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NORTHRIDGE, CALIFORNIA
17 JANUARY 1994, 4:31 A.M.

Fingertips tingling and toes numb, pajamas
damp with sweat, Lewis Crane came wide
awake. Every one of his worst night terrors
was real! And at that horrible moment he
knew he’d been right all along and the grown-
ups had been wrong: The Wild Things did
live in the back of his closet; a dragon did
sneak in when the sun went down to curl up
under his bed. The monsters were invisible
in the dusty moonlight seeping through the
slats of the blinds, but Lewis knew they were
there. They roared hideously and stomped
around the room, making his bed wiggle like
a trampoline he was trying to climb onto. He
screwed his eyes closed and clamped his hands
over his ears. But the monsters didn’t go away.
They got wilder and made even louder noises.

Suddenly pitched out of bed, Lewis
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screamed for his parents.

His voice was so little and the noise was
so big that his Mama and Daddy would never
hear him. He had to get to them. Heart pound-
ing, he tried to make himself stand up, but
fear kept him rooted to the floor as it started
to buck beneath him and the walls began to
undulate like the enormous pythons he’d seen
at the big zoo in San Diego. His bookcases
were quivering, the chairs trembling, and the
video games stacked on top of his computer
came tumbling down. Something whirred over
his shoulder — the picture that had hung
above the little table next to his bed — and
landed beside his knee, glass popping out of
its frame and spraying his leg.

“Mama,” he cried. “Mama, Daddy, help
me!”

Everything shook. Everything. Books and
Tonka trucks flew off the shelves; his Power
Rangers and Ninja Turtle action figures
danced as if alive on their way to the rug;
matchbox cars and crayons sailed through the
air. The mirror over his dresser and the aquar-
ium next to his desk smashed onto bare parts
of the floor, glass and water showering him
from clear across the room.

“Daddy,” he wailed again just as his chest
of drawers crashed to within an inch of where
he sat. He jumped up then, but the floor
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heaved and he lost his balance, banging down
hard on his knees.

And he plunged into the end of the world.

His body shook violently, his whole room
shook violently, and he heard the most awful
noise he’d ever heard in all his seven years.
It sounded like the ground for miles around
was cracking open and his house was splitting
apart and maybe even the sky was getting torn
into pieces. Tears ran down his face. He began
to crawl to the doorway, cockeyed and funny-
looking as if a giant had twisted it sideways.
He thought he heard his mother call his
name, but he couldn’t be sure. He was sobbing
now. He wanted her, wanted his father, too.
He had to get to them.

The hallway was full of dangerous stuff, and
he stopped for a second. There were chunks
of plaster and metal rods all mixed up with
jagged spikes of wood and ugly shards of glass
from the furniture and pictures that used to
be so neatly strung along the walls. The pile
was higher than his knees and he was scared
that he was going to hurt himself crawling
through it, but the house was rolling around
so much that he didn’t dare try to get up and
run. He took a deep breath and started to
crawl as fast as he could, his arms and hands
getting bashed and cut, his thighs and feet
feeling stung and torn.
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He reached the dining room, and a sob
caught in his throat. He could hear his parents.
Mama was calling his name — but Daddy was
screaming in pain. There was a lot more light
out here, but he didn’t like it because it was
bluish and kind of winking over everything
in a spooky way. He shivered, then turned,
put his hands flat on the wall, pushed his legs
out, and climbed palm over palm until he was
on his feet. The whole room was rolling
around, making Lewis suddenly remember the
deep-sea fishing boat he’d been on last sum-
mer. It had dipped way down and way up,
swung side to side, and if he hadn’t been on
Daddy’s lap, and if Daddy hadn’t been
strapped into the big chair bolted to the deck,
they and the chair and everything else would
have gone sliding from rail to rail. Could the
house be riding a humongous wave? Silly.
Their house couldn’t get blown all the way
from Northridge out to sea. But that other
noise, that sort of rumbling . . . it sure sounded
a lot like a big wind in a bad storm.

“Lewis!” he heard his mother shout,
“Lewis, run. Get outside!” She lurched into
the room and started to shuffle toward him.
Her nightgown was scrunched around her
chest, hanging from the waist in rags that tan-
gled around her knees. Joy and relief flooded
him. He let go of the wall, stumbled forward,
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then froze. Mama was making a grab for the
edge of the dining room table coasting toward
her, but he could see behind her, see the huge
breakfront Daddy had bought her for an an-
niversary gift slowly toppling away from the
wall. . . .

Glass exploded, splinters of it striking him,
shredding his pajamas. And he heard the crash
and Mama’s scream and saw the stars through
the sudden hole in the dining room ceiling
and everything seemed to stop for a second.
Then he was scrambling over the wreckage,
clawing his way to his mother whose face and
right arm were exposed to the night.

“I’ll get you out, Mama,” he called, tears
tracking through the dust coating his face.

“Run, darling,” she whispered when he
reached her. “Run to the street.”

In vain he pushed on the side panel of the
breakfront.

“Please, Lewis,” she said, strangely calm.
“Do what Mama says.”

“But you . . . you’re —”

“Don’t d-disobey me. Do what I say right
now.”

Lewis’ mind was spinning. He couldn’t
move that piece of furniture. Not alone. He
needed help.

“I’m gonna go find someone to help me get
you out from under there,” he said, taking
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a step back as the rolling of the floor slowed
somewhat. The rumbling was distant now and
he realized he couldn’t hear Daddy screaming
from the bedroom anymore. “I’ll be right
back, Mama. Understand? I’ll be right back
for you and Daddy.” -

“Yes, sweetheart,” she said, voice weak.
“Hurry . . . hurry outside.”

He limped around the rubble, got to the
living room, and was just going through the
opened front door, when another section of
the roof fell in with a great crash. Out on the
walk, he smelled gas and saw the beams of
flashlights darting around front lawns up and
down the block. The street was lumpy and
broken, the houses across the way all crumpled
in front. Panic shook him, but he didn’t have
time for it. He needed to get help fast.

He heard people, and he headed for the
voices and flashlights, screaming as he ran.

“Help! Help me! Please . . . somebody!”

Then he tripped on a new hill on the lawn
and fell hard, face-down. He hurt all over. . .
and he cried. But he didn’t stay there. Strug-
gling to his feet, he was suddenly blinded by
a beam of light.

“It’s the Crane boy,” a man looming over
him yelled. “Come here quick!”

People were all around him forcing him onto
his back on the ground. He tried to shove
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them away. “Help, please. My Mama and
Daddy are still inside. Mama’s trapped.
You’ve —”

“Easy, son,” came the voice of the man
holding him down. “It’s me. . . . Mr. Hauss-
man from across the street. Don’t worry, we’ll
get your parents out.”

“God, look at him,” a woman said as people
played their flashlight beams across his tat-
tered pajamas. “He’s bleeding pretty badly.
I — Oh, my Lord! Look at his arm!”

Lewis rolled onto his side to see what she
was pointing at. A piece of glass as big as a
baseball card was sticking out of his upper
left arm. He didn’t even feel it. He didn’t feel
the arm at all.

“My Mama’s trapped,” he said, and a
shadow reached down and jerked hard, pulling
the shard from his flesh. “Please help her.”

The woman choked and turned away as
Lewis stared at the blood squirting furiously
out of his arm where she’d removed the glass.

“Dammit,” Mr. Haussman muttered. He
ripped the rest of Lewis’ pajama shirt off and
tied it just above the squirting blood. “We’ve
got to get him to a hospital.”

“My pickup truck,” said Mr. Cornell, the
next door neighbor. “We can put him in the
back of that.”

“Get it,” Mr. Haussman said, and Mr. Cor-

15



nell went charging off.

“My parents. . . .” Lewis said, trying to
get up, only to have Mr. Haussman push him
back down.

“We’ll get them out,” the man said, then
turned to the others,. specters behind the
beams of their flashlights. “Can somebody get
into the house and look for the Cranes?”

The ground shook again, everyone reacting
loudly, one lady even moaning as if in pain.

Several men ran toward his house, Lewis
noted with relief. “What’s happening?” he
asked, grabbing Mr. Haussman’s shirt-sleeve.

“Earthquake, son,” the man said, tightening
the knot on his makeshift tourniquet. “A big
one.”

“I-I smelled g-gas,” Lewis said, trying to
rise once again.

“Gas?” Haussman looked alarmed. “Oh,
no.”

He lowered Lewis to the ground and stood,
directing his beam at Mr. Cornell in the pickup
truck next door. “George!” he shouted, “don’t
start the —”

A monstrous explosion turned the pitch
night into bright day. Lewis, propped up on
his elbows, watched a giant fireball engulf his
house, Mr. Cornell’s house, and the pickup
truck itself.

Agonized screams tore the air. Burning men
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ran from his house; Mr. Cornell was a fiery,
writhing twig in the cab of his truck. Lewis
lay stupefied as smoldering debris fell all
around him, his mind frozen in pain and hor-
ror.

He was a child, but he understood that he
had just lost everything . . . that the love and
protection of home and family were gone for-
ever. Fires crackled and raged barely fifty feet
from him, causing sweat to spring out of every
pore, and making the grass, already slick with
his blood, become slippery as ice. Both elbows
glided out from under him. Flat on his back,
he stared up at a starfield that was startlingly
brilliant and cold and very far away.

Lewis Crane was alone.
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Chapter 1
THE NAMAZU

SADO ISLAND, JAPAN
14 JUNE 2024, DAWN

Slivers of first light poked through the crack
around the flap of the tent, and Dan New-
combe, stretched out on his cot and naked
except for his shoes and his wrist pad, tried
even harder to stop the numbers. They’d been
scrolling through his brain for forty-eight
hours, keeping him awake and growing edgier
by the minute.

Close by, someone began to pound a vent
into the ground. The numbers in Newcombe’s
head shattered with the harsh metallic clank
of each blow, re-formed before the next strike
of the mallet, shattered again . . . until he
couldn’t tolerate it for another second and
jerked to a sitting position, plugging his ears
with his index fingers. No good; he couldn’t
keep that sound out and the numbers were
still running through his head. Worse, another
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person was starting on a vent, pounding out
of rhythm with the first.

Newcombe got up, walked to his work-
station, and turned on the lantern; it barely
lit the two chart tables covered with electronic
gear, and he glanced at the faceted, jewel-like
knob on its top. Dull green. The damned lan-
tern needed recharge. And he needed light,
lots of it, now. In a world of lies, he was getting
ready to bet his life on the truth. And truth
demanded light. He hated lies, which meant
he hated the way Lewis Crane did business.
But even Crane had to appreciate the truth
on some level, because he, too, was betting
his life, along with the lives of at least a hun-
dred others, maybe even thousands of others,
on Newcombe’s calculations. Crane always
thought big.

Newcombe picked up the lantern, carried
it to the tent flap, and stuck it out. Im-
mediately pulling it back inside, he blinked
at the blinding light it gave off. When he’d
adjusted the brightness, he placed it back on
the chart table and noted with satisfaction that
every corner and fold of the tent was fully
lighted, especially the herky-jerky little lines
of the seismos. Those lines were a language
to him, a language he could interpret like no
other human being alive. He trusted seismos.
Unlike people, they were dependable, always
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truthful. They treated every man, woman, and
child the same, never changing their readings
because of the skin color or gender or age
of the reader.

He juiced the computers to a floating holo
of seventeen seismograms hanging in the air
before him in alternating bands of blue and
red; their little white cursors registered the
beating heart of the planet.

Heavy seismic activity was crying out on
all seventeen graphs, which meant that every-
thing ringing this section of the Pacific Plate
was in turmoil. He could sense it right through
the floating lines. He knew Crane, wherever
he was, could sense it, too — only Crane didn’t
need any instruments, just his uncanny in-
stincts . . . and that dangling left arm of his.

Today could be the day.

Newcombe activated Memory with the
lightest touch on the key pad, and the graphs
replayed the history of the last eighteen hours.
His eyes widened at the sight of perfectly
aligned seismic peaks in five places on all sev-
enteen screens. Foreshocks.

He tapped Crane’s icon on his wrist pad
and asked loudly, “Where the hell are you?”

“Good morning, Doctor,” Crane said
warmly, his voice coming through New-
combe’s aural implant in dulcet tones. “Fine
day for an earthquake. Perhaps you should
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join us for it. I’'m down at the mines.”

“I’ll be there in a little while,” Newcombe
said, tapping off the pad, disgusted that Crane
could sound so hearty, happy even, at such
a moment.

He stared at the graphs, back now to current
readings and still screaming turmoil.

“And I thought the Moon had set.”

Astonished, Newcombe whirled toward the
sound of the droll, sexy voice of the only
woman who’d ever challenged his mind, heart,
and body at the same time. “Lanie!” he ex-
claimed.

“In the flesh, lover,” Elena King said, smil-
ing broadly, her sunblock-coated lips gleam-
ing.

Even wrapped head-to-toe to protect herself
from the sunshine, she looked appealing and
provocative. And despite the opaque goggles
covering her eyes, he could tell she was eyeing
his nakedness with a mixture of desire and
humor. Newcombe felt almost giddy and
rushed across the tent to her.

“Oh, Lanie,” he said, dragging her against
his body for a long, intense hug. He gently
thrust her to arm’s length for a quick inspec-
tion, removed her floppy hat and tossed it over
his shoulder, then pushed her goggles up like
a headband behind which her thick, wavy
black hair cascaded down her back. Looking
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into the hazel eyes that had entranced him
for years, he slowly pulled her close again and
lowered his head for a lingering kiss.

Savoring her lips, Newcombe realized he’d
like nothing better than to lose himself in this
woman. But there were the seismos. There
were the numbers. And this could be the day.
Reluctantly, he broke off the kiss, murmuring,
“How did I get so lucky? What brought you
here?”

“You don’t know?” Lanie asked incredu-
lously, freeing herself from his embrace and
taking a couple of steps back. “Your buddy
Crane didn’t tell you he hired me last night?”

Now it was Newcombe’s turn to be incred-
ulous. “Hired you?”

“Yes! Hired me! And ordered me to get
my butt down here right away.”

His gut clenching with fear for Lanie and
with rage at Crane for putting her in danger,
he snapped, “Your transport still on the is-
land?”

“How should I know?” She frowned. “More
to the point, what the hell’s wrong with you
suddenly?”

He darted to the foot of his cot and snatched
up his Chinese peasant pants. “What’s wrong
with me?” He stepped into the pants and
yanked the drawstring tight around his waist,
then located his work shirt. “What’s wrong
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with me?” he repeated, louder, while thrusting
his arm through a khaki sleeve. “Nothing’s
wrong with me.” He pointed at the holos.
“That’s what’s wrong. This island’s about to
crack up . . . fracture into little pieces!”

“Hardly a secret, friend. Everybody, every-
where is talking about it.” She grinned. “You
trying to tell me you don’t want me?” She’d
scarcely had time to blink, when she was in
his arms again, being kissed hard and fast.

“That should answer your question. I want
you anywhere I can get you, Lanie — except
here.” He pulled her goggles over her eyes
and rested his hands lightly on her shoulders.
“We’re going to get you away from this
damned island fast!” He turned back to the
end of the camp table, rummaging in the clut-
ter there for his goggles.

“I guess you didn’t hear what I said.” She
caught the hat he’d found on the table and
tossed to her. “As of last night I work at this
godforsaken place, just like you do. I’m part
of the team doing field work until it’s time
to go back to the Foundation where I will work
right alongside you, lover boy.” She shook her
head. “I don’t get it. Crane told me you rec-
ommended me for the imager’s job.”

“A couple of weeks ago he asked if I knew
any good synnoetic imagers. Of course I men-
tioned you, but he never said a word to me
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about hiring you, much less bringing you here.
If I’d known that he —”

“Stop right there. I’'m a professional and
an adult, Dan, in case you’ve forgotten. We’re
talking about my decisions, my work, my
life —”

He rounded on her. “You don’t have the
slightest idea what you’ve got yourself into
by coming to Sado. Crane calls this operation
Mobile One. Everyone else calls it Deathville.
Our leader’s nutty as a fruitcake, if you didn’t
guess, and he’s surrounded himself with other
nuts . . . crackpots, university rejects, oddballs
and screwballs.”

“Some would say they’re creative, and
eclectic, and brilliant. Misunderstood, maybe,
but talented and smart — like Crane himself.”

He snorted, turning back to the camp table.
“Yeah, sure.” He found his goggles and put
them on, then marched over to take her hat
from her hands and jam it on her head. He
grabbed her by the hand and ducked with her
through the flap. They emerged into the still,
wet air of the tent city with its ubiquitous
cold mud, or Crane’s Crud as it was termed
by insiders.

Excitement jangled in the very air of the
camp, packed with disaster aid workers, grad
students, newsies in steadicam helmets, vis-
iting dignitaries, and local hires. All were
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wrapped like mummies against the sunshine.
Newcombe’s Africk heritage provided him
with enough melanin to protect against the
deadly u/v rays of the sun, about the only ad-
vantage a black man had in this world as far
as he could tell.

A cart carrying coffee and rice cakes
wheeled by, splashing mud. Newcombe
stopped the operator and took a cup, adding
a big spoonful of dorph. He drank greedily,
the hard edge of his anger at Crane blunting
immediately. He sighed, glad to have his spik-
ing, dangerous emotions even out. Now he
could think, try to understand why Crane had
chosen to bring Lanie to Sado. Maybe, in his
own way, Crane was trying to improve New-
combe’s attitudes and morale, which had
eroded seriously this past year they’d worked
together. It was the relentless carnival atmo-
sphere Crane created at his Foundation in the
mountains just beyond LA and in these field
situations that most disturbed Newcombe, but
he could hardly expect the Big Man to under-
stand that. Leave it to Crane also not to under-
stand human nature and believe he was doing
a good thing for Newcombe by bringing his
lover to the most dangerous spot on planet
Earth.

“It’s so . . . so colorful,” Lanie said. “Vi-
brant really. The primary blues and the reds
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of the tents. . . .” She looked at the cerulean
sky, adding, “And the colors of all those hot
air balloons and helos up there.”

“That how you got here, by helo?” he
asked, pushing through a cadre of Red Cross
volunteers to stare at the source of the clanking
that had annoyed him earlier — grad students
pounding interlocking titanium poles deep
into the ground.

“A news helo,” she amended, her voice as
edgy now as Newcombe’s. The camp dogs
began to bay fearfully, and she raised her voice
to be heard over them. “Crane has people
coming from all over, because of the ‘five
signs.” What are they?”

He scarcely heard her question. His atten-
tion was fixed on the students who were start-
ing to insert long brushlike antennae into the
poles sunk into the ground. “This your stuff?”

“Yes. The brushes are electronic cilia to
measure the most minute electromagnetic vi-
brations in the smallest of particles. Crane
wants to understand how the decomposed
matter of dirt feels and how water feels and
how rocks feel.”

“Yeah . . . I’ve heard it all before,” New-
combe said, turning to face her, anonymous
now beneath hat and goggles. “Look, Lanie,
I told you Crane’s a nutjob. He’s got these
crazy notions about becoming part of the
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planet’s ‘life experience,” whatever the hell
that is.” He swept his arm to take in the long
line of poles leading up to the computer con-
trol shack mounted on fat, spring-loaded
beams. “This is all just so much nonsense.”

“ ‘Nonsense’ like this is what makes up my
career, doctor,” she said, cold. “The Crane
Foundation finances your dreams. It can fi-
nance mine, too.”

“My dreams are realistic

“And you can go straight to hell.” She
turned and walked away.

“All right . . . all right,” he said, sloshing
through the mud to catch up with her. He
spun her around by the arm. “I apologize.
Can I start over?”

“Maybe,” she said, with the barest hint of
a smile playing on her lips. “You didn’t answer
my question. What are the five signs that have
everyone so worked up?”

“I’ll show you,” he said, “and then I’'m get-
ting you out of here.”

Lanie didn’t bother to protest. She was stay-
ing, and that was that. Just then a small electric
truck pulled silently into the confusion near
the computer center, tires spraying mud. A
cage full of chickens was on its flatbed. Burt
Hill, one of Crane’s staff, according to the
badge he wore high on the shoulder of his
garish shirt, stuck his heavily bearded face

30

2
!



through the window space. “Hey, Doc Dan!”
he called. “Get a load of this.” He forked his
thumb at the flatbed.

People immediately crowded around, cams
rolling, the tension palpable. Newcombe
pushed his way through to Burt, who’d
climbed out of the truck, sunblock shining off
his cheeks, the only part of him not covered
by hair or clothing. The chickens were throw-
ing themselves at the cage, trying desperately
to escape. Wings flapped and feathers flew
amidst fierce cackling.

“The animals know, don’t they?” Lanie
said, standing at Newcombe’s side.

“Yeah, they know.” He looked back at
Burt. “I need your vehicle.”

“It’s yours. What else?”

“Let the chickens go,” Newcombe said,
climbing into the control seat. Lanie hurried
around to get in the other side.

Hill moved to the cage and opened it to
an explosion of feathers, as the birds flapped
and squawked out of the truck and into the
startled onlookers who scattered quickly.

“And Burt,” Newcombe called through the
window space, “get things under control here.
Don’t let anyone wander outside of the des-
ignated safe zones. We lose a newsperson and
the whole thing was for nothing.”

“Gotcha, Doc,” Hill said as Newcombe
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opened the engine’s focus and turned the truck
around. “Stay in the shade!”

“What does Burt Hill do around here?”
Lanie asked, annoyed that Dan hadn’t intro-
duced her.

“He’s Crane’s ramrod, security chief, major
domo . . . whatever. Crane and the Foundation
couldn’t get along without him.”

“And where did Crane find this gem?”

Newcombe laughed. “You’re not going to
believe this. Crane picked Burt out of a
group of patients in a mental institution. Told
the head shrink he needed a good paranoid
schizophrenic in his organization. They’re
very detail oriented, you know, and extremely
security conscious.”

“You’re making this up.”

He smiled. “Ask Crane. That’s the story he
told me. Whatever’s the truth, Crane is closer
to Burt than anybody else on his staff.”

Mud spewing around its wheels, the truck
sped out of Mobile One, as Newcombe added
programming to head it toward the mines. De-
spite the dorph, he was keyed up now — and
hating himself for getting excited about the
disaster to come. Dammit, he wasn’t one bit
better than Crane, jolly old Crane. The truck
bumped onto a dirt road that cut through a
vast field of goldenrod whose beauty made
Newcombe feel even more disgusted with
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himself. If his calculations were right, and he
was damned sure they were, then all of this
— the throbbing green foliage and vibrant yel-
low flowers, the ancient swaying trees in the
distance, the people on this island — would
be so much primal matter within hours. He
slumped in the seat, chin on chest, wishing
he’d put a second heaping spoonful of dorph
in his coffee.

“Am I supposed to keep my mouth shut,”
Lanie suddenly said, “or am I allowed to ask
how you’ve been the last six months?”

He straightened, glancing sheepishly at her.
“I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch. Things have
been . . . intense back in LA.”

“I translate that to mean you’ve been trying
to get me out of your system.”

“I care too much,” he blurted. “I don’t like
that kind of weakness in myself.”

“Okay, and I guess I translate thar to mean
you’ve avoided me because you can’t control
me.”

He grimaced. It was the truth. “You
wouldn’t move out to the mountain with me.
And don’t start giving me your ‘career’ rou-
tine.”

“Fair enough,” she said, settling back in
her seat and taking in the countryside.
“What’s the line on this island? It seems un-
inhabited.”
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“Not by a long shot,” Newcombe said
slowly, “although there aren’t a whole lot of
people here.” He pointed toward a far-off
peak. “That’s Mount Kimpoku, where the
Buddhist priest Nichiren lived in a hut; he
foresaw the Kamikaze, the ‘divine wind,’
which destroyed Kubla Khan’s fleet. There’s
also an exile palace someplace, but I haven’t
seen it. Too busy. Most of the island’s pop-
ulation lives in a fishing village east of our
tent city. It’s called Aikawa, and there’s an
adjacent tourist compound with a theater com-
pany, demon drummers, the usual. The
Aikawans liked us at first, mainly because we
brought jobs. Now they hate us.”

“Hate you?”

The truck turned onto a dirt roadway lead-
ing down from the plain into a cypress and
bamboo forest. An old-fashioned jeep passed
them going the other way, the driver beeping
and waving as his passengers, all camheads,
gaped.

“You’d better start getting it through your
head what you’ve bought into,” Newcombe
said. “Crane is the prophet of destruction, my
love. For four weeks he’s been telling the
world that Sado Island is going to be destroyed
by an earthquake. After a while, the people
who live here began to get the notion that
he was bad luck and was ruining what little
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tourist business they had. They’ve been asking
us to leave for days. It’s gotten nasty.”

Lanie thought about that, shaking her head.
“I don’t understand. Why aren’t they glad to
be warned?”

“Can you really expect people to up and
leave their homes, their jobs? And where are
they supposed to go to wait it out — if there’s
anything left to wait for after it’s over?” He
directed the truck into a large clearing filled
with helos and surface vehicles. “The damned
government isn’t convinced this disaster is
going to happen, so it won’t relocate them.
These simple people can’t do much. . . except
hate the messenger. Since quake prediction
isn’t an exact science —”

“But Crane’s trying to make it exact.”

Newcombe touched the control pad again
and the vehicle pulled up beside a Japanese
news helo and shut down its focus. Above,
choppers were crowding the sky, angling for
better positions. “Crane’s a maniac . . . a
money-hungry, power —”

“Dan!” Lanie shouted, “what’s gotten into
you? You can’t open your mouth without at-
tacking Crane.” She frowned, remembering
the voice messages he’d left, the long e-mail
dialogues they’d had when Dan had first
joined Crane. He’d respected and admired the
man then, cherished the total freedom Crane
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had given him to pursue his research. Perhaps
familiarity had bred contempt? Or the two
men had become so competitive —

“That’s the mine where we can find Crane.”
Newcombe pointed toward a large cave some
fifty feet away, its entrance almost obscured
by the throng of people milling around.

Excited, Lanie quickly got out of the truck
and began to walk fast. “I can’t wait to see
the tale this day tells,” she said over her shoul-
der to Newcombe, who was staring darkly as
he trotted after her. She stopped and faced
him squarely. “I need to ask you one more
question. Why, really, do you hate Crane so
much?”

At any other time or place, Newcombe
thought, he probably wouldn’t be inclined to
give Lanie an honest answer. But today, con-
sidering what he knew was to come, he
couldn’t be anything less than honest with her.
“When I’ve looked in the mirror lately,” he
said, “Crane’s face has been staring back.”

Lewis Crane was alone. He stood with his
hands behind his back, studying the stone re-
lief carvings on the walls of the played-out
gold mine. The carvings, created a century
back by convicts who’d been sentenced to
work here, depicted the hardships of a life
of punishment in the Aikawa mines — men
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toiling, struggling, suffering, with no choice
but to continue or die. Not so different from
his own life, he thought, except that his pun-
ishment was self-imposed.

“Sorry to interrupt,” the low, strong voice
of Sumi Chan came through Crane’s aural,
“but you really do have to drag yourself away
from contemplation of things past.”

“Oh, do I now?”” Crane responded. “You’ve
got the motley horde organized, have you?”

“Absolutely not, but I do have them
rounded up, and more than ready to hear from
you.”

“Hear from me . . . or make a meal of
me?”

“Crane, this is serious. It will happen today,
won’t it?” Sumi asked anxiously.

“This isn’t the time to lose your nerve. Not
now. A show, you said, a show to raise money
for the Foundation, for the work.” Sumi Chan
was one of Crane’s greatest allies. As an ex-
ecutive of the US branch of the World Geo-
logical Survey, the small young man had
championed Crane’s proposals and gotten
funding for the Foundation, often with sur-
prising speed and under the most difficult cir-
cumstances. “We’ve got a show that’s going
to bring down the house.”

Sumi groaned. “But will the house come
down today?”
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“Have faith, and cheer up. We’re on the
verge of realizing a dream. Soon no one will
be able to think about EQs without thinking
about me.”

“Not as history’s joke, I hope.”

“We’re all history’s joke,” Crane muttered.
“You going to watch from the ground?”

“I’ll stay in my own helo,” Sumi said, clear-
ing his throat.

Crane laughed. “You love me. You think
I’'m a genius, but you don’t trust me.” He
turned and started walking along the narrow
shaft of the mine toward daylight. “Someday
you will have to commit completely to some-
thing.”

“I’ve consulted with my ancestors, Dr.
Crane, and they have advised me otherwise.
I’ll be watching from the air.” Crane thought
he heard Sumi chuckle. “Besides, I have a
large insurance policy on you.”

Reaching the mouth of the cave, Crane
stopped in the concealing gloom and looked
out at the sea of wrapped bodies. “You ready
to become famous?”

“I shall be the first to take credit for your
success.” Sumi did laugh aloud then, letting
the sound die only slightly before he padded
off.

Crane settled into the posture he used with
newsies, the benign dictator, then moved out
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into the morning light pulling down his gog-
gles and pulling up his hood. He stuck his
left hand into the pocket of his white jump
suit; he had only thirty percent use of that
arm and to have it dangling at his side might
give him the appearance of weakness.

The press was out in force, perhaps forty
different news agencies represented. Forty
accesses to the world . . . and the world would
be amazed and dazzled before the end of the
day. He was about to step out when he spotted
Newcombe with a woman he didn’t recognize,
probably the imager he’d hired; they were
pushing through the crowd. The woman
reached him first.

“Ms. King, isn’t it?”” Crane asked, reaching
out to shake her gloved hand.

“Is it really going to happen today?” she
asked, skipping conventional courtesies and
revealing how excited she was.

He pushed up his goggles and winked. “If
it doesn’t, we’re in a lot of trouble. Good to
have you on board.”

Newcombe moved between them, nose to
nose with his boss. “Why did you bring her
here?”

“To work for me,” Crane said. “Now —”

“Put her in a news helo. I don’t want her
on the ground when the Plate goes.”

Goggles back in place, Crane said, “She’s
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part of the team, she shares the life of the
team.”

Lanie jerked Newcombe’s arm. “Dan —”

“Then she quits. She’s not a part of the
team.”

Crane smiled. “Don’t trust your own cal-
culations, Dan?” Without waiting for New-
combe’s response, he asked, “Do you quit,
Dr. King?”

“I most certainly do not.”

“Bravo,” Crane said. “End of discussion.”
He pointed at Newcombe. “You know there’s
no time to argue. Can you feel it?”

Newcombe nodded, jaw muscles clenched.
“This is the worst place to be,” he mumbled.

“Right.” Crane said dismissively. He
quickly stepped forward, facing the crowd.
“The ancient Japanese,” he said without pre-
amble to the large group, “called earthquakes
the namazu. Namazu . . . a giant catfish. The
Kashima god kept it pinioned under a mighty
rock with divine powers called the keystone.
When the god relaxed a moment, or for any
other reason loosened his grip, the namazu
would thrash around wildly. An earthquake.”
He paused, his hushed audience rapt. “Of
course there were plenty of people who
weren’t about to be passive in the face of di-
saster, so they’d start doing battle with the
fish. Unfortunately, the namazu was not only
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powerful in his own right, but he had allies.
Very good allies, as it turns out, who would
rush to his defense. Does it surprise you to
learn that the namazu’s allies were the local
carpenters and artisans — all those who stood
to profit from a quake?” Crane’s expressive
brows rose over his narrow goggles. “Which
only goes to prove that nothing much has
changed over the last few thousand years.”

The laughter of the newsies mingled with
the whir of dozens of CD cams. Crane merely
smiled until his audience settled again into at-
tentive silence. “Attempts to predict earth-
quakes have been made, I suspect, since man
first felt the earth tremble beneath his feet.
So long the province of the shaman and the
Cassandra, earthquake prediction remained a
low priority for the scientific minds of our
age . . . until that fateful, that cataclysmic
moment in our history.”

Even before Crane could speak the name
of that fearful event, the crowd let out the
now ritual response to its mention: a long,
low moan, a keening mantra, and the swal-
lowed last syllable. Ahh-hh, men.

“Yes,” Crane dared to continue, “the ex-
ercise of the Masada Option caused research
on earthquake prediction, like so many other
things, to become vitally important and des-
perately urgent. Yet, until now, precise pre-
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diction was not possible. I come before you
to make official and firm the prediction I’ve
been discussing these four long weeks here:
Before this day is out, a quake of between
seven and eight on the Richter Scale will de-
stroy a significant portion of this island and
all of the village of Aikawa.”

The newsies gobbled like turkeys. Crane let
them react for a few moments, then waved
them to silence. “How can I make this precise
prediction is a long and complex story, only
a few highlights of which we have time to
share with you now. My chief assistant and
valued colleague, Dr. Daniel Newcombe, re-
minds me to tell you that we are not in a safe
place —”

There was laughter again, but it was nervous
laughter, edged with hysteria in some.

“We have a few minutes, however, before
all of us must leave for the secure location
identified by Dr. Newcombe. We’ll use our
time here to go over a few things.” Crane could
feel minute tremors, but knew he was unique
in that. “First, let’s look at the well from
which the prisoners who worked, this gold
mine over a hundred years ago got their water.
As we move to the well, Dr. Newcombe will
begin giving you some explanation of what
we’re all about today.”

“Science is research,” Newcombe said,
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Crane noticing the authority that always crept
into the man’s speech when he had control
of a crowd. “By studying the past, we learn
the future. By knowing the geology of a given
area and researching past temblors in similar
terrain, I’ve developed a system I call seismic
ecology, or EQ-eco, the earthquake’s way of
remapping any given ecosystem. I have math-
ematically calculated the effects of a Richter
seven epicentered on the Kuril subduction
trench twenty K from this island and have
mapped an area on the plain above us that
I believe will not be affected by the quake.
When it happens, we should all be up there,
not here in the valley.”

“Some of our techniques may seem like
magic,” Crane said, simplifying, always sim-
plifying, “but many are as old as civilization.
There are five predictive signs of an earth-
quake that will show up in a well. Take turns
peering in as I describe them to you.”

People lined up, shoving, to check out the
well, the sun now rising high enough that light
spilled in. Newcombe moved close to Crane.

“We’ve got to get these people out of here
right now,” he said, his voice rasping. He
grabbed Crane’s good arm. “I think I just felt
another foreshock.”

“You did,” Crane replied, smiling. “But it’s
still waiting, our big fish, still straining. An-
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other few minutes here, then we’ll lead them
out.”

“Sign one . . . increased cloudiness in the
water,” Crane said to murmuring all around.
“Then turbulence . . . then bubbling. . . .”

“It’s doing that!” a woman said, her voice
harsh, loud with anxiety.

Good. He had them, Crane thought. Then
he said, “Changes in the water level. And for
what it’s worth, the level is eighteen inches
lower than when we measured yesterday.

“Finally,” he said, drawing up the heavy
string to which a cup was attached, “bitterness
in the water.”

He handed the cup to a man wearing a 3-D
steadicam helmet, gesturing for him to drink.
The man took a tentative sip, then gagged and
spat out the water.

“Bitterness.” Crane lowered his voice to
add, “There is a saying that applies to life
and earthquakes; The wheel grinds slowly, but
exceedingly fine. The giant wheel of Mother
Earth and its massive movements is going to
grind up this island today. And there’s nothing
all the power of Man can do to stop it.”

“Crane!” Newcombe said sharply. “The
sky!”

Everyone looked up. The morning sky was
turning a ruddy orange with the increased
electrical activity on the ground. It was hap-
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pening. Crane could feel it pulsating through
him, playing him like an instrument. The
whole world was changing for them.

“My friends,” Crane said, “you must follow
us quickly up to the base camp. It’s the only
place you’ll be safe. Those of you in helos
might want to view this from the air. It will
be . . . spectacular. Let’s go!”

He ran with Newcombe and King to the
truck, Lanie jamming herself between them
on the small bench seat.

“God, we’re cutting this close,” Newcombe
said. He touched the control pad and the truck
peeled out quickly, other vehicles scrambling
in disorder behind, mud flying everywhere.
He glared at Lanie. “We can still get you on
a helo.”

“Don’t concern yourself, doctor,” she said
without looking at him. “I have complete faith
in your calculations.”

“It’s good drama,” Crane said. “People run-
ning for their lives, running to the only safety
that exists for them, safety that we have pro-
vided. This is going to be great.”

“What about the villagers?” Lanie asked.
“Can’t we warn them, too?”

“I’ve done nothing but warn them,” Crane
said, turning to face her, smiling when he saw
she was flushed with excitement. “They threw
me out of Aikawa three days ago and threat-
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ened to have me arrested if I came back. Their
fate can’t be helped.”

“There must be something we can do.”

Crane looked at his watch. “We’ve got about
a hundred and twenty seconds,” he said. “I’m
wide open for suggestions. Hit me with an
idea.”

Her mind racing, but failing to churn out
a single practical suggestion, Lanie put her
hand on Newcombe’s shoulder. “Dan?”

The truck was fishtailing up the hillside and
demanded Newcombe’s attention. Finally,
though, he was able to respond. “We’re here
to watch people die,” he said coldly, “so that
the Crane Foundation can raise more money
for research.”

Lanie gasped as if struck and glanced
quickly at Crane to see his reaction. He seemed
perfectly composed, untouched by the com-
ment.

“He’s right,” Crane said. But what Crane
didn’t say, although he’d realized it at that
second, was the extent of the fatalism in his
character revealed by Newcombe’s lack of it.
It was a quality, Crane suspected, that New-
combe would never develop. Still, he knew
there were great similarities between them.
While both felt the horror, they also felt the
exultation of what was to come. And the latter
was as ugly as it was paradoxical.
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The truck sped through the camp in the
direction of the Sea of Japan. Crane’s left arm
throbbed like a beating heart; images swirled
through his mind of crashing buildings,
trapped people, firestorms. The pain and tur-
moil threatened to overwhelm him and he
summoned all his energies to fight his demons,
bring them down to calm, and to swallow the
sword of self-doubt.

Newcombe took them within twenty feet
of the plain’s sheer dropoff to the sea below,
then directed the truck to halt. Crane could
hear a distant rumble and knew they had
barely a minute. He climbed out, his mind
all centered, all controlled, as other vehicles
skidded up near them. A jumble of people
filled the plain.

He walked with Newcombe and King to the
edge of the cliff and looked down. One hun-
dred meters below, nestled between the rock
face upon which they stood and the sea be-
yond, sat the village of Aikawa. Several hun-
dred wooden buildings with colorful red roofs
hugged the horseshoe-shaped coastline in pic-
turesque tranquillity. The small fleet of fishing
boats had already put out to sea, their sailors,
no doubt, wondering about the orange sky.
The villagers were approaching the last day
of their lives as they had approached every
day that had gone before. Children’s laughter,
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real or imagined, drifted up to him.

“Crane-san.”

Crane turned toward the source of the angry
voice. Matsu Motiba, the mayor of Aikawa,
impeccably dressed in a black suit and solid
silver tie was flanked -by men in uniform.

“Good morning, Mayor Motiba,” Crane
said, looking past him to the hundred or
more people jammed up behind him. Pressing
the voice enhancement icon on his wristpad,
he said, “Ladies and gentlemen! As you see,
yellow lines have been painted on the plain. For
your protection, please stay within the lines.
I cannot guarantee your safety otherwise.”

“It is time for this charade to end,” Motiba
said.

“I quite agree, sir. It is time.”

“What,” the mayor said, uncharacteristi-
cally sarcastic, “no desperate pleas for evac-
uation, no horror stories to frighten us?”

“It’s too late,” Crane said solemnly.
“There’s nothing I can do for you now except
help with the survivors.”

The mayor sighed deeply and took a piece
of paper from a lieutenant in a white parade
uniform with a logo that read Liang Int on
the shoulders. “This is an urgent official
communiqué from the government on the
mainland.” He handed it to Crane. “You are
to disband your campsite and leave this island
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immediately. Your credentials and your per-
mits have been revoked.”

Shaking his head, Crane looked up. Hot air
balloons filled the skies; the helos zipping
around the balloons dipped down like birds
of prey to shoot footage of the village. He
could certainly understand the mayor’s feel-
ings.

“Do you hear me, Crane-san? You must
leave now.”

The paper fluttered from Crane’s nerveless
fingers, his gaze going to the sea. The flying
fishes, one of Sado’s most famous sights, were
jumping crazily, throwing themselves onto the
beach.

He glanced at the mayor. “I’m so sorry,
sir,” he murmured. “Go-men asai. Fate has
decreed that today you will be a survivor. Be-
lieve me when I tell you that it is no blessing.”
Then he looked past the mayor and addressed
the crowd. “You may be able to hear the rum-
ble now. Gather as close as you’re able, be-
cause you must stay within the lines.”

Crane then turned back to Aikawa, his body
growing tense and still, a trance engulfing him.
The noise and commotion around him receded
into the void of bleak silence within. Time
and again he’d walked to the edge of his own
sanity, challenging his fears and his anger,
wondering when the monster of the Earth
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would devour him. He hated what was hap-
pening, hated it with a passion that would tear
most men to pieces.

The waterspouts began hundreds of meters
from shore, the ocean heaving, throwing two
dozen geysers fifty feet ‘into the air. Motiba,
who’d been grabbing at Crane’s sleeve, had
stopped and was staring transfixed. The
spouts came closer to land, exploding out of
the water as the inhabitants of Aikawa under-
stood at last that LLewis Crane was no madman,
no vicious hoaxster, but a seer, a modern-day
Cassandra whose warnings they had foolishly,
blindly, tragically refused to heed.

The ships in the harbor were tossing and
tearing away from their moorings, capsizing,
and being hurled into the village streets. An-
other hand was clutching at Crane. He quickly
gazed to his left. Elena King was locked onto
his bad arm, her face a study in shocked sur-

prise. He couldn’t feel her touch, though her
“fingers dug into his clothing and her knuckles
were white with strain. The spouts reached
land, the rumbling sound growing louder and
louder until the roar turned into booming
ground thunder. The sea was a maelstrom that
spat sand high into the orange sky. And then
the quake hit.

Seabed sucked into the subduction zone be-
neath the Eurasian Plate, then jerked the sur-
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face of the ground with it, feeding a chunk
of the Pacific Plate back into the furnace of
the planet’s core. Bedrock, grinding to dust,
collapsed in upon itself; great rents and tears
in the skin of the earth widened into mouths
that gulped the boulders, people, trees, build-
ings, and boats near its lips.

The plain danced violently beneath them,
and Crane hoped against hope that he hadn’t
misplaced his trust in Newcombe to map the
paths of destruction — and, thus, the small,
safe place upon which they stood. Below, the
villagers who had not been crushed and trapped
within their houses had escaped to the streets,
their screams rising to join those of the people
watching in horror with Crane. The mayor was
crying out. And behind, Mount Kimpoku was
busily rising another twenty meters into the
air while the ancient mines Crane had just
visited fell in upon themselves, erasing for-
ever the carved records of those who had suf-
fered there. Sheets of volcanic rock slid into
the sea, screaming against the morning. Sado
Island was disintegrating all around them.

The motion of the earth changed to a wild
swivel, hurling the people around Crane onto
the hard-packed dirt plain as the village below
disappeared in rubble and a fine mist of ocean
spray. The rending of the island, Japan’s sixth
largest, was stentorian, the sound of a dying
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animal bellowing in rage and sorrow that
brought tears to Crane’s eyes. He remembered
. . . he remembered. And he knew that even
worse was to come.

Only Lanie still stood beside him, her death-
grip on his arm the solé sign of the ultimate
fear that comes with understanding of the true
powerlessness of mankind. “Courage,” he
whispered to her.

And then perdition stopped. Ninety seconds
after it had begun, the Earth had finished
realigning itself and deathly quiet reigned.
Slowly people began to shake themselves off,
to stand up, to look around in awe and shock.
The island was half as large now as it had
been a minute and a half before. Landmarks
had disappeared or moved. Nothing was the
same. Nothing would be the same.

Miraculously, there were survivors below.
They, too, were shaking themselves off, pick-
ing themselves up. Emergency teams began
to mobilize for the trip down to what had been
Aikawa with fresh water, medical supplies.
Motiba stared in stupefied horror at the rem-
nants of his life; his glasses were askew on
his face, his eyes distant, unfocused.

“I must . . . go,” he said softly. “To my
people . . . I must —”

“No,” Crane said. “You cannot go down
there yet.”
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The man ignored him and ran back through
the crowd.

“Stop him!” Crane yelled. “Bring him back!
All of you, hold your places. Look to the
shoreline!”

They looked. The Sea of Japan had receded
hundreds of meters from the island, leaving
it high and dry, a seabed full of writhing fish
and of boats drowned in mud.

Two Red Cross workers dragged the strug-
gling Motiba back to Crane’s side. “Let go,”
he shouted, hysterical now. “Why do you hold
me?”

Gently, Crane patted the man’s trembling
shoulder, then pointed out to sea. “We hold
you because if you go dawn, you will be killed.
Seetid

A mountain of water was racing toward the
island from several kilometers out . . . rushing
to fill the void caused when the heaving of
the Earth had shoved it back.

“Tsunami, ladies and gentlemen,” Crane
said calmly, too aware of the cams and very
careful not to betray the horror that gripped
his soul. There was time now, a few minutes
only, perhaps, to speak as if all were normal.
“After it subsides, we will go down and look
for survivors. I trust that you representatives
of the news media will pitch in and lend a
hand.”
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He turned to see Newcombe putting his arm
around Elena King. Crane pulled her hand
from his dead arm and gave her completely
over to Newcombe. “You did a good job on
the location, Dan. Let’ s just hope we’re up
high enough.”

“How can you be so calm?” Newcombe’s
emotions were in shreds, his voice the growl
of a hurt animal. “Those are people down
there . . . and they’re dying.”

“Someone has to keep his head.”

“What kind of goddamned Cassandras are
we?”

“Get used to it, doctor,” Crane said. “This
is merely the beginning.”

“But why?”

Crane ignored him and turned to Motiba,
the man completely broken down, crying
silently. He took the mayor in his arms,
clutching him tightly. “You must be strong,
Motiba-san,” he whispered.

“Let me die with them,” the mayor pleaded
as the water charged them, roaring, grasping.

“No,” Crane said simply. “Someone must
live . . . to remember.”

Eating the screams of the survivors on the
plain, the zsunami assaulted them first . . .
then the water, advancing like a juggernaut
from all sides, slamming into Sado Island,
reached higher, climbing. The wall of water
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smacked the land like a monstrous hand of
God. The people on the plain turned as one
and fled as a pack as far back as they could
until the water crested and gushed over the
top, reaching them and driving them down
onto the ground. Waves carried pieces of bro-
ken buildings and bodies, crushed cars and
uprooted trees. Churning thick with the debris
of life, the water poured over Crane, boards
banging against him. After the first deluge,
the water proved to be shallow. Crane huddled
on the muddy, pool-speckled ground, hands
over his head, just as he’d done when he was
seven years old.

He hunched there, shivering in fear until
the water fully subsided, then climbed to his
feet to look with horror at the dead spread
over the plain. Many of his own party had
been hurt by the tidal scum that had washed
so high over the island. And he noticed that
the Red Cross workers were tending to their
own first.

While most people were dazed, many of the
camheads were already up and rolling viddy.
And it hit him then that he’d done it. Given
the world the show. Everything Sumi Chan
had advised him they needed to get the pub-
licity, the funds, the aura of authority to attach
to him so that he could do the work that was
his life. And in that moment of great tragedy,
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he knew great triumph. Oh, yes, he thought
cynically, horror made sensational copy. And
what better than this?

He spotted Burt Hill and called him over.
“Organize the aid teams to go down to what’s
left of the village,” he ordered. “Pull it all
together.”

“Yes, sir.”

He turned to see the edge of the cliff. Motiba
was there, and he joined him. The sea was
smooth as glass, unusually beautiful in deepest
teal blues and greens. But where Aikawa had
stood was only empty beach, not even a boat
or shack littering the pristine sand that
gleamed in the deadly sunlight.

“I’'m sorry,” Crane said, low and hoarse.

Motiba looked up at him, tears working
their way down his cheeks. “I know I should
not blame you for this,” he said, “but I do.”

With that he turned and walked off, leaving
Crane absolutely alone with his demons. No
one came near. No one reached out a hand
or asked if he were all right. To the people
left on the plain he was as distant and as un-
touchable as the dead that surrounded him.
But they were wrong. The dead, at least, knew
peace.
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Chapter 2
ERUPTIONS

WASHINGTON, D.C.
15 JUNE 2024, 6:16 P.M.

The sun was lowering behind the Washington
Monument and Mr. Li Cheun, head of Liang
International in this hemisphere, knew that
for the last couple of hours the little American
bureaucrats who worked for him, though they
didn’t realize it perhaps, had been scurrying
home. More important to him, the North
American headquarters of Liang International
was winding down for the evening. Liang Int,
the Chinese star ascendant in the world of
business, owned America. Ten years before,
Liang Int had managed to get a toehold in
America, wresting some business away from
the Germans who’d owned the country then.
The Masada Option had proved to be better
than any business plan or ruthless tactics the
Chinese might have devised, for the resultant
radioactive cloud and fallout from the explo-
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sions had swept southern, central, and eastern
Europe. When the Fatherland was devastated,
suffering a loss of almost half its population,
Liang Int was able to move swiftly and turn
its toehold into a stranglehold, not only on
America, but on German business operations
throughout the world.

Now, standing in the secured boardroom,
dim save for the glowing virtual map of the
Earth that surrounded him, Li contemplated
his empire. The diorama was transparent; he
could look through it at the Moon, always full,
inspiring the fanciful, but much desired, wish
that the Liang Int diggers up there were always
working.

There were no windows in this room, thus
no day, no evening, only shifts. Every decision
that mattered to the continuing business (most
would say even the continuing existence) of
Canada, the US, Mexico, and the Central
American franchises was made right here. The
rest of Washington — the mall outside running
between the Capitol and the Lincoln Memo-
rial, the White House and its occupants, the
scores of departments, bureaus, agencies
stretching to the beltways and beyond — all
was show for the tourists. Liang Int owned
it all and ran it all . . . including the so-called
government of the United States of America.
President Gideon, Vice President Gabler, the
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Cabinet, the members of Congress and the Su-
preme Court were little more than mere em-
ployees, figureheads and lackeys. Of course
they maintained a pretty fiction of govern-
ment, but that was all it was, a fiction.

Tonight Li was distracted, his thoughts
turning time and again to the viddy-stract his
staff had prepared the previous night and
shown him first thing this morning on one
Lewis Crane and the events on the Japanese
Island of Sado. The Japanese. Upstarts all of
them, fools most of them. They’d actually
shared their ownership of America with Mid-
dle Easterners, back when there had been a
Middle East. But their tenure was short. Still,
from time to time a Japanese combine would
try to take a piece of the business away. He
sneered, glad that in response to just such an
affront his predecessor at Liang Int North
America had ordered the chopping down of
the two thousand cherry trees around the tidal
basin — trees that the Japanese had given to
the Americans shorty after the turn of the last
century.

“Rain in the midwest,” said Mui Tsao from
the soft darkness of his control panel. “It will
delay the wheat harvest. I suggest we contact
Buenos Aires and siphon their surplus until
the harvest catches up.”

Both men spoke English almost exclusively
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as a show of good faith to the natives, though
American business people and officials were
expected to speak fluent Chinese.

“Good,” Li replied. “I saw a report of a
major anthrax epidemic in the South American
branch. See if you can trade them some cattle
for the wheat. Bring them in through Hous-
ton.”

“Where do we store?”

“We could store in the warehouses where
we’ve got the headache chips.”

“And what do we do with the chips?”

“We’ll give them to the Southern franchises
as part of the wheat repayment. By the time
they’ve figured out what’s happened, they al-
ready will have distributed the chips and be
forced to try and follow through with a sales
campaign.”

Li heard Mui chuckle softly as the man
punched deals into the keypad, and smiled
himself. The “headache chip,” as they called
it, was an endorphin trigger; it sensed muscle
tightness in the neck and immediately flooded
the cortex with a shot of mood enabling dorph
that stopped the headache before it got started.
Only trouble was, the brain enjoyed the dorph
hit so much it worked on developing headache
after headache just to get the dose, wearing
out the implant and leaving the user in the
worst pain of his life. Once word had gotten
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around, Liang Int had been stuck with seven
warehouses full of worthless chips.

“Done,” Mui said, typing furiously, “and
done.”

“Good.”

Li was in charge of the North American
branch, and Mui was his control, his Harpy.
Second in command of the decision making,
the Harpy was responsible for constantly
double-checking his superior, questioning his
decisions. It could be irritating, but had a pos-
itive effect on business decisions, and business
was what held all the world, all of life, to-
gether. Should Li fail to make the proper per-
centage of appropriate decisions, Mui would
have his position — with his own little Harpy
in place then to watch over him. It made for
sleepless nights, but it was the very best thing
for Liang Int.

And that was what mattered. Li was nothing
if not a company man.

The map floated around Li, continents ris-
ing out of shimmering oceans, the trade routes
of the world pulsing in pink, while areas of
harvests and famines glowed in celestial blues.
Food was always a problem since only filtered
fields were able to withstand the full measure
of the sun’s wrath and produce.

Nuclear material storage areas glowed un-
blinking crimson in thirty different spots,
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leakage into ground water running like cap-
illaries thousands of miles from their source.
Movements of precious metals and ambulatory
currency spiked metropolitan areas, while
consumer spending showed up as gangs of
small people, one per million, flashing their
spending areas and products like dust motes
dancing on sunlight. Production was tracked
worldwide, immediate comparisons were
made with other similar operations, and the
interior of the office was filled with floating
hieroglyphics decipherable only by a handful
of Liang’s top management. If any member
of the team was to leave for a reason other
than death, the entire code would be changed.

The Masada Cloud throbbed in dark black,
its bulk covering Europe today, moving ever
eastward on the jet stream. And the Masada
Cloud led Li back once more to Lewis Crane.

Crane had won the Nobel Prize six years
before for work that had flowed from his re-
search on the exercise of the Masada Option,
specifically its effect on earthquakes. That
work also had led directly to the banning of
all nuclear testing on Earth because Crane had
showed conclusively that nuclear explosions
could cause earthquakes hundreds, even
thousands, of miles from the site of detona-
tion. As the staff had pointed out to Li in
their presentation, Crane had stated that the
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quake on Sado was, in fact, a direct conse-
quence of the destruction of the Middle East
back in ’14.

Would it be possible, Li mused, for someone
armed with Crane’s information and programs
to cause earthquakes in chosen, distant loca-
tions? He shook off the question. It was tan-
gential to what really interested him about
Crane at this time; politics and profits — and
the question of why Crane was so eager to
contact him through Sumi Chan. Indeed, Chan
had left a message only hours ago about a
meeting Crane wished to arrange.

Ah, these Americans were bold. But Li
rather liked them and their country. It was
a Third World country, as was Europe, both
with real history. Its own corporate gods long
dead, America had a cheap labor pool of hard
workers who thought nothing of reinvesting
all of their wages back into the company
through consumerism. Americans were the
world’s best consumers. Except, of course, for
the headache chip.

There had been nothing but success in Li’s
life, which was why he was having such a dif-
ficult time with the coming elections. In the
past, Li had been able to tolerate America’s
fantasy of representative government because
Liang’s candidates always had won. But now,
for some reason, its chief competitor in multi-
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nationalism, the Yo-Yu Syndicate, was making
inroads with its own candidates. The off-year
elections had cost Liang Int seven represen-
tatives. It was a nasty trend that Li needed
to nip in the bud. But it was difficult because
the fickle voters persisted in believing they
needed “change” in government and that
change was meaningful. With the American
fantasy beginning to get in the way of cor-
porate harmoniousness, Li had to act. Hence,
Crane and his earthquakes. He could show the
citizens how much he loved them by asso-
ciating Liang Int and the government with
earthquake prediction. That should fix Yo-Yu
in the elections.

His diorama beeped and squeaked in a thou-
sand different intervals and tones, Li recog-
nizing them all. So, when he distinguished the
delicate alto chirping of the telephone, he de-
cided to make his move. He turned in Mui’s
direction, waved off the incoming call, and
said, “Get Sumi Chan for me, scrambled and
secured. Put him over the west coast.”

While waiting, Li smiled. He knew Mui
would be watching and listening very care-
fully.

Sumi Chan’s disembodied face, five inches
high, blipped to life, hanging in midair
somewhere over the Sierra Nevada mountains.
Li would not address the man face to face,
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however. He had a computer projection that
stood in for him so as never to give anything
away through inadvertent gesture or expres-
sion.

“Hello, Mr. Li,” Sumi Chan said.

There was something expressed in the
man’s eyes that Li didn’t understand. “Hello,
Sumi,” he said, the computer matching his
voice to its projection’s movements. “Are you
well?”

“Yes, and I am also most grateful and most
excited,” Sumi replied formally. “You have
honored me by your attention.”

“As you have honored me by your invitation
to meet with Dr. Crane.” Li paused, allowing
Sumi to begin offering up information about
the meeting. When the man was not im-
mediately forthcoming, he added, “I assume
I am not to meet with him alone.”

“Not unless you desire to do so. Dr. Crane
wishes to present you and a number of other
distinguished leaders with some of his ideas

. and proposals.”

Li nodded. “A very timely meeting. His ex-
ploits on Sado are being reported continuously
and everywhere, I’'m told.”

“Yes, Sado. A great tragedy, but one whose
human consequences could have been averted
in large measure.”

“Economic consequences, too, of course.”
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“Of course,” Sumi echoed. “May we count
on your attendance?”

“If my schedule permits, I should certainly
like to be a part of such a gathering. I would
ask, however, that you coordinate with Mr.
Mui Tsao on the guest list, the arrangements,
and so forth.”

“That goes without saying, sir. May I tell
you how pleased I know Dr. Crane will be?”

Li grunted and waved his hand dismissively.
He’d had quite enough of this, and with a
smile and a nod, he concluded, “Stay in the
shade, Sumi Chan.”

“And you also, sir.”

Sumi’s face instantly blipped off, and Li
paced a few steps up and past the Arctic.
He could walk freely within the body of his
virtual world and literally feel the flow of cap-
ital and goods pumped through the beating
heart of consumerism. The world was a living
network of corporate deities and he was a
demigod. Things were as they were supposed
to be.

As an official of the Geological Survey, Sumi
Chan actually worked for him. Tacitly under-
stood in their conversation was the fact that
he, Li Cheun, would call the shots on Crane’s
meeting. He would brief Mui on what he
wished to accomplish. Yes, things were as they
were supposed to be.

66



CONCOCTIONS
ON THE YACHT DIATRIBE,
THE PACIFIC OCEAN
15 JUNE 2024, 9:35 P.M.

“Mr. Li Cheun is, of course, the one on
this list who counts, the man to convince if
you wish to succeed, Crane,” Sumi said, smil-
ing slightly, “and I trust you will dazzle him.
I fear I’'m going to use up all my chits on
him.” What he left unsaid was that he feared
he’d already used up all his chits . . . with
Mui Tsao, to whom he’d been talking until
just ten minutes ago. There could be no doubt
that Li Cheun had a definite use in mind for
Lewis Crane.

“Oh, I’ll dazzle him all right, do a veritable
song and dance for him,” said Crane, tilting
back his chair and drinking directly from a
bottle of very old Scotch.

“You’ve got copies of my paper for every-
one who’s agreed to attend?” Newcombe
asked, trying to steer the conversation back
to his concerns.

Sumi nodded. “There will be copies await-
ing each of them in their cabins when they
board.”

Newcombe shook his head. Why Crane had
chosen to spirit them away from Sado on this
yacht to rendezvous with Sumi mid-ocean was
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beyond him. And out in the stratosphere were
Crane’s reasons for wanting to hold his high-
powered meeting on a boat. Still, the Diatribe
was a helluva craft, luxurious and crammed
with technology. Who owned it and how
Crane had come by it were mysteries New-
combe was fairly sure would not be solved
for him.

“Let’s review the politicos again,” Crane
said to Sumi. “We’ve got Kate —”

Sumi’s laughter cut him off. “They’re all
politicos, every last one of them, the Vice
President of the United States being the least
political of them all.”

“Gabler,” Newcombe said scornfully, “a
fool . . . a buffoon.”

“And an important showpiece, Dan,” Crane
said firmly. “Just leave all this to Sumi and
me.”

“With pleasure,” Newcombe retorted. “So
let me get to the area where I am an expert.
Why are you planning such elaborate ma-
neuvers? We’ve got a pretty straightforward
situation as far as I can see. The data on earth-
quake ecology is on paper — and proven. Sado
came in so close to my projections that you’ve
got to go five digits past the decimal to find
divergence from the actual event. This is
something concrete to sell, Crane. Sell it.”

“I’ll use it,” Crane told him, smoothing his

68



free hand over the bright yellow shirt covering
his bathing trunks, “but I won’t marry myself
to it.”

Newcombe frowned harshly and Sumi
quickly refilled his glass with synthchampagne
to which he added two drops from a small
green bottle containing his own special dorph
preparation. Newcombe knew Sumi urgently
wanted him to ingest the dorph, but he didn’t
mind. Sumi’s understanding of glandular
chemistry was legendary.

“T’ll tell you why I don’t sell your EQ-eco,
Danny boy,” Crane said, slightly slurring his
words. Crane didn’t face living people very
well straight. He put a hand over the mouth
of his bottle when Sumi tried to bring the eye-
dropper of dorph to it. “First of all, you’re
out of line in making your suggestion.”

“You hired me for my talent,” Newcombe
said. “Along with that comes my mouth.”

“It’s my foundation,” Crane said, “my de-
cision. Your calculations indeed worked won-
derfully . . . because, Dr. Newcombe, you
knew in advance where the epicenter was
going to be. You knew it because I told you.
Your work is only a small part of what the
Crane Foundation represents. To focus simply
on the EQ-eco limits the amount of grant
money available to us. To be perfectly honest,
however, I also see a basic flaw in your per-
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ceptions. You expect people to do the right
thing. They don’t. All the people in Los An-
geles know they live atop faults held together
by the thinnest of threads, yet they stay there.
Would you convince the government to de-
populate LA to the tune of thirteen million
people? Where would you put them?”

“My system saves lives!”

Crane sighed and took a long pull from his
bottle. “Few would consider that a compelling
argument, doctor. Saving money is more to
people’s tastes.”

“But it was so successful.”

“Exactly why I want to use it, but de-em-
phasize it at the same time. I want nobody
thinking in those terms alone. We’re looking
for much more.”

“Like what?”

Crane leaned closer to Newcombe, Sumi au-
tomatically drawing near. He spoke low, dra-
matically. “Have you gentlemen ever thought
about what it would be like if all scientific
research in a given area were brought under
one banner, in one unifying edifice, and prop-
erly coordinated?”

“You want everything!” Newcombe
laughed. He couldn’t believe it, the brazenness
of the man.

Crane grinned. “Liang Int is omninational.
Total control of tectonics is a real possibility.
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They just need the right sell job. I could run
the whole show from the Foundation, have
access to every bit of data extant. Suddenly,
true prediction — along with a lot more —
becomes reality.”

Newcombe began to understand a great
deal. “That’s why you hired Lanie. You want
her to sort through and make sense of all the
data if you pull this off.”

“And that’s why all the support organiza-
tions that have vested interests are being in-
vited to attend the coming meeting,” Sumi
said, sitting back and shaking his head. “Au-
dacious! So, when I was speaking just mo-
ments ago of Li’s importance, you were
laughing at me, weren’t you, Crane? Li Cheun
was your target all along.”

“Don’t get mad at me, Sumi, please,” Crane
said, boyish and charming. He grew serious
again almost at once. “Geological research
blankets the Earth, but touches very few lives
in an obvious way. Clearly, it should. And
clearly Liang Int can amply fund our work,
get much out of it, and never feel the slightest
pinch. They’ll only see profits from their in-
volvement.”

Newcombe stood, Sumi’s dorph doing its
work. Well-being washed over him like a
summer breeze and there was a sexual edge
to it — oxytocins, PEA? — that made him
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very glad he and Lanie were together again.
The ship was rocking gently side to side.
“We’re dead in the water,” Newcombe said,
puzzled. “They must have put out the drag
anchor.”

“Yes indeed they did,” Crane said, eyes
twinkling with mischief. “Merely part of a lit-
tle surprise I’m preparing for our guests . . .
thanks to you, of course.” He winked broadly
at Newcombe, who shuddered involuntarily,
feeling oddly cold all of a sudden.

“Why do you want so much power?” New-
combe whispered.

“Great power accomplishes great things,”
Crane said, the light of otherworldliness shin-
ing from his eyes. That the man was insane
Newcombe had no doubt, but what he
couldn’t peg was the power of his vision.
Crane’s antics always had kept them funded,
at least until now. Just how far could Dan
Newcombe ride Crane’s hellbound train? He
knew the answer: He’d take to the rails with
the devil himself if he thought it would make
his EQ-eco a reality.

MARTINIQUE
17 JUNE 2024, 9:45 AM.

Raymond Hsu, a shift supervisor at the
Liang Usine Guerin sugar mill in Fort-de-
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France on the Caribbean island of Martinique,
was trying to place an emergency call to the
franchise comptroller on Grand Cayman Is-
land to report a work stoppage due to an attack
of thousands of fourmisfous, small yellowish,
speckled ants, and bétes-a-mille-pattes, foot-
long black centipedes — both species venom-
ous enough, in large numbers, to kill an adult
human.

They’d attempted to stop the invasion by
dumping barrels of crude oil around the mill,
the workers flailing away with sugar cane
stalks, splashing insect blood all over the mill.
At the supervisor’s own house nearby, the
maids were Kkilling the ants and centipedes
with flatirons, insecticides, and hot oil, while
his wife and three children screamed. It wasn’t
helping.

The insect invasion was simply the latest
in a long string of odd events traceable to
Mount Pelee, twenty kilometers to the north.
At the end of March there’d been the smell
of sulfurous gas lingering on the air. Two
weeks later plumes of steam were seen issuing
from fumaroles high atop Pelee. The next
week, mild tremors rocked Fort-de-France
followed by a rain of ash.

The ash had gotten thicker, more unceasing,
as the sulfur smell grew over the weeks. In
the second week of June the rains had come,
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filling the myriad rivers that crisscrossed Pelee
and its sister mountain, Pitons du Carbet, to
bursting and sending boulders and large trees
down the mountainside and out to sea in tor-
rents, along with the carcasses of asphyxiated
cattle and dead birds. Mountain gorges
jammed with ash and created instant lakes in
the drowning rains.

As Hsu’s call was being placed in the early
hours of June 17, Fort-de-France itself was
coming under siege by thousands of fer-de-
lance, pit vipers with yellow-brown backs and
pink bellies, six feet or more in length and
instantly deadly. The population was panick-
ing, taking to the streets with axes and shovels
to face the invasion, never realizing the snakes
were fleeing in terror from the rumbling
mountain. Hundreds would die, mostly chil-
dren.

The comptroller, a man named Yuen Ren
Chao, would tell Raymond Hsu to hire more
workers and step up production, even though
Pelee was thundering loudly, its peak covered
by clouds of ash. Those who could see any-
thing of the long dormant volcano were hum-
bled by Nature’s grandeur — two fiery craters
glowing like blast furnaces near the summit,
and above them, a cloud filled with lightning.

The mill would not make its quota today.
Mr. Yuen would be forced to increase the cane
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quotas in Cuba while the citizens of Marti-
nique fought the snakes instead of fleeing
themselves.

Within two days of Raymond Hsu’s call,
an ash-dammed lake would break through its
barrier, sending a monstrous wall of lava-
heated water down the mountainside and onto
the island, crushing the sugar mill and drown-
ing everyone, including Raymond Hsu and his
family, in boiling water.

MID PACIFIC
18 JUNE 2024, 10:13 P.M.

Newcombe climbed the ladder to the for-
ward observation deck, enjoying the southerly
breeze and the coolness of the night. He
stepped onto the deck. Above, a line of twin-
kling ore freighters, probably from Union
Carbide’s organization, snaked toward the
Moon like a conga line of traveling stars. The
Liang logo, a simple blue circled L, was dis-
played in liquid crystal splendor on the surface
of the three-quarter Moon.

“Catch your death up here,” he said as he
crossed to Lanie, who was moonbathing
naked. He plunked down in the chair next
to hers. Her eyes were twinkling like the stars
as she smiled at him. “The mighty are gath-
ering,” he said, sorry he couldn’t spend the
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evening up here with this glorious woman,
“so Crane wants us to join the party.”

“You look upset.”

“Nothing a little homicide wouldn’t cure —
or a fast exit off this boat.” He grimaced. “The
ocean’s a good place to meet the people down
on the fantail, Lanie. Barracuda, every one of
them. So what does that make us, bait?”

She regarded him thoughtfully. “Crane
making you crazy?”

He nodded.

She got up and slipped into the party dress
lying on the deck beside her. It was white,
whiter than her skin, shining under the logoed
Moon. “Do I look suitably dressed for cock-
tails with the Vice President of the United
States?” she asked, turning a circle for him.

“Even if he wasn’t a jerk you’d outclass
him,” Newcombe said. “You like all this,
don’t you?”

She cocked her head and stared at him.
“What, the juice? Of course I do. Last week
I was just another underemployed Ph.D. in
a universe full of them. Today I’m part of
the Crane Team, changing the world. In case
you haven’t watched the teev, we’re the hot-
test thing on the circuit right now. Tell me
you don’t find that exciting? I can’t sleep at
night I’m so pumped up.”

“I noticed.” He stood up. “Just don’t get
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lost in it. Now that I’ve finally gotten you
to come out to the mountain, I want to see
you from time to time.”

“All you had to do was hire me,” she said,
fitting easily into his arms. She hugged him,
her hair smelling of patchouli. “Oh, Dan.
Maybe it will work for us this time.”

“I always hope that,” he said, wishing they
hadn’t both been worn down from five years
of trying to tame their competing egos. “Come
on. Let’s get below. There’s someone special
I want you to meet.”

((Who?’)

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

They took the ladder, then the elevator,
down to the main deck, and walked along the
gangway to the fantail, where they found
Crane. Half-drunk, he was holding court near
the hors d’oeuvres table, recounting a story
from the 2016 Alaskan quake that had sent
Anchorage sliding into Cook’s Inlet.

The fantail of the yacht was ringed with teev
screens showing continuous feed on the
tragedy of Sado, focusing often on Crane at
the head of the cliff, presiding over the carnage.

Everyone wore clothing of the thinnest silks
and rayons, putting as little between them-
selves and the night as they could. Dangerous
daylight made night an obsession. Vice Pres-
ident Gabler was an empty suit, a ceremonial
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smiling face, his wife, Rita, giggling beside
him as he took direction from Mr. Li, who,
as always, had Mr. Mui at his side.

“There’s Kate Masters,” Lanie said, as Sumi
slipped up beside her, thrusting a champagne
glass into her hand.

Newcombe had already noticed. Masters
was something else altogether. Chairman of
the WPA, the Women’s Political Association,
she was a powerhouse. In a fragmented Amer-
ica, she could deliver forty million votes on
any issue at any time. The WPA was second
in power only to the Association of Retired
Persons, which also had a representative on
deck, a man named Aaron Bloom. He was
fairly nondescript. Masters was short, with
long bright red hair and indiscreet green eyes.
She wore a filmy lime-green dress that seemed
to hover around her like an alien fog. As she
moved, parts of her body would slip into view
for a second, only to disappear in a wisp of
green. She smiled wickedly in their direction,
Lanie smiling wickedly back.

“T’ll bet she eats little girls for breakfast,”
Newcombe said. Sumi hovered, his eyedrop-
per raised above the champagne glass.

“Something special for the pretty lady?”
Sumi asked.

Lanie smiled and held up three fingers.
“Private stock?”
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Sumi nodded. “For making your own earth-
quakes, eh?” he said, then narrowed his eyes,
studying her with surgical precision. “You
don’t like me, do you?”

“I don’t know,” Lanie said. “I’ve never met
the real you.”

“Sumi’s the Foundation’s best friend,”
Newcombe said, surprised at Lanie’s reaction
to the man.

“So I’ve heard,” Lanie said, taking a sip
of the synth and smiling at Chan as Newcombe
watched Crane disappear into the cabin area.
“What do you think of the success of the EQ-
eco?”

“I think the Crane Foundation is very lucky
to have Dr. Newcombe on staff,” Sumi said,
staring at Newcombe. “He is helping to ad-
vance science at a critical point.”

“ “Critical’ is certainly the word tonight,”
Newcombe said, regretting that he’d ever let
Crane talk him into making one very special
arrangement.

Sumi Chan smiled, then darted over to Kate
Masters, who took an entire eyedropper full
of dorph in her glass. Naturally distilled from
the human’s own glands, dorph was pure and
impossible to overdose on.

Lanie leaned against Newcombe, snuggling,
his arms going around her immediately. The
PEA had kicked in. He nuzzled her neck just
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as Crane walked to the center of the deck.

“Friends,” he said. “Thank you for indulging
me in my secrecy by clandestinely traveling to
Guam and boarding there. You are about to
see why. But first I must ask that we meet
a prearranged condition and shut down any
and all transmission equipment.” Crane
pulled himself to his full height. The moment
was replete with drama, as he intended.

Lanie wriggled away from Newcombe. She
was entranced, all her attention on the scene
Crane was creating.

Crane tapped his wrist pad. “On my mark,
Captain Florio.” His voice boomed through
the ship speakers and all the aurals. “Now!”

Diatribe blacked, every form of energy on
the yacht dying — all fifty teev screens si-
multaneously going dead, all the lights and
the music and everything else clicking off at
once. The people on deck reached into pockets
and onto wrists, concurrently shutting down
their own devices of endless transmission and
reception. In a world where communication
was everything, they had all gone straight back
to the Stone Age.

Lanie turned off her aural. Suddenly, she
felt distressed, almost frightened, and realized
she was beginning to hyperventilate. She
tossed back the near-full glass of dorph-
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