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To those who hear the Siren’s call

“The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.”

―Romans 13:12 (NIV)
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Ashore
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Captain Dylan Bacchus dragged himself onto the beach as the tide tugged him back into the bay. The music that had enticed him to leave his ship for the island filled his head, driving him through frigid waves. His body shook. His breath came in trembling jolts.

The siren song took away his sense like a night of heavy drinking. He tried to stand but only felt his face digging into the wet sand when he fell. Rising on his knees, he sputtered and crunched grit between his teeth. Faces peeked through the trees ahead—beautiful faces, with the enchanting voices that had called him here. They had been dancing on the shore when he jumped in the water. The most beautiful women he had ever seen were dancing naked on the beach, inviting him to join them with their song. Why were they hiding now?

Another sound was coming from his right. It was loud and clashed with the singing of the beautiful faces. He looked around. A man ran at him, yelling. He held something. A sense inside Captain Bacchus muted the singing beauties in time for him to roll on his side and kick at his attacker. 

Pain shot up Bacchus’ leg, into his body. The thing the man was holding was a dagger, now protruding from Bacchus’ remaining boot, midway up his left calf. 

The attacker was on top of him. They rolled in the sand and Bacchus felt wild fists pounding on his head. Instinct took over. He grabbed his own blade from his belt and jabbed it into the man’s right side again and again until the blows stopped. 

They rolled again. He was now atop the other man. In a moment, he saw the peppered beard and thinning hair, the dark brown eyes wide with surprise. He knew this man.

“Captain!” the sailor coughed out, spattering blood on Bacchus’ face. 

It was one of his crew. 

Before he remembered the name, the Song returned. Only one thing mattered—the beautiful ones.

Bacchus left his blade in the body and crawled higher up the beach as they emerged from the trees. Indeed, they had the most beautiful faces he had ever seen, each more exotic and appealing than the last. Their bodies were slender, but shapely in all the ways he liked. He tried standing, but his strength failed him as they approached. He fell forward. Then he noticed their feet. 

Below the knees, each one had feet with gnarled, gray skin, and cruel, sharp talons. They were bird feet, hunter’s feet, like those of the osprey after which he had named his ship. Even their song could not stop his revulsion. 

The sirens ignored him while they collected the other corpses that washed ashore. Then the two most beautiful ones grabbed his shoulders and dragged him off the beach, into the forest.
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Vision
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Kurian Abramson woke with the haunting music of the sirens still lingering in his mind. His brow was sweaty, even though the air was cold and showed his breath. His previous brush with the creatures was bad enough to create his dreams, but this felt like something different. It had a feel of reality unlike any dream he'd ever had. 

He dropped his feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the bed—his father's bed. They had shared the room when he was a child. His father had passed into sleep forever in that same bed only days before, and Kurian's old sleeping mat was too small for him now.

A rooster crowed, and Kurian rose and opened the shutters. Stars still filled the sky above while the Eastern horizon held a touch of sapphire light. 

He still wasn't used to being able to see the stars. Would he ever be? The land of Pallingham had been covered with clouds and mist for generations, until the day he met the King of the Caves, and all the prophecies about the treasure Kurian had been training to protect came true. The clouds cleared and the sun blazed with the dawn. The river Apos flowed again, and a new king was named—Kurian himself. His father had died then, the only tragedy in a day of victory. None of it felt real yet. He didn’t feel like a king, especially sitting in his poor childhood home.

The stars and the early light of daybreak soothed him, and a cool breeze through the window made him shiver. He had trouble shaking the dream that had woken him. Those bird feet.

A few minutes later, Kurian had dressed and walked quietly but purposefully through the small town he had renamed Viviford. Three men challenged him as he approached the bridge, then let him pass when they saw his face in the torchlight.

"Early morning, young Kurian," said a man from his childhood. He couldn’t remember the name.

An older man slapped the first’s head. "Show some respect," he said. "That's our new king." All three saluted. 

Kurian smiled and nodded. "Little need for formalities, gentlemen. We don't have a kingdom yet."

Once over the bridge, Kurian passed quickly through the overturned turf of the recent battlefield where they had defeated the army of Lord Evasius, the man who had razed his monastery home and pursued him and his friends on their entire journey to find the King of the Caves. The smell of smoke drifted up from the southern edge where they had burned the dead locust creatures that Evasius’ witches had called up from the ground. He was glad he didn't have to see the remaining carnage on his way to the foot of Capric hill. Ravens combed the battlefield after the larger scavengers had given up. One of them cried out loudly and took flight as Kurian arrived at the crumbled and charred gates of the Capric order.

The dream that had woken him felt urgent, a call to complete things undone. It compelled him to do the one thing he knew he had neglected in the days since the battle.

His legs seemed to work from memory as they drove him up the steep side of the hill, just as they had ten thousand times when he was a student here. It felt like a lifetime ago, but less than a month before, he had eaten, slept, studied, and trained in the same buildings that were now charred husks around him.

Dawn broke as he crested the hill. The few stone structures on the summit were black and roofless. The sacred Oak was burned and broken, its remaining trunk like a diseased finger pointing its accusations at heaven. Kurian’s breath caught in his throat, and he sobbed at the complete destruction. He didn't care about the order or the monastery. But he wept for the men slaughtered here, good men whom he had called brothers. 

He fell on his knees to pray. 

A few moments later Kurian heard steps behind him. "I'm glad you finally came," said a voice husky with emotion.

“I’m glad it's you, Tobin,” Kurian said. He wiped his eyes and stood up. It soothed him to see a shy grin from his best friend.

"Your old neighbors told me you were here," Tobin said. "You've been so busy organizing the village to clean up the horrible mess down there and dealing with all the soldiers who said they want to change sides, I wasn't sure you'd have time for this place. I took the liberty of raising volunteers and gathering up the bodies to prepare our brothers for burial.”

"Thank you," Kurian whispered.

Tobin closed his eyes. "I...wasn’t able to recognize any of them." There were no tears. Kurian knew Tobin had already spent them all.

"I thought about burying them," Tobin said, "like we would have before. But I wasn't sure. That would have been the order’s way, and things are so very different now. We're beyond the simplicity of the Rule."

Kurian looked toward the Oak. Nearby, a set of stone steps led down, into the hill. "They died for God and their brothers. We'll honor them by burying them with their brothers in the tombs," he said. "Arrange a memorial in the square. Only those who knew them.”

"That will be good," Tobin nodded and turned to leave.

Kurian watched a raven circle above and sighed.

"Please be quick," he said. “There's something else we have to do."

Tobin stopped and waited. He was unusually quiet.

“Three nights now, I've had the same dream," Kurian started, then lowered his head, struggling to explain. "But it's not a dream, it’s more like a...”

"Vision?” Tobin asked.

"Exactly! It's as real as the vision I had in the caves, with the King, but horrible." Kurian looked up and saw the steely blue gaze and slightly raised brow Tobin always had when he knew the answer. "You've had one, too," he said.

Tobin nodded once. “The song.” Then he shuddered.

"I don't know how," said Kurian, "but Captain Bacchus is alive. I believe we're meant to rescue him."
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Delirious
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Captain Bacchus heard footsteps nearby—crunching leaves followed by rustling in the sand. He opened his eyes to a blurry scene. Light was everywhere. The world was different since his time with the sirens. The sun was brighter, he imagined stars, and the times when night turned to day had become riots of color.

Just as his bleary eyes were focusing on the light growing in the East, one of the creatures came into view. She had auburn hair and black eyes. A patch of downy tan feathers adorned her shoulders like a shawl. In other circumstances, he would have thought she was an angel. He called her Rena. He had watched her and her sisters pull men from the ocean. Some lived for a few days; he knew from their low moans that they shared his fate, injured and slowly succumbing to infection. The rest, the dead ones, the sirens had dismantled with inhuman efficiency and consumed.

Sometimes the beasts brought him food or water. Other times, they took things from him.

Bacchus watched helplessly as Rena leaned over his wound. Her mouth opened wide-too wide-and then she bit down over the knife wound with small, sharp teeth. The pain was immense, almost as much as the first stab. However, he knew that when she finished the oozing pus would be gone, as well as more of his blood. 

Sometimes they came to bleed his leg, other times they came to remove different fluids. Neither was enjoyable, no matter
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