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The Hawaiian narrative is one of both profound triumph and, sadly, deep injustice. It is the story of Native Hawaiians oppressed by crippling disease, aborted treaties, and the eventual conquest of their sovereign kingdom. These grim milestones remind us of an unjust time in our history.

Barack Obama

King Kamehameha Day 2010

The last lava flow occurred here so long ago that there are none now living who witnessed it… There were doubtless plenty of Kanaka sentinels on guard hereabouts at that time, but they did not leave casts of their figures in the lava as the Roman sentinels at Herculaneum and Pompeii did.… They probably went away. They went away early, perhaps. However, they had their merits; the Romans exhibited the higher pluck, but the Kanakas showed the sounder judgment.

Mark Twain

On a visit to Hawai‘i Island in 1866
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Author’s Note

THE ISLAND OF HAWAl‘I lies 200 miles southeast of Honolulu—far removed from the tourist glitz most people think of as Hawai‘i. The island’s volcanoes still erupt with gusto, and mountain blizzards bury its 14,000-foot peaks in snow. Native Hawaiian culture is alive here, and twenty-first-century logic must coexist with ancient customs, not the least of which is a reverence for deities that have long dwelt on the island. Sightings of the volcano goddess Pele are still written up in local newspapers.

Most stories of the Hawaiian Islands are mythic, and this novel is no exception. Its characters and events are pure fiction—but not untrue. One incident, memorialized in legend, actually occurred. In 1801 the great Hawaiian king, Kamehameha, acting on a native oracle’s warning, made a personal sacrifice to Pele, begging her to stop the devastating rivers of lava flowing from the craters of Hualalai. Accounts of the incident preserved only fragments of the king’s encounter with the seer, but on several points the historical record is clear—the goddess was so angry that the royal family feared she would kill Kamehameha, but the wise king found humility and offered his sacrifice to the female god. The next day the eruption ceased, and the volcano has been quiet ever since.



Makalo nui loa

to the Polynesians of Hawai‘i and the South Seas 
whose guileless, open hearts restored my 
shaken faith in human nature.
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Prologue [image: image]Pele and the King

THE ISLAND OF HAWA1TS KON A COAST—1801

King Kamehameha towered over the crew of his double-hulled canoe as it sailed into the ravaged village of Kiholo. None of the panicked reports he’d received from messengers prepared him for the destruction he now saw with his own eyes. Most of the village was gone, buried by lava from Hualalai, and the stench of smoldering animal carcasses—dogs, chickens, and pigs burned alive—scented the smoky air. The charred canoes at the shoreline stunned Kamehameha, for lava had streamed down the volcano so quickly villagers couldn’t even launch their precious craft out of Pele’s way.

A crowd gathered on the beach, led by the village ali‘i—members of Hawai‘i’s royal class—their robes of red and gold feathers vivid against the steaming black lava. Kamehameha, barely waiting for their welcoming chant to finish, leaped off his canoe into the rising surf lashing Kiholo Bay, followed by his bodyguards and other attendants. Agitated waves clung to the hem of his feather cloak as blustery winds shook the lofty arch of his feather helmet and nearly toppled the two men bearing his royal standards of golden plumes. The legendary warrior strode onto the beach, its coral sands speckled with pumice and the glassy gold threads of Pele’s hair. A tingle crawled up the back of his neck.
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None of the panicked reports he’d received prepared Kamehameha 
for the destruction he now saw with his own eyes.

High up the volcano, his grove of breadfruit trees smoldered, and down at the shore, a pillar of steam billowed from the sea where lava had overrun one of his royal fishponds. Village women frantically emptied huts still endangered by flows, while a procession led by a native priest hauled yet another squealing pig up the lava-scarred slope. The kahuna chanted toward Hualalai as the men heaved the shrieking beast into a torrent of lava, its blazing hulk conveyed seaward atop the molten flow. Villagers followed with bundles of red tapa cloth, red ‘ohelo berries, red fish, and more pigs—offerings to appease the goddess.

The king and his bodyguards strode into the courtyard of the main village temple, with its thatched hut, sanctified tower, and wooden images of the gods. This heiau was dedicated to Kamehameha’s war god, Ku, but the king’s mission that day concerned Pele and the oracle he’d summoned from Kilauea who knew how to communicate with her.

“The goddess has rejected all our offerings!” a village priest cried out as Kamehame7;
 pushed past him. The king signaled his guards to remain, and he alone stepped into the hut.

“Aloha, Kamakaokeakua,” said the king to the oracle, whose very name meant “the eye of the god.”

The old kahuna rose slowly from his woven mat, the braids in his grizzled beard dangling. A robe of white tapa draped his wiry body, bark fabric handed down through generations of men and women possessing the mana, the divine spirit, of seers. From his neck hung a garland of red lehua—blossoms of the ‘ohi‘a tree, symbol of the volcano goddess, Pele. Knots on the ends of his bone-white hair kept it clear of his enormous black eyes. “Aloha, Kamehameha,” the kahuna replied, peering into the great warrior’s face and detecting fear in his eyes.

They sat down on the mat across from each other.

“The volcano has been quiet many generations,” the king said. “Why does it rage upon us now?”

“Pele is angry.” The priest studied the king’s face. Kamehameha’s royal blood ran all the way back to thirteenth-century conquerors from Tahiti, and few dared cross him, but the priest held on to the truth. “She is angry with you.”

The king’s back stiffened. “With me!”

“Why else would she erupt in the middle of your royal breadfruit grove, then send her flows straight to your prized fishpond? She watches you, sees what you are doing with this kingdom you’ve built on her island. She wonders if you’ve become so powerful that you now see yourself as more important than the gods.”

“I have always respected the gods!”

“And Pele has always been your ally. Without her, your kingdom would not have been possible. Your cousin’s armies would certainly have overwhelmed you had she not annihilated them on Kilauea with her suffocating cloud of ash.” Yet as he spoke, the kahuna wondered whether Pele had simply grown weary of the cousin’s warring too.

“But,” the oracle continued, “history shows that Pele can change allegiance. All of this—the buried village, your scorched breadfruit trees, the entombed fishpond of Kiholo—all just warnings!”

“Why would she abandon me now?”

The priest pointed his bony finger at the king. “Look around you, Kamehameha. You have taken more than your share of fish from the pond, leaving for Pele smaller and smaller offerings with each passing year, and you have forbidden even Pele to receive breadfruit from your royal grove. This has not gone unnoticed by our goddess. Nor has she failed to see how you cooperate with the white-skinned haole, sharing with them the fruits of our springs, reefs, and forests in exchange for guns to expand your domain to the other islands.”

Anger flashed in the king’s eyes. “I will not hear this!”

The earth trembled again, as it had on and off for days, and the kahuna felt power surge into his old bones, as if the goddess herself had joined him in the hut.

“You see, Kamehameha! Look how your triumphs have gone to your head—successes impossible without the help of our gods!”

Kamehameha leaned forward menacingly.

A glint of red flickered inside the kahuna’s cavernous eyes. “You will listen, because you must. I have heard her voice, a voice of anger and dismay. Watch her bury your kingdom, and you with it!”

The king’s face contorted, but he restrained his anger.

“Beware, Kamehameha. The haole have given you the guns you need to take control of these islands, but Pele is the ruler of this island!”

Kamehameha rose to pace the hut, his nearly seven-foot frame looming above the kahuna. His hand rested on his pahoa, a long dagger—of British iron—but still the priest’s eyes defied him.

A commotion arose outside and Kamehameha stepped to the door. “Another fishpond has been taken, sir!” declared his guard.

“Auwe!” the king muttered, spotting yet another fiery steam plume at the coast. He turned and exchanged stares with the priest. “What must be done to stop this rampage!”

“Sit down, my ruling chief, and I will tell you.”

Kamehameha obeyed.

“Pele demands a sacrifice.”

“What! Our war god Ku may accept a human sacrifice, but Pele—a female—cannot!”

“Even so, something must be given to her as a personal sacrifice, something from your own body, something containing your mana— and you must take it to her altar, the craters of Hualalai.”

Kamehameha sat a long time staring at the white-haired priest and his garland of red flowers. “I am afraid of Pele,” he said at last, beseeching the priest with his eyes.

“You will not die, Kamehameha. This I know.” The oracle leaned forward, close to the king. “But you must be watchful in your dealings with the haole, for one day they will challenge your allegiance to Pele and bring changes that will threaten all you have built. You may hope that uniting the islands into one nation will protect us from these outsiders, but in time, through their influence, all the temples will be destroyed, our people made ill, and the land taken away. These friends of yours bring an ill wind that even your armies cannot quell.”

When the king stepped outside into the wind and fumes, his face pale and eyes tentative, his bodyguards glanced at one another. Could the great Kamehameha be afraid?

A few days later, his royal canoe set sail again from his compound at the foot of Kohala volcano, this time bound for the village of Mahai‘ula, ten miles south of Kiholo, where Pele now ravaged the king’s land. Many high chiefs and chiefesses made the journey, including two of Kamehameha’s wives, who feared Pele would kill the king. To help assuage the goddess, they brought along Princess Ululani, who had once in great ceremony offered her dead son’s body to Pele, making the child a guardian spirit in Pele’s clan. The royal family hoped this spirit would recognize his mother and help protect the king.

The blustery winds that accosted Kamehameha at Kiholo Bay had transformed into a fierce Kona storm, and his double-hulled canoe labored against windswept waves. The entourage huddled on deck, enduring the heavy seas with a sense of destiny and duty, for they could see red rivers streaming down the face of Hualalai and more steam plumes at the shore. Even Kamehameha’s most hardened warriors wept at the sight of the village surrounded by seething lava.

As the royal entourage disembarked onto the sand, a wave of expectation hushed the anxious crowd, for if any humans could appease Pele, it would be these rulers, who for generations had acted as intermediaries between the people and their gods. Few failed to notice the great ti-leaf-wrapped bundle carried by the king, adorned with buds and leaves gathered with his own hands.

The king’s procession ascended the volcano’s smoky slopes along the edge of the eruption’s main flow, their vivid garments visible against the blackened mountainside. As the storm heightened, gale-force winds tumbled trees to the ground, and heavy rains instantly evaporated on the fresh lava, sending up shrouds of steam. When they finally reached the great bubbling cone, the main lava river separated into several streams, each fronted by an undulating yellow flame. Everyone stopped, recognizing in the fires the vaporous figures of Pele and her clan dancing a hula. Among them, to the family’s great relief, was Princess Ululani’s son, the brilliant flame gyrating close to her as she offered a chant of love: “O ka maka o ku‘u keiki ka lamaku …”

The king stepped away from the others and announced, “The kahuna and I shall proceed alone.” The pair disappeared into the fumes swirling about the erupting cone, and in the hellish heat chanted prayers the priest had prepared. Below them, veiled by the curtain of fumes, the royal entourage threw in their own offerings, including baskets of the king’s breadfruit and fish.

The kahuna studied Kamehameha’s face in the orange light, noting that the prayers had properly humbled the king. “It is time,” he told the monarch.

Kamehameha set his leaf-wrapped bundle on the bank of the lava river, then carefully removed his great feather helmet and handed it to the priest. He reached up to grasp the tresses of his graying hair and, unsheathing his pahoa, sliced off a generous lock for the goddess. Those tresses held his personal mana—divine essence inherited from generations of royal ancestors and strengthened by his bold life of conquest and rule. In the fiery light, Kamehameha spread apart the ti leaves of his bundle and added his sacrifice to the offerings inside.

He cradled the bundle in his hands and moved so close to the molten river that the feathers of his robe curled in the heat. “O mighty goddess,” he said in a low voice so only Pele would hear him, “my mana is yours, and I apologize for my transgressions.” Bowing well below the green bundle, he tossed it into the fissure. Flames surrounded the offering, but it did not burn.

“Pele!” Kamehameha cried, this time booming so everyone at the erupting cone could hear his plea. “I am your subject! I beg you to once again ally yourself with me!”

His offering burst into flames with a blast of heat that scorched the king’s cheek.

“It is done,” the priest stated with shimmering eyes.

The dancing flames ebbed, and the lava streams formed again into a single mighty river. As the royal family descended the steamy slopes, the storm abated, and the next day the eruption ceased.
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Kamehameha’s sacrifice may have satisfied the deity, but other powerful forces would eventually change the world he knew and threaten the nation he formed. Within twenty years he was dead, his bones secreted away to a cave on the Kona coast. His laws were overturned, his wives and children embraced new gods, and the ways of the haole were seeded throughout the archipelago, along with their devastating diseases.

Almost all Hawaiians perished in those early plagues of cholera, measles, and smallpox, but those who survived struggled to keep their ancient culture alive, and they sometimes wondered what Pele and the other gods would think of all the changes. Their reverence for the volcano goddess never died, even as the kahuna went underground, quietly handing down their stories and wisdom to each new generation, waiting for a time when they would be needed again.

The island of Hawai‘i continued to grow with regular eruptions from Kilauea and Mauna Loa on the other side of the island. But Hualalai remained silent, its volcanic peaks shrouded by clouds.


1 [image: image] The Scientist’s Inquiry
 
TWO CENTURIES LATER …

One particular volcano intrigued Dr. Gavin McCall, Australian National University astronomer—a gigantic peak on a distant moon that could spew a fiery plume big enough to cover all eight Hawaiian islands. He watched for that cataclysm from the cold windswept summit of Mauna Kea, tallest of five volcanoes on the island of Hawai‘i and home to some of the world’s largest telescopes. In gaspingly thin air 14,000 feet above the Pacific, he held his vigils, waiting for the great cone to blow—a volcano named Pele on a moon called Io, spinning madly around the giant planet Jupiter.

His observations would culminate a yearlong research sabbatical that had given the astronomer some time away from his teaching responsibilities—and another chance to adapt to life without his wife, Annie. Still grieving, McCall had used his first four months to wander alone through Australia’s outback, instead of perfecting the infrared camera he had designed to peer at Io’s Pele. His withdrawal into the wild abruptly ended with word that his project had been granted observatory time on NASA’s InfraRed Telescope in Hawai‘i that next summer. He could not know that this prized opportunity would pull him into a series of events much wilder and life changing than anything he might experience in the outback.

During a late-night observing run on Mauna Kea, an island-born telescope operator mentioned the real Pele, the Hawaiian goddess after whom scientists had named the extraterrestrial volcano. McCall, always intrigued by the fascinating or unusual, thought he would mention this colorful bit of lore in a paper he was writing for an astronomy conference back in Canberra. But the operator, reticent to discuss the volcano deity, gave the scientist the name of the island’s leading expert on Hawaiian myths and legends, anthropologist Maile Pili‘uhane Chow.

One afternoon, when icy fog cloaked the mountaintop, McCall left the isolated base camp, 5,000 feet below the summit, and headed for the town of Hilo down the winding Saddle Road that crosses the island between Mauna Kea and its sister volcano, Mauna Loa. He found Dr. Chow’s office above a restaurant on the main street of the former plantation town, sharing a dimly lit corridor with Sam Wong’s Fine Tailoring and Joey’s Polynesian Tattoo Palace. M.P. Chow, PhD was painted in red on the frosted window of the door, which was ajar.

“Knock, knock,” McCall said, peeking into the cramped room.

“Come in,” replied a hearty voice.

Maile Chow looked up from an old wooden desk covered with reports, letters, and legal pads scribbled with notes. Chow was a Chinese name, so McCall had not expected her bold Hawaiian features. She was broad-shouldered with skin the color of mahogany and a black cascade of hair that reached below her waist. Gold bangles adorned her wrists above large attractive hands, and a gold chain rested just above her breast. Polynesian features also dominated her face—broad nose, angular jaw, and full lips, whorled at the corners. Only her eyes revealed her father’s Chinese gene, the lids more oval than round. But their color was Native Hawaiian—as dark as deepest night, and luminescent. The Australian found it difficult not to stare at them and for a moment was flustered.

“You must be Dr. McCall,” she said, reaching to shake his hand. “Aloha.”

“Righto, Dr. Chow. I appreciate your willingness to meet with me.”

“Please sit down.” She motioned toward the rattan chair opposite her desk, next to a tall bookcase. McCall eased his lean six-foot frame into the chair, quickly scanning her collection on Pacific island history and lore. Next to the books stood a large shark-skin drum, worn smooth from generations of thumping palms.

The anthropologist leaned back in her chair and eyed the astronomer. Self-assurance lined his rugged face, a look she had seen all too often on haoles. “You work on Mauna Kea.”

“Yeah, we’re studying a volcano on one of Jupiter’s moons, a monstrous cone named after your goddess Pele.”

“And you want some background.”

“Yeah.” He sank deep into the chair, pulling out his notebook and pen.

“History or legend?”

“Both, I guess.” He smiled warmly, his green eyes twinkling.

Maile proceeded to tell the astronomer the story of the goddess. She shared the simple version, good enough for a haole scientist, skipping over the deepest meanings of the tale. But she told it vividly, with resonant voice, flashing eyes, and the storytelling skills inherited from her mother. Gavin could see it all: Pele leaving the mysterious ancestral land Kahiki, guided over the ocean by her shark brother Kamohoali‘i; her embattled search for a home in the volcanic archipelago, eventually reaching the island of Hawai‘i; her fierce romances with obsessive lovers and battles with jealous rivals; Pele lovingly building mountains, or angrily burning villages when she felt betrayed—stories revealing the islanders’ love and reverence for a deity that can create and destroy.

Each episode intrigued McCall, but he grew just as interested in watching Maile’s expressive face, and soon ceased taking notes. Staring at her bold features, he could visualize the fiery beauty and formidable will of the volcano goddess.

“And these stories,” she said, wrapping up, “only hint at the depth of her power, this woman god so commanding that she once even humbled Hawai‘i’s mightiest king. But that’s another story.” Maile relaxed back in her chair.

“Marvelous tale! And first rate in the telling!” he said, his accent exaggerated by enthusiasm.

Maile smiled. “Today you will find people whose devotion to Pele has never flagged, even as the islands themselves have changed beyond belief.”

“Are you saying some islanders still believe in this goddess?”

“More than believe.” Maile leaned forward. “Many worship her.”

“Worship?” The scientist’s eyes glowed against his deeply tanned face.

“They pay homage to her with song, dance, prayer, and ceremony. And they give ho‘okupu—gifts. Flowers, food, and in modern times, gin.”

“Gawon,” he said, cocking his head sideways. “Gin?”

“Bloody right,” she replied, mocking his heavy accent, “though she’ll accept other spirits too, as long as they’re potent enough!”

He laughed, dimples flanking his smile. “Well, I’ll be,” he said, leaning forward toward her desk, “and what do you anthropologists make of all that, anyway?”

She planted her elbows atop the spray of reports and propped her chin on her hands. “I suppose that depends on whether the anthropologist is Hawaiian.”

He stared quizzically into her gleaming eyes. She peered back, and there was a sudden, not disagreeable, tension between them. Just then the sun dropped into the window, bathing them with golden afternoon light.

“Many things in nature we do not fully understand,” she replied, sitting up straight.

“Yes,” he nodded, his eyes traveling over her face. “Powerful forces.”

There was an odd little silence. McCall fell back into the chair and gazed at the anthropologist. “But Dr. Chow, this is the space age.”

“So?”

“Well, surely you don’t believe in that nonsense about Pele?” He regretted the comment as soon as he made it.

Nonsense? The word thudded inside her chest.

Maile rose behind the desk, revealing her true stature, almost six feet and full bodied. She turned to the window to gaze at the sea. Her raven hair, backlit, glistened with auburn highlights. She looked regal even in her sleeveless blouse and khaki skirt. “Is that how you astronomers view the early observers of the sky? Was Galileo a fool because he couldn’t grasp the full dimensions of the universe he was trying to understand? You know, a lot of people still think astronomy is made up of far-fetched theories more fanciful than real.” She turned back to look him straight in the eye. “You ask much of people to believe your stories—suns created out of gas, planets formed from stardust, all the matter of the universe beginning as a dance on the head of a pin? Really, Dr. McCall.”

He leaped to his feet, struck with the realization that he had offended. “Terribly sorry! Bloody tactless of me—”

“Don’t worry about that. Just remember that all cultures create revered deities and epic stories to portray powerful things that defy simple explanation—like this volcanic island.”

McCall sat back down, looking up at her like a chastised student.

“People here live in the shadows of five volcanoes. Three have erupted in historic times—Mauna Loa, Kilauea, and Hualalai. Is it so odd that they would honor the power of these volcanoes through the adventures of a deity? To islanders, scientific theories of tectonic plates and a convecting hot spot are remote, abstract, and dry. So they paint their picture of Pele with deeper hues.”

Maile’s speech suddenly lapsed into that special cadence with which islanders almost sing their sentences. It was as if her native dialect, repressed by a professional haole world, was fighting its way back through the passion of her words. She flung her magnificent hair out of the way and sat back down in the chair. “At least Hawaiians have one thing straight. Unlike Westerners, they don’t pretend they can control these things. They know that humans, although precious in the web of life, are too small for that.”

“I’ll admit that point,” McCall replied, fearing that Maile was about to close the conversation. “Dr. Chow, I really didn’t mean to come off so badly. I was just teasing a bit. It’s an Aussie habit.”

She smiled weakly. “I understand, but the elders have told us the old lore, and we still respect them and the traditions they try to keep alive. Besides, we know the volcanoes.” She began straightening her papers. “So Dr. McCall, it’s better that you learn now—and from me— that islanders take these things seriously.”

“Quite so,” he replied, again pushing himself forward in the chair.

“Keep in mind our heritage. Hawai‘i was absorbed into the United States a century ago, but it’s been part of Polynesia for two millennia. So many Hawaiians, like your Aborigines, still live with one foot in the ancient world—especially on this island.

“In fact,” she said in a lighter tone, and looking up, “if you visiting astronomers would spend a little more time down here with the community, you might appreciate our island customs, for they are not so unrelated to the mysteries you’re looking at up there in the heavens.”

“To be perfectly honest, Dr. Chow, I didn’t realize that Hawaiian culture was still a going thing. I mean, well, Waikiki and Honolulu—so much about these islands seems quite altered. I assumed the deeper traditions were gone.”

“Hidden, maybe, but not gone.”

The sun dropped halfway into a cloud, but several shafts of gold played across McCall’s face, filling his probing eyes with light. “I’m sorry I was so insensitive,” he said, extending his hand across the desk. “Will you accept my apology?”

A gleam of surprise swept into Maile’s eyes. She wasn’t used to apologies from haoles. “Don’t worry about it, Dr. McCall.” She took his hand and shook it with a firm grasp.

“I can see that I’ll need to handle my treatment of Pele with more respect in my article. Dr. Chow, you’ve opened up a new world of ideas for me. Fact is, your island and your goddess fascinate me. I’d like to know more if you’re willing to share it.”

Maile paused, scrutinizing the Australian. There was something about him, something about his having come to see her in the first place, that compelled her to say yes. “Well, we can’t have you sitting up there in your observatory, studying your moon’s volcano without understanding the goddess for whom it’s named, can we?”

He smiled brightly. “That just wouldn’t do, eh?”

Maile got up and walked to the bookcase. She scanned the tropic-mildewed spines and pulled out a slim red volume. “Like any good scientist, I assume you’ll want references.” She handed McCall the book.

“This contains the Pele legend,” she said, smiling. “Do your homework.”

He smiled back. “I will.”

Maile glanced at the clock behind her desk. “I’m afraid I have to

Gavin frowned. A silent question hung in the air.

She stood looking at him, hands on her hips. “There’s a luau tonight for some friends moving to the mainland. Would you like to come along?”

He was surprised at the invitation, but pleased, and his face brightened.

“We can finish talking story there,” she added.

“Sounds lovely. But I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“How would you intrude?” Maile looked at him as if he were from another planet. “Remember, you’re in Hawai‘i. The custom is aloha”— she paused—“Gavin.”

She smiled broadly, and he grinned back.

“Thanks—Maile.”


2 [image: image] The Luau

Gavin followed Maile’s Jeep to an old beachfront community beyond Hilo’s industrial quarter and harbor. Her hair danced inside the Jeep as it sped along a narrow lane of bungalows, coconut palms, and flowering trees. The sun hovered low over Mauna Kea, its summit cones shrouded in a frothy cap of clouds. Cars had parked along the roadsides, and a large crowd mingled near three ramshackle pavilions tucked into the coastal jungle. Several gleeful friends hailed Maile before she could even pull over.

“Aloha, Maile!” they hollered, flashing the islands’ casual salute— the shaka—a hand waved with the middle three fingers folded into the palm, pinkie and thumb outstretched. Women sprinted across the road to hug her through the Jeep’s window. Gavin parked his NASA Blazer under a thicket of trees between a battered pickup and a rusty Corolla missing its bumpers and got out to wait for Maile. The muggy jungle smelled of damp vegetation. Hilo’s urban bustle seemed much farther than five miles away.

Gavin watched people milling about the little park. Some lounged at picnic tables inside the pavilions, while others hung around a homemade grill where two beefy men lorded over sizzling fish and chicken. In the central pavilion women set out tray after tray of food, a potluck feast for the departing family. A half-dozen elders held court in folding chairs near a lava rock seawall. A younger group sat on the wall, each face shining in the day’s last light. Two men, throw nets draped over their shoulders, stalked the shoals for schools of fish. Children played tag under the coconut trees and frolicked in freshwater ponds along the shore, their brown backs glistening in the sun.

Laughter and conversation flowed freely under the jungle canopy, blending with the splash of waves against the rocks. A young man sang traditional melodies in Hawaiian, accompanied by two men on guitars and an old woman on an ‘ukulele. Several little girls with fern garlands on their wrists and ankles practiced their hula under a coco palm while a cluster of women looked on.

Each face seemed to reflect a different ethnic mix—combinations of Polynesian, Chinese, Portuguese, Caucasian, Korean, Filipino, and Japanese blood. A few were pure Hawaiian. Only a handful of haoles had come (mostly the spouses of Hawaiians), and Gavin felt self-conscious. He wished Maile would finish conversing and rescue him.

A shirtless Hawaiian with thick round shoulders stepped out of the battered pickup in front of Gavin’s SUV. Each arm bore a tattoo—one an elaborate turtle design, the other simply the word Saigon. His dark eyes shimmered, like Maile’s.

“Aloha, bruddah,” he said, muscling a huge cooler out of the truck bed.

“Cheers,” Gavin replied.

“You comin’ to da party?”

“Yeah, just waiting for my friend over there.” He pointed at the Jeep.

“You wit’ Maile?”

The man acknowledged Gavin’s affirmative answer island-style— with raised eyebrows and an upward nod.

“My name’s Liko.”

“Gavin.”

Liko rested the cooler atop the tailgate and offered the island handshake—a firm grasp and double shake anchored off the thumbs. It seemed convoluted to Gavin, yet he felt the camaraderie in it.

The Hawaiian grabbed a beer from his cooler and handed it to Gavin. “See ya ova’ dere,” he said, lugging his burden across the road.

“Good on yer, mate!” said Gavin, awkwardly flashing him the shaka.

“Wha’? Already got da local style?” Maile, walking over, joked in pidgin.

“Huh?” Gavin was startled to hear the PhD anthropologist speak the local lingo.

“We’re trilingual, Gavin,” she said, shifting back to regular English. “Some of us can still speak Hawaiian, but among our diverse local friends, we’ll use the community language, pidgin. It combines all our ancestral tongues. You’ll hear plenty of it tonight, especially among younger people. Older Hawaiians who weren’t allowed to use pidgin in school or church still speak the King’s English. They refused to work on the sugar plantations and never picked it up from the Asian work crews. Locals will slip into pidgin with you too, Gavin, once we get to know you—or when we get emotional about something.”

“I’ll do me best to keep up.”

Maile guided Gavin into the heart of the party, introducing him to friends and family (without the Dr. or the surname). All greeted him with the same warmth and openness he’d experienced from Liko at the road. A few spoke such heavy pidgin that Gavin could do little more than nod and smile. Hearing Gavin’s accent, some asked if he was from Australia or New Zealand. A few asked him what he was doing “up on the mountain,” and all wanted to know how he felt about Hawai‘i.

Everyone made him feel welcome, except two young men who, having heard he was a visiting astronomer, got up and left as Gavin was being introduced.

Liko shrugged. “Auwe. Dey no more talk wit’ haole guys. Say you guys mess up dees islands bad enough, so no more aloha for dem.”

Maile turned to Gavin. “There’s growing resentment here … but that’s a long story.”

“I’d like to hear it.”

Liko rested his hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “Dees days, we got some pretty radical sovereignty guys—dey want their islands back. Dose kids angry, but not really at you.” The Hawaiian smiled broadly. “Enjoy da party, bruddah.”

Just then two Hawaiian men strolled up to Maile. One, handsome with twinkling eyes, wrapped a muscled arm around her waist.

“What’s dis?” He shouted. “Maile Chow? We t’aut maybe you no more come to luau wit d’jour old gang.” He turned to his companion. “She got one busy haole-kind PROFESSIONAL job, you know. No more go out with kanaka maoli men.” Native Hawaiian men.

“Knock it off, George!” She broke free of his grasp and clenched a fist. “I not so PROFESSIONAL dat I ’fraid fo’ bust you up!”

“Neh!”

Everyone laughed, except Maile.

“George like go out wit’ her,” Liko whispered into Gavin’s ear. “Good guy, but no more her type.”

Gavin flashed a curious look.

“She stay stuck between two cultures.” He twisted the cap off another beer and handed it to Gavin. “Maile still trying figure out where she belong.”

When some women moved in between Maile and the two Hawaiians and started teasing the men with off-color remarks, she took Gavin by the arm and stepped out of the fray, then walked him over to the departing family for whom the luau was held. The young Hawaiian, his haole wife, and their little girl were heading for Seattle, where he’d landed a sales job with United Airlines. His wife seemed almost relieved, telling Gavin that buying an affordable house was impossible in Hawai‘i and that she didn’t want to raise a family in a rental owned by local Japanese or haole landlords.

This was their last night in Hawai‘i, and the young man’s eyes gleamed with tears as he talked to Maile. “I’m the first of my family to leave,” he said. “We don’t know when we’ll be back. Grandpa used to say that ‘a tree uprooted can’t be transplanted without dying.’ ”

Later, Gavin commented on the young man’s remark. “He sounds like many of the Aborigines in the cities back home. Separated from their homeland, they wither …  spiritually, I guess you’d say. The ones who do adjust become culturally separated from their clans.”

Maile sighed. “We know how that is.”

A lively group noticed Maile and swept her toward some friends near one of the ponds, so Gavin strolled over to the seawall and struck up a conversation with several elders. When Maile reemerged from her friends, she noticed Gavin listening intently to an elder’s story, his handsome profile silhouetted against the shimmering sea. Suddenly he leaned back—mouth open, teeth glistening—and laughed so joyously that its echo gave her a rush of delight. She wondered if Gavin’s natural rapport with the islanders was because, even as a white Australian, he, too, was a child of the Pacific. Perhaps he’d even befriended some of its aboriginal residents.

When she drifted back to a pavilion to chat with a friend, Gavin looked up and saw her—Maile’s hair ablaze in the last minute of daylight, her regal figure and face profiled in gold.

Feeling his glance, she looked over and smiled.

Torches were lit, pulsating light on the people, pavilions, and jungle. Gavin and Maile joined the long line of friends progressing around the food table. The food was as eclectic as the mingled ancestries gathered there—pork steamed in ti leaves, grilled fish from the reef, and kalua pig cooked in a traditional underground firepit. Oriental ginger chicken was heaped on plates alongside Chinese noodles, Japanese rice, American macaroni salad, and Hawaiian lomilomi salad. Someone had baked Portuguese sweet bread, served with guava jam and poha jelly. And, of course, everyone relished the tubs of poi—the always-present taro mash.

Maile interpreted the buffet for Gavin, and his interest delighted the cooks. They heaped his plate with everything and would later tease Maile about her “haole-boy” friend who could “grind” (eat) Hawaiian kau kau (food) like one good kanaka maoli.

Afterward, Gavin followed Maile back to the seawall. Crickets chirped in the jungle and geckos chattered as if talking story with the clan attending the luau. The sun had set behind the mountain—now a purple hulk against the fading sky—and Venus beamed in the west. To the east, over the ocean, rose a nearly half moon. Far in the distance, up the Hamakua coast, the yellow lights of former sugar towns twinkled in the purple dusk.

The young singer resumed his performance atop the seawall. His youthful body swayed in the firelight, and his voice shifted into a heavenly falsetto. People joined in the song, tapping their rubber flip-flops against the dirt. Couples gravitated back to each other, children snuggled with grandparents, and those who wanted to get rowdy disappeared into the shadows to smoke pot or drink more beer.

“This is great,” Gavin said. “It’s like a throwback, something you read about in books written decades ago.”
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“Ya know, Maile, this place could get under a bloke’s skin.”

Maile flashed him a puzzled look. “Why do you say that?”

“Look.” He lifted his arms as if to embrace the whole scene. “The moon, the stars, mountains, ocean…” His voice fell to a whisper as if fearing he might startle the picture out from under his eyes. “…food, family, laughter, song—love.”

“Gavin, this is what Hawai‘i has always been for us—what I hope it always will be.”

He nodded, his eyes drifting to the ocean, an undulating tapestry of moon and starlight. “Ya know, Maile, this place could get under a bloke’s skin. A few nights like this and a man might never go home.”

“It’s happened before.”

At the end of the song, a large woman rose from among the elders, commanding everyone’s attention. Although she wore Western clothes—casual slacks and a blouse—she had the same luminescent eyes Gavin had noticed among many of the Hawaiians at the luau.

“Tonight,” she said in a loving but formidable voice, “we say goodbye to part of our family, Lohelani and his wife, Betty, and their little one, Lehuanani. Let us pray for their health and good fortune.” With that, everyone, even the oldest of the elders, stood.

“O na akua, O na ‘aumakua,” she began, addressing the gods and the ancestors. Her deep tremolo echoed through the jungle, and Gavin felt a vibrant tingle, as if electricity ran up his back. A spontaneous moment of silence followed the prayer, and then, without cue, the young singer began “Hawai‘i Aloha,” a traditional anthem sung at the close of gatherings: “E Hawai‘i, e ku‘u one hanau e …” (O Hawai‘i, O sands of my birth …) The departing family moved into the firelight, and everyone joined hands and sang. Tears ran freely. When the song finished, everyone held up their clasped hands and then hugged. Even the men kissed each other on their cheeks.

“Thanks, Maile,” Gavin said as the group began to disband. “This was really fine. I enjoyed it so much I forgot to ask you those last few questions about Pele.”

Maile laughed. “Good. You lost your focus. We analytical types need to remember to do that.”

Gavin nodded. They fell silent, absorbing the music and talk and the lap of waves against the shore—keenly aware of each other.

“Say, Maile,” Gavin said, eventually breaking his own reverie. “Thanks for lending me the Pele book. How should I get it back to you?”

“When we go to Kilauea. If you really want to understand Pele, you have to visit her home. And I think I should show it to you.”

“Too good! When?”

Maile peered into the Australian’s shining face. “Tomorrow?”

“Righto.”

Gavin hadn’t felt this contented in a long time, certainly not in the four years since Annie’s death. Driving back to the astronomers’ base camp, he found himself smiling all the way up the mountain.

Maile, too, felt happy, and she floated on blue ocean dreams all night. By morning, though, her mind surged with questions, not the least of which was one so many Hawaiians ask themselves after the fact: Was I sharing too much with the haole?
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FRIDAY AFTERNOON, JUNE 2…

Gavin pulled up to Maile’s building in his rusty NASA Blazer, its white paint dusted with red Mauna Kea ash. Maile sat at the foot of the stairs reading a newspaper. She had donned her anthropologist’s field clothes—jeans, flannel shirt, and boots scarred from walks on lava rock—and wore her hair in a great heap atop her head, pinned with a chopstick. Two gold bangles adorned each wrist.

Gavin leaned across the seat and flung open the passenger door. “G’day, Maile!” he shouted, his eyes sparkling. “I’m ready to meet your goddess.”

She got up from the stoop, smiling. “You think so?”

He plucked the book of legends off the seat. “Spent half the night doing my homework.”

“Good for you,” she said as she slid into the Blazer.

Gavin didn’t notice the hint of sarcasm in her voice. “Say, Maile, thanks again for last night. That was super!”

“I enjoyed having you with me,” she admitted, “although I had to set two aunties straight about the professional nature of our relationship.”

He laughed so delightedly that Maile had to chuckle. She fastened her frayed seat belt and asked, “This junker belongs to NASA?”

“Yup. The IRTF—InfraRed Telescope Facility.”

“Infrared? So your telescope looks for heat then?”

“Exactly,” he replied, pulling out along the ocean on King Kamehameha Avenue. “We point at Io and if the mirror picks up lots of photons—well beyond the normal heat for a moon—we reckon she’s blowing her top. Then we study what she’s spitting out.”

“How often do you monitor Io’s volcanoes?”

“I’ll be on the Big Island for the next three weeks. Right now I’m waiting for a couple of hours of clear sky to recalibrate my camera before starting the full-blown observing run. But the weather’s not cooperating.”

“Clouds?”

“Yeah, I understand that’s a rare thing for Mauna Kea, especially in summer. Fact is, the summit’s been socked in for two days, with freezing fog and wind. One of the blokes in the kitchen says it’s ’cause some astronomer pinched a lava rock for his collection. Apparently there’s this superstition about taking lava off the island.” He smiled irreverently.

“We’re not going to get into a fight again, are we?” she asked, smiling in spite of herself.

“Not a chance. I only brought it up so you could explain it.”

“Sure you did. Did you really look at the book I gave you?”

“Read the whole thing last night—after giving up on the bloody sky. But hey, if it weren’t for the foul weather, I wouldn’t be here with you, eh? I’d be up there, freezing me duff off. And I wouldn’t have a chance to see your volcano.”

“I’m glad there’s some consolation.”

During the hour-long drive up the volcano, Maile pointed out scenery, but Gavin kept returning to the luau, his infectious enthusiasm lightening her mood—and lowering her guard. Halfway up, they stopped at a family-run store to top off gas and buy bentos— Japanese box lunches. Maile strode out of the little tin building and noticed Gavin staring across the rainforest. Five miles away, towering above the trees and ferns, stood a fuming cinder cone.

“That’s Pu‘u ‘O‘o,” she said, “named for the sacred ‘o‘o bird—now extinct.”

“So the volcano’s broken out on this flank?”

“Yes. For decades, lava’s been flowing from that cone down to the sea.”

“Amazing to see it just over there, only a stone’s toss from the petrol station,” Gavin said, squeegeeing the dusty windshield. “Ya know, I’ve always been curious about volcanoes, but didn’t really get into them till Voyager spotted one erupting on Io during the ’79 Jupiter flyby. The US-Australian team I’ve joined has done a lot of follow-up observations from Mauna Kea. Two of my mates on this run are geophysicists, and I’m the team’s infrared man. I helped design the camera.”

“You’d think a man studying a volcanic moon millions of miles away wouldn’t miss the chance to see an eruption only a few hours from where he’s working.”

“Terrible, yeah? But time’s precious on these big scopes, and I’ve been working nonstop since I got here. Not that I’d mind taking a few days off, but my colleagues back home already have raised eyebrows, what with me spending summer in Hawai‘i at university expense.”

“So if the weather hadn’t been bad, you wouldn’t have visited Kilauea? Or come to see me about Pele?”

“’Fraid so.” He cringed, pulling the pump nozzle out of the SUV.

“Talk about having your head in the clouds! Did it ever occur to you hot-shot haole astronomers that you ought to know something about the island that hosts you?” She shook her head. “I’ll have to give you a crash course.”

“I’d like that…” She slid onto the seat and Gavin closed the door, leaning into the open window. “I’d like that very much.”

They continued up the volcano’s flank, high into the rainforest. Now 4,000 feet above Hilo, clouds skimmed over the treetops and a light mist smeared the windshield. At the national park entrance, the Hawaiian ranger recognized Maile and waved the vehicle through. Some distance beyond park headquarters, Maile directed Gavin to a pullout at a clearing in the trees, the whole area rent with steaming fissures.

“This way,” she said, getting out of the vehicle. She pulled the chopstick from her hair, freeing it to dance in the cool wind. As they walked the path toward the cliffs above the summit caldera, long grass lashed their legs and swirls of fume jigged alongside.

“Hawaiians call this area Wahine Kapu, the bluffs of the sacred woman,” Maile said reverently. “The spirit of Pele’s brother, Kamohoali‘i, also resides here, so she never blows smoke over these cliffs, no matter how wild the volcano gets.”

Gavin looked at her blankly.

“But since you read my little book, you already know that much.”

They stepped through the mist, and the three-mile-wide caldera came into view. Long wisps of fume rose from the deep depression.

“Good God, she’s a boomer!” Gavin gasped, scanning the vast floor of steel-gray lava flows. “Looks like an asteroid impact crater!”

“The summit’s quiet now, but just six months ago she was still spewing fume and ash from a series of explosions that put everyone on edge. For a long time she even reappeared as a churning lava lake. Sometimes the air got so bad that Civil Defense evacuated people downwind from their homes, and the national park closed. Fumes drifted over the whole state and real estate values plummeted. The summit crater glowed red at night for the first time in decades, even as Kilauea continued to erupt downrift at Pu‘u ‘O‘o. Geologists think the magma welling up inside the island is growing. Pele eventually moved back downrift, but the scientists, and some of the elders, are still concerned. Explosive eruptions are rare here and can be extremely dangerous.”

“What do the elders say?”

Maile stayed quiet a moment. That was not to share, at least not yet. An indirect answer would suffice. “Pele can show herself in dazzling molten displays—lava lakes, fire fountains, wild rivers— but to explode, Gavin, that’s something else. In 1790 she did it and destroyed a would-be king’s ambitions, annihilating the warriors of Kamehameha’s chief rival. The destruction wrought by that outburst is legend.”

The astronomer stepped closer to the rim. Inside the caldera’s far end was another, deeper crater marked by yellow sulfur and great curls of fume.

“That’s where she exploded,” said Maile, pointing.

Gavin jammed his hands into his pockets. “Otherworldly,” he muttered, his sandy-blond hair tossing wildly about his head.

After giving him a minute to absorb the scene, Maile said, “Now I want to show you where the goddess lives.”

They returned to the Blazer and continued along the road, eventually descending right into the caldera to a parking lot near the deeper crater. The area was deserted, the afternoon tour buses having come and gone. As they got out, swirling fumes engulfed them in the tang of sulfur. “Pele’s breath,” Maile whispered.

They followed the park’s rough trail to the crater’s rim, its sheer cliffs dropping another 400 feet below the caldera. Around them lay chunks of shattered rock blasted out of the crater and dusted with pink ash. They gazed down at the great steaming hole on the crater’s floor that only months earlier had warned of the tempest that seethed beneath it. Maile noticed that the resident tropic birds had vacated their usual domain for the lone white hawk that had soared in above the crater.

“This is Halema‘uma‘u, sacred home of Pele.”
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Gavin crept closer to the edge, peering into the pit. He surveyed the frozen features of its once-molten lake and its new fuming hole. And just at that moment, an elderly Hawaiian woman emerged from the vapors swirling about the path, her gray-streaked hair trailing behind her. Of wide girth and solid build, she wore a traditional yellow shawl atop her dress, its corners knotted over one shoulder. Her black eyes glowed in a nut-brown face as she clumped down the trail, a green bundle tucked under her arm.

They watched as she crossed the Park Service rope lining the path, marched to the crater’s edge, and leaned so far over the precipice that Gavin instinctively stepped in her direction.

“Gavin, don’t!” Maile whispered loudly. “She knows what she’s doing.”

The old woman placed the bundle on a rock jutting over the recently active pit and chanted in her native tongue. Maile cocked her ears, but the wind caught the words, keeping them a private matter between the elder and the volcano.

The old Hawaiian returned to the trail. As she passed, she noticed Gavin, her dark eyes severe.

“G’day,” he said, smiling. She looked away and a moment later vanished into a veil of steam.

Gavin walked over to the green bundle at the cliff’s edge. Nearby lay remnants of other gifts—dried flower stems and blossoms, ‘ohelo branches bearing clusters of red berries, withered leis and rotting cane stalks, and fresh offerings wrapped in the thick, waxy leaves of the ti plant. A flask of gin stood propped against a clump of lava. Curious, Gavin stooped to examine the woman’s bundle. A piercing cry resounded directly above him.

He leaped back from the precipice, his eyes flashing upward, then hastily returned to the path, snagging his foot on the rope as he climbed over it.

“Bloody bird startled me!” he hollered to Maile.

“You mustn’t disturb a gift for the goddess,” she said.

“Guess so.” He glanced back at the cliff of offerings, then walked over to Maile. “My curiosity just got hold of me.”

“I know, but you should be careful. And more respectful.”

“Why do islanders bring these gifts?” he asked, still shaken.

“They’re here to praise Pele, or to appease her. Some say a bundle of fish or taro has spared their home from the volcano’s wrath or brought their families good fortune.”

“So I was about to meddle with someone’s future over there,” he said, laughing.

A gust of volcanic steam blew across the pair, and Gavin started coughing.

Maile grasped his arm and escorted him out of the acrid air.

“This place is even stranger than up on Mauna Kea,” he said when he could breathe again.

Just then a shadow passed over the Australian. “There it is again!”

“‘Io,” Maile said calmly.

“Huh?”

“The island hawk. His name’s spelled like your moon, but pronounced ‘EE-oh,’ and Hawaiians believe he’s a powerful spirit, too.”

Maile didn’t mention it, but she was certain the hawk’s arrival was no coincidence. It had come with the old woman—or was there for her.
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D espite the crater incident—or perhaps because of it—Maile decided to take Gavin closer to the volcano’s deity. They drove out of the caldera onto a road that descended Kilauea’s southern flank. After traveling through stretches of devastated forest and along a line of old craters and cones, the road hugged the edge of the volcano’s 2,000-foot shoulder, a precipice Hawaiians call a pali. Hardened lava spread out in all directions—glassy, black pahoehoe broken here and there by stretches of red ‘a‘a clinkers that resembled heaps of iron slag. On the brink of the pali stood a spacious wooden deck with picnic tables overlooking the Pacific.

“One of my favorite places on the island,” Maile said. They strolled down the path to the deck, buffeted by blustery winds. “Up here you can see over fifty miles, from the fishing village of Kalapana to the island’s southern tip.”

Gavin gazed out at the vast sweep of volcanic cliffs and coastline.

“You’re looking at the district of Ka‘u, the most volcanic part of the island—and the place I grew up. See that rugged coast down there? It’s dotted with the remnants of abandoned fishing villages, and in the uplands are defunct sugar plantations and cattle ranches. In between is a vast lava desert of ancient ruins and some two-century-old footprints baked into the ash of that 1790 eruption I mentioned, reminders of men, women, and children who died in a war between rival chiefs.”

Gavin scanned the landscape, taking it all in, while Maile leaned against the deck’s railing, watching him. He clutched the rail like a sailor manning the bow, his pant legs flapping.

“Marvelous!” he exclaimed.

She smiled. “How about supper?”

“Bloody good idea! I’ll go get the stuff.”

Maile continued to ponder the man as he went to the Blazer, striding up and down the path with a graceful gait. They sat down beside each other facing the steep overlook, now awash in early evening light. Gavin pulled the bentos out of the bag and handed one to Maile.

“How did you get interested in astronomy?” she asked, gathering up her windblown hair and tucking it inside her jacket.

“I was one of those kids who spent all night in the back garden looking at stars and planets through a telescope built by my dad and me. He was a crew boss at the mines, and we lived in the outback, where the sky is unimaginably clear. It was an odd contraption of a scope, but it brought the whole universe into my isolated world. I learned the science of it—the physics—much later. Just the opposite of most astronomers nowadays, who start out gazing at formulas and only later apply it to the sky.”

“What was the attraction?” she asked, nibbling a piece of chicken.

“Oh, I mean, you just look up there and your jaw drops! Celestial objects epitomize nature’s grandest forces and the possibility that somewhere out there—near a star on a planet too dim for us to see— is life!”

“Then it’s not just what you observe, but the possibilities it represents?”

He nodded. “Frankly, for me the science is a bit tedious, but the results are fascinating. They reveal the magic all the more.”

“But if it’s ‘magic’ that thrills you, why were you so surprised when I told you island people still revere Pele?”

A faint smile broke at the edges of his lips. “Let me turn that into a question for you, Maile. Are you saying Pele is a symbol to the islanders, that those gifts they bring to the crater are actually their way of honoring nature’s power?”

She nodded as she poured them cups of coffee from her thermos.

“And the legends are handed down over generations so people won’t forget that power?”

“Yes. That’s part of it too.”

“But yesterday you spoke of her as if she were a real person.”

“She’s all those things, Gavin—the revered symbol of the volcano, a central character in the epic stories that are the history of Hawai‘i’s people, and, well …” Maile leaned forward over the picnic table. “She’s a powerful spirit that people feel and sometimes even see.”

Gavin’s green eyes twinkled in the sharp evening light.

“Over the centuries—right up to today—sightings occur. Some accounts are full of fear. Others show great affection. But all are testimonies of awe. Some have seen Pele in a dancing flame atop a molten flow or in a swirl of fume leaping from a fissure. More than once, her image has been photographed rising from a lava lake. She can be seen anywhere, and in many forms, from rocks to human flesh. Sometimes she’s like a voluptuous young woman with flaming eyes and flowing hair, a goddess so beautiful that even great chiefs cannot resist her seductions. Sometimes she’s an old woman with weary red eyes who tests her people’s generosity by requesting help or food. In that case, you better give her what she wants!”

Maile’s eyes seemed to darken despite the bright light bathing the pali.

“Pele can be volatile or tempestuous—and she commands respect. She is, after all, a powerful creative force that, for the benefit of her people, builds or destroys.”

Although Gavin loved Maile’s storytelling, his face betrayed his skepticism. “And who gets this privilege to see her?”

“An amazing variety of people,” Maile replied with a knowing smile. “Not just superstitious fishermen and farmers, but bank presidents, US Army commanders—even scientists.”

“Gawon!” Gavin said. “They can barely imagine such things.”

Maile pointed defiantly into the deep blue sky. “You just said there was magic up there.”

“Look, saying there’s wonder in the cosmos is far different than believing spirits walk the earth. When I say there are things we don’t fully understand about the universe, I’m talking about things we could understand if we had the science to do it.”

“And what makes you believe there’s life out there, Gavin?”

“Because conditions exist for planetary formation around many stars we observe. Astronomers agree, there are probably trillions of planets, many with life!”

“But you always believed there was life out there, didn’t you? Back when you were looking through your homemade telescope— long before you knew what science would show you. What made you believe?”

“Good question,” he said. “I suppose it was the imponderables. I just assumed that in such a gigantic system we couldn’t be alone.”

“So you knew it had to be—before you had the science to ‘prove’ it?”

“Too right! I get your point. But we understand the volcano because we’ve done the science. So to believe that eruptions are caused by the whim of some goddess is, well, it’s—”

“Crazy? Look, Gavin. This volcano is the very thing you’re talking about—nature’s mysterious power. Pele stories exist because something wondrous or unexplainable happened to someone. All I’m saying is, don’t dismiss what you don’t understand just because you can’t explain it entirely with science—especially in Polynesia.”

The scientist nodded slowly. “I’ll give you that.”

“You remember from the book I gave you, Pele’s mythic island-hopping down the archipelago, chased by her sea-goddess sister? You can read that as a Hawaiian account of the islands’ geologic evolution, starting with Kaua‘i and ending with the last born, this island, Hawai‘i. What the ancients knew about natural forces they passed on as metaphorical descriptions—stories. Is that so different from science?”

“But surely islanders today realize science can explain all these phenomena.” Impatience was seeping into Gavin’s voice. “Especially with all the knowledge gained during the past fifty years, much of it from scientists right here in Hawai‘i.”

“Yet during that same period the belief in Pele and our other deities has resurfaced. The old religion, repressed since American missionaries came here, is experiencing a renaissance, along with many other cultural practices. Hawaiians again add their metaphors— their stories—to the scientific ones.”

“Somehow I think of scientific discoveries as more than just metaphorical descriptions. They’re renderings of the truth.”

Maile smiled over the brim of her coffee cup. “Renderings? Isn’t that what a story is?”

Gavin looked back quizzically. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely.”

“It’s getting chilly out here,” he said, zipping up his jacket. He rose and walked to the railing, staring out across the stark landscape, trying to absorb what he’d heard.

Gavin turned back and leaned against the rail. “Did you get interested in the legends because of your family?”

“That was part of it. My mother was Hawaiian, born here in Ka‘u, and I learned some of the old ways from her. But my father was Chinese, originally from Honolulu. He worked hard in his Pahala store so he could afford to send me to college. He hoped I would choose a profession, not just raise a family. I had a knack for science, yet I sensed even as a child that my mother represented something Polynesian that was important … and disappearing. So I took up anthropology as a way to stay in touch with my vanishing past and give me a useful profession. Now I lecture part time at the university’s Hilo campus and do private consulting.”

“Who are your clients?”

“That’s the ironic part.” She winced. “Most of my contracts are with developers who by law have to conduct archaeological surveys before they build. With the boom in housing and resorts, especially over on Kona side, I’ve had plenty of work. But these are the very people who destroy the things about the island I value most—the reasons I became an anthropologist. It’s the only way I can make a living with my degree unless I teach full time in Honolulu or on the mainland.”

“And you want to stay on this island?”

“This is my ‘aina—the land I come from, my roots. For a Hawaiian, to be without one’s ‘aina is to be disconnected, to live without ancestral continuity.”

“I understand,” Gavin sighed, setting his empty cup on the table. “But what you’ve put together here isn’t bad. At least you help protect what should be preserved.”

“That’s what I thought, at first, but only rarely is a project canceled to save a cultural site. Most of the time I go in with a team of archaeologists to identify what’s significant, and the most important artifacts are shipped off to the basement of the Bishop Museum in Honolulu. Then the bulldozers come, followed by construction crews. I tell myself it’s better to have someone like me saving those little bits of culture than some haole who couldn’t care less, but I worry about taking the developers’ money to do it.”

Maile looked away, her moist eyes distant. “And now they’re building that monstrous resort in Kona, transforming one of our richest cultural sites into another Disneyland.”

The gusty winds moaned through the timbers of the exposed deck.

“We’ve all got a living to make, Maile,” Gavin said softly.

She nodded and fell silent, watching the shadows lengthen as the sun dipped close to the sea. Gavin finished packing up the picnic remnants, then stepped to the rail to take in another view across the volcano’s broad shoulder.

“It’s beautiful, Maile. Strange as it is, this is one of the loveliest places I’ve ever seen.”

“I thought you’d like it,” she replied, a bit more lilt in her voice.

He turned back, peering into her melancholy eyes. “I’m beginning to understand your feelings about the volcano. It’s more than just a crater at the top of the hill. I mean, all this”— he waved his arm through the crisp, windy air—“and the history that goes with it, is part of Kilauea.”

“That’s right. And if you make the effort, you’ll discover that the whole island is like that. Then you might appreciate why many Hawaiians, like that woman back at the summit, still worship the ancient gods.”

“You’ll have to give me a little more time on that one … Say, Maile, do you take all your visitors to this place?”

“No.”

They exchanged a long look. Gavin took Maile’s hand and helped her up from the picnic table, and they strolled in silence up the path to the Blazer. The last light of the day transformed the pali into a pastel wonderland, and the hawk that had followed them to the overlook soared back to the crater.
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G avin sped down the steep road that switched back across the pali. The picnic overlook was just a speck on the ridge above them, atop a frozen cascade of lava gleaming in the dying light. Far below on the coast, steam plumes billowed as lava flowed into the sea.

“Fantastic!” Gavin hollered, popping his head out the window for better views. “How close can we get?”

“Right next to it, if you’d like. But I know another place, upslope, where we can look down into a molten river at close range. Let’s go there first, while we still have some light.”

“Too good!”

They followed the coast for several miles, then turned onto a cinder road leading back up the pali. A sun-bleached wooden sign stood beside the road:

KAPU! 
NO TRESPASSING! 
VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED!

“Never mind the sign,” Maile said. “That’s just to keep tourists out.” “What does kapu mean?”

“Traditionally it means ‘sacred.’ In this case it’s saying ‘off limits.’”

“Looks pretty adamant to me.” “Don’t worry about it.”

“Whatever you say.” Gavin shifted the Blazer into four-wheel drive and bounced it up the deeply pitted road. They drove through a forest of giant ferns and ‘ohi‘a trees, over a cinder berm meant to discourage passage, and onto an overgrown asphalt road leading further uphill, passing several houses with boarded windows, their yards tangled jungle.

“Civil Defense evacuated this area some years ago,” Maile said, “after flows cut the subdivision in half and then turned on the village of Kalapana.”

“Darn shame,” he said. “They look like fairly new homes.”

“This was once part of the volcano’s vast sacred forest, unspoiled until the 1960s, when speculators subdivided the land. Mostly mainlanders bought the lots, often sight unseen—vacation and retirement properties advertised in travel magazines.” Bitterness crept into her voice. “The real estate agents didn’t mention that Royal Gardens Estates was built on Kilauea’s rift zone.”

“And the authorities let them get away with that?”

Maile’s face hardened. “Of course they did. There was money to be made, and in these islands, the developers own the politicians. Often they are the politicians. It’s only gotten worse since statehood.”

The pavement disappeared under a ten-foot heap of black rock. “Bloody hell!” Gavin exclaimed, braking the Blazer.

They got out and scrambled to the top of the flow. Strewn about the decimated forest were half-buried remnants of charred houses, vehicles, swimming pools, children’s toys—reminders of a community burned and then buried under tons of molten rock. The flow had the texture of a frozen sea—waves of hardened rock, bubbled domes, and whirlpools spun in stone. Here and there a blackened palm or ruined car protruded like flotsam. A disembodied tin roof rattled in the wind, the peak of an ark sinking into the depths. Looming above it all, beyond the dark ridge, was the massive volcanic cone, Pu‘u ‘O‘o, belching out amber fumes from its gaping mouth.

The couple leaned against the scorched hood of an incinerated pickup and watched the sun slip into the sea. Darkness encroached quickly, and the distant steam plumes glowed red. Volcanic haze hung over the once-populated slope.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Gavin said.

Maile stepped away from the burned hulk. “Follow me.”

They stepped over jagged crevices and around deep holes as they trekked across the lava. The utterly black terrain made hiking difficult, and Gavin stumbled on the charred remnant of a fence post. But Maile knew a half moon would soon rise, giving sufficient light to guide them back. They followed a strip of forest not yet destroyed by Pu‘u ‘O‘o’s torrents. The vegetation eventually gave way to a recent flow, still hot under their feet, and much of the lava’s crust was eggshell thin, cracking under their weight. When they stepped into the open, Maile pointed to an orange glow shining up from a breach in the hillside. They approached the gassy chasm slowly. Leaning over its crusty rim, they peeked into the glowing hole, their faces blasted with heat. So bright was its luminescence that their pupils instantly contracted to pinpricks.

Mouths agape in wonder, they watched in silence as the molten river swept beneath them, iridescent orange sloshing against the cavern’s white-hot walls.

“Scientists call this a skylight,” Maile whispered. “It’s definitely some kind of window.”

Gavin grasped Maile’s arm and leaned out over the chasm, sweat dribbling orange off his face. “It’s like looking into …”

“Pele’s world?”

Gavin nodded, mesmerized by the dizzying mass of molten stone rushing by.

Suddenly he tightened his grip and yanked Maile away from the hole. “Watch out!”

“What are you doing!” she hissed, pulling her arm free.

“Didn’t you hear the edge crumbling?”

This time she heard the cracking. She grasped his arm, and they gingerly stepped away from the hole.

Again, the crumbling sound, but even closer.

“Wait!” she whispered, “that’s not the skylight.” She pointed downslope. “There’s someone over there—walking on the fragile lava!”

Two hundred feet below the glowing chasm, in the first rays of moonlight, a line of seven shadowed figures shuffled down the volcano.

“What are they doing here?” Maile whispered.

“Security for the subdivision?” Gavin asked.

“There’s been no security here since the place was abandoned years ago.”

“Tourists, then?”

“Up here?” She shook her head. “I didn’t notice any vehicles when we drove in. They must have come a different route.”

“Odd,” Gavin said, “they’re not using flashlights.”

The procession stopped, and two men began climbing up toward the skylight. The Hawaiian man in front towered over a shorter Filipino companion.

“Get down,” Maile said, grabbing Gavin’s shoulders, and they crouched close to the ground, the glassy pahoehoe lava crunching under their feet.

The Hawaiian halted to cock an ear, his eyes gleaming in the gassy iridescence. After a long minute, he led the other man forward.

Gavin put his arm around Maile and nudged her closer. “They haven’t seen us,” he whispered, his lips touching her ear. “Could they be here to make an offering?”

“It’s possible,” Maile replied, “but my gut tells me something else.”

The two men stepped into the skylight’s glow, scarcely twenty feet from the couple hiding in the dark. They peered into the hot, fuming hole, their bodies undulating like scarlet phantoms. The immense Hawaiian had a thick, dark mustache, his aloha shirt half-open in the heat. The volcanic light gleamed against the Filipino’s shirtless chest and glinted on his machete. Behind them the rising half moon silhouetted the tops of the trees. Soon the whole hillside—and Gavin and Maile—would be bathed in moonlight.

The Hawaiian stood rigid, studying the glowing hole, then shook his head and turned away. The Filipino jabbed his machete toward the skylight and muttered something so laced with heavy pidgin that even Maile didn’t catch it.

“No!” the big man responded. “Something’s not right here.”

At that moment, a large bird flew out of the forest, swooping so low that the tall Hawaiian ducked, suddenly rattled.

“We have to find another place to do it,” he announced.

The Filipino again thrust his machete toward the skylight. “Wha’s wrong wit’ dis place? We wen’ use it before!”

“No. We go lower down.” He pointed at some bright flows closer to the coast.

“Too risky! Tourists go dat side!”

“Not tonight,” the Hawaiian replied, shoving past the smaller man, who followed him into the darkness, where they rejoined the procession. Gavin and Maile heard murmurs of heated conversation. Finally, the group continued downslope, disappearing into the steamy night.

“What was that about?” Gavin asked, standing up.

Maile gazed into the darkness that cloaked the departed procession.

“Kanaka loko ‘ino!” she muttered to herself. Evil men! “Why are they doing their dirty business here?”

“Who are they? What’s going on?”

“Never mind,” she said firmly, striding up the hill toward the Blazer.

Gavin shook his head and followed.

They threaded their way back to the SUV in the first rays of the rising moon, not a word passing between them until the vehicle’s moonlit windshield came into view.

“I’ll drive,” Maile decreed. “I know how to get us out of here.” Having no choice without an argument, Gavin climbed in beside her. She sped down the subdivision road, zipping past its spooky ruins. Maile forgot to slow for the berm at the gravel road, and the Blazer leaped into the air with a jolt that knocked Gavin’s head against the ceiling.

“Blast it all, Maile! What the bloody hell is going on!”

Maile, hunched over the wheel, glaring out the windshield, seemed not to hear him. When they passed the Kapu sign and pulled out onto the coastal road, she finally spoke, her eyes fixed on the dark pavement. “They’re getting bolder.”

Gavin knew better than to question her as he sat wondering what kind of serpent was loose in Pele’s paradise.
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Mahina, the moon, half-full like a weary, heavy-lidded eye, gazed down on the mysterious procession as they descended the devastated slope. The glowing skylight glittered far above them.

The chain of seven men passed a tiny island of trees and shrubs protected from lava flows by a crumbling stone ruin left from an ancient time few remembered. In fact, those stones had stood hidden in the brush since the island’s earliest habitation, long before the great Tahitian priest, Pa‘ao, with his warriors and clergy—and practice of human sacrifice—sailed to Hawai‘i to overthrow the islanders who had lived peacefully in the archipelago for at least a thousand years. Towering above the ferns and ‘ohi‘a stood a single giant koa tree, so straight and tall that Hawaiians of another time might have asked the gods for permission to haul it to the sea and chisel it into one of their mighty voyaging canoes. Its pale leaves rustled in the lava-heated wind that moved down the volcano.

The procession stopped right below the island of vegetation, where a stream of red lava oozed from the rock. The molten flow crept steadily toward a deep pocket in the slope left vacant by the swirls and mounds of previous flows.

The Hawaiian leading the procession was six foot six, with enormous limbs and an oversize head. His was old ali‘i blood, passed down through royal generations that had once selected mates for size and intelligence. He lumbered so heavily that his boots crushed the glassy crust of the still-cooling lava beneath his feet. His floral aloha shirt shone in the darkness as he moved, and a .45 automatic tucked into his khakis bobbed with each step. At his signal, the assembly formed a half circle in front of the hole, their faces maroon in fumy light.

The men watched the lava approach the hole, then ooze over its edge, a thick scarlet tongue reaching its rocky floor. The giant moved close to the rim and turned to his crescent of men. Volcanic light throbbed a harsh radiance, illuminating his beamy eyes, colossal nose, and thick black mustache. Behind him the red lava—bubbling at the bottom of the hole—crackled and hissed, and the hot wind moaned.

The giant spoke in a booming voice that left no quarter for the meek or ambivalent. The other six listened with strict attention, until a distinct rustle in the island of rainforest drew their eyes to the leafy gloom beneath the towering koa tree. Nervous glances flashed among the men, and the giant felt goose bumps erupt under his shirt. He searched the bearded face of the eldest man there, a Hawaiian kahuna known to recognize and understand things beyond the physical realm. But the kahuna’s wooden expression revealed nothing.

The giant hesitated another moment, then barked an order. A young Hawaiian, slumped between two other men, was dragged to the front, his arms drooped over their shoulders. His rubber thongs slipped off as the bare tops of his feet scraped across the coarse lava. He seemed only half-conscious, and his head, soaked with sweat, hung limp on his chest.

With a huge hand, the giant cradled the captive’s jaw and peered into his face. Purple bands of bruised flesh circled the young man’s swollen eyes, and his broken nose sagged crooked, the nostrils lined with blood. One cheek was lacerated. He opened a puffy lid, revealing an eye that shimmered in the palpitating light from below. He blinked, and a tear—blood red in the glow—dribbled into the wound.

“You broke the rules, Kalama!” the giant accused. “You violated the protocol!”

“I followed true protocol,” the beaten man replied wearily, the words mangled in his swollen mouth, “ … the ancient rules.”

The giant tightened his grip on the young man’s jaw and jabbed his breast bone with a finger. “Those were your own rules, brah. You betrayed your ‘ohana!”

“ ‘Ohana?” The young Hawaiian’s eyes flashed. “Family … heart of all things in Hawai‘i … now twisted by false loyalties … desperate schemes for a dying race.” He struggled to shake free his head but the giant’s grip was too powerful.

“We warned you, Kalama. You’re too radical.” The giant let the captive’s head drop. “You’ve become dangerous!”

The young Hawaiian struggled to raise his face, gasping his last audible words. “Makaha … you … kumakaia!” Traitor!

The giant, Makaha, stared at the limp figure held before him and shook his massive head. “Kamipulu hala‘ole.” Innocent fool.

Shoving his big hands under Kalama’s armpits, he yanked him from his men’s grip and leaned the sagging body out over the bubbling lava. Smoke rose from Kalama’s pant legs, and he started to swoon. The wind carried the sweet voice of his grandmother singing, and the crackling lava, the soft pluck of her ‘ukulele. Facing death, regret had no hold on him, for never had Kalama felt so Hawaiian. He muttered an old native prayer and gazed at the last thing he would ever see—a column of flame leaping up from the edge of the flow, twisting and spinning, agitated in the wind. Then the giant let go.

Kalama’s screams overwhelmed the other sounds of the night— the raspy breathing of the men, the moan of the hot wind, the hiss of the oozing molten lava. Then, as the echoes of shrieks faded into the rock and trees and moonlit haze, another scream resounded across the volcano’s moonlit flank—the cry of an owl. The circle of men stepped back, cowering, their faces turned in the direction of the giant koa tree.

The body sizzled and popped, like a boar hung above a luau fire. The sharp odor of burning flesh rose from the hole, mingled with the nauseous tang of sulfur. Bandannas over their mouths, the men slowly rejoined Makaha at the rim of the radiant hole. A bright yellow flame danced wildly above the heart of the dead man, flashing on the contorted features of the murderous clan. Makaha noted each man’s reaction in the log inside his head.

The bearded kahuna stepped out of the half circle, a blue plastic bag in his hands, and surprised Makaha by withdrawing from it a garland of dark green leaves. It was maile, sweet-scented vine of the upland forest, a lei reserved for very special occasions. The elder held it above the funeral pyre, muttering a litany of Hawaiian words, then tossed the lei onto the half-buried char of the young man.

Makaha turned to the group, the scented leaves smoldering behind him. “Pau!” he declared. Done! The kahuna threw the blue bag toward the smoking fissure, but the wind caught it, tossing it into the island of vegetation.

The giant turned to go and the others followed him back into the moonlit haze beyond the ruby glow. A new layer of lava was already covering the old one, forever concealing Kalama’s remains inside Kilauea. But the winds sweeping over the devastated slope carried the vile stench of his death.
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LATER THAT NIGHT …

N ot far from where lava poured into the sea, a bespectacled young man, breath labored and face brined with sweat, pounded the screen door of a shabby little cabin near the shore. The racket echoed through the dark grove of coconut palms that had somehow survived the flows that buried most of the seaside village of Kalapana. The man banged so hard that the door wobbled against its sash and the resident tomcat leaped out a window and dashed into the jungle.

Sleeping only a stone’s throw from the Pacific surf, Captain Jack Hemmingson had downed the better part of a bottle of whiskey before collapsing into unconscious doldrums induced by the sweet melancholy of a Friday-night gin game with the boys. In his deep slumber, the pounding outside intruded into his dream as a woodpecker tap-tap-tapping under the eaves of his long-gone North Woods cabin on Lake Superior. An earthquake would not have stirred him. Even the crushing surge of a tsunami would not have swept away the dream that haunted a man who had lived too long away from civilization.

“Anybody home?” the young man hollered. Hearing no response, he stepped inside to search for a phone and noticed an old man sacked out in the bedroom.

“Mister!” he shouted, dashing into the berth-size space. “I gotta use your phone! It’s an emergency!”

“Huh?”

“The phone! Where is it?” He switched on the bedside table lamp and held it over the jumble of man and sheet sprawled on the bed.

“Are you deaf? Or dead? Or what?”

That comment about being dead registered somewhere in the old man’s foggy brain, because he woke abruptly, with a wild, dazed look on his face. He blinked the speckled blackness out of his eyes.

“I need to call the police!”

“Don’t have a phone, sonny,” he mumbled.

“You’ve got to be kidding!”

“I never kid.” Captain Jack pulled the covers up over his naked body, scrunched his eyes into little slits, and glared at the hovering youth.

“No phone?” the young man gasped. “Who doesn’t have a phone?”

Mainlander, Jack thought.

“Well, then, where is the nearest phone?”

“In Pahoa.”

“Can you drive me there?”

Jack peered through the round lenses of the young man’s glasses to see what kind of eyeballs stared at him. “Listen, kid, it’s the witchin’ hour and I still have dreamin’ to do.” He let his eyes shut.

“Mister, I gotta get a hold of the police! Right away! My cell’s got no reception down here! If you won’t get your carcass out of bed, then at least let me borrow your car.”

Carcass? Jack opened one eye just enough to display its fierceness. “Forget it, kid!”

The young man stepped back, wiped the sweat off his brow, and plopped down on the bedside table, knocking the latest issue of Stars and Stripes onto the floor.

“Someone’s been killed. An hour ago, only a mile from here! I saw it with my own eyes!”

Jack cracked open his other eye. It wasn’t the first time someone stumbled to his place after a fight or a tumble on fresh lava, what with his cabin being the only home left near the black sand beach. But no one had ever come to his door saying they’d witnessed a death down there.

He sat up. Tanned like a farmer, he was brown on his forearms and below his knees, with a patch of amber around his neck. The rest was ghostly white, save for a small blue tattoo, the letters USN, on his left upper arm. He swung his arthritic knees out from under the sheet and, moaning, eased his feet to the floor. He groped for his old Navy khakis crumpled up on the rug. His faded red aloha shirt—with birds of paradise on it—hung askew on a chair. He dressed while his visitor paced the room.

This Hawai‘i trip was the young man’s first solo adventure, and things had gone poorly from the start, beginning with a five-hour flight delay out of Minneapolis. By the time he’d finally made all his connections to the Big Island, Cheapo Rentals had given away his reservation—and the last car in little Hilo town. Undaunted, he’d hitched rides all the way to Kalapana so he could see the lava first thing. As he trekked to the molten flow, he felt “back in the adventure groove,” but it wasn’t long before he realized he was in a very foreign—and apparently dangerous—place.

“Relax, kid,” Jack said, escorting the nineteen-year-old out to his lanai. “Pull up a chair and I’ll be with ya in a second.”

After a quick visit to the bathroom, Jack stopped at the old Frigidaire to see if there were any beers left. He found two—one to bring him back to life and the other to calm his guest. The old sailor paused at the screen door to study his visitor. A yellow bulb, peppered with dead mosquitoes, barely lit the scene. The young man, slumped forward in one of the dog-eared wicker chairs, held his face in his hands. Sweaty blond tangles poked out from under a red Twins cap, and a damp T-shirt clung to his trembling body. A nylon backpack, on which a photographer’s tripod was strapped, lay heaped on the floor.

Jack swung open the squeaky door, startling his unbidden guest. He eased his bulk into the wicker chair opposite the visitor and offered him the beer.

“It was awful!” the boy blurted, absently accepting the bottle. “They murdered him in cold blood!”

A tingle crept up the back of Jack’s neck. It was the familiar feeling he used to get during close combat or when howling typhoons threatened to hurl the ocean’s waves through the bulkheads. Despite the feeling—or maybe because of it—he remained calm.

“Simmer down, m’boy,” he said. “It’s over now.” Jack cupped a hand under the young man’s beer and nudged the bottle forward. “Take a swig. I guarantee it’ll help.”

The young man didn’t seem to hear him. “Can’t we just call the police?”

“Listen, kid, if a man’s already dead, your runnin’ to the cops ain’t gonna bring him back to life. Fill me in on what happened, and we can both go into town to fetch ’em.”

“OK,” he said, drawing in a long, deep breath. “Just start from the beginnin’.” Jack plucked his pipe out of the ashtray next to his chair and made it ready to smoke.

“Well… I… I was out on the lava flow, taking pictures—” “Are you crazy? That volcano’s dangerous, especially at night!” “Mister, do you want to hear what happened or not?” “Dammit anyway, yes! Get on with it.” The old man lit his pipe and drew in a smoky breath.

“I’m a newspaper photographer with a weekly back home, and I came here to take pictures of the eruption. But I … I just saw something I wasn’t supposed to.” He fought back a sob. “Go on.”

The young man recounted his picture-taking hike from the coastal flows to a lava outbreak high up on the volcano. His skin flushed as he described the seven islanders emerge from the darkness and the heated exchange between the giant Hawaiian and the battered young victim in the light of the glowing lava.

“And you’re positive they didn’t see ya while all this was happening?” “Well, pretty sure. When I first heard them coming, I took off downslope and watched the whole thing from behind a big mound of lava.”

“They didn’t see your flashlight?” “Didn’t use it. I was digging the natural light.” Jack shook his head. “You make out anything they said?” “Not really, but then the wind changed and I caught one word from the victim—kuma-something, maybe like kuma-ka-i-a.”

Jack shrugged his shoulders, then leaned way forward. “You didn’t happen to take pictures?”

The question startled the young man, and he paused before answering. “Well, I thought about it—at first. What a choice opportunity—pictures of a native ritual up on the volcano.”

“Whatdaya mean, ritual?”

“Well, it just looked that way—you know. Anyhow, I reached for my camera but then thought better of it. They’d have heard the shutter’s motor drive.” The old man nodded. “Somehow I knew they were going to kill him. I would have tried to sneak away, but I was scared they’d see me.”

Jack puffed briskly on his pipe, his face warped in anticipation.

“So … I stayed. Then …” Another sob bubbled up in the young man’s throat. “Then they threw him into the molten lava! I started to puke, but I made myself swallow it.” The pale youth shuddered, then took a sip of beer. He fell silent, tugging the tangles of his hair.

Jack bit hard on his pipe, cracking the stem. “And after that?”

“This old bearded guy pulled a string of leaves out of a bag and started talking to the lava—I guess in Hawaiian. He tossed the leaves onto the flames. Then they all left.”

The young man took off his glasses and wiped his eyes with his T-shirt, his face frozen in anguish.

“Terrible, m’boy! Terrible!” Jack got up and stepped to the rail of the lanai, staring at the red sky beyond the palms. The surf’s boom echoed like thunder inside Jack’s head, and he cursed under his breath.

“Now can we go to the police?” the boy asked.

“Let me think on that a bit.” He puffed on his pipe, but the bowl was spent.

“What’s there to think about? A man’s been murdered!”

Jack walked back to his chair and tapped the remnants of his last smoke into the ashtray. “Going to the cops could lead to a lot o’ trouble—for both of us.”

“But—”

“Look, kid, I’ve lived in these islands longer than I care to admit— more than thirty years. Some things happen here that are best forgotten. Local business, if ya get my drift. It’s their concern, not ours.”

“I saw a man killed! You just heard the story! That makes it our business!”

“I guarantee you’ll wish ya never saw what ya did. I already regret ya told me.” He packed his pipe with fresh shag and lit up.

“Listen, old man, we have a responsibility—”

“Ya don’t know what this is about, do ya, kid?”

“I know I witnessed a murder!” He grasped the wicker armrests and glared at Captain Jack with bright blue eyes exaggerated by his spectacles.

“But do ya understand why that man was killed?”

“Why? Why? Of course, I don’t know why! Do you?”

“Whatever the reason, ya can be damn sure it was an internal matter, among the Hawaiians themselves.”

“I don’t believe this! Do you hear what you’re saying?”

Jack nodded, puffing away on his bitter pipe.

“I don’t get it.” The young man dropped his glare and gazed out toward the thundering surf. A faint mist of moonlit sea spray drifted through the palms toward the cabin. “Are you telling me this was some kind of—of sacrifice?”

Captain Jack’s poker face stared back. “I s’pose ya might put it that way.”

“C’mon. I don’t believe that for a second. Two hundred years ago, maybe. But this is the twenty-first century.”

“Don’t be so sure, my boy.” He pulled the pipe out of his mouth and pointed its stem at the youth. “The killin’s may be different, but human life is sacrificed nonetheless. There are new pressures on these people—the few o’ them that’s left. Now and again, ya hear about these murders. Nobody’s gonna defend ’em, but most everybody says it’s their business.”

“I can’t believe I’m listening to this!” He got up, grabbed his gear, and started down the steps. “I’m going into town and report this on my own!” He marched off toward the driveway, then stopped in the moonlit mist at the edge of the woods.

“Coward!” he shouted as he disappeared under the dark palms.

Jack slumped back into the wicker chair and relit his pipe. “Dumb kid reminds me of me at that age,” he snorted. Drinking down the last of his beer—and finishing the departed’s bottle as well—he gazed out at the waves and pondered the young man’s fate.
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