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                            Truly, it is in darkness that one




                            finds the light, so when we are in sorrow,




                            then this light is nearest to all of us.
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    Towards the next millennium . . .
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  Prelude




  Midnight.




  He had lain awake in the darkness for many hours, but now he rose from the narrow bed and went to the door. There he paused. A shiver ran through him.




  Had it begun? Was this the moment he had both dreaded and craved for so long?




  He dragged the door open, the effort slow, reluctant, as though night-demons outside awaited admission. But it was only the chill breeze from the lake that pressed by his thin body.




  He stooped to go through, his fingers brushing the ridges of the rough wood as he passed. He did not stray far from the open doorway.




  His face lifted towards the sky and he listened to the far beating of wings. Was the eagle also aware? Was that the reason for its desolate cry? Had the sensing come sharp and clear, piercing

  the brooding with a thrust that caused almost physical pain?




  He breathed in the night air as though it were precious, something rare. As indeed it had become. He sank to his knees and felt the coarse grass, gripping it in his frail fists as if he might

  fall from the Earth itself.




  He offered his prayer and it was to the soil beneath him.




  Forgive, he pleaded.




  But deep in his soul he knew it was too late. The cancer would be cleansed – it would be torn – from its host.




  And mankind was the cancer.




  In despair he wept, and the night, so callous in its indifference, offered no comfort.
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  He stirred from the weeping.




  He raised his head, straightened; yet he remained on his knees.




  There was a new, a different, awareness within him.




  Somewhere, another knew of this midnight’s moment.




  And this one gloated.




  For this was her time too.




  







  [image: ]




  Queensland Coast, Australia – the Great Barrier Reef




  It was a calm sea of varying hues – blues, greens, even indigo where in the distance the continental shelf dropped away – and the sun seemed bleached by its

  own heat. The Pacific swells barely ruffled the surface here on the inner side of the great reef and the floating pontoon, with its thirty-metre-long catamaran moored alongside, rested easy in the

  water. A short way off an amphibian had landed, two of its passengers already slipping from the aircraft’s floats into the tepid sea, their bright diving suits as florid as any marine life

  they might find below.




  A semi-submersible lazily moved away from the broad platform, heading with confidence towards the hidden coral canyons, its occupants watching from the vessel’s steel and glass tank below

  the waterline, excited so far by anything that moved in the turquoise gloom. It wasn’t long before these human observers inside their dry aquarium thrilled to the sight of damsel and

  impossibly vivid blue and yellow clown fish; when an orange-headed olive sea-snake flicked by, the vessel all but rocked with the commotion from within.




  On the decks of the catamaran, day-trippers lunched on seafood platters and cheap wine, most of them keeping to the shaded areas or moving down to the roofed section of the broad raft, content

  to watch the nearby snorkel divers or just ocean-gaze.




  Further off, one of the bright-garbed aqua-divers slipped down into the cooler depths, the shadow of the amphibian hanging above him on the sun-drenched ceiling like some giant water skater

  waiting for smaller prey. He paused for a while, waiting for his diving companion to descend, and looked about him, deciding upon a direction.




  Neville Schneider III – Snidey to his friends, just Snide to those who weren’t – was not, in fact, the third of anything: he was born, bred and laid in Melbourne, the single

  son of a single parent (maternal), but he liked the American flavour of the added numeral. As a successful self-made man in the footwear trade, he felt entitled to any title he chose. III was good.

  It spoke of lineage. Lineage implied respectability. And it was a not quite legitimate denial of illegitimacy. Anyway, nowadays he felt like a III.




  He looked trim enough for his forty-seven years in his yellow and purple wet-suit, with his slight paunch held in check by the sponge rubber and his bald head nicely sealed in by the tight cap.

  The total exhaustion he had felt after every dive was beginning to ease, so he must be toning up. And there was no doubting that his nightly bedroom workout back at the hotel was improving nicely

  – Sandie and Cheryl would vouch for that. Pity neither one liked getting her hair wet – things could have been even more interesting down here.




  Something nudged him, interrupting his thoughts. Barry, his diving instructor and paid companion (and dole-bludger, if truth be told), arrived beside him and Schneider quickly indicated with a

  straight hand the way he wanted to go. A curled finger and thumb ‘okayed’ him and both men finned off, their movement smooth and easy through the water.




  Schneider loved the feeling of near weightlessness, although he was still a little scared of the seemingly infinite liquid-space all around him and exactly what he might meet in it –

  yesterday a reef shark, white-tipped fins like tiny snowcaps, had glided by, mercifully indifferent to him (Schneider had been reassured later that humans honestly weren’t the shark’s

  favourite food, no matter what certain movies insisted). For a short time, at least, he could feel free from the domestic and business burdens. Jodie could spend two weeks humping the garbo or any

  drongo she liked for all he cared, and the shoe business – his shoe business, his shoe empire – could hoof it on its own for the same time. A fortnight of rest and

  recreation was what the doctor had ordered and ‘scubing’ was part of the recreation. Just one part of it. Another two parts were sunning themselves around the pool back on Hayman

  Island. When they’d fried enough, Sandie and Cheryl would spend the rest of the afternoon prettying themselves up for the hero’s return. Schneider was that hero. And by God, he felt

  like one splashing about down here in the deep. Macho stuff this, no mistake.




  Barry had gone on ahead and was pointing at something in the coral, no doubt keen to earn his considerable retainer as instructor and guide. Schneider caught up and nodded in slow motion when he

  saw the multicoloured spiral gillworms nestling in the rocks. Like a kid’s painting, he thought, spiky sploshes of uncontrolled colour, with no precision and no design.




  For a moment or two Schneider was struck by the sensitivity of his own soul.




  He twisted away, motioning to Barry to get on with it. Crikes, he’d turn into a purse-carrying poofter if he went on like this. These little beauts were okay, but it was excitement that he

  was after. Well, maybe not quite. If he was going to be honest with himself – and he was the only person he could be truly honest with, although even then not all the time – it was the

  idea of aqua-diving in the big ocean that he liked, something to drop into the conversation at Jodie’s next bollocks-boring dinner party, or to the boys in the bar at the next footwear

  convention. With some slight embellishments, natch.




  What was that!




  Strewth, only Barry grabbing his ankle to show him a new find. It’d better be good. Oh great, an over-sized seashell with a thorny sprig sticking out of it. Maybe he was paying Barry

  too much. What the heck was the gink doing now? He was pretending to stuff something into his mouth. Oh yeah, I get it. The shell was eating the prickly stuff. Big deal. Now if it was a

  man’s leg the thing was pigging on, that might be interesting.




  Schneider stiffened as a dark bulk appeared from the gloom. He clutched his guide’s shoulder and stabbed a finger towards the moving mass, ready to flee but wanting Barry to cover his

  retreat when he did so. The other swimmer shook his head in exaggerated motion. He put his hands to his mask and mimed an inspection of the coral around them.




  Schneider breathed a sigh of relief into his aqualung and nodded understanding. It wasn’t a whale or a huge killer shark making its ponderous way towards them but the semi-submersible

  he’d seen on the surface earlier, filled with tourists who didn’t have the guts to actually get into the water and take a decko at the wildlife down here. He grinned – a difficult

  thing to do with a mouth full of rubber – and pushed himself off the reef to head towards the odd, window-walled vessel. The other diver saw his client’s intention and remained where he

  was, content to watch. Let the dingbat have his fun while he could. Barry had worked for his kind many times before – big, loud-mouthed, and basically unhealthy; coronaries queued up for

  these guys.




  Schneider set a course that would take him directly beneath the creeping semi-sub, hoping that if he kept in line with the steel bow he wouldn’t be noticed. Surprising how much easier it

  was to swim underwater than on top. Nearly there, little ways further and I’ll be underneath. Just wait till I jump up and bash that glass with me fist. That’ll scare the shit out of

  the buggers . . . Jesus!




  He flinched as something soft struck his mask. What was it? Only a fish, you dill. A damsel, all electric blue with a dash of greeny-yellow. And there goes its mate. Look where you’re

  going, you little sprat. Okay, maybe not a sprat, but not a mackerel either. Wonder what they taste like . . .




  He whirled as a shoal of tiny fish bumped him, their impact almost as soft as snowflakes, but startling all the same. What was going on? Christ, his own colours were bright enough to be seen.

  Bloody hell, more of them! The whole sea was alive with racing fish . . . fish, and other things, things that looked like eels, others like snakes, and more things that looked like flotsam, except

  they were moving in one direction, speeding out to the deeper ocean. There was one of those bloody great turtles . . . Jesus, how could it swim so fast?




  Schneider was buffeted not just by the sea creatures, but also by the currents they caused. He turned in the water, flapping his arms, trying to stabilise himself. Where was Barry, why

  wasn’t he rushing to help him, what the fuck did he think he was being paid for?




  And then the waters became still once again. Save for one or two stragglers, the sea seemed empty. In fact, much more empty than before . . .




  Above him, and just a few metres away, he could make out the blurred images of the semi-sub’s passengers, their grey faces pressed against the toughened panes. They looked almost comical,

  but Schneider did not feel like laughing. There was something weird about the stillness all around him.




  He realised he was sinking and used his fins to prevent himself going any deeper. Only a few feet down and it was so much darker.




  A movement beneath him caught his eye. Something else was rising from below.




  Another fish? Too bright, it was too bright.




  A diver, it had to be another diver, a diver using a flashlight. Did Barry carry a flashlight? Maybe it was one of those marine scientist blokes on his way up. Maybe he or she caused all the

  commotion in the first place. Oughta be a law . . .




  Wait on. It was a light all right, but nothing with it, no one holding it. Just a light . . . a round light, size of a tennis ball . . . travelling on its own. One of those luminous fishes that

  hung around on the ocean bed? But it wasn’t that deep here.




  Getting closer. Closer. And it was pure white, and bright . . . But no, there were colours around its edge, like a soft rainbow . . . shimmering . . . Fascinating.




  It passed by him, floating upwards.




  Schneider watched its progress, craning his neck, his eyes bright behind the mask. A pale glow, almost like moonlight, washed over the semi-submersible’s lower deck, and bloodless spectral

  shapes observed through the glass.




  The globe grew fainter as it approached the water’s surface, not because it had dulled, itself, but because it had to compete with the blanketing sunshine above.




  Then it broke through and all that Schneider could see was the gentlest of glows, still rising, becoming smaller, becoming lost, until, finally, it was gone.




  Schneider remembered to breathe.




  He floated in the weighty silence.




  Tell ’em about that at Jodie’s next dreary bash, he thought.




  Even though dulled by the tremendous volume of water around him, the rending craaack that came from behind was like a massive thunderclap, brutally raw in its impact, deafening in its

  intensity. He turned before the full force of disrupted water hit him, his hands instinctively reaching for his covered ears, and saw Barry lifted from the coral as though jettisoned. The diver

  twisted and squirmed, fighting the currents to gain control of his own body.




  From Schneider’s position, it was difficult to make out exactly what was happening, but he could see coral breaking away and tumbling like boulders, with flurries of bubbles bursting from

  the reef itself.




  As his own body was buffeted by the sudden surge, he witnessed the most horrific thing in what was to be his comparatively short life.




  With a boom that might have come from a hundred cannon, fragments of living polyps shot towards the surface like blasted shrapnel, tearing through the other diver’s body as though it were

  no more than papier-mâché. Barry – or the main part of Barry – disappeared in a great swirl of red, while other pieces of him flew upwards with harder fragments to explode

  into the sunshine above in a furious fountain of blood, coral and flesh.




  Schneider screamed into his air tube.




  Just before the whole of the coral reef in his vicinity erupted with a violence that pierced every floating thing above – semi-submersible, amphibian plane, catamaran, pontoon, scuba deck

  and swimmers – splitting every object, soft and hard, with equal ease, tearing them into a million pieces, he managed to curse his doctor, who had ordered this bloody holiday in the first

  place.




  Then Neville Trevor Schneider III’s number increased a thousandfold.
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  Over the Gulf of Mexico




  ‘Coffee, Doc?’




  ‘Uh?’ James Rivers turned from the small window, his thoughts still on the interesting cloud formations, mainly cumulonimbus, in the distance.




  The stocky, mustachioed man leaning over him raised the beaker he was holding an inch or so. ‘Coffee. Gonna be your last chance before the shit hits us.’




  Rivers nodded and took the plastic beaker from Gardenia, wincing as the hot liquid burned through to his fingers. He sipped quickly, then switched hands, managing a smile as he did so. The

  bastard was still having fun with him.




  ‘What altitude are we going in at?’ he asked loudly enough to be heard over the droning of the aircraft’s four engines.




  ‘Haven’t decided yet,’ the other man replied, taking a glance at the monitors ranged in front of Rivers. ‘I’d kinda like to go in low, say 5,000 – we’d

  get more info that way – but I guess it’s up to the pilot. Ten thousand would be a lot safer. How’s your stomach?’




  ‘It’ll take whatever you decide.’




  Gardenia scratched his balding head. ‘We’ve had some bad ones over the past few years – Hurricane Gilbert was the first of them back in ’88 – but this one’s

  heading up to be the worst. Check those readings.’ He stretched over the narrow desk to peer through the double-layered polycarbonate windows, forcing Rivers to press back into his seat.




  ‘Surface wind looks to be eighty or ninety knots right now.’ Gardenia’s eyes squinted through thick, horn-rimmed glasses. ‘That’s soon gonna change, though. Hey,

  what has three humps and sings “Stormy Weather” through its asshole?’




  Rivers shook his head, although he had an idea what the answer would be; these jokes had been doing the rounds for two years now, ever since the disaster.




  ‘An Iraqi camel.’ Gardenia clucked his tongue, as if embarrassed himself. ‘Yeah, I know, bad taste. But the crazy bastards shouldna’ messed with things they didn’t

  understand, ’specially after they got the crap beat outa them in the war. Jeez, take a look at that up ahead. Don’t hold onta that coffee too long, Doc, or you’ll end up with a

  hot pecker. We’re in for a bumpy ride.’




  Rivers looked past Gardenia at the distant weather. The clouds were even blacker and more angry than a minute ago. They moved as though they were boiling.




  ‘You been through one before, Jim?’




  Rivers was glad that Gardenia had dropped the ‘Doc’ – doctors of physics weren’t used to being addressed in that way – but the other man’s sudden serious tone

  was hardly relaxing. Thom Gardenia, despite his crassness, pretended or otherwise, was chief scientist for Hurricane Research at the Miami-based National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

  (NOAA), and certainly no fool. His manner might well have been his way of dealing with his own tenseness, a tenseness felt by all members of this particular mission. After the devastation Hurricane

  Zelda had left behind in Jamaica, everyone on board was aware that this storm was unprecedented. Its power was not just awesome – it was indescribable. Rivers’ throat, to use an

  expression Gardenia himself might use, felt as dry as a mummy’s jock-strap.




  ‘I’ve flown missions in our own C-130 Hercules, but never into anything like this.’ He took a sip from the beaker, glad of the coffee’s heat. For a moment there a chill

  had run through him that had nothing to do with altitude – most of the scientific team wore shortsleeve shirts, and crew members were in light, blue uniform overalls.




  Gardenia’s stubby hand clamped his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, buddy, we’ve never lost a Brit yet. You may even enjoy it.’




  The NOAA aircraft momentarily dipped a wing and Gardenia’s fingers dug hard. His other hand grabbed the edge of the fixed desk. ‘Just a coaster ride, Doc.’ He grinned, his

  porcelain-coated teeth rendered even whiter by the thick black moustache above.




  Keeping the coffee level, Rivers stared down into the deep waters below and wondered how this one had started. Over Africa? Winds colliding near the Equator, producing low pressure zones? Six

  out of a hundred might evolve into storms of something like this magnitude, air drawn in and spinning, the Earth’s own rotation driving it faster, giving it power so that as it drifted it

  picked up moisture from the warm sea, eventually pulling up energy into the atmosphere from the ocean itself, feeding the storm, the clouds becoming ever more turbulent, forming an inner wall that

  would become the hurricane’s core, its centre, the eye.




  ‘Jamaica and the tip of Cuba are wrecks,’ Gardenia remarked as the aeroplane straightened again, ‘and it’s still only a category four. Let’s hope it’ll wear

  itself out soon.’




  ‘What was the last satellite eye measurement?’




  ‘Twenny-five, twenny-six miles across before it made landfall, about ten now it’s back over the ocean. It appears to be reducing rapidly.’ His forehead puckered.

  ‘Let’s see . . . we’re around twelve miles away right now, so I figure it’ll be more like seven or eight miles across when we reach it.’




  ‘It’s shrinking that fast?’




  ‘ ’Pears to be.’




  ‘And we go straight through.’




  ‘Uh-huh. Our pilot doesn’t like to manoeuvre too much in that kind of space, particularly when it’s getting smaller all the time. There’s some hard convection inside the

  eye, and it’s pretty intense around those walls.’




  ‘Thunderstorm updraughts?’




  ‘You got it.’




  Rivers decided to risk a scalded throat and finish the coffee before the aeroplane took a beating.




  A figure in sweater and chinos came along the aisle towards them. He rested an arm against the bank of monitors where the British climatologist was seated.




  ‘Need to take over, Jim. Our skipper’s playing it safe and going in at 10,000.’




  Rivers rose, taking the drained beaker with him, and Joe Pusey, the flight meteorologist, slipped into the seat. ‘Strap yourselves in, guys, things are gonna get rough.’




  The climatologist took a seat opposite, placing the beaker by his feet. As an observer from the British division of the Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Change, he was not directly involved in

  this particular operation; he could only sit back while the American scientific officer and his team gathered data and relayed it back to the Hurricane Centre on the mainland. Their prime purpose

  was to pinpoint the storm’s exact centre so that its progress and direction could be charted by the forecasters and warnings to coastal and inland areas could be issued. Probes and sensors

  mounted on the outside of the plane recorded air pressure, humidity, temperature and wind speeds, while radar showed wind and rain patterns, necessary for predicting the height of the storm surge

  and assessing potential damage when Hurricane Zelda struck land again.




  The message that a particularly severe storm was on its way across the Caribbean had reached Rivers at the Hadley Research Centre in Berkshire only yesterday and the hasty flight to New York and

  then another going south had left him a little travel-worn. But all tiredness had left him now: his mind was sharp, his senses heightened.




  Along the cabin the small team of researchers and crew members were busy at consoles or computer keyboards, the young meteorologist on Rivers’ right now engrossed in the instruments before

  him, logging readings and conferring with the aircraft’s pilot through the headphones he had donned. Everyone had been courteous enough and friendly in a distracted way – even

  Gardenia’s frequent jibes were good-natured – but Rivers felt like an outsider, a ‘dude’ with no real field experience, a desk boffin who’d never ‘ridden the

  wind’, ‘tagged the typhoon’. Well, the truth was slightly different, but there was little point in correcting their assumption. He was there as an observer, nothing more than

  that.




  The plane bucked and Gardenia hurriedly strapped himself into a desk-seat in front of the climatologist. He turned to give a thumbs up. ‘Hold tight, buddy. S’long as we don’t

  have any altitude excursions this’ll be no worse than a jeep ride over a rocky road.’ Rivers nodded, but didn’t return the grin. He was more concerned with the array of monitors

  before Joe Pusey. He leaned over as far as he could. The meteorologist noticed his interest and tapped the headphones he was wearing; then he pointed to a pocket at the side of Rivers’ seat.

  ‘Use the cans,’ he called.




  The climatologist dipped into the pocket and drew out a pair of headphones; he adjusted the thin microphone arm when the set was comfortable over his ears.




  ‘We all keep in communication at this time,’ he heard Pusey say.




  The aircraft lurched and another voice, the pilot’s, came through. ‘We’re into the storm, gentlemen, as you may have noticed. Okaaay . . . we’re taking her up to ten

  thou’ and we have approximately eighteen miles to get to the eye wall itself. Once inside, I’ll endeavour to orbit if that’s any use to you.’




  ‘We’ll locate the centre and drop a windsonde while you pass through.’




  ‘That suits me fine. I can make as many passes as you want.’




  Rivers opened a notebook he’d taken from his pocket; although he’d be provided with a copy of the mission’s records later, he wanted to set down his own observations. The plane

  pitched again and this time his body strained against the seat-belt. A series of bumps followed.




  ‘This baby’s rough,’ a crew member remarked calmly.




  ‘Yeah, a bad one,’ said the pilot. ‘We’ve got some 200-knot gusts here.’




  Rivers made a note beneath other information he’d already gathered. Minutes passed and the buffeting became harder, almost constant.




  ‘Making some corrections now so’s we hit dead centre,’ came the pilot’s voice.




  ‘We need to find zero winds, so let’s condition one.’




  ‘Check. Hang onta your sick bags, fellahs.’




  The aeroplane began to rock violently, fierce rain drumming against its fuselage and lashing the windows. Rivers glanced out on his side and saw only grey, driven clouds, a sombre fury moving at

  incredible speed. His hand clutched the seat’s armrest when a particularly powerful updraught lifted the aircraft as if it were no more than flotsam on a wave. His pen fell to the floor and

  he stamped a foot on it before it could roll away. The plastic beaker he’d placed on the floor earlier had tipped over and was turning a semicircle. He reached down to pick up the pen and as

  he did so everything became blissfully calm.




  Muted cheers rang through the headphones and the cabin, itself, brightened. Rivers’ tension eased when he straightened and looked back out the window: white-capped waves circled below, the

  sea a deep, almost peaceful, blue. The wall of the eye seemed pale and undisturbed in the sunlight from above.




  ‘Looks around twelve miles high,’ someone said.




  ‘Yeah, and perfectly clear all the way down,’ someone else replied.




  ‘Okay, let’s locate the centre,’ advised the pilot.




  ‘We’re right over it,’ Gardenia said.




  ‘I’ll mark it.’




  ‘Jeez, we’ve hit a new low for aircraft surface pressure – 892 millibars.’




  ‘No, it was close to that back in ’69 with Hurricane Camille,’ came in Gardenia’s voice again. ‘Gilbert in ’88 was around the same if I remember correctly.

  It’s unusual for tropical oceans, though.’




  Wind’s running on the south side at 138 knots, and, lemme see . . . 186 knots on the north.’




  ‘They weren’t kidding when they said this one was a rogue. It’s gonna do a lot of damage when it makes landfall again.’




  ‘Shit, it’s gotta be a category five.’




  ‘Going on past experience, I’d say it’ll cut a swathe of at least forty miles wide.’




  ‘Hey, we’re already halfway across. The eye’s shrunk considerably. What would you say – six or seven?’




  ‘Less,’ said Gardenia. ‘I figure five miles across.’




  ‘We’re down 879 millibars. Can the pressure drop that fast?’




  No one spoke for a few seconds.




  Rivers listened to the drone of the aircraft’s engines, his unease mounting. Moisture had made his thumb stick to the page of his notebook.




  Gardenia’s voice came back on. ‘Let’s send down the windsonde.’




  A blue-uniformed crew member at a console just ahead of the scientific officer swivelled in his chair, the round, taped tube in his hands, ready for the drop. He opened a small raised flap in

  the aircraft’s deck and pushed it through.




  Rivers leaned against the window to glimpse the windsonde as it fell.




  ‘This can’t be right,’ someone said.




  Rivers turned his head to see Joe Pusey staring at his monitors in bewilderment.




  ‘What is it, Joe?’ asked Gardenia, and Rivers detected an edge to his question.




  ‘Air pressure’s sunk even lower. I make it 878 millibars.’




  ‘Can’t be correct, Joe, I’ve never known it that low.’




  ‘Come and take a look for yourself.’




  ‘You boys want me to stay inside for this?’ It was the pilot who had spoken.




  ‘What?’




  ‘We’re nearly through. I’m gonna have to bank fast if you want me to stay inside the eye. It’s shrinking fast.’




  Rivers saw Gardenia whirl in his seat and look out at the huge wall of clouds looming up. He turned his head, left and right. ‘It’s shrinking.’




  ‘Like I said,’ came the pilot’s dry reply. ‘Make up your mind quickly, Thom.’




  ‘Keep us in.’




  The wing on Rivers’ side dipped sharply and he could just make out the tumbling windsonde as it caught the light on its way down to the sea. Then they were in cloud again, the greyness

  closing around them like thick fog. The aeroplane shook with the effort of turning and the winds that threw themselves at it.




  ‘Sorry, gentlemen, guess the eye has shrunk more than I figured. We’ll be back inside in a minute or so.’




  ‘It’s closed in to under five miles,’ said Gardenia excitedly.




  ‘Maybe four, Thom.’




  ‘Outstanding.’




  ‘Kinda scary.’




  They soon flew back into sunlight, the aircraft still banking hard.




  ‘I don’t get it.’ Gardenia’s voice.




  ‘It’s definitely smaller.’ That was Pusey, not a trace of tension in his tone. ‘It’s collapsing in on itself.’




  The plane began to level, but before it had completely, Rivers spotted something. His eyes narrowed.




  At first he thought it might be the windsonde still falling, but quickly realised that would be impossible – it would be in the sea by now. Besides, this thing was rising.




  ‘Does anyone else see what I do out there?’




  ‘I got all the interest I can handle right now, Doc,’ Gardenia responded.




  ‘Wait, I think I see too,’ a crew member came in. ‘Over to the left. Lost it now. It’s beneath the plane.’




  ‘What was it?’




  ‘A light.’




  ‘A reflection from the sea.’




  Rivers cut in. ‘No, it was travelling upwards. It was quite small.’




  Others began looking out their windows. Apart from engine noise, there was silence again.




  ‘I see it!’ someone shouted. ‘There, coming up from the centre.’




  Rivers caught sight of it again, a round light, closer now, rising steadily against the eye’s centre downdraught of warm air, no longer a pinpoint but a definite shape.




  ‘Hey, c’mon,’ Gardenia chided. ‘It’s ball lightning, is all. We got exceptional meteorological conditions out there. It’s interesting but it’s not what

  we’re here for. Joe, I’m coming over to take a look at your monitors.’ He removed his headphones and unbuckled his safety belt.




  ‘It’s level,’ a crew member said. ‘And rising.’




  Gardenia made his way to the meteorologist’s position.




  Rivers’ gaze followed the tiny ball of light; he was fascinated. It was pure white, with an undetermined edge.




  ‘Tinkerbell,’ he said under his breath.




  The light passed on, heading towards the top of the hurricane’s calm inner circle, to the lower stratosphere.




  Events suddenly moved very fast.




  ‘The eye’s closing in!’




  Without his headphones, Gardenia hadn’t heard the warning from the pilot. He was leaning over Pusey, studying the bank of monitors. Everyone else immediately looked out their windows.




  ‘It’s three miles across.’




  ‘I’d say two – and getting smaller.’




  ‘We’re nearly out.’




  ‘Oh shit – look up there, above us! ’




  Rivers leaned hard against the clear plastic and peered upwards. His breath momentarily lodged in his chest.




  The smooth swirling clouds that formed the cylindrical shape of the storm’s eye were turning inwards, looking black and angry, roaring from above to fill the calm space below.




  The aircraft rocked and Gardenia clutched the back of Pusey’s seat, looking around in surprise.




  ‘Get back to your seat,’ Rivers advised him.




  But it was too late. The windows filled with darkness and the plane suddenly dropped as though struck from overhead by a giant hammer or, as Rivers immediately thought of it, an avalanche of

  hostile weather.




  Gardenia hit the ceiling, his neck snapping with such sharpness that the sound could be heard over the storm’s thunderous boom by anyone in close proximity. His instantly limp body did not

  fall on to the deck, for the cabin had tilted as the pilot battled to keep control: the dead man dropped over Rivers, pressing him against the wall. Anything that wasn’t fixed – books,

  logs, keyboards and small instruments – flew across the cabin, while bigger machinery strained against their mountings.




  Rivers struggled to push Gardenia’s body away from him and looked towards Pusey. The meteorologist was clinging to his desk with both hands, his safety belt holding him in his seat; he was

  staring frozenly at the instruments before him, at the dials and radar images as though it were they and not the raging storm outside that held all the horror of the crew’s fate.




  Then the world turned over and Rivers found himself hanging from what had been the floor.




  Over the tumult of sound that came through the headphones and from outside them, the scream of the aircraft’s straining engines, the shrieking rupturing of metal, he heard the

  pilot’s shouts.




  ‘We’re going down, we’re going down, we’re . . .’
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  British Columbia, Canada – eight kilometres north of Naramata




  Annie Devereux peeled away a section of spruce bark, taking care with the thick-bladed knife not to damage the tree itself. The distant buzz of chainsaws and mechanical

  tree shears intruded upon her peace, for to her they had become the sounds of encroachment rather than productivity; she hummed a tune to neutralise the noise.




  The old coastal Indians of British Columbia, the Kwakiutl, would chant a prayer as they stripped a cedar of its bark for dishes and buckets, or to cover their pit houses:




  

    

      Look at me, friend!




      I come to ask for your dress




      For you have come to take pity on us;




      For there is nothing for which you cannot be used . . .


    


  




  The day was coming, and sooner rather than later, when the scavengers would learn to feel that same gratitude.




  She examined the wood. ‘No bugworm,’ she said aloud, adding under her breath, ‘thank God.’




  Tossing away the piece of bark, Annie tilted her head and looked through the high treetops at the sky, breathing in deeply, pleasurably, as she did so. The breath emerged again as a sigh.




  Fifteen years ago, when the Ministry of Forests had first employed her as a silviculturist, nearly half of British Columbia’s ninety million hectares had been covered with forests, mainly

  softwoods but with hardwoods to the northeast; now those forests, most of them established after the Ice Age, were ailing, while the good growths were shrinking, being eaten away by the avaricious

  timber traders, despite so-called federal controls. Even the new growths were failing, mere shadows of their gloriously abundant predecessors. Yet still the ravagement continued.




  Competition from the consistently over-productive Brazilian market meant profits by excess, and even foreign currency fluctuations – the decline in value of the Swedish krona and the

  French franc, and worse, the dramatic fall of the Japanese yen – worked against Canada’s competitiveness. In these times only quantity could guarantee viability.




  She touched the naked wood of the pine, the flesh beneath the hard skin, and its moistness was almost sensuous. Annie turned away, closing the knife and slipping it into her anorak pocket.




  Oh, to go back to the gangbuster days of cross-cut saws and steam donkeys, when teams of oxen were used to haul logs over skid roads greased with fish oil instead of yarded from the falling site

  by mobile steel spars, when log booms were sorted and steered downstream by men with stout poles and steady nerves instead of by boom boats and tugs. And now the trees – the hemlock, the

  spruce, the Douglas fir and the balsam fir, the pine, the cedar – were being genetically cloned. Also, scions from ‘plus’ trees, those of superior quality and disease free, were

  crossbred under scientifically controlled conditions, and satellites watched over the timberlands like sky nannies, while computers judged merits and planned regrowths. Yet still the NSR –

  the ‘not satisfactorily restocked’ – areas were increasing, and the old growths were degenerating. More and more the seedlings were not taking, while the old established trees

  seemed to have wearied.




  She kicked forest dust and sank her hands into her pockets. Annie walked on through the woodland, the muted sounds of machinery still following, as if taunting her, telling her that progress was

  progress, and regress was regress, and after that there was nothing at all.




  She came upon a small clearing, a circle of trees and undergrowth that might have been formed by human hand had it not been so ragged. There, lying across it, was a fallen pine, one that had

  succumbed to years rather than disease. Part of it was rotted away, its powder spilling to the forest floor, but Annie found a place between leafless branches to sit upon.




  ‘My friends,’ she addressed the trees around her, ‘you’re in trouble. But I guess maybe you know that.’




  She stooped to pick up a piece of bark from the soft forest rug; her face was solemn and her thoughts distracted as she broke it into little pieces. Annie Devereux was forty-one years old, and

  already her features were lined and coarsened by exposure, fresh winds and harsh weather the one disadvantage of spending most of her working life – as well as her leisure time – in the

  great outdoors. Not attributable to such lifestyle, though, was the prematurely greying of her short and otherwise dark curly hair.




  There had been only three serious, and sexual, relationships in Annie’s life so far, two if the clumsy high school romance with a boy one year her junior and at least one foot smaller (the

  school geek, in fact) were to be discounted. That had lasted all of six months, and was a blessed relief to them both when it had ended (school was out and love with it). Louis followed three years

  later, a tall, serious man whose mission was to save the world, and the one she was to marry. They met in Saskatchewan’s Kelsey Institute and were wed before the two-year Renewable Resources

  course was over; ten beautiful years had followed, a sharing of common interests and uncommon love – the latter was too intense, too fervid, to be termed common. Their mutual enthusiasm for

  the protection and preservation of the environment led not only to the professions they’d followed, but also to an indulgence in nature itself, with journeys to Canada’s lonely outer

  regions in a constant study of fauna and wildlife and the private planting of seedlings whenever on fieldwork for the ministry. And as they shared their love of nature, they shared their own love

  with nature.




  When they could, when it was possible, when the mood was on them, they made love in the open air. By a lake, in a forest clearing such as the one in which she now lingered, in the tall grasses

  – even on the snowy slopes of the Northwest Territories where their vacation cabin was not too far away for a hurried retreat and when appropriate holes had been torn in their clothes

  beforehand to minimise frostbite. Louis, from Quebec but only gently Gallic, had been a large man, unlike her first lover, yet a graceful one, his big hands as sensitive as a surgeon’s and as

  strong as a faller’s or chockerman’s. Mercifully his death had been swift, the cancer taking him with no half-measures and no respites, only with startling and rapid selfishness.




  Three weeks and his diseased lung had persuaded its healthy brother-lung to join in the plunder. Another week and the ravagement was complete. Now, five years after his death, the big

  man’s atrophy seemed like the blinking of an eye to Annie, but it was never the frail and wasted thing lying on that sweetly sour-smelling hospital bed that she remembered; it was always the

  big man with his black bushy beard and small brown smiling eyes that remained in her thoughts.




  So here was her third relationship, her third lover, spread all around her. The rocky hills, the timberlands, the streams and lakes, the snow-capped mountains beyond. And it was her lover in the

  true sense, for on more than one moonlit or moonless night, it made no difference, she had bathed in the chill waters, lain naked and damp on the forest’s yielding carpet; she had taken a

  random tree as her mate, reaching her arms around the coarse trunk, raising her legs so that the roughness was against her thighs, the protrusions between her legs, holding herself there, thrusting

  against the hard, still tree, crying out to the night sky, both in ecstasy and in sorrow, finally sinking to the earth, to lie there and whimper for her lost lover.




  Now this lover, this once fertile land, was dying too, but slowly, the drama of its death more subtle, the pains more insidious, less evident – or merely less acceptable.




  It’s too late, Louis. You always maintained there was a chance for revivification, but then you were always the optimistic one. Too few people spoke up, and too few listened. Even so,

  should we feel angry? Didn’t we two doubt your own disease? In that first week, didn’t we deny the diagnosis? In the second, didn’t we think – hope, pray? – that the

  horror would take itself away, would leave you alone, go off and terrorise someone else, someone (a shameful prayer, this) more deserving? Lung cancer, sweet Louis, and you never once held a

  cigarette to your lips. Hard, so hard, to appreciate the irony.




  She blinked and her eyelashes were moistened. Surely not tears, not after so long? She had thought the weeping was done. Annie straightened, realising her head had been bowed. Oh Louis, why this

  terrible sadness today? For you? The mourning was always there, but the worst had been put aside three years after your death. For the forest itself, then, a grieving over the decaying timberlands.

  Or perhaps these tears were for herself.




  Annie closed her eyes and the tears broke free to dampen her face.




  A shuffling noise roused her. She turned in time to see undergrowth nearby swaying, obviously disturbed by some small creature that had wandered too close before noticing her presence. It had

  fled.




  A wise move, little friend. We humans are not to be trusted.




  A sound to her left, much louder. Something was crashing through the forest, a deer or elk, a sizeable animal judging by the commotion it was making. Now a fluttering of wings. Annie looked up,

  startled, and saw the flock of birds taking to the sky, the wings flapping against upper branches, beating at the air.




  My God, it can’t be me. Surely I couldn’t have disturbed them.




  Because of her tears, her eyes were not quite focused, and the shiny object that caught her attention was like a sparkly glimmer, a diamond catching the sun’s rays. She drew a handkerchief

  from her jacket pocket and dabbed at her eyes, feeling shamed and inconvenienced by the tears. If one of the fallers had come upon her . . .




  With clearer vision, she looked again at the bright thing.




  ‘Oh,’ she said quietly.




  It was beautiful.




  She dared not move, lest the tiny light be disturbed.




  It glowed among the trees, no more than twelve or so metres away from her, hovering like some wonderful firefly, the shade of the forest enhancing its brightness.




  Annie’s hand slowly went to her face, an involuntary action as her mouth opened in wonder. The light, floating at shoulder height, was of the purest white she had ever seen, yet it did not

  dazzle. There seemed to be a faint shimmering around its edge.




  Her hand reached out as if to touch the light.




  It began to rise, an easy, almost languid, movement.




  Then it began to dance.




  Now both hands went to Annie’s smiling face. Dark thoughts left her and she suddenly felt joyously happy.




  The sounds of machinery, the occasional human shout, came to her from afar, but there was no reality to them; they belonged to another dimension. The light, gently weaving to and fro, flitting

  between the trees, was the only reality.




  Annie Devereux took a step towards the bewitching glow and its movement stopped. Annie froze, afraid she might scare this tiny phenomenon away. What was it, oh Louis, what was this strange and

  wonderful thing?




  The light began to rise again, smoothly avoiding boughs, ascending, it seemed, towards the high treetops. But then it began to move from tree to tree, touching the thinner limbs, bouncing off

  them like some ethereal pinball.




  A small, uncertain laugh escaped Annie. She followed the light’s motion, her eyes shifting with its seemingly haphazard pattern, her body tensed like an excited child’s. The light

  swooped delicately and brushed against a slender branch, flicking instantly towards another.




  This latter one sparked.




  The light touched another, and this one flared briefly.




  Annie’s smile wavered.




  The light fluttered amidst the branches of a different tree and there were more sparks, as if a flint had been soundlessly struck against stone. This time a flame appeared. And as other limbs

  were brushed against, then they too burst into flame.




  ‘No . . .’ It was a low wail of pleading. ‘Nooo . . .’




  The flames grew and began to spread.




  The light flew more swiftly, flitting from tree to tree, igniting branches, kindling new fires. Annie turned with it as it worked its way around the trees. The timber was dry, combustible,

  ready, just ready, to flame.




  A whoosh of fire from behind caused her to wheel around. The flames now had a life of their own, feeding off their burning neighbours, catching flying fragments, the blaze growing. She shouted

  as if to warn the trees themselves.




  She staggered backwards, almost falling, for the conflagration had already become fierce and was spreading fast. She knew she had to get down into the valley so that the Forest Service could be

  alerted by field telephone. My God, the blaze was growing so quickly, the trees catching one after the other in swift succession, and the light, the light . . . where was the light?




  There. Before her. Near the trail that had brought her here to this spot, touching the overhanging branches, kindling them. Annie cried out when she realised what was happening.




  She ran towards the rough path, but it was too late. A billow of flame exploded from one tree to another, cutting off her escape. She whirled around, then around again. The fire had encircled

  her. Every way she turned the trees were blazing. She made a break for it, but a burning branch crashed in front of her as if deliberately, a conspiracy between fire and forest to thwart her.




  Annie stumbled backwards. Her arms went up to protect her face from the heat, her skin already beginning to tighten and blister. There was no escape. The fire had fanned out beyond this circle;

  it was spreading at an unbelievable rate. It was as though a solid wall of flame had been erected around her.
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Mystery Suicide
of 7,000 Penguins

Thousands of penguins
have stampeded to their
deaths on an island
over which the ozone
layer has been seriously

on 'the unihabited
sub-Antarctic Macquarie
Island.

Daity Mait - Mondzy, June 25, 1990.

Penguins Stampede and Die
HOBART, Tasmania, June 24

- Thousands of king penguins at a rookerie
on Macquarie Island stampeded, leaving
7,000 penguins dead and officials said today
that they were investigating the mysterious
occurrence. “We don't know at this stage
why they stampeded,” a spokesman for the
Australian State Parks Wildlife and Heritage
Ministry said. “We have not observed this
type of behaviour before.” Macquarie Island
is between Australia and Antarctica and is
administratively part of the Australian Island
state of Tasmania.

New York Times - June 25, 1990.
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