to something. John went on eating his mango.

"Heard you was living with the natives, Wall."

John made the mistake of lifting an eyebrow. He had wanted to give no reaction at all. "What do you want, Bartholemew?"

Nothing," the stocky man said with a shrug. "I guess what I was thinking is, seems strange. I mean, don't understand what you've got against your own kind."

John felt his teeth clenching and only forced his mouth open by telling himself he was going to take another bite.

"Heard you've got yourself a
wahine
there, now."

Teeth clamping ever tighter, John forced them open and bit into the mango again.

"Anyway, didn't mean anything by it."

"You got something to say, Bartholomew? I wish you'd say it."

The burly man's shoulders hunched forward, and John started to wonder, maybe something wasn't right.

"My cousin was on the
Telesto."

Before he could stop his reaction, John flinched. "Who?"

"Caleb Cotton."

Telesto's
bos'n. "Good man. I forgot he was an American."

"His pa raised me after my ma died."

"Sort of like a brother, then."

"Any idea what happened to him, Wall?"

John shook his head, suddenly understanding the man's pain, and feeling remorse for his hard feelings. "Last I saw, he was in the last long boat headed for the coast. Then a huge wave rose, and
Telesto
broke up."

"Why wasn't you with them?"

"Too crowded. Figured they had a better chance without me."

"You think maybe they could of made it?"

"It was the Skeleton coast."

Bartholomew's shoulders heaved. "Yeah."

John echoed the man's sigh. "I would’ve died for him, Bartholomew."

"Yeah. He would of died for you, too. Now I think of it, I guess Caleb'd be mighty glad to know you made it if he didn't. Still can't figure out how you got here from there, though."

"Told you, I don't know. Nothing I remember is anything anyone would believe."

"Well, what? Where you been all this time?"

John shook his head, then with a frustrated pout, dragged in a heavy breath. Hell. "Living beneath the sea with a Siren."

"C'mon, Wall."

"I told you. What I remember can't be true."

"Yeah, well then, I guess if I was you I wouldn't want to talk about it, neither. Sea's a funny place ain't it?"

That was for sure.

"Well, I gotta git, Wall," Bartholomew said as he stood to go. "Be seeing you around. Try to be a bit more social, yeah?"

John smiled through thinned lips. He guessed he didn't have anything against a man who'd had the guts to apologize. If you could call it that.

Bartholomew took a few steps then turned back. "Oh, Wall, I got to tell you something."

With an expectant stare, John waited.

"They know about her. The red head."
  


Chapter 11

 


Before he could stop himself, John betrayed his thoughts in his dropped jaw and wide eyes.

"That woman you've got. Word is, she's a white woman."

"She's no white woman." But John was not about to admit he didn't know exactly what she really was.

"If you say so. Don't know any redheads that ain't white, myself, but it ain't my business. Just warning you, they ain't happy that a white woman's living with natives. Nor they can't figure out where she come from. 'Tain't seemly to them."

"The missionaries?

"The white women and their husbands, more like. The bankers and plantation owners. Not that they'd ever let her into their kind anyway, not now, but they think it's some kind of sinful. Sounds like they're gonna pay you a visit. I'd be careful if I was you."

"When?"

"Tonight, sounds like."

What if Bartholomew was lying to him? Or what if he wasn't?

"Guess I'll be heading home, then," John said. Bartholomew nodded back and went on his way.

John had to force himself not to break into a sprint as he walked down toward the beach road leading to Hiapo's village, but the farther away he got from the port, the faster he walked, until he was far enough from the sight of the white men that he felt he could run.

He was gasping as he neared the starkly rising conical cliff that separated the village from the long, narrow beach and harbor near Honolulu. He paused to catch his breath, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Bartholomew running up, his wind equally gone.

Damn the man!

"You hiding something, Wall?" Bartholomew said between gasps.

"Can't you mind your own business?"

The man shook his mop of dirty, sand-colored hair. "Not this time. There's something ain't good about them. Don't know what they want, but they got The Zeal, as Pa used to say. And I figure Caleb'd want me to help you out."

They had staggered to the crest of the road, and looked down at the village.

"Damn," said Bartholomew.

Damn, it was. Two black buggies with stamping teams were parked at the edge of Hiapo's village, and John counted three black-suited white men and two port men talking to Hiapo through his interpreter. Fear shoved itself into John's mouth and down his throat, sending his already rapidly beating heart to near spasms.

Just as he and Bartholomew walked up, Siren came down the path from the cliff, with Kekoa by her side. Her Titian hair glowed copper fire in the bright sun, and she wore the gaudily flowered
muu muu
given to her by Hiapo's daughter. A thick lei of flowers and ti leaves crowned her hair. Her feet were bare. She walked like a queen and looked the perfect Hawaiian
wahine, were it not for her coloring.

John gulped. He wanted to run and snatch her up and carry her off to the sea. Her green eyes laughed at him while the rest of her face was solemn.

John could feel the agitation in the villagers. But Hiapo sat calmly on his platform, listening to the white men through the interpreters as if he could not understand anything the
haoles
said. John had also learned much of the Hawaiian language, but he'd made a point of not telling the white men that, either.

He recognized the shorter man who was speaking to Hiapo as one of the town businessmen. "So that's her, is it? I'd say she's a white woman. You there, come here."

Siren's face was the model of incomprehension. She looked to Kekoa.

Kekoa spoke to her in the Hawaiian tongue and she nodded to him, and walked up to the owner of a dry goods store north of the harbor.

"What's your name, girl? Where do you come from?"

Kekoa spoke to her, and Siren responded to him in Hawaiian words that flowed as smoothly from her mouth as from an islander.

"She is Na-Maka-o-Kaha'i-Kaikamahine-o-Kuwaha'ilo-a me-Haumea. She is from the sea."

"Say what?" said another of the white men, his brow wrinkling like a furrow plowed by a drunken mule.

Patiently, Kekoa repeated himself.

"No, no," said the shopkeeper. "What ship did you come on, girl, whatever your name is. What does this man John Wall call you?"

"I call her Serena," said John. "And she comes from the sea." He moved sideways to be closer to Siren, ready to cut off the committeemen, or whatever it was they called themselves. Bartholomew moved along with him.

"What are you doing keeping a white woman among these natives, Wall?"

"She's not white. And she didn't come on any ship. She belongs here."

Bartholomew muscled in, frowning and folding his arms as he studied Siren's face. "What is she, some kind of albino? Looks like, maybe. Ain't seen those kind of lips on a white woman. Could be a mixed breed. Quadroon, maybe?"

In another time and place, John would have slugged the man, but he picked up the creative thread. "Take a look," he added. "Just change her skin and hair color and she looks native."

Bartholomew nodded, his brow wrinkling further. "More like albino than mixed, I'm thinking. Look at that hair. Ain't Irish. Too thick and long. She could pass, though."

To a man, the committee turned as pale as an albatross's belly. "Pass, eh?" said the shopkeeper. "Just what're you up to, Wall? Don't know how you got her here, but don't think you're going to foist this colored woman off on decent white folk."

"Wouldn't think of it."

The faces of the islanders were unusually blank as they all watched the men in their somber black suits climb back into their carriages. The whips cracked over the horses' backs and the teams plodded up the long path to the hill that separated Hiapo's village from the flat plain of the harbor.

"Ain't no missionary ever treated these folks as bad as them folks do," Bartholomew grumbled.

He was an odd man, John decided.

When the back of the last carriage disappeared beyond the crest of the hill, John let out a huge sigh and wrapped Siren in a bear hug. The islanders burst into raucous laughter. Bartholomew stood aside, shifting awkwardly between his two big feet.

John turned to Bartholomew and clapped him on the back as he walked with Siren back through the gathering of villagers, who performed little dance steps and jiggled aloft whatever tools they had in their hands. John could see a hula organizing itself in their minds. It would be a secret tale for the night dances that would vanish whenever the white men came over the hill.

Kekoa grinned widely, a complete contrast to the solemn face he had shown the
haole
committee. John laughed back at him. "Where'd you get that name you called her?" he asked.

Kekoa shrugged. "It is not a lie. I only tell of her lineage. It is not so unusual to add parentage to a name."

"For a king, maybe," John said. Then the flicker of a smile curled his lips. "Or a goddess. But you could have just called her Namaka, as you usually do. Why did you invent that?"

"You would not understand. It is too hard for a
haole."

The laughter roared through all. Even Bartholomew laughed.

John introduced the man, telling how he had warned John of the danger. But Hiapo and Kekoa only laughed harder.

"We know of Tom Bartholomew," said Kekoa. "He is a
haole
like you, John Wall, but he is also a good friend like you."

But Tom Bartholomew was a man with hidden sadness. Hiapo asked him to stay, but the man only shook his head and soon was gone, over the road to Honolulu and wherever it was he had found to live in the hot, dusty town.

As the evening grew long and they had passed their evening meal, Siren rose and walked along the crescent-shaped sandy beach to the point, looking out toward the leeward side of the island, past Honolulu Port and out to sea at the rapidly setting sun, turning the sky so deeply orange, it hurt John's eyes.

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. Often he found her staring at the sea like this, and he would see the longing in her eyes. He kissed her neck, and saw the tilt of a smile on her lips.

Hand in hand, they walked along the rugged point as the tide quietly receded, baring the black rocks and showing the tops of the coral barely beneath the surface. The bright fireball sun dropped rapidly below the horizon, and darkness came quickly. Although they heard other couples near them making love in the darkness, they just lay quietly on the dark rock and watched the stars come out.

"Where is your Summer Sea, Siren?" John held her graceful hand and stroked over her palm with his thumb.

"It is wherever I wish it to be."

"Where is that? Can you see it from here?"

"It is far away."

"You miss the sea," he said.

"I am Siren," she said quietly. "I have decided."

Yes. She had. She had decided to give up her Summer Sea. For him. Could she never go back? He knew if he asked that question, she would not answer. Had she become mortal? She would not answer that either. He would have to be more oblique, or change the subject.

"When I sailed the
Telesto, sometimes I would climb up to the crow's nest just so I could see the sea all around me. From there, when the day is bright, it sometimes looks like the ship is in a bowl, with dark blue water high up around it on all sides."

Siren twisted her hand in his and wove their fingers together, but she said nothing.

"But I think the Diamond Head must be many times taller than
Telesto's
mast. Seven or eight hundred feet, I'd guess."

She turned her face toward him, her green eyes lit with curiosity. "The Summer Sea cannot be seen, John Wall."

"But think how much of the ocean we could see from there. Do you want to climb it?"

"I have not seen the sea from such a place."

"Then tomorrow, let us climb the Diamond Head."

In the morning, they filled gourds with water and wrapped some food and a papaya in bark cloth, and began the climb. Under protest, Siren wore the shoes, but John refused to go if she did not. The day grew hot, for there was no shade from the time they left the forest for the high slopes. As the day wore on, the sun grew hotter. His fear for her fair skin proved valid, for it was reddening. Perhaps it was a sign that she had indeed become mortal. His own skin had long since been leathery brown from all his years on the glaring sea, but hers, fair though it was, had not changed, until now. In the village, he had noticed the pinkish color, but the shaded shoreline and the frequent clouds of the island's windward side had kept her from burning badly. Now he began to worry.

He was prepared. He produced a smock shirt he had found for her in Honolulu Port and a hat woven from palm fronds. She frowned, but accepted the gift. He thought then it must be so, for Siren would not tell him of her vulnerability, yet she would know of it.

By mid afternoon, they had reached the rim on the low side, and descended into the ancient crater, having followed an overgrown trail that switched back and forth, along the mountain's steep side. They rested in the only shade available, provided by the flat-floored crater's steep wall to the summit, drank water that had grown warm and ate the fruit that had gone soft. As the evening approached, they returned to their climb, this time more strenuous, and long before sunset, they stood on the summit and gazed out over an ocean that was as majestic a deep marine blue as he had ever seen.

The setting sun turned her long, long hair shining gold and copper as the stiff wind whipped it about. She stood tall and straight, breathing in the glorious beauty of her view. The sea darkened, the sky became orange, with deep purple stripes and bulbous clouds that reached upward from glowing sunset into night. Briefly, so quick, he almost doubted he saw it, green fire flashed at the horizon, then the ball of fire that was the sun dropped as if it fell into the sea.

Siren removed the hat she had tied to her head, then the smock and the
muu muu
beneath it. Lastly she bent to untie the shoes she found so clumsy and set them atop her garments to weigh them down against the wind. Quietly, John stripped off his garments and stood nearby, feeling almost the intruder in her silent prayer to the sea.

In the growing darkness, she extended her arms straight ahead of her to the distant horizon, by now a nearly invisible line between darkening sky and darker water. Then the song began.

It was not a song he had heard before, yet it rang with the exquisite, clear beauty he remembered. It rolled over the cliffs and down through the valley to the sea, undulating, scaling up and down, and echoing off the clouds. John stared in awe at the beauty of song that tore through his heart, feeling the depth of her longing for her beloved Summer Sea. And rolling back over the waves came the deep male response of the seas, pouring out its love for its beautiful Siren. Tears filled John's eyes and were blown away by the savage wind that raked the crest of the Diamond Head. The sea had always been one with her, and now they were rent apart.

Whether she was the goddess of the sea or not, he could never say, for whatever Siren was, was beyond his comprehension. Hiapo called her Namaka-o-Kaha'i. Others in other places, she said, called her Kaah, or by myriad other names he could not pronounce. He only knew she was more than he could understand. She had said Sirens were not immortal, yet she had also told him of lifetimes beyond his own, so he could not imagine what she had given up.

She had come ashore to live with her lover, the penniless
haole. She had truly breathed life into him when he would have died from the sea's ravages. Given him a new life beneath the sea where they had lived in perfect harmony. And it had not been enough.

And then she had given all of that away. For him. And he had nothing to give back.

For hours, Siren sang, and John listened, captured and enthralled by her music. The clouds bloomed against the bright silver disk of the moon, and the waves crashed their lacy white caps against the pale crescent of sand at the ancient volcano's feet, and all of it sang together, an exquisite harmony of love and longing.

Yellow streaked dawn came, then brightened in hibiscus colors. Siren lowered her arms to her sides and smiled.

"I am Siren. I have chosen."

"Have I also any choice in this, Siren?"

She turned to him with a cross frown. "Have you chosen, John Wall? If you have not, then I do not want you."

Had he? Yet, yes, he had. Perhaps he had chosen the very moment his lips had first touched hers and they had slipped into the sea. Why, he realized, he might never know, but it no longer seemed important.

When the sun shone bright enough for them to follow the narrow, gravelly path, they began their descent, and they reached the path from the coast road to the village in late afternoon. As they straggled wearily into the village, eager to reach the hut and rest in its shade, John spotted a stocky sandy-haired man talking to Hiapo. He felt a thud of trepidation hit his heart.

Tom Bartholomew.
  


Chapter 12

 


A fierce possessiveness swept over him at the sight of the man he'd decked in the tavern. No matter that the fellow had more or less managed an apology. John glanced at Siren, glad to see she had not removed the smock shirt he had given her. The odd jealous protectiveness surprised him, for the man had done nothing but help Siren.

Bartholomew saw them approaching, and he made an obeisance to the old man that surprised John, for few white men would know or even trouble themselves to learn the native way of showing respect to an elder. But then, Kekoa had said they considered him a friend. Bartholomew turned and walked toward them, his eyes fixed on Siren as if she were some sort of ghost.

"Bartholomew," John acknowledged, but it sounded like he was growling again.

"Wall. Good to see you."

John grunted. He'd never been fond of social lies. "What are you doing here?"

"Come to see Hiapo. Haven't been here in a long time. Used to have me a
wahine—she died. Measles."

"Sorry," John replied.

"Should of come a long time ago. Just couldn't make myself do it. But it was good to see him again the other day. I should of stayed. I lived here oncet."

There was nothing for it but to invite the man to eat with them. But Hiapo had already done it, and this time Batholomew had agreed to stay.

The old man called for a feast to celebrate the visit of his
haole
friend. Bartholomew sat with John and Siren in the place of honor on Hiapo's platform while they were served the traditional foods, and drums and rattles played the sounds of the feast. John could tell by the sounds that tonight would be one of those nights Hiapo called for the hula. And as tired as he was, John wished they could have simply gone to bed in their little hut without even eating. But he would honor Hiapo above all men, and Hiapo had taught him hospitality was to be honored above all, in dealings with other men.

Bartholomew could hardly keep his eyes off Siren, and John seethed quietly. But it was not polite for Bartholomew to address her directly, so he did not. John wished he could punch the man in the gut for his ogling, but that too would be disrespectful to the old man.

Bartholomew set down the wooden bowl that had held his poi. "Did you hear the wind last night, Wall?"

John frowned at the man. He'd heard the wind and a hell of a lot more. "Yes."

"Sound strange to you?"

"Thought it sounded beautiful."

"So did I. Thought it sounded like the Siren's song. Ever hear the Siren singing, Wall?"

"Yes."

"Never heard anything more beautiful. People all over Honolulu are talking about it. They're saying it was the wind whistling through the trees, but it wasn't. I thought it was like the Siren's song. But it wasn't that, either."

Throwing the man a guarded glance, John asked, "Why do you say that?"

"Because the Siren's song is so beautiful it makes me weep. Makes me want to jump into the ocean and join her. Didn't feel that, quite."

"I heard, maybe there are many Sirens," John replied. "And maybe a man hears only the one who calls to him."

"Scares me so much I almost piss," Bartholomew said. "I seen men walk right up to the gunwale and jump into the sea. That's what I want to do when I hear her. Or see her. Ever see a Siren, Wall?"

"I've seen her."

"I ain't ready to die, Wall. She calls me. She devils my dreams with her flowing blonde hair. I can't sleep. That's why I gave up sailing, because I was afraid I'd go overboard, and I ain't ready to go."

Siren rose from where she sat against her heels beside John, and crossed in front of them. From the still-laden low table, she scooped up thick gray poi into their koa wood bowls and brought them back to the two men. She knelt before Bartholomew and sat the bowl before him.

"Do not fear the Siren's call, Tom Bartholomew. If it is not your time, you will not go. If it is your time, you will go."

His stare at her was a mix of deadly fear and horror, then softened to mere astonishment.

"Hiapo calls you Namaka-o-Kaha'i," he said. The sea goddess." He sent a wide-eyed sidelong glance at John. "T'ain't possible."

"I know," John replied.

"How come you're alive, then, Wall? Is this it?"

"I told you there's no explaining it."

"Yeah. Yeah, I surely do see why you don't say much."

"Do not fear, Tom Bartholomew," Siren said again. "There is much you do not know, but you will not regret what you must do."

Then she returned to her place beside John.

The drums, the deep-toned ones they kept hidden in dark caves, came out. The hula began. This time, when the singer began his tale of the sea goddess, three women wearing short, thickly bunched skirts and leis circling ankles and wrists and crowning their heads, began a fluid, swaying dance. The story, John now understood, was told in the hands.

It was told in the hula that Namaka-o-Kaha-I, was sister to the goddess Pele, who was the fire of the great volcanoes, or the ancient homeland of Tahiti. When Pele stole her sister's husband, she fled, and Namaka-o-Kaha'i followed in anger. Pele came to the Islands of Hawaii, first to Kauai in the north, but her sister followed and everywhere Pele put her digging stick in the ground, Namaka-o-Kaha'i caused the waves to rise up and fill the hole. And so Pele fled to the next island, and the next. But each time the sea goddess raised the sea against her sister. Finally, when Pele reached the biggest island, Hawaii, she hurried high up the mountain to thrust her stick into the ground, flinging fire at her sister the whole way, and causing the sea goddess's hair to burst into flames. Try as she might, Namaka could not make the waves reach her sister, who thrust her stick into the land, and there she stayed, raising the enormous volcanoes that spew fire to this day. Namaka-o-Kaha'i returned to the sea, where she had dominion, and Pele never again dared to go near the water where her flame-haired sister awaited. And to this day, the sea goddess, Namaka-o-Kaha'i is recognized by her hair that burns in the daylight.

John privately wondered what had happened to the lover, but he thought it wise not to make mention of it.

"Is it true?" he quietly asked Siren, for he no longer thought such things were nonsense. He himself had heard the sea singing back to Siren.

"Men tell the stories they can understand," she replied.

It would have been proper for John to invite Bartholomew to stay the night in his hut with Siren, but it was the last thing he wanted to do. He had found it hard enough to sleep within hearing distance of the Oahuans. A white man, he didn't think he could handle. But Hiapo spoke of it first, and insisted the man not return over the coast road to Honolulu in the night when the spirits of the old warriors who had been slain by King Kamehameha roamed along the cliffs and valleys near the Pali. John breathed relief.

Although he made love with Siren that night, it was very quiet, almost tentative, for something about Bartholomew troubled him deeply. John only wanted to hold on to his beloved through the night, more for fear that he would disappear than she, he thought.

In the morning, he rose at dawn and saw Bartholomew waiting for him near the dusty road that wound up the hill and around the old crater called Diamond Head. He shrugged, and joined the stocky American he'd just as soon not see again. For a long time, they just walked, saying nothing.

"No dock work today," Bartholomew said. "Don't know why we're going. The
Galinda
is still repairing her yardarms. Got the mast done, though. Hull scraped. She'll be going out in a few more days. Guess we'll load her by tomorrow, maybe."

John grunted. He hadn't planned on working the docks today. He'd only gone along because Bartholomew seemed to need something.

"Captain Sligh needs a bos'n. Told him I'm done with the sea."

"Thinking of changing your mind?"

"Don't know." Bartholomew's eyes were fixed on the dirt path ahead of them, but John could see the man's longing for the sea, or perhaps it was for his Siren, etched in every weathered crevice of his face.

Silence came upon them again, and only the muffled shuffle of their footsteps sounded against the loudly singing birds and quiet lapping of a gently rolling incoming tide. The day was growing bright, but early thunderclouds were coming in, already rapidly growing tall and rimed in bright silver by the sun. John knew to expect a warm downpour before he returned to the village.

"She's very beautiful," Bartholomew said at last.

John nodded, as if his silence could speak for him, knowing who the man meant.

"Think you're right, Wall. There's more than one Siren. She's a Siren, ain't she? Only she ain't my Siren."

"How do you know?"

"My Siren sounds different. And she's got blonde hair, not red. Just as long, though. Just as beautiful. You think she's right? About following the Siren, I mean?"

John shrugged. It seemed like nodding and shrugging were becoming the better part of his half of the conversation.

"Did you really live beneath the sea, then? Does that explain how you got from Africa to here? What was it like? Was it cold and dark?"

"Siren comes from the Summer Sea. The water is never cold, and there seemed to be light wherever we were. Don't ask me how. I don't understand it. I just know it's an impossible, beautiful world."

"Why ain't you still there then?"

"Because I was stupid. Seemed to me like she was telling me what to do and I had no choice. Didn't sit well with me."

"Don't usually sit well with a man. She do that now?"

"If she does, I don't notice it. Maybe she's become slyer and I just don't know it now. I don't think I care anymore. It's worth about anything to be with her. And I thought I had to be with people. I missed my own kind. Only now I'm here, and I don't want to be with them at all." He frowned deeply. Until he had said it aloud, he hadn't known how much he felt that.

"Yeah, I know. I don't like them much either. But why us? Why not some other man instead? And why did she come ashore? To be with you?"

"I don't know. I don't understand her. Except that last. Yes. She says I am for her and she is for me. I never really understood what that means."

"Sounds like she's saying she loves you."

"Maybe. I don't understand her most of the time. She's something beyond my ken. If she's a goddess or immortal–I just don't understand."

"Most men don't understand women, Wall."

That was true. But he shook his head. It wasn't explainable, none of it. Not even to this gruff, coarse man who at least knew John wasn't crazy. "I only know, the only thing in the world I really want is to be with her."

Bartholomew stopped in the road and assessed John, his head cocked and brow wrinkled. He sighed, and they turned back to their walking. Soon the skeletal masts of the tall ships in the harbor came into view.

Bartholomew had a strange look on his face that seemed half fear, half fate. "If she wanted you to go back to the sea with her, would you do it?"

A shiver ran up John's spine. Did he feel Bart's fear or his own? "I don't think she can go back now," he said. "I think she gave up her sea. Maybe immortality, too, I'm not sure. That singing you heard, that was her."

"Thought so."

"We climbed to the top of the Diamond Head so she could see the sea, and she sang to it all night long. I've never felt such deep yearning, and it seemed the sea sang back to her, like lovers forever parted."

Was that it? Was he jealous of her love for her sea?

"It surely was beautiful," Bartholomew said, his head slowly shaking as if at some great wonder that was beyond belief. "Surely was."

"Used to be, no one else could hear her song but me. Now everyone can. That's why I think she's given up everything to be just human. She can die, now that she's on land."

"That would surely be a shame. Frightening thought."

"I think she'd die in the sea now. Just like me."

"But she told me not to fear it. You think I'd be like you, swimming in the sea? Be with my Siren forever?"

The sudden memory of the drowning sailors struck him. He didn't know. Damn it all, he didn't know. They'd had no Siren to kiss their lips and take them to a paradise beneath the waves. He didn't know how to answer.

"But she told me not to fear it," Bartholomew repeated.

"She doesn't lie," John said. It was the only answer he was sure of. And he knew what hunger and torture the man was going through. But it wasn't up to him to say what the rough American ought to do.

Closer to the docks, their pace slowed, as if trepidation dragged Bartholomew's steps. The five masts of the Clipper
Galinda
towered above the water of the harbor. Bartholomew moved as if in a trance. At last, after he had stared at the ship for several minutes, he huffed out a resigned sigh, and reached into his pocket. Out came a necklace of silver gray pearls.

"Don't know why I have this," he said. "Maybe you should give it to your Siren."

John shook his head again, as he had done so many times this morning. "She never was much one for trinkets."

"Got to give it to someone. Don't think I'm going to have much use for it."

John frowned. He'd thought so much lately that he had no gift for Siren, after she had given so much to him. But this was not what he needed for her. Not a gift that was nothing more than something given by another man.

"Save it. Give it to your Siren," he said. "Maybe that's why you have it. You'll be glad you have something you can share with her."

Bartholomew pinched his lips together and slowly nodded. "Tell your Siren goodbye for me. You're a good man, Wall. My cousin said so. He was right. Hope he found a Siren too."

John didn't have the heart to tell the man his cousin had never heard the Siren's song. Or he had not admitted to it. They shook hands and clasped arms, and their eyes said they knew they would never meet again. And Bartholomew turned away to walk toward the
Galinda
with his head held high and a whistle on his lips.

An odd malaise came over John as he walked away, and instead of heading back to the village, he turned into Honolulu town, toward the neatly laid out mud streets and roughly constructed shops. He browsed aimlessly, wanting something but he didn't know what.

What did one buy for a sea goddess?

In one dark, smoky den of a shop far from the main streets, he found it. Little bottles filled with a clear, slick oil, scented with the flowers of the tropics. When he asked what they were for, the old man chuckled and rubbed his hairy chin as if he thought John no sailor at all if he didn't know. He bought the bottles and put them in his pocket, then began the long trek along the beach of Waikiki and over the hump that led past the Diamond Head to the village. Twice the thunderstorms broke as he walked, but the pouring rain was warm, and sun cracked through the rows of thunder clouds to echo the joy in his heart. He kept on walking, anxious to give his gift to Siren.

She was easily pleased, yet he had never found a gift that had said quite what he wanted it to say, and now he knew why. All this time, he had never really understood. He hadn't understood anything, not Siren, who was as inexplicable to him as God himself, not how they had lived in the sea, not why she had come to land and given up her Summer Sea. It was odd that he had learned so much from the confusion of that rough-mannered American, Tom Bartholomew.

Siren would say "I am for you, John Wall," and he had always wondered if it had meant she had come to take him. For she had done that. Taken him into the sea with little consent from him. Yet he would have died if he had not. But now he understood the words came from her depth. It was her way of saying she loved him, that they belonged together. And somehow he had never managed to say to her he loved her too.

Tonight, he would tell her, with words. He would show her with his hands as he anointed her glorious body with the scented oils but it would be the words that he would finally say that would count. Simple words, maybe, for he had never been very good at saying the big ones. But he would say it. Because now he finally understood. It was not about owning someone. It was about loving. And Siren had loved him long before he had even been born on earth.

He crested the hill and caught sight of the village along the curve of the little turquoise bay. His pace picked up as he continued down the sloping muddy road, his heart accelerating in his excitement.

Something was happening in the village. The sound of voices reached his ears like the buzzing of a swarm of bees, and the brown bodies of villagers scurried toward a single point near the open hut where the women pounded the
kapa
into barkcloth for their garments. He frowned, for he knew the men did not usually go near the area where the women worked.

Something was wrong. John walked faster, then broke into a trot. Soon he was running as he heard the moaning cries of women. Had old Hiapo died? He was very old. Or his very ancient wife who was so beloved of the women? But everyone ran. Everyone gathered in a circle.

Then they saw him approaching. The moans ceased abruptly as their jaws hung slack. Their faces twisted into anguish as they watched him.

Siren!

Fear propelled him as he dashed into the crowd. Siren sat on a black boulder watching him come, her face twisted—pain? Fear? In one hand, she cradled the other, and into the sand at her feet oozed bright red blood.
  


Chapter 13

 


He knelt at her feet, panic turning his heart into a frenetic drum, and he scooped up the bloody sand, as if somehow he could turn time backwards and make it not touch the earth. But the blood continued to pour from the wound.

"It is too late, John Wall," she said. "I have broken
kapu. I will die now."

"No!" he wailed, taking the bloody hand and wrapping the cloth of her
muu muu
around it, while glancing around frantically for something to tie around it to staunch the flow. "It's just a myth, Siren! It's not true! We'll stop the bleeding and you'll be just fine."

"I am just a myth to your people, my John Wall. But if you do not believe, it will not go away. I am Siren, and I must live or not live by my
kapu."

Her face was beginning to turn ashen pale, and her voice had a tremble in it. John scooped her into his arms, cradling her as hot tears stung his cheeks. "No, I won't let you go. You said it is a horrible death. I won't let it happen. There has to be something I can do."

"I am Siren," she said. "I decided. Always I have been for you, my John Wall. Always. I chose to live ashore with you." Siren nestled her face into the crook between his arm and chest. "I hoped it would be longer, but sooner or later, it would come. Am not sorry. I am not afraid. But I will die soon. Take me home. I would die in our home."

She would not last much longer. He could see her strength ebbing away. It did not matter how many tears he shed—he could not stop it. If only he had stayed in the sea with her, she would still be safe.

"Let us go back to the sea instead, Siren."

"You will die there, John Wall." Her voice was already whisper-weak. "The sea will not save me, either."

"A Siren should not die on land. It is the only thing I can do. We will die together."

John stood and stripped off his garments. From the pocket of his trousers, he pulled the two remaining gold Spanish doubloons and gave them to Hiapo, who stood with the Oahuans of his village. "Give everything we have to the people of your village," he said. "I know it isn't much, but it is for you."

Then he knelt and removed the
muu muu
and bracelets from his beloved. He lifted her in his arms and walked through the village, heading for the sandy beach. Around them, the mournful sounds of a dirge arose from the villagers, that curious combination of the ancient chants and choir-like harmony that was almost as beautiful as the Siren's song.

Running along beside them, Kekoa led a group of men who brought up an outrigger canoe to the beach, and pushed it into the water.

"No," he said, "I will take her."

"We will go with you to the open sea," Kekoa replied. "We will take you beyond the breakers."

John nodded. He would have to get them beyond the breakers and away from the currents or they would be carried back to land. And she was Siren. He did not want her to die on land or to be washed ashore. She belonged to the sea.

He walked into the gentle sea, with its waves lapping at his legs and could feel the tide already changing. He would have to fight against it. He took the rope Kekoa extended from the canoe to tow them out.

The water deepened and its color darkened as they reached the edge of the reef. Soon even the dark old lava flows could not be seen beneath the surface, and the men kept paddling their outriggers, their deep voices staying in chorus with the melodic chant of the women ashore, the music cradling them in its loving beauty.

Long after the village was beyond sight or hearing, he signaled Kekoa to let them go, and the canoe turned back toward shore. Now they were alone with the sea. And Siren's strength was nearly gone.

The sky darkened, and it was not night, but an approaching storm that quickly bore down on them as it blew toward the island. The tide had turned, and the cross current fought him. John did not have the strength in his legs that had once powered him beneath the sea. His puny human's swimming strokes were almost useless.

He pushed harder into the ocean. "We'll make it, Siren. You will not die on land."

Her voice was almost gone. "I am for you, John Wall. Nothing else matters."

And so that was what it meant. "I love you, Siren. Nothing else matters. But you will not die on land."

For hours it seemed he fought storm, tide and current, yet every time he could see through the heavy rain and wind, the island seemed closer, not farther away. His strength was giving out. He was only a man. He could not force his will against the might of nature.

But he kept trying. Kept swimming. Swimming. His strokes almost too weak against the might of the King of Storms and his brother, the sea.

As the storm moved on, he stopped, exhausted, and looked back. He could see Diamond Head now, standing proudly above the island. They had not moved farther out to sea. They were closer than ever.

Grimly, he poured all he could muster into his strokes. Fiercely, he threw his last bit of strength into his fight against the current and tide. But it was futile. Exhaustion finally overcame him. He could barely still hold her in his arm, and his legs could move no more.

He had failed. They would die, and the ocean would carry their bodies back to land. His Siren's body would lie on a tattered beach, where no Siren should ever be laid to rest.

"I'm sorry," he whispered raggedly. "I can't make it, Siren." He couldn't even keep them afloat any longer.

"Kiss me, my love," she said.

Yes. That was the way to make it end. John Wall took his last breath of moisture-laden air and kissed his Siren. If they had to die, this was the only way he wanted to go. Bodies embraced, lips joined, they began to sink. He could feel the colder water of the depths surrounding his feet, then thighs, and the darkness of the sea's depths coming up to take them. But all he cared about was being in his Siren's arms. What would happen would happen. They were at least together in death. He savored the wonderful beauty of their kiss.

Siren's arms, that had been limp, began to move, and her hands swept gentle caresses over his cheeks. The water felt warm. The kaleidoscope colors of the Summer Sea wrapped around them, the rainbow that swam through the water.

The burning pain of exhaustion faded. He felt his legs becoming strong again. And he could feel it coming back to Siren.

"What's happening?" How could this be? She had said she must die now.

"It is something we cannot know," said his Siren, smiling again, at last. "The Siren's kiss is death sometimes. But sometimes it brings life. But I think this time it is your kiss that gives the Siren life."

He hugged her fiercely. He didn't care why. Or how. Only that his Siren was alive.

With strong, powerful strokes of their legs, John Wall and his Siren swam away into the Summer Sea.

 


* * *

 


Today, on the Island of Oahu, you can still find the story of the Siren, but it is told a little differently.

If you leave Honolulu, driving along the Southern Coast toward the windward side of the island, you will pass the Diamond Head, and then Hanauma Bay where Hiapo's village is said to have been. The road turns north to follow the windward coast. Soon you will come upon a large, metal-roofed old building with weathered gray timbers, where an old man and his wife sell T shirts.

The old woman is polite and pleasant, but busy with business. But her husband loves the company and even more, loves to tell the stories of the Old Hawaii. He will, if he decides he trusts you enough, reach into his pocket and pull out an old gold coin with its Spanish cross almost obliterated from too much stroking of the thumb.

Pull up a chair and prop your feet on the wooden crate he keeps there for that purpose, and he will tell you the story of how the Spanish doubloon made its way to the Island of Oahu, and how the Goddess of the Sea, Namaka-o-Kaha'i, rode to shore on the crest of a storm-tossed wave to be with her lover, the
haole, John Wall.

 


THE END

 


Look for my other historicals on Amazon.com, Smashwords.com or other ebook distributors.
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If you liked SIREN, you might want to look for FAERIE

“Not your ordinary fairy tale”

A full length paranormal historical romance coming Summer, 2011. An excerpt follows this small glossary of Hawaiian and other terms.

 


 


GLOSSARY of HAWAIIAN TERMS:

Ali'i:
The elite of the ancient Hawaiians. Many Hawaiians today can trace their ancestry back to those who once were chiefs or rulers of the Islands.

Haole:
Usually a white person, who is not native to the islands.

Kapu:
That which is
forbidden, or sacred.

Lei:A garland for the neck, head, wrists or ankles, made of flowers or decorative leaves such as ti leaves.

Muu muu:
A loose woman's garment introduced by the missionaries to cover the body because they found it hard to tolerate the Islanders' nudity.

Pali: Cliff. On the Island of Oahu, the Pali are on the eastern or Windward side of the island, because it is the heavy rainfall brought by the winds that erodes them so fiercely into steep rock walls. The legend of King Kamehameha forcing his enemies, the defending Oahuans, to their deaths over the cliffs is true, and stories still abound of the ghosts of those warriors who fell to their deaths, who still haunt the area near the base of the cliffs.

Wahine:
Woman, especially a wife, daughter, family member.

 


GODS and PEOPLE:

(For simplification, I have chosen the typical English spelling of Hawaiian words.)

Namaka-o-Kaha’i: An ancient Hawaiian goddess of the sea. The legend originated in Tahiti, and was brought by the Tahitians when they migrated to the Hawaiian Islands. Namaka-o-kaha’i means “the eyes of Kaha'i,” an ancient demi-god, said to be brave and adventurous. When Kekoa introduces Siren to the White settlers and attaches her lineage to her name, he is playing a joke on them, but he is also being perfectly proper and following Hawaiian custom in introducing the elite ali’i.

Pele: Sister of Namaka-o-Kaha'i, she is goddess of the volcanoes and fire.

King Kamehameha:
There were four kings of Hawaii who took the name Kamehameha. Kamehameha I, the Great, conquered the other islands and became the first king.

Kamehameha III was king at the time of this story.

Kekoa: A traditional Hawaiian name, meaning brave, courageous. A fictional person.

Hiapo:
A traditional Hawaiian name meaning first born. A fictional person.

Kaah:
A completely invented name for Siren, which I chose because it might have come from any number of places.

 


ISLANDS AND PLACES:

Oahu:
Called the Gathering Place, this central island of Hawaii became the seat of Kamehameha's government and is now where the capital and port city of Honolulu are.

Hawaii: This is the name of both the State of and its largest island, called the Big Island.

Skeleton Coast:
The Coast of present day Namibia, West Africa, has been known as the Skeleton Coast for over 400 years. Many ships on the India or China run were caught in the Benguela Current and dashed against the reefs. Those few sailors who made it to shore found one of the world's most inhospitable deserts that stretches for hundreds of miles. Inland, the mountains are equally inhospitable.

 


EXCERPT FROM FAERIE

Coming Summer, 2011

 


 


Gloucester Castle, England

July, 1093

"That one," said the crone. One long, bony finger emerged from her dark green sleeve to point into the courtyard beyond the shadowed arcade. Tall, gaunt, old, and ashen-faced, she was everything Rufus was not.

Rufus feigned a shudder and frowned as if she had angered him, but his mind was already spinning with thoughts on how he could use her demand. "He will not do it," he replied.

"Oh, he will, Red King," the crone said, her gravelly voice crackling. " He is bound to you, just as you are bound to me by your father's oath. You know what will happen if you do not keep it."

Aye, Rufus knew, and he needed her. He rubbed the crisp curls of his red beard. She knew he would comply. Still, he was England's ruler, and he would make his own decisions.

It was an odd demand. Of all the king's knights, only Philippe le Peregrine wanted no fief, no wife, no familyB
only to roam at the king's will, to fight and make peace at the king's command. In return, Rufus had given the Peregrine his word to honor the knight's wish, and Rufus made it a point of honor to keep promises to his knights.

But why the Peregrine? Yet, as he studied his favorite knight from where he stood in the obscuring shadows of the arcade, he began to see the possibilities. Aye, it just might do. In fact, he could not have dreamed up a better opportunity, himself.

So, then: his own promise betrayed to honor a prior one made by his father. A crinkle crept onto Rufus' lips before he staunched it. This would not be the first time a king had not kept his word.

Rufus pursed his lips for effect, though he doubted if he fooled the old woman. "So it shall be," he replied at last. "But how to do it? It will not be easy."

The crone laughed, but she did not smile. "You will know," she said, and again her rough chuckle shook the bag of bones that was her body. She focused her gleaming green eyes on him, and Rufus tried to look away, but was caught in their compelling intensity. A chill rippled down his spine, though he knew she did not possess the Evil Eye. Nor was she a witchB
he had met his share of evil beings, and had a sense for them. But she was magical in some indefinable way. Rufus would pay her price for her knowledge, just as his father had done.

With a jerking gait that made him think of walking sticks, she passed through the pale arcs of sunlight and shadows of the arcade to the stone wall between Rufus=s private courtyard and the palace bailey. She glanced back, then pulled the hood of her moss-colored cloak over her straw-like hair. Her cloak merged with the shadows, then faded into the morning mist.

The mist thinned and vanished. The crone was gone. Rufus tilted his head and squinted. Nothing was left. Only the wall.

For a moment he imagined having her strange powers. Imagine a king who could walk through stone. Imagine a king standing in a room when nobody knew he was there. . .
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