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        Warning

        This story is fiction, not fact. Any deviation from geological, bureaucratic, legal, ethical, moral, or interpersonal relationship reality is my fault.

        So don't worry about it.

      

        

      
        Dedication

        This story is dedicated to all sailors, young and old,

        wherever on the water they may be.

        And, of course, to Dee.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ancient Mariners

          

          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      San Diego, CA

      

      On a beautiful clear day under a stiff breeze Montegar, a forty foot sailboat, rigged and equipped for bluewater sailing, slips into San Diego Bay past the Harbor Police office on the tip of Shelter Island.

      Silas Tufts, forty-six, handsome, weathered and hardened, sits behind the helm. His movements sure, he looks only ahead.

      Beside him, Beth Portman, recently eighteen, stands easy, hand on his shoulder. Exuding confidence, she, too, only looks ahead. They had no need to talk. They’d lived and sailed together for four years, they each knew what to do. And after the events of that morning, what was there to say?

      

      “No use looking back. There’s no family or friends to wave goodbye to. This is not our home anymore, and it’s likely we’ll never be back. The last four years Death prepared Silas and I for this day, for this morning. It’s said that bad memories prepare you for life. If so, we’re ready. If I hadn't met Silas, I wouldn't have any memories any different than an ordinary eighteen-year-old girl. Even so, if I hadn't met Silas, there’s a good chance I’d be dead. Funny how things work out.”

      
        
        Beth Portman
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        Death takes many forms: The Grim Reaper in all its many aspects, a mythological beast, one of four horsemen, a cloaked demon, an old woman with empty eyes. Or, an Albatross, large and dark, following you, watching over you, guiding you for its own enigmatic purpose.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      FOUR YEARS AGO

      

      San Diego

      

      Little ripples left behind by colorful eight foot Sabot sailboats sparkled in the late afternoon sun as the boats darted back and forth over a protected area of San Diego Bay.  Excited yells flew over the water when one boat stole the wind from another as they rounded the final windward mark and dashed toward the finish line.

      Fourteen year old Beth Portman crossed the line first with hands in the air and a victory shout. As she steered her pink Sabot toward the dock she spied her mother waiting for her. Beth waved happily, but frowned at her mother's less than enthusiastic wave in return.

      Beth knew that her mother, Diane Portman, had been a sailor most of her life and had cruised and raced in much of the world. She now managed a large real estate firm, yet still enjoyed watching the little boats flitting about as it reminded her of the freedom of her own sailing days.

      Beth suspected something was wrong when her mom waited on the dock with hands in pockets and no welcoming smile. She barely had to think as she piloted her Sabot into the channel between moored boats leading to the dock. On a broad reach, the breeze over the port side, Beth’s boat raced toward the dock, closer, closer, narrowly missing the line of boats in their slips. With seemingly no room to spare, she rammed the tiller to starboard. The boat spun about its side mounted dagger board in a doughnut of foaming water and headed into the wind, until it lost all forward momentum and gently kissed the dock at her mom's feet.

      Beth, a cute, normal, sparkly, fourteen year-old couldn't help but raise her arms, index and little fingers extended, and imitate the roar of an appreciative crowd as the boat nudged the dock.

      She beamed up at her mother, "Did you see me? I won! I won! Ha! Ha! I left that Nicky Albert in the dust. That'll teach him to call me a deck scrubber."

      Diane forced a quick smile. "Yes, well, better than punching him in the nose.”

      Beth managed an almost believable look. “I know, but you and dad told me to stand up for myself.”

      “But no punching. Not the first one, anyway.”

      “I know. I know. But I beat him fair and square this time.”

      “I saw you sweetie, congrats.”

      Beth held up a hand for a high five, but her mother's lackluster response and the swift disappearance of her thin smile finally clued her in that something was definitely up.

      Beth’s cheerfulness melted away, "Mom, what’s wrong?"
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      Silas Tuffs knelt over Montegar’s headsail winch, hands deep into the greasy intricacies as Beth and her mother approached.

      "Hello, Silas," Diane called from the dock, "Permission to come aboard?"

      Silas glanced over his shoulder. A crooked little smile quirked up a corner of his mouth.

      "Of course,” Silas said as he wiped his hands on a grease-stained cloth, “You're crew now. You don't have to ask."

      Beth watched his welcoming smile fade when he studied her mother's face.

      "Diane, what's wrong?" he asked, when they'd settled on the cockpit seat opposite him.

      "My mother passed last night,” Diane said with a hitch in her voice. “Heart attack, no warning.” Elbows on knees, she rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “So I won't be able to sail to Cabo with you."

      Silas stopped wiping the grease off his hands. "Ah hell, I'm sorry to hear that. I only met her the once, but I do remember her."

      Diane managed a small smile. "She did have that effect on people."

      "In a good way," Silas said warmly.

      "Also, my dad's been pretty sick and she was taking care of him. There's no other family-.”

      “I thought Uncle Silas was my uncle,” Beth interrupted. “He's family.”

      Diane cocked her head as she managed a small affectionate smile. “Silas is like a brother to your dad. He's not really related, but close enough to have the uncle title.” Rubbing Beth's back she said, “Plus, he's a good and trusted friend.”

      “So I don't have any uncles or other relatives now except Grandpop?”

      “You have me and your father. What more do you need?”

      Beth rolled her eyes at Silas. “More relatives, more presents.”

      Beth's mother gave her an affectionate swat. “Don't get greedy, sweetie.”

      “I'll make sure you get an extra birthday present,” Silas assured her.

      “Okay,” Beth said, pointing at Silas and flashing a so-there grin at her mother.

      “Anyway, Silas, there’s a lot of money involved and I need to go and take care of him and tie up the estate before the hyenas move in."

      Beth straightened up and bumped shoulders with her mother. "Mom's the white sheep of the family.”

      Lucky for all of us that she is." A look passed between Diane and Silas that spoke of past pain shared. Calloused fingers rasped at the black and gray stubble on his chin, "I know how much you were looking forward to the trip, so I can wait a week or two if it’ll help."

      "Thought about that,” Diane said, her mouth becoming a thin slit of pain and disappointment, “But who knows how long it will take to settle my mother's affairs, and with the work commitments I have coming up, and Beth’s school our schedule is tight. So it's pretty much now or never. Or next year, maybe."

      "Well, I can't say I'm not disappointed. For once I was looking forward to some company." Silas said, looking genuinely aggrieved.

      "Mom." Beth nudged her mother. Why couldn't adults get to the important stuff?  “Ask him. Ask him.”

      "Neil and I discussed that this morning. We thought maybe, if you agreed, that Beth could still go. It would be good for her to get away at this time. And maybe she would be of some help in handling the boat."

      Another nudge. "Mom. Duh!"

      "Oh. Well. I was planning to spend the week in a drunken stupor, so I guess she would have to handle the boat some."

      "Not funny, Silas,"  Diane said, half joking.

      Silas took Diane's hands in his calloused ones.

      "Diane, Beth is a natural sailor. I have no doubt she actually could sail to Cabo by herself if she had to. But are you sure you don’t want to wait until you can come with us?"

      "Like I said, I have commitments coming up and--."

      "That’s not what I meant, Diane, and I think you know it.” Silas crooked his mouth as he gave her a knowing look. “Look. Even though I'm sort of Beth's uncle, some people might question the intentions of an old fart like me sailing out of the country with a minor."

      Diane just stared, her mouth open with apparent incomprehension.

      It was Beth who broke the long silence. "Uncle Silas, it’s not like you’re kidnapping me. Please. I really, really want to go."

      “Just Silas is fine Beth. When you start whining, “Uncle Silas it's too rough. Uncle Silas it's too cold,” that Uncle stuff will get really annoying.”

      Beth gave him a mock punch in the leg. “I'm not the one who'll be whining. You'll be whining, Oh, Beth, I wish was as good at the wheel as you. Oh, Beth, please stand my watch, my old bones have to lay down.”

      Sporting a big grin, he poked at her. “Old bones, huh.”

      “Yeah, from Davy Jones.” Laughing, she poked him back.

      Diane looked into Silas’s eyes for a long moment as they got serious again. "We trust you. Beth trusts you. We’d have never considered asking you if we didn’t."

      Silas's eyes glistened. He nodded and squeezed her hand. "And Neil’s really okay with it?"

      "Anything to do with being near a body of water larger than a kiddies' wading pool is not okay with Neil. But, for some reason he loves this little water rat.” Beth's face lit up at being called a water rat. “So yes, he’s okay with it. He did want me to remind you that he was Navy SEAL of the decade and an FBI missing persons expert and a top CIA black-ops agent."

      Silas chuckled. "And I thought he was a science geek specializing in desert geology. I’ll take care of Beth as if... she was my own." A darkness passed over his face. "Better than my own."

      Diane touched his cheek, gripped his shoulder. "We know you will."

      Appreciative, Silas attempted a smile. "And I was a Navy SEAL."
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      Somehow unnoticed, a large, black Albatross perched on the bottom spreader of Montegar's mast. Its glowing eyes grew more intense as it watched the three in the cockpit. His head bobbed as if agreeing with all that was said. It seemed to dance from foot to foot as if excited by what it heard.
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      A few days later Neil Portman, a rangy, handsome, bespectacled man with searchlight eyes and tousled hair, stood with hands in the pockets of his well-worn hiking shorts at the west end of Shelter Island.

      Beside him, Judy Winehouse, Beth's BFF, a thin, frail and pale girl with dull brown hair, held herself tight with the hope that no one could see past her strained half smile to the inner misery of losing her friend. With just enough wind to fill her mainsail, Montegar ghosted past, leaving barely a ripple. The clacking of a winch, suffused with Silas’s mixed grunts, came from the mast as Silas cranked up the headsail. Beth, barely tall enough to see over the wheel, couldn't keep still, her skinny ass wagging and hands beating the leather rimmed wheel to a beat only she heard. Beaming with excitement, she turned and waved her hands in one last gesture of farewell to her father and Judy until Silas yelled at her to mind the helm. The scolding didn't dampen her grin the least bit.

      Neil Portman was no SEAL. He understood water coming out of a shower, or in a desert mud hole formed by a geologic anomaly, but he didn't get his daughter's fascination with large bodies of water, or her desire to travel over them in a small boat. She was a healthy, happy, smart kid, her enthusiasm hard to dampen. He waved back at her, his heart thumping to see her so happy. Though she couldn't bring herself to smile, Judy waved, too. For two weeks she would be without her best friend to remind her what happiness was, and the idea terrified her.

      Montegar swiftly sailed into the bay and with a last wave Beth turned away, looking forward to the open ocean.

      Father and best friend finally turned away. Judy wiped her leaking tears and kept her head down. Neil had known Judy for over ten years and worried about her as much, if not more, than Beth. For Judy was a thin, frail girl whose problematic home life ensured she had little happiness in her. Beth being the only one able to coax a real smile from her.

      "She'll be back before you know it," he told her. "Two weeks. Maybe less."

      Neil moved to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder, but thought better of it. "Judy, you okay? Everything all right?"

      Judy glared after the diminishing sailboat, her mouth twisted in an uncharacteristic sneer. "My father would never let me leave like that. Never!"

      Neil’s eyes narrowed in thought, and a chill that had nothing to do with the weather made him shiver in the San Diego sun as he slowly followed the moping girl to his car.
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      Behind Montegar, high and away, the out-sized, black Albatross soared. Not of any known species, its kind had followed vessels as long as there had been vessels, from the first primitive rafts to the latest huge warships. Unseen by any crew, the bird’s presence could never be denied when the time came, as it always did, to make itself felt.
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            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      MONTEGAR – IN MEXICAN WATERS

      

      Excitement, more than anxiety, prevented Beth from sleeping. A huge moon in a clear sky lit her first night at sea and she didn't want to miss a second of it. Silas had set a course to keep well west of the Coronado Islands until they turned a few degrees east of south to follow the Baja coast to Cabo San Lucas.

      A light Northwest breeze propelled them through the night at an easy four knots while the self-steering wind vane, nicknamed “James,” as in "Home James," kept them on course. For Beth, all was right with the world.

      Silas took the eight to midnight watch. Unable to sit still, let alone sleep, excited and scared at the same time, Beth stayed up with him. Hand steering was not necessary as “James” took care of that. Ships and fishing boats were the real danger.

      "At twenty plus knots a freighter can come up fast, run us down and vanish over the horizon before a sleeping watch keeper realizes she's drowning," Silas told her, several times.

      Silas smiled, a lot. Beth, in her unconscious, naive, self-centered way thought that her enthusiasm fueled his smiles. That made her happy. At some point, on the bow, watching Dolphins play, the thought flitted through her mind that her attitude affected other people's attitude. Her mother told her that Silas had been sad for many years, so Beth determined not to give him any reason to be sad again.

      Between the stories and expressions of "Oh my God this is so cool" and, "What was that?" and "Did that really happen?" Beth's bluewater education began.

      Silas disconnected James and had Beth hand steer in the dark, adjusting to the rhythm of Montegar, steering by anticipating the sea and boat’s motion through her bare feet, or her ass on the helmsman’s seat. As the first stars appeared after sunset he brought out his sextant and had her measure their angle and time. When she complained that it seemed too much like homework, he said, “If the GPS craps out, how are you going to find your destination?”

      “Call dad and have him come pick me up in his sand buggy?”

      “You wish! Your dad would say, ‘Beth who?’ and go turn over some desert rocks.”

      “Yeah, he probably would. Until mom hit him on the head with one and told him to go save his sweet little sailing daughter.”

      They laughed together, and it was good.

      Midnight. Beth was officially on watch. Silas brought her a Mountain Dew and a fruit bar then went below to try and sleep. He stopped on the ladder and watched Beth taking in the night-ocean and sky.

      “What?” she asked, thinking she'd done something wrong.

      “Nothing,” he said, shrugging his muscular shoulders. “It's been a long time since I had anybody else sail with me.”

      Beth stood and looked at him over the wheel. What if he doesn't like me on his boat? Suddenly terrified of his answer, she asked, “You're not sad I'm here are you?”

      Shaking his head, Silas stared at the cockpit floor. Even Beth knew he was seeing another time in his past. “No, Beth. I'm not sad at all. I guess I'm... happy you're here. It's a... strange feeling. Carry on.” He dropped out of sight into the dark interior.

      “I'm happy I'm here, too,” Beth said to the night.

      Soon after midnight the moon set and the stars busted out clear and strong. Beth forgot to breathe as she tilted her head back and attempted to take it all in at once. So many, so huge, so beautiful. And tears came to her eyes.

      By twelve years of age, Beth had read several times both sixteen year-old Abby Sunderland’s book about her attempt to sail alone around the world, until she was dismasted deep in the Indian Ocean, and sixteen year-old Jessica Watson’s book about sailing alone, nonstop around the world. Already interested in sailing, these books more than anything, focused her desire to voyage offshore. When her uncle, so she was told, who she'd only met once when she was five or six, showed up with a cruising sailboat she thought her dreams had been answered. And now, here she was, on a real voyage. It was beautiful, and wonderful and scary, and she had never been so happy. She could barely breathe.
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      Joy continued for Beth the next ten days. Every day she took noon sights with a sextant and a chronometer set to GMT, Greenwich Mean Time, matching her positions with the GPS. By the time they reached Cabo her positions were as close as made no difference. Whales blew, dolphins rode the bow wave, inviting her to join them. Sharks followed, hoping for an easy meal. They caught two small fish which Silas taught her how to kill quickly with a billy club shaped like a miniature baseball bat.

      The wind blew up and Beth reefed the main by herself. She'd done it before in calm water, but this time she felt what it was like to do it under actual sailing conditions. One hand for the boat, one hand for yourself, became very real.

      They stopped for two days in Bahia Tortugas, Turtle Bay, a good anchorage and a popular stop for sailors traveling up or down the Baja Peninsula. A couple on their second circumnavigation invited them for dinner. Beth barely said a word as the couple and Silas swapped sea stories. She so wanted to have her own stories. She found herself missing her mom who had sailed across the Atlantic and cruised in the Caribbean twenty years ago before meeting her dad. It would have been so cool to have her there, listening and sharing her own tales. After swearing her to silence on pain of keel hauling, Silas let Beth taste her first beer. They all agreed, you can't be a bluewater sailor without tall tales and beer!

      The second day out from Turtle Bay, Silas informed Beth that he was going to be sick for the next twenty-four hours and she was in charge, wake him up for dinner. Then he went back to bed.

      It took Beth a few minutes to get that he wasn't really sick, but a test to see if she could handle the boat on her own. They were offshore with no land in sight and a twenty knot breeze kicking up some seas. She spent ten minutes scared and unsure, then rallied. All she had to do was what she'd been doing, only now she had to figure out what and when on her own. In reality, there wasn't much to be concerned about: watch the weather, watch for other boats, take the noon sight and plot their position without Silas looking over her shoulder. Eat lunch, watch dolphins, read, make dinner, and stay awake all night. And under no circumstances would she ask Silas for help.

      About mid-afternoon Silas emerged, looked around, ignored her, and carried a book forward where he read for a while or contemplated the sea from the bow pulpit. Beth ignored him, too. Except when he didn't clip on his safety harness lanyard.

      "Clip on," she said to no one in particular. He did.

      While Silas communed with the sea up forward, a fish struck the fishing line they trailed behind, so far with limited success.

      "Oh my God. Oh my God! A fish. A fish."

      Beth scrambled to the stern rail.

      "Clip on," a voice from nowhere said.

      "Oh shit. Way to go, captain," she muttered. She clipped on.

      She felt the weight as she pulled in the line hand over hand. A flashing gold and green form became visible about twenty-five feet away. Then a much bigger shape shot up from underneath. The front three feet of a shark erupted from the water, with the rear third of her Dolphin fish, or Mahi Mahi, gripped in its teeth. Its black eyes glared at her with a this-is-my-dinner-don't-mess-with-me look. Then, with a quick shake of its sleek head, the shark splashed into the water, jerking the line hard through her bare hands.

      "Ow. Damn it!" In her excitement, she had forgotten the gloves, letting the mono-filament line cut into her left hand. She didn't let go. With a this-is-my-dinner-don't-mess-with-me look, Beth quickly hauled the Mahi Mahi toward her. Anxious that the shark would come back for seconds, instead of landing the fish on the stern steps, she swung the tailless trophy over the rail and into the cockpit.

      Bang! Montegar shuddered as the shark, attempting to make good on its don’t-mess-with-me warning, slammed into the boat’s side in its leap for the wounded fish.

      Beth stumbled to her knees against the rail. If she’d been in a B horror movie she’d have gone over the side and the shark would have had an unexpected second course. Instead, the creature glared at her and slipped back into the water with barely a splash. Gripping the rail, Beth stared into Montegar’s wake. She half expected the toothsome beast to shoot out of the water and, if she was lucky, bite her head clean off, otherwise it would sink its teeth into her arm and drag her into the sea where it could savor her at leisure. Surely she would taste much better than a fishy old fish.

      When the shark didn't reappear, Beth turned her attention to the fish flopping about in its death throws, spewing blood over the cockpit, bridge deck, wheel, and her. She drew a couple deep breaths, winced at her skinned knee and cut hand, and with grim efficiency dispatched the crippled fish with three quick whacks of the miniature baseball bat.

      That grisly job done, Beth sat with head bowed and caught her breath. Legs and hands spattered with blood, she added a red streak to her face by wiping a tear from her eyes. Tight lipped, Silas held on to a shroud where he’d watched the whole incident. Their eyes met. Neither moved. Neither said a word, eyes doing the talking. Maybe Silas nodded approval; maybe it was only the boat’s motion.

      Still in charge, she washed down the cockpit and herself with a bucket on a rope. She took the fish to the transom where she inexpertly filleted it. All the while keeping one eye out for pissed off sharks. She grilled the lumpy fillets, enough to feed eight, on the small, stainless steel gas barbecue clamped to the stern rail while heating up part of a pot of rice Silas had cooked back in Turtle bay. Adding a can of peas to a slab of Mahi Mahi and rice, she served up two heaping plates.

      Beth and her ghost crew ate silently in the cockpit while a spectacular sunset faded to a star filled sky.
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      As dusk closed in, the Albatross, which had soared closer as the shark’s aggression rose, fell back, ever patient.
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      With a good diner in her belly and an easy breeze at her back, Beth settled in for a long uneventful night. The helmsman’s seat was designed so one could stretch out behind the wheel. The person on watch need only lift their head to scan for ships and other dangers. Beth lasted ten minutes before the vision of something hungry leaping up to grab her forced her to settle on a physically less comfortable, mentally more comfortable, cockpit seat for the duration.

      Just before dawn she started at the sight of an approaching cruise ship that her sleep fogged mind initially took to be some illuminated spit of land. She made herself think for a moment about what to do. Calm, pretending she was a seasoned captain, she disengaged James the wind vane, and changed course a few degrees until the humming, roaring mass of light moved past and vanished over the horizon.

      Not normally a morning person, Beth hand steered until the sky lightened in the east. She soaked in the character of the early morning: The cool breeze, the comforting motion of the boat, the creak of rigging, the shush of passing water, the bowl of stars shining just for her. She felt alone, yet not alone. The sky, and wind, and water were her company. She felt comfortable with them and for the moment, all was right with Beth Portman's world.
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      "Well, now I'm comfortable spending the rest of the trip in a drunken stupor," Silas said when he reappeared that morning.

      Beth's huge grin took in the compliment. She was proud of herself and Silas's words confirmed that she should be.

      "We had a little excitement yesterday, but nothing I couldn't handle."

      "You'll have to tell me about it sometime. But for now you're off watch, so you should get some sleep."

      He ruffled her hair as she moved toward the companionway. She swatted his hand away.

      "Your mom and dad would be proud of you," he said. "I am."

      At that moment her affection for the man who carried sadness within him and believed in her solidified. She crawled into her bunk with a tired smile on her face. Her world was indeed perfect.

      Unfortunately for her, a subsection of Murphy's Law states that perfection does not last, even for happy young girls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      CABO SAN LUCAS, MEXICO

      

      Beth and Silas walked together up the dock ramp heading for Customs and Immigration. Silas carried a small messenger bag while Beth tried to take in everything at once.

      "This is so cool. Look at those hills. Look at those hotels."

      Silas smiled at her enthusiasm. "Haven't you seen hills and hotels before?"

      "Well, yeah. But these are Mexican hills and hotels."

      "Some people might debate you on that statement."

      Beth tripped at the ramp to land transition.

      "Slow down, first mate. It'll take you a bit to get your land legs back. We'll be eating tacos and papas fritas, in no time."

      "And cervezas, too?"

      "One of us will be."

      "So what are you going to have?" She sent him a friendly shoulder bump.

      Silas ruffled her short hair with his callused hand. Beth swatted it away, not because she cared about her hair, but because her father did the same thing. It was his little signal that he loved her. When she pushed it away she always squeezed his hand for an instant, to show that she loved him, too. Unconsciously, she gripped Silas's hand.

      "I can’t believe I’m actually here. I didn't want the sailing to end, but this is so cool. As soon as we check in I’m calling mom. Like she’ll be so jealous."

      "I’m sure she’d have preferred to come with us rather than go to Ohio."

      Beth allowed her grin to fade. "Yeah. That sucks that my Grandma died. I didn't know her that well, but she was a nice lady. Jeez, I’d freak if anything happened to my parents."

      "They’re good people, your parents."

      "Yeah, they are. But don’t tell them I said that."
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      Sitting at a table under a palm thatched roof in an open air restaurant off the beaten tourist path, Silas and Beth had cell phones to their ears. Silas spoke quietly into his phone. Beth jabbed keys, listened, punched more keys, listened, her tight lips working with frustration as nobody answered.

      Silas disconnected and watched Beth's fruitless efforts. "Still no answer?"

      "All my parent’s numbers are either out of service or go right to voice mail. Why would that be? Did you reach your friend?"

      "Mr. Kwishi has your address. He’ll find out what he can."

      Beth stared at the cell phone she held on her lap. A prickling between her shoulders and a lump in her throat signaled a foreboding that something bad had happened.

      Later, after sunset, Beth glanced at Silas as he spoke quietly into his phone while pacing the cockpit. His mouth formed a grim frown as he gazed unhappily at Beth washing dishes in the U-shaped galley. With one hand tight on the dodger to steady himself he disconnected and let his head droop. The heavy buildup of moisture in his eyes glistened with the interior lights. Beth froze with plate and dishrag in hand as she watched him with wide open eyes. She held her breath as he inhaled a deep breath and descended the companionway ladder.

      "Did your friend find out anything?" Beth asked. Her eyes, eager for good news, searched his, finding none.

      "Beth, I'm...." A huge lump of sadness blocked his throat. "Beth, I'm so sorry. Your house burned down. Your parents were inside."

      Beth jerked, as if punched in the chest, dropping the plate and rag into the sink. Her mouth worked, unable to form any words. Tightness in her chest prevented her from breathing. She reached out to Silas's out-stretched hand then pulled back.

      "No. No... Your friend... It's a mistake." But she trusted Silas. He wouldn't lie to her. Gathered in his arms, she knew it was no mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      SAN DIEGO – Mr. Kwishi's House

      

      Mr. Kwishi's house, where Beth and Silas were staying, sat high on the west face of Point Loma. A modest one level, pink stucco house from the street, the downhill side dropped two levels to a small, exquisite garden. Bougainvillea and Banana Palms shielded a Koi pool and a groomed patch of sand with a flat topped boulder big enough for two in the center.

      The sand spread out before two palm trees that framed a break in the tall flower wall, allowing a wide view of the Pacific Ocean, that day doing its best to live up to its name. Mrs. Kwishi found Beth there.

      Beth sat cross-legged on the boulder, leaking eyes gazing at the sea, mind on the past. She wore shorts and a long sleeved T-shirt, though it was warm enough for a regular one, and a black cap. She hunched her shoulders as if against a cold wind, but the only cold wind blowing was in her heart.
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      Nan Kwishi padded barefoot through the grass and crossed the sand on several stepping stones. Grace itself, she flowed rather than walked. The black martial arts jacket and loose pants she wore were clues to the reason for her graceful movements. At fifty-one Nan possessed a timeless beauty. Men of all ages were attracted to her, desired her, dreamed of her late at night, wistfully wondering what it might be like to touch that flawless dusky skin that just had to be soft as smoke. Yet how many would flinch and lose interest at the sight of the scars she kept hidden from all but Mr. Kwishi.

      

      Twenty years ago during his ideological years, Mr. Kwishi, a British citizen living in Hong Kong, had been employed by an anonymous department of the Chinese government to perform miscellaneous jobs in various places around the globe. He happened to be in Los Angeles for a meeting of dubious legality when from his car he saw a woman being abducted right off the street. He knew what he saw was real, having performed similar activities himself.

      Not liking the visions in his head of what would most likely happen to the woman, he put off his meeting. After all the man he waited for didn't know he was about to meet Mr. Kwishi, and lived longer because of it. "Very James Bond," he told himself as he followed the van, though in later years he would think of it more as, "Very Dexter."

      He lost the van in traffic for an hour and a half. Using the full extent of the Chinese Government's considerable local resources, he found the van, the two men and the woman. Both men died as the woman had almost died, hanging by their wrists, lash marks oozing blood, burn marks charred. He knew they suffered the pain they had inflicted on the woman, having performed similar activities on men himself.

      A hospital would have meant too many questions he didn't want to answer. Through his job he had access to very discreet health care. Mr. Kwishi didn't see her again for over a year.
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      Mr. Kwishi met SEAL Lieutenant Silas Tufts during a Middle Eastern operation gone wrong. Silas and the three men he had been tasked to rescue were on their knees. Four separate executioners pressed gun muzzles to their heads. For the camera, two of the men were executed. The third man, a Sergeant, was next.

      Two gunshots. The two unfulfilled executioners fell. Silas rolled into the men closest to him. More gunshots. Silas jumped up and kicked at the men, boys really, though their bullets and intent were as serious as any man's. A Chinese man, not big, but well built, dragged him back, cut his hands free. He offered Silas a chance to execute the remaining executioner. He took it.

      Silas, Mr. Kwishi and Marine Sergeant Neil Portman lost track of how many times they saved each other's lives in the next twenty-hours. Their own little Band of Brothers, each half-brother to the others. Later, they went their separate ways. A year later Mr. Kwishi found Mrs. Kwishi and rescued her from her fear. When Hong Kong reverted to Chinese rule, the Kwishis quietly left. Neil had told them San Diego was a good place to live. With the help of his half-brothers Mr. Kwishi and Nan settled there and he became a lawyer noted for his discretion and expertise dealing with private matters.
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      Nan handed Beth a glass of lemonade and settled beside her. Neither spoke for several minutes.

      "My husband believes he can see China from here. What do you see?"

      Beth sobbed once, a cleansing action that temporarily expelled her grief, allowing her to speak of her parents without pain. She managed to inhale deeply several times, the first in two days.

      "I loved being at sea," she said. "I was really happy sailing. I didn't want it to end. But I couldn't wait to tell my mom and dad all about it. Mostly my mom. My dad doesn't..." She swiped a tear and pushed on. "... didn't like the water. Mom said he drowned when he was ten. His heart stopped for two minutes. Guess I wouldn't like the water either. But he never tried to talk me out of sailing."

      "Your father loved you very much.”

      “I know.” Beth swiped at another tear. “Why can’t I stop crying?”

      “It’s not time yet. When you’re ready, the tears will stop.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready.”

      “It does seem that way, doesn’t it? They’ll dry in their own time. The emptiness will fill, the hurt lessen and you will move on.”

      Beth sat up a little straighter, pushed back the hood of her jacket. "I was trying to see my life without my parents. But when I look at the ocean all I can think of is them and if I hadn't gone sailing maybe they'd still be alive."

      "It's not your fault. You might have died, too."

      "Would that have been so bad?"

      "Oh, Beth. We all have a purpose in life. I suspect it will be a very bad thing if you do not fulfill yours."

      "But I don't feel like I have a purpose."

      "You'll know when you know. Whatever it may be."
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      On the roof of Mr. Kwishi's house the Albatross spread its wings. With an easy grace it fell forward. Air caught its wings in time for the bird to glide a few feet over Beth's head and continue to soar toward the ocean until lost to sight. Neither Beth nor Mrs. Kwishi noticed its passage except for a momentary chill in the air.

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/screen-shot-2018-05-25-at-192908.jpg





OEBPS/images/screen-shot-2018-05-25-at-192533.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



