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“As I fall, one shall rise, stronger and more true.”
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ONE

AS THE CITY OF OAKLAND CROSSED THE TERMINATOR into night, Owen and Harley Keegan departed the store and entered the street. In the gathering darkness, they heard the first noises of a riot. From around the corner echoed a man’s shout, a shotgun blast, and a child’s wail. Harley muttered a curse. As he and Owen looked up and down the waterfront street, the rioting grew noisier. Men shouted in fighting anger; like a string of firecrackers, dozens of pistol shots popped in quick succession.

“We better get going,” Harley said and headed for the truck, parked next to the nautical hardware store.

Owen grabbed Harley’s arm. He stood, listening to the gunfire. Perhaps it was a trick of sound, but Owen thought he heard gunfire from the hills.

He shook his head. “No,” he said. “We can’t go driving up through Oakland. We better cross over to the island.”

“Alameda?” Harley asked.

“Yeah.”

“What are we going to do there?”

Smiling gently, Owen jostled the arm of his older, bigger brother. “Survive?”

Harley returned the smile. “Survival is good. You drive, then.”

They climbed into Harley’s truck, a midnight blue Ford Bronco with black windows and oversized tires. They dumped the bags of nautical hardware behind the front seats. Owen started the motor and backed the truck out of the lot. Harley popped open the glove box, revealing the flat metallic form of a Glock 9mm pistol. His hand moved toward the pistol, hesitated, then slammed shut the glove box, leaving the weapon inside.

Owen headed west, away from the sounds of the rioting. At first, they encountered no problems and little traffic. In minutes, they put several blocks behind them. Owen stopped behind two cars waiting for a light to change.

“Run the light,” Harley urged.

Owen wrenched the wheel over and drove the truck up onto the sidewalk. The big tires bounded over the curb and over cement parking stops. He cut through a gravel parking lot, tapped the brakes to allow a car to flash past, then pushed through the intersection. Horns blared.

Owen clutched the wheel and upshifted into third gear. He gunned the motor. Moments later, they crossed the old drawbridge over the estuary, tires humming against the steel grid of the bridge platform.

At the farside of the bridge, three men spread out to block the way.

“Go around them if you can,” Harley growled.

Owen glanced at the three men, who now stood, blocking the way, their hands empty. Owen braked, stopping the truck a few meters short of the men. Harley flipped open the glove box, but he didn’t reach for the pistol. Instead, his hand rested atop his knee, very close by.

“Watch them,” Harley said, softly.

One of the three men walked up to the driver’s window. Through the dark window, Owen could see the weatherworn, deeply lined face of a laborer who had worked outdoors all his life.

“Do you need some help?” the man asked. He had sad, rheumy, bloodshot eyes.

“No,” Owen answered.

Through the dark window, the weatherworn man studied Owen’s face.

“Don’t be killing anyone just yet,” he said, with a glance at Harley.

“No,” Owen said.

“We didn’t make this world,” the weatherworn man said. “We just found ourselves in it, just like any mother’s son. So have some consideration.”

“What do you want?” Owen asked.

“I was going to ask for money,” the man said. “But now I wonder what’s the good of that.”

“I don’t know,” Owen said, wondering whether the three men were on drugs.

“Maybe you could explain,” the weatherworn man said. “Maybe you could tell me what’s going on.”

“I don’t know,” Owen said. “All I know is that there’s a riot behind us, and we’d like to get going.”

Puzzled, the man looked up and studied the sky.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It feels like I don’t know the world anymore. Didn’t much like the way things used to be, but I thought I understood them, and now I don’t know what to think.”

Harley muttered at Owen to drive.

“I feel so old,” the man said. “I feel like I’m a million years old.”

He stepped back from the truck and raised one hand to his forehead as if pained. With the other hand, he gestured for his two fellows to step back. Owen gunned the motor, slammed the shift into first gear and roared past them. The truck sped down the decrepit road, past the aluminum-sided warehouses and tool shops.

Harley flipped shut the glove box. “Nuts,” he muttered. “Nice of you to stop to chat with them.”

“What was I supposed to do? Run them down?”

“You tell me, Owen. What if they had had guns in the back of their belts?”

Owen looked over at his brother, disturbed by his unusual bloody-mindedness. Lately people seemed more tense than usual, but his older brother had always been steady in tight situations.

“Haven’t killed anyone yet,” Owen answered. “Don’t know why I should start today.”

“The whole world’s going nuts,” Harley said.

“The world’s been nuts for as long as I can remember,” Owen said. “But I must’ve been sick the day they were handing out the licenses to kill.”

“Christ on a crutch,” Harley said, disgruntled. “Who needs a license?”

Owen looked askance at his brother, trying to determine if he was serious. At first, Harley ignored Owen, but then his eye gleamed, a dimple appeared in his beard-roughened cheek, and he smiled mischievously. Together, the two brothers laughed, as if the riot was a backdrop for a private joke.

Without further talk, they drove down the length of Alameda Island, taking the Bayshore Road, with its scenic view of the San Francisco Bay. By now it was twenty minutes after sunset. Across the bay, the hills of San Francisco had grown dark and shapeless. The highest reaches of the clear sky still held light from the set sun. Reflecting this light, the waters of the bay glowed as brilliantly as if electrified. The water clung to the failing light long moments after the earth had accepted the darkness.

By the time they crossed over to Bay Farm Island and passed the Oakland airport, it was fully dark. Owen drove with the headlights on bright. He was worried about Kate and Constance, alone in the house high in the Oakland hills. He crossed over to a residential street that climbed the hills through a peaceful suburb. Twenty minutes later, they arrived home.

Waiting by the door, calmly, Kate embraced him.

“I was worried,” she said, her voice sounding close to his ear.

“There was some trouble,” Owen answered.

“Half-a-Keegan’s worth, if that,” Harley said. “Two Keegans were overkill.” Then he shouted, “Princess!” and strode past them.

Owen and Kate’s daughter, Constance, was sitting in her playroom off the front hall, studying the patterns of water cascades in an executive office sculpture. It was her favorite pastime. Harley scooped the ten-year-old girl into his arms. “Hello, princess!” he said, too loudly. Constance ignored him in a way that was far more profound than an ordinary child’s distraction. For Constance, it seemed that her uncle simply didn’t exist. Harley kissed her neck. Face averted, Constance struggled until Harley let her down to the floor. She returned to her study of the water patterns as if the interruption had never taken place.

“There’s riots,” Kate said.

“I know,” Owen said. “We had to dodge one. What started them this time?”

“No one knows,” Kate said. Slowly she withdrew from the embrace. She was a solid, powerful woman. Her long and oval face and large dark brown eyes were framed by long, black hair. Her full lips were set now in a serious press. “But something happened a few hours ago.”

“What?”

“The vice president shot himself.”

“The vice president?” Owen asked, in the stupid way of the shocked.

“He went for a walk in his garden and shot himself in the head.”

“What? Why?”

“He mentioned something at a meeting this morning,” Kate said. “He complained about people reading his mind.”

“The vice president lost it! I can’t believe it.”

“It’s just getting too crazy,” Kate said. “We’re leaving just in time. Did you get the parts you need?”

“Yes.”

“I’d like to leave tonight.”

“In the dark?”

Kate nodded seriously and leaned against the doorway into Constance’s room. Harley was sitting with Constance, watching the fall of water between the sculpture’s panes of glass. The older brother was larger and more muscular than Owen. He slicked his hair straight back. Today he was wearing a tailored white cotton shirt with a stand-up collar. His pants and his boots were black leather. Harley was maintaining a steady stream of commentary, which Constance didn’t seem to hear. Like many adults, Harley had determined to act as if Constance’s condition did not exist.

“We should take Harley,” Kate said.

Owen felt a jealous twinge.

“Why?” he asked. “Don’t you think I can take care of you?”

Kate shot her husband a look. “No,” she said. “I know you can. I was thinking about Harley.”

Owen leaned through the doorway. “What do you say, Harley?” he asked. “Want to circumnavigate the globe?”

Harley laughed. Lately his laughter held a false note, as if forced. “I’ll leave that to you guys. I own too much of this town to let it go to hell.”

“You should come,” Kate said.

“Nah,” Harley said. “I’m going to wait until they burn down the joint. Then I’m going to buy up the land dirt-cheap. Chaos and war. That’s when real fortunes are made.”

“This isn’t a game, Harley,” Owen said.

“Oh, I think it is,” Harley said. “And it’s just starting to get interesting.”

In lifelong satiation with his older brother’s self-confidence, Owen turned, worked the childproof latch, and stepped into the living room, which was stacked with the supplies for the voyage. He picked up the checklist. Something important was missing.

Shotgun shells, double-ought, two cases. Bang-stick. Compass and sextant. Carpentry tools, the same that I used to build the Nepenthe . . .

Owen saw a flash of himself: a medium-height man, young, fit, brown hair, brown eyes, from the outside so ordinary. He saw himself surrounded by his supplies and he thought himself ridiculous: a paranoid, a garden-variety survivalist. The kind of man who destroyed his family in an absurd attempt to save them. He had a special responsibility, too, toward Constance, but he was about to embark on a circumnavigation because no country met his standards of safety. Because he thought his family would be safer at sea than anywhere ashore.

Then confidence surged up within him. He knew himself. He trusted his eyes to see and his mind to think. The world was deteriorating in a strange and dangerous way. He was a man. He could take the responsibility. They would go. Anyone who tried to harm Kate or Constance would have to go through him.

Owen lifted up the box with his wooden bowls. He had packed five: Thirst for Air, Continuum, AnNautilus, Mourning Star, and Rondulus. Spalted wood turned and carved and polished along the lines of a Zen form. A Japanese collector had offered his agent $15,000 for AnNautilus. Although Owen enjoyed some prestige within the American fine art community, his most ardent patrons were Japanese, who seemed to connect with the simple elegance of his work. In any case, Owen had rejected the offer. Constance sometimes studied AnNautilus for hours. Owen turned it in his hands and gazed at the convoluted shape, which seemed to invert upon itself when seen from different perspectives. As delicate a thread as it was, it was one of the few connections between his world and the world where Constance lived. He would take it with him.

The childproof latch rattled and the door swung open. Kate walked into the room and began to reorganize the medical supplies. She worked in the emergency room of downtown Oakland’s Mercy City Hospital as a nurse. She had helped to save hundreds of lives, including the lives of children with bullet and knife wounds. Owen had never seen her cry, even when the doctors had told them that their daughter would never lead a normal life, when they had labeled her still undiagnosed condition as autism. He had asked Kate why she never cried.

“Someday the world will stop,” she had said. “And then I’ll have all of eternity to cry.”

So Owen believed that deep within her, his wife had enough tears to fill the well of eternity, yet while she was able to fight, she had no time for tears.

Harley joined them. Owen looked at his big brother.

“You should come with us, Harley,” he said. “It’s just getting too nuts.”

Harley laughed with an edge of anxiety that was disturbing to Owen, who had thought his brother was fearless.






TWO

AFTER MIDNIGHT, A BANK OF DENSE FOG ROLLED INTO the bay. When Owen snapped on the high beams, fog-caught light dazzled his eyes. Switching back to the low beams, he could see only the yellow series of reflectors along the shoulder, but at least he could follow the road.

He was worrying about the shotgun, in its case in the back of the truck, and wishing it were within reach to him now. They approached the harbor, wending their way through the warehouse district. On one street corner, under the foggy cone of a streetlight, hooded figures guarded the night. As the truck approached the intersection, one man stepped off the curb and made a hand signal. Owen swerved into the opposite lane and rolled through the red light. He heard laughter as the fog swallowed the group of men.

“A friend of yours?” Kate asked. She sat next to Owen. Constance lay curled asleep, her head upon her mother’s lap. “What, you owe him money?”

“He might think so.”

“So rude to run a red light to avoid an old friend,” Kate said.

“Actually I think he was no friend of ours.”

“Now we’ll never know.”

Owen attempted a shortcut through the waterfront district. They lost their way among huge warehouses. The public roads led to private ways, full of unexpected turns and one-way alleys. In the fog, they followed a one-way alley that led to a chained gate.

While they were lost, Kate said nothing. Calmly she stroked the head of her sleeping daughter. One of the aspects of their daughter’s condition that they prized was her ability to tolerate, even to appreciate, a physical relationship with her parents. As Owen backed the truck past pyramids of barrels of industrial waste, he asked, “What do you think?”

“Turn left back at the intersection,” Kate said quietly.

Owen made the turn. Minutes later, they came across a public road and headed for the marina.

Constance awoke, sat up, looked at the fog beyond the windshield, laughed, and lay back down to sleep.

They arrived at the marina’s entrance. The guard lowered the chain. This late at night, no one was moving about, although Owen could see lights in a few live-aboard boats. Half of the marina was empty. He drove the truck to the head of the pier, close to the gate, got out and walked around to Kate’s side.

“I’ll help you carry the stuff,” Kate said.

“Good, but stay here a moment and I’ll take Constance aboard.”

He scooped up his daughter and hugged her so that her head rested on his shoulder. Almost eleven now, she was heavy. Her complete relaxation made her seem heavier still. Since Constance was warm with sleep, Kate threw a small comforter over her, so the foggy night air would not chill her. Owen walked down the steps to the gate and worked the combination lock with one hand.

The Nepenthe was tied to the far end of the pier. The thick rain-rotted boards of the pier buckled slightly under his feet. With more than half of the lamps burned out, in the dark fog he didn’t see the old woman until he was almost next to her. At first he thought she was a bundle of black rags leaning against a pylon, but then she turned her face and he realized she was a woman.

She looked up at Owen with cataract-grayed eyes. Her withered face, crisscrossed with wrinkles, contorted in a rictus of a mirthless toothless smile.

“Where are you taking the little angel?” she asked.

“To the boat,” Owen said, too surprised not to answer.

“And where is the boat taking her?” the old woman asked.

“Depends,” Owen said.

“On the wind and the rain and the currents in the waters,” the woman said. “On the sky, on things that fall and things that rise up. Take me with you.”

“No, I’m afraid—”

“Take me with you,” the old woman pleaded, laying her bent, arthritic hands on Owen’s arm. “Take me with you, away from the fog and the city and the great fires. I’ve seen the great fires and I’ve seen you, my lord, my strong master, rise up tall in the sky, and even the monsters could not break you. Take me with you, my lord!”

Owen pulled himself away from the old woman. He took several steps backward, but she followed, clutching at his arm. Constance woke up and looked about, paying no particular attention to the old woman.

“Stand back!” Owen finally shouted, his voice hard and harsh and full of command. As if he had struck her, the old woman fell back and cowered next to a rain-soaked pylon.

“Beware the monsters,” the woman sobbed. “They want the little angel. Take me with you, my master.”

Owen turned and strode toward the end of the pier. Muffled with the wet distance and the fog, the woman’s voice followed him. “Who will protect me, master, if you leave me here?”

At the end of the pier, under a strong light, waited the Nepenthe. Forty-five feet in length, wooden-hulled, teak-decked, a substantial beam. An oceangoing boat, a cruiser. Her mainsail lay wrapped under blue tarp along the boom. Owen stepped across, boarding the boat with the surety of its master. He worked the lock on the hatchway and then carried Constance below, rolling her into her berth in the starboard cabin.

Back on deck, he locked the hatchway, with his sleeping daughter alone below. He leaped to the pier and strode briskly down its length, crossing long intervals of darkness between each pool of fog-caught light. He didn’t see the old woman.

At the truck, Kate had pulled the tarp and unloaded some supplies.

“You didn’t see an old woman, did you?” Owen asked.

“No. I didn’t see anyone.”

“There’s an old crazy woman on the pier. Leave that stuff here and come back with me. You can wait on the boat. I’ll carry everything.”

Kate was already running toward the pier. Owen followed, but Kate quickly disappeared into the first dark stretch. He caught of glimpse of her under the next lamplight. Moments later, he stood at her side aboard the Nepenthe. She opened the lock and went down below.

Constance was all right; she was still asleep. “Stay with her,” Owen called, then he locked the hatch with both of them below.

For the next hour, he carried the supplies to the boat. At no time did he see the old woman or any other living creature. Despite the clamminess of the night air, he was soaked in sweat before he finished filling the cockpit with the supplies. He parked and locked the truck, then returned to open the hatch.

“She’s still asleep,” Kate said. “Did you see that woman again?”

“No.”

“I wonder where she went to.”

“I don’t know.”

Owen handed the supplies, one by one, down to Kate, who stored them in the galley and the two-berth cabin they used for guests. When they were done, Owen stood and arched his back.

“I’m not a bit sleepy,” he said.

“Why don’t we just get under way?” Kate asked.

“I should leave a note in the harbormaster’s—”

“Let’s just go, Owen. We can radio him tomorrow.”

“All right. I’ll cast off.”

Kate started the motor, which purred like a satisfied tiger. Owen cast off the lines, leapt into the cockpit, put the wheel over, and engaged the motor. Nepenthe edged away from the pier and nosed into the channel. The foolishness of getting under way at night in dense fog quickly became obvious. He could barely see the channel markers as they passed them alongside. Red and green, the channel-marker lights glowered in the fog as malevolently as the eyes of night beasts. He asked Kate to keep lookout from the bow, where she stood and called out the markers before Owen could see them. With her help, Owen pointed the Nepenthe down the long channel.

Streetlamps, aircraft and ship warning lights, and the headlights of slow traffic clothed the Golden Gate Bridge in swaths of red, golden, and silver fog. The swaths shifted and changed as denser and thinner patches of fog drifted past the structure. Underneath the span of the bridge, they could hear the muffled hum of road noise. Then they were past; the lights of the bridge and the fog-shrouded city were behind them.

Soon the chop of the waters took on the steady swoop of the rollers of the open Pacific. Nepenthe began to pitch strongly, and the mainsail was raised to steady the motion. As the boat pitched her bow into the rollers, saltwater sprayed Kate, who shouted with exhilaration as she retreated further aft. Kate was a brave sailor who loved the rough ocean.

Moments later, they emerged from the fog bank. A rich field of stars spread overhead. They could see some distant running lights of merchant ships, but otherwise the broad Pacific belonged to them. A slight breeze arose from the west. As Kate set the sails, Owen put the boat about and killed the motor in the moment that the sails caught. Now Nepenthe was sailing on a beam reach, shouldering aside the rollers with her port quarter. Kate came aft and laid her hand on Owen’s shoulder.

“Dry sailing back here,” she said.

“Go on below and get some sleep.”

“Yeah, I think I can now.”

She kissed his lips and descended the ladder, closing the hatch behind her. Owen clipped on his safety harness. He didn’t mind sailing at night. The Nepenthe had an autopilot, but Owen felt safer with a pair of human eyes watching over the situation. At the last hour before dawn, his reserve of adrenaline seemed to dwindle. He felt tired and ready for sleep.

As the starlight seemed to fail, Owen suspected they had entered an area of dense ocean mist. The darkness was almost total except for the boat’s own navigation lights.

A shape seemed to form in the darkness under the mainsail near the Zodiac boat. For a moment, Owen imagined that he was looking at the old woman. He thought he could even see her face. He was tired enough that his eyes could play tricks on him. Then she spoke, her voice shocking him.

“I go before you, my master,” the old woman said, then she turned and stepped into the sea. The noise of the ship’s passage obscured the sound of the splash as the sea sucked her under. Instantly her black-wrapped form disappeared.

Owen shouted and put the boat about. Attempting a jibe, he put the Nepenthe in irons, so that she wallowed among the rollers, the sails slapping languidly. Owen screamed for Kate. He found the flashlight and swept the rough surface of the sea with its light. He threw a floating cushion overboard as a marker. When Kate didn’t appear, he put the helm over. The Nepenthe laid over and began to sail again. Owen circled the area, searching for a sign of the old woman. After half an hour, he gave up.

Then he had a hideous thought. If the old woman had been on the boat without his knowing, then what sort of mischief or evil could she have worked below? Had she hurt Kate, or worse?

He set the wheel and scrambled down the ladder. He stumbled toward Constance’s berth and threw back the curtain. Even in the darkness he could see that it was empty. Owen made a brutal sound deep in his chest, turned, and stumbled forward.

There in the forward cabin, he threw aside the curtain. Kate lay, curled fast asleep with Constance in her arms. Owen reached out and touched warm skin. Among the noises of the ship working her way through the sea, he could hear the sound of soft breathing. Amid the salt scent, he could smell the familiar odor of their living presence.

An intense emotion rolled through him. He closed the curtain, turned, walked like a drunken man through the galley, and climbed the ladder. His hand was shaking as he lay it on the wheel and set the course south-southwest. When he remembered the apparition of the old woman, it seemed so strange that he was able to tell himself that it had never happened.






THREE

LANDWARD MOUNTAINS OF CLOUDS BLOCKED THE PREdawn light, so that the clear western sky took light before the east. Eyes gluey with sleep, Owen grew confused. Repeatedly he checked the compass to reassure himself that he wasn’t sailing north.

Then the sun itself topped the hidden horizon, illuminating ruddy flaws in the mountains of clouds. Slowly the direction of east grew more obvious. His hand on the large varnished teak wheel, Owen stood and gazed upon the strange sunrise. The hidden sun worked its rays through the clouds, turning their gray masses into lighter shades, reddened shades, rosy shades. Then it struck with force, sending through rays of clear bright sunlight. In his fatigue, Owen found it strange that the sea had turned emerald green without his noticing.

Underneath his feet, the Nepenthe was sliding through lazy seas with a slippery and easy motion. The mild wind was enough only to keep a headway. Not good sailing, but sailing nonetheless.

He set the wheel and went below. Constance and Kate were still asleep. Owen laid his hand on Kate’s shoulder and shook her gently, then more firmly. She seemed difficult to awaken. Owen called her name.

Kate’s eyes fluttered open. After a moment of disorientation, she smiled.

“What, no breakfast?”

“It was a long night.”

“Anything happen?”

Owen stared at Kate for so long that she seemed unsettled. She disengaged herself from Constance and sat up in the cramped space of the bunk.

“What is it?”

“I thought I saw the old woman last night.”

“What old woman?”

“The crazy old woman I saw on the pier.”

Kate scooted out of the berth. Constance called out, but her mother soothed her with a touch.

“I’m not losing it,” Owen said. “I think she really was on board.”

“Was?”

“I think she jumped overboard.”

Kate shook her head. Her hair was tangled, her eyes soft with sleep, but she seemed her old self-assured self. Her confidence bolstered Owen.

“Don’t go goofy on me,” Kate said. “We need you.”

“All right. It was late. I was tired, and it was dark.”

“That’s right. Now go to sleep. I’ll take a watch until noon or so.”

“All right.”

Kicking off his Top-siders, Owen crawled into his own berth. Its familiar confines were comforting. He plunged into a deep sleep. What dreams may have come were not his to remember.

He awoke to find the boat bounding briskly over easy rollers. Knowing that the Nepenthe had found a good wind, he clambered topside. Constance sat in her customary place, in the corner of the cockpit, looking outward toward the patterns of sunlight striking the backs of waves, the brilliant scintillating ever-changing path of the sun upon the sea. Owen checked to make sure that she was harnessed in, that she was wearing her blue-blockers, and that her nose was painted.

Kate sat aft, one leg settled underneath her. The wind was streaming her hair. She was wearing her sunglasses. She grinned and shouted something to Owen, but the wind snatched her voice and carried it away.

Overhead, the mainsail was hard as a board. Kate had set the genoa, which was billowed out, full and hard. Checking the compass, Owen saw that their course was true toward the south-southwest. Nepenthe was making her best speed with a strong wind and easy seas. He smiled and took his place next to Kate. She left her hand on the wheel and threw her arm across his shoulders.

“Give a sailor a kiss,” she cried.

Her lips were waxy with lip balm, salty from the spray. She was smiling as she kissed him, then her lips softened to a luscious circle and the soft tip of her tongue teased him. Owen pressed forward, but she withdrew her face and laughed at him.

“Nothing like a boy in rude health,” Kate said.

Owen was moving closer to his wife when a sullen thunder pealed across the cloudless sky. With a sailor’s care for the weather, he looked up.

Gold sparkles danced on the top of the blue hemisphere of heaven. As tiny as flaws in his vision, the gold sparkles danced. Then, like the gentle hand of Armageddon, the golden sparkles descended, and all the Earth’s atmosphere, no longer blue, turned golden.

As the goldness passed through Owen’s skull, his brain chimed like a bell. He experienced transcendent clarity: of what, he didn’t know, but he believed that the obscure was now revealed. He barely noticed as gold usurped the color of the sea. The Nepenthe plowed through gold oceans under a golden dancing sky. Owen felt a wonderful sense of completeness and harmony. Every moment until now was dark, he thought. Now there is light to see.

Kate spoke to him. Owen looked down and stared into the face of his wife, the woman he loved, his companion of eleven years, his lover, his best friend, the mother of his child. He saw her clearly; yet, staring into her eyes, Owen had absolutely no idea of the identity of this stranger, nor any firm idea that she was even human.


Kate looked into her husband’s eyes, which had gone strangely vacant. It seemed as if he had disappeared, leaving behind the shell of a man. The empty gaze was too hard to bear. Averting her eyes, Kate looked out upon the blue sky and the deep blue sea. She felt a strong wave of weariness sweep through her. This surprised her, because she had slept so well the night before.


*     *     *


Next to her parents, yet far beyond their reach, Constance sat stock-still. The world was vibrating. What had been mute had found a voice. Although she did not understand the words, she sat, raptly attentive to the new gift of language.


A glorious strength was rising. An individual more ancient than the bloodline of entire species. For thirty million years, it had dreamed slow dreams, quiescent inside its immortal egg. Riding the currents of the homeworld’s molten core, the egg had absorbed heat for energy and, molecule by molecule, converted the planet’s hot blood into the food needed to sustain it.

It.

The Self.

The One.

Now the time of the quickening had come. Once again the homeworld was penetrating a sphere of being, where the wondrous life of the mind was possible. Now the One was able to awaken.

Strange . . .

It could sense billions of small, hyperactive creatures, their minds able to work outside a sphere of being. Fascinating and disgusting little minds, extremely powerful but miswired. Monsters. They should not be. How aggressive was life, that it sought forms in all environments, no matter how harsh! In lightless cavern pools, underneath polar caps, in the shadows of rocks bathed in volcanic steam. Such was life that it existed wherever it could, always seeking to survive, to thrive, to evolve toward something greater.

Toward something like the One, the crown of creation. Deathless. Able to survive the thirty-million-year desert between spheres of being. What dreams the One had dreamed! Now it realized that its dreams had been disturbed by the quirky minds of these billions of impish monsters, which . . .

Auggghhh . . .

How awful. Their neocortexes simply wrapped themselves like parasites around the old brain, which maintained most of its bestial architecture. How freakish. Worse, most had only rudimentary organs for transcerebral communications. Since the creatures had evolved while the home galaxy crossed the mind-deadening desert between spheres of being, their architectures had evolved haphazardly. Just as fish in lightless cavern pools mated blindly, their descending generations devolving into hideously ugly monsters, so too had the brains of these humans devolved in the desert into something far too ugly to imagine. Accidental architectures for communication. Most couldn’t even receive with clarity. Even twins could sense only the grossest events, such as the violent death of the other. As for sending! Most were unable to communicate, except for symbolic mouth noises and this bizarre adaptation they called literature. They went through life alone, only dimly aware of the minds of others. To the One, the humans were more disgusting than cannibalistic spiders.

And they were technological! How amazing! The One hadn’t known that such advanced technology could arise in a mind-deadening desert. In fact, their technology was capable of destroying the One.

Death? For the One?

Yes. It was possible. Vicious creatures. The One sensed a nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine sliding silently deep beneath the seas. How they had developed mechanisms for wrecking one another! Weapons were their highest art form. They had tens of thousands of nuclear warheads, any one of which could kill the One. How unfortunate. The Earth was the One’s garden; how it yearned to stroll upon the surface once again after long millennia spent dreaming in its egg. But billions of these creatures infesting the planet’s surface, writhing with their horrible weapons, would never allow the One the peace and tranquility it needed and deserved. And look how they were destroying, polluting, ruining, and crowding the garden. How horrible! What obnoxious pests, dangerous and so very hideous. No, the continued existence of such creatures was absolutely unacceptable. As a matter of self-defense and for the sake of beauty, the One would have to exterminate them all.

Nothing like this had happened since the cycle five ago, when the One had emerged a million years late to find that the children had evolved into quick, clever creatures. They had actually challenged the One. What an epoch that had been! A thousand years of mental battle! It . . .

Visions of power, strike and counterstrike, a war with the children, until the One had wiped them out . . .

The death of the children . . . murdered finally by the One. Forget the horrible crime. Forget the guilt. Forget . . . the poor children . . . but the traces lingered, no matter how often the One sought to overwrite them. Why did its many-storied mind refuse to forget the children?

No, the One must concentrate on the present cycle. The humans were five cycles ago. It had taken the One years of battle to destroy them and their nasty weapons. Now it had to concentrate, remember the present war with the surprisingly evolved children.

But these children were all dead. The One had laid them to rest.

It . . . ah . . .

Forget.

The humans were back again. Billions of them. How had the One destroyed them the first time?

Or was it confused? Memory crowded memory. Every neuron used and reused twelve times over, dream overlapping memory overlapping memory art overlapping mental model overlapping dream. What cycle was it? How old was the One now? Three hundred million years?

Ah, yes, there was a plan. It was so difficult waking up this cycle; was it possible to be too old? No, it would feel better once it was deeper into the sphere of being. The humans were the problem now, not the children. The children had died mysteriously some cycles ago. No . . . the One was helping these humans eat themselves. Many of them wanted a paradise after death. The One was happy to raise from the hot sands of death a pleasant mirage that they could seek. And there were so many who were willing to fight and kill the others. What good tools they made!

The One would allow their desires to consume them as fire consumed the burning.






FOUR

FIVE NIGHTS AFTER THE DESCENT OF THE GOLDEN VEIL, the Nepenthe was beating southward against a brisk southwesterly breeze. The night sea air was so clear that the Milky Way glowed from horizon to horizon, a broad bright path of stars, the home galaxy as seen edge-on from one dark small planet.

Owen gazed at stars, white, yellow, blue, red, forming the arc of the zodiac. He knew he was looking also into an infinite abyss of invisible phenomena: quasars, black-hole suns, postnova gas shells, dark matter . . . perhaps phenomena yet stranger, still unknown.

One star, rotating several times a second, blinked green-white-red, green-white-red, green-white-red. It was Sirius, the Dog Star of the Greeks, the Wasp Star of the Maya, a malevolent star in the opinion of both. Owen stared at it. He had always loved it, because it pleased him to think a sun-sized object was subject to the condition of spinning so furiously. To Owen, Sirius was a very human star.

Needle-thin streaks of greenish light, meteorites dashed across the night sky. Having survived the destruction of the fifth planet by billions of years, the iron shards now burned to gas in the upper atmosphere over the Earth’s sea, and only one man bore witness.

Owen dropped his gaze from the combusting meteorites to the gold ring on his finger. Both the iron of the meteorites and the gold of his ring had been forged in the core of a first-generation star that had exploded billions of years ago. In fact, he mused, every atom of the precious stuff of his body—every carbon atom, every oxygen atom, every magnesium and iron atom of him—had been fused in the core of a first-generation star, now long destroyed . . . yet which was in a way, existing still in this new form. He and every living creature were made from the heart of a destroyed star.

As Owen gazed upon the unmasked face of the galaxy, every star seemed like an experiment in nuclear physics, burning thousands of light-years away, thousands of years in the past, but reaching him across space and time with their effects, with the strange workings of their spectrums, this starlight. Sun-stuff had taken the form of a human mind, a mirror in which the hearts of distant stars could gaze upon one another.

Owen remembered seeing the world washed in golden sparkles. It seemed to him since that moment everything had changed. He felt as if he were seeing with new eyes, hearing with new ears, feeling with new skin. It had never occurred to him how incredibly improbable and wonderful was this world. Right now, for instance, as the Nepenthe swung down through a trough and cut her prow against the face of the next roller, her stern slipping slightly to the portside . . . Owen could imagine the entire ocean below him. He could sense its watery vastness and picture its lightless bottom. He was acutely aware that he was sailing a wooden-hulled boat at night with the infinite vastness of the galaxy above and the weighty vastness of the ocean below. Ordinarily he would have been concentrating on something, ignoring everything else, aware of his circumstance only at a practical level. Now he was almost overwhelmed by an acute awareness of his environment and its intense beauty and strangeness.

Beyond the noise of the wash of the water against the hull, he could hear Kate as she clanged steel pots and clattered plastic dishes down in the galley. Owen was able to picture Kate perfectly. In his mind’s eye he was able to watch her as she worked, just by the cues of the sounds that she made.

In those rare moments he and Kate were able to steal, when their daughter was snug asleep in her cabin and the sailing conditions permitted the autopilot, Kate and Owen escaped to their cabin. Their lovemaking took on an overwhelming intensity. The excitement and joy, the exquisiteness of sensations, surpassed the springtimes of romance that long-term lovers experience. Here was an almost obsessive intensity. Owen had the pleasure of discovering his wife over again, his old friend, his long-time lover, made new and strange and thrilling.

Yet sometimes in moments of intimacy, as he felt himself drawing closer to her than ever before, she would disappear into some other mood. He would try to call her back with a kiss or a caress, but she would be far distant.

Long ago, their conversations had taken the strange turns of two old friends in the ten-thousandth hour of good talk. Now, sometimes Kate would say something that would mystify him entirely. He wondered whether he had ever understood how her mind worked, or whether she was changing.

As Kate emerged from the darkness of the ladder, Owen noted the time: a few minutes past midnight. She sat down next to him behind the wheel.

“Gorgeous night, huh?” Owen asked.

“Only if you like stars,” Kate answered, smiling.

“We’re about twenty miles out from San Cristobal,” Owen said. “Do you still want to go in for a grocery run? We won’t stay. I think we’re safer at sea.”

“Sounds fine if we can keep it short. It’s not good to feed Constance out of a can for weeks on end.”

“I’m going to catch a couple of hours, then, so I’m ready when we near land,” Owen said. “Shout when you see the lights. The chart says there’s firestacks from the refinery just north of the harbor.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Owen kissed her, went below, and checked Constance, who had her ear pressed against the hull, listening, fascinated with the sounds of the boat moving through the water. Owen leaned into her cabin, barely reaching to kiss her forehead. Then he retired to his cabin and fell asleep moments after kicking off his Top-siders.

Some unknowable time later, he dragged himself up from a deep sleep. A sense of foreboding would not allow him to continue to rest. Something was wrong with Kate.

Barefoot, Owen scrambled up the ladder. Kate sat in the cockpit, looking aft at black clouds that blocked the starlight. Approaching thunder rolled toward them. Slowly Owen realized that the blackness of the clouds was too absolute. A green star and a red star were too close; they were burning too brightly; they were approaching. The rolling thunder changed into the diesel motors of a huge ship. The black clouds were the hull of the ship, bearing down on them, looming now, all aft, almost overhead.

Kate was staring at the huge ship. Her hand was light upon the wheel, steering for a collision course.

Owen shouted a curse. He leaped to the wheel, grabbed it, and spun it over. The boom came swinging across the cockpit, narrowly missing the small of his back. Owen grabbed the sheet and hauled it in furiously, setting the mainsail so that it took some wind. The Nepenthe had come about, but only in the bow wave of the ship. The bow wave set the Nepenthe over and kicked it away from the ship as the huge ship’s hull came into the Nepenthe with a hideous screech of steel against wood. Bashed in the starboard beam, the Nepenthe sprung away from the ship, but the ship’s own hull was widening as if in pursuit, catching the Nepenthe, sending it scraping and groaning down its long waterline. Owen was knocked from his feet. From a position on all fours, he managed somehow to leap so that he could grab Kate by her ankles and pull her down before she could fall between the two hulls.

Nepenthe bobbed in the wake of the ship. Owen jumped up. The mast and mainsail looked untouched. He found himself on the starboard side, looking down at the hull. He had a moment of disbelief and disorientation as he realized that the hull looked sound. He turned to Kate, who was now sitting on the pilot’s bench. She was gazing forward at the ship, now some distance away and growing smaller. He could see the firestacks of the refineries of San Cristobal. They were much closer than he had realized.

Owen swung down the ladder. Constance was sitting up in her cabin. Owen inspected the hull where she listened to the sea. It looked normal and felt dry to the touch.

Owen realized that he had been mouthing an incessant stream of obscenities. Only now was he calm enough to realize how much the collision had shaken him. He noticed that his hands were trembling as he went topside. Kate was still gazing at the ship.

“What the hell were you doing!” Owen shouted. “What the—”

Something beatific and wholly inappropriate in Kate’s expression caused him to look forward.

The oiler had stood on straight toward the port. Now, as he watched, the oiler ran itself into the refinery terminus. Tortured metal screamed as the pipeline popped upright and twisted itself over and across the oiler. The ship drove forward, folding up the terminus in front of it, as a carpet of flaming oil spread around it as if in welcome of a king to Hell. Flames licked up the sides of the oiler, which began to crack and break up. A flash, a hard wall of air, then black oily flaming smoke towered to the stars. The ship was no longer a ship; it was a wreck, canted to one side, broken, in full flame. A kilometer away, Owen felt the heat on his face and hands. Stunned, he put the boat over and headed for the open sea. Kate stared aft at the burning port.

“What—what were you doing?” he asked.

“Watching the ship.”

“Why didn’t you get out of its way?”

“We . . . we were stand-on, weren’t we?” Kate asked.

Owen looked incredulously at his wife. She was a good, experienced sailor, who knew that no forty-five-foot sailboat insisted on the rules of a road when the other vessel was a big ship in the channel of a port.

“What?”

“We were stand-on,” Kate said. “Besides, it was so beautiful.”

“What?”

“It was so beautiful,” Kate said. “The closer it came, the more its shape changed. I was watching its shape.”

“Its shape?”

“Yes, its shape. It was like a well of darkness that swallowed all the stars.”

“Kate, we were almost killed!”

“No,” Kate said, still calmly, “we were almost swallowed by the black well, down into the darkness where all the stars are drowned.”

Owen stared at his wife, silhouetted by the burning port of San Cristobal. He realized that the same lunacy that had possessed Kate had possessed the crew of the oiler. They had driven their ship straight into fiery disaster. As he felt the Nepenthe slither down a trough, he sensed the weight of the ocean below him. Overhead the stars had dimmed, because the light of the fire had robbed his eyes of night vision.

“The shape of the ship?” he asked. “The well of stars?”

Kate nodded soberly. “I’m tired, Owen. Can you take a watch?”

“Tired? Kate, you almost killed us all.”

Kate shook her head. “Constance is all right?”

“Yes, she’s fine.”

Kate’s voice caught; then she said, “I don’t know what happened to me. I was watching the ship. It was on a constant bearing and a decreasing range. And then while I was watching it, it grew more beautiful and I forgot that I was worried about it. Then these ideas about the stars seemed so important, and it was like I was seeing it but not seeing it the same way—”

Owen put his arm around Kate, who buried her face in his neck. “I don’t know what happened to me,” she said. She sounded weary and confused.

“Go down,” he said. “Go down below and get some sleep. I’ll . . . I’m going to take us further south, OK? We have enough food and water for another few days. Should we call someone?”

“I don’t know, Owen. I don’t know.”

“Go on down and get some sleep. I’ll call someone.”

Heavily, Kate descended the ladder. Owen flipped open the compartment that held their UHF radio and dialed channel 16. Ordinarily, the circuit was silent, kept open for emergencies. Now it was jammed with overlapping hysterical voices.

“—esperando hace seis horas—”

“Told them that they wanted the prince—”

“Fire is spreading to the lower docks—”

“This is Serendipity, Serendipity—”

“—the channel, please—”

“Ella necesita ayuda, te digo—”

“Sam, Sam! Meet me on frequency—”

“—matarlos antes—”

Then he heard a long burst of screaming, followed by more voices jabbering. Owen listened for a few minutes before turning off the radio. Next he tried the satellite telephone. He was able to get a dial tone, but all the emergency numbers were busy. Finally, Owen dialed his brother, Harley.

“Keegan,” Harley answered.

“Harley, this is Owen.”

“Talk to me, Owen.”

“Things are starting to fall apart here—”

“Are you in trouble?”

Briefly Owen told his brother about the events of the past hour and finished by asking, “What’s going on, Harley?”

“I can feel the whole world changing, Owen. Can you?”

“But why would that ship—”

“Owen, planes are falling out of the sky. There’s train wrecks, hundred-car collisions, fires . . . whatever is happening is happening all over the world. People are . . . spacing. Gapping. Has it happened to you yet?”

“What? I—”

“Have you lost your concentration, seen anything unusual?”

“A few days ago, I thought I saw the ocean turn gold.”

“Did it look like gold stardust descending?”

“Yeah.”

“I see it too. It’s . . . beautiful, isn’t it? You’re the only other person I know who sees it.”

“I only saw it once.”

“I see it two or three times a day.”

“What the hell is going on, Harley?”

“I don’t know yet, but I don’t think it’s all bad, Owen. It’s like I look forward to seeing the gold dust. It’s like waking up from a dream. It makes me feel stronger, not weaker. Is that how it feels with you?”
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