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Prologue


The man cradled the gangly girl in his arms as if she were a baby, but she wasn’t aware the way an infant was. Her mind was consumed by her need to fend off sleep.


“What else could be behind such dreams?” her father demanded.


The father had married into his second cousin’s bloodline, which was the most sensitive branch of all the Peoples. Now he alone was free of the dream torment, while his wife, daughters and son suffered terribly.


The daughter in his arms was catatonic, her body half-dead from need of sleep.


The Caretaker of the People pondered this pathetic young victim as she tensed and slackened rhythmically, fighting to stay awake. She succumbed to her need, and became limp in her father’s arms as sleep overcame her.


They held their breath, the father and the Caretaker. Maybe this time there would be no dreams …


The girl screamed, her eyes opening wide and her hands clawing at her father’s chest. Her mind told her that she was falling from a great height, burning in boiling rain, sinking into water so deep that all light was erased.


Her moment of terror faded, but her reality was just as bad. She didn’t see her father or the Caretaker, but focused again on fighting to stay awake.


“She is like this always now. For two days it has been thus,” her father said. “I’m afraid she is already mad.”


Okyek Meh Thih, the Caretaker of the People, felt sad and helpless. He stood up.


“What will you do?” the father asked.


“I will seek out wisdom,” Okyek Meh Thih announced.


The girl’s father showed a sign of faint hope, but Okyek Meh Thih felt no hope.


It was his duty. His grandfather’s instructions were quite clear. If a time came when the dreams disrupted the lives of the People, then Okyek Meh Thih must go into the mountain again and meditate on the message in the cave. Every fiber of his being told him to stay and offer comfort to the suffering People, and yet he did his duty and walked away from them.


What wisdom could there be in those old mountains and the faded inscription of a people long dead?




Chapter 1


Being insane makes it hard to keep track of the time.


How many days had it been? How far had he crawled? How close was he now to the surface of the world? How much water was left and how much air?


Only as an afterthought did he realize that the gnawing had stopped below his feet. The alien rock eaters were no longer chewing. This explained why the madness had left him; the insane chewing of the alien rock eaters had gone away at last.


His mind turned to his own rock eaters. Were they still eating? Well, of course they were. He could see, couldn’t he? The yellow glow of their light was the only light he had seen in weeks. He wriggled until his face was close to the viscous trickle of yellow matter, and inspected it. Were the machines still fully functional?


He couldn’t tell without a microscope. The fact that the carrier fluid still glowed was a good sign. The nanotech machines wouldn’t glow if they weren’t also digging. He had programmed them that way.


Once, a lifetime ago, he produced the machines from a nanotechnological experiment that he never thought would succeed—but it did. He created functioning devices the size of gnats, and he programmed them to perform a few simple functions. He encapsulated the tiny machines in a tiny vial of silver and had the vial placed on his person, where it would always be with him. The dentist had balked at taking out a perfectly healthy molar to replace it with the silver vial, but a brick of twenty-dollar bills convinced him to do the deed.


The vial was intended to remain with him even after an intense search by law enforcement, and the nanotech machines were intended to be used to free him from a prison cell. Now his prison cell was the earth itself, and the nanotech machines had been put to work to perform a function for which they were not designed.


They chewed away the blockage in fragments smaller than the footprint of an ant, whether the blockage was steel security plates, reinforced concrete walls or solid limestone. Each machine transported its tiny fragment of material to the farthest possible point away from the excavation, and then traveled to the front of the excavation to chew off another fragment. For energy, they fermented small grains of whatever organic matter was provided for them to serve and, when they had energy enough, they provided a phosphorescent output. This was the sum total of their functionality.


The young man could control the direction and size of their excavation by manipulating the pool of excavating machines—this boiled down to smearing the creatures on the rocks that they should excavate. The smaller the cavity they formed, the faster they worked. In the interest of speed, he kept the cavity narrow. It was just six feet long, a foot high and not two feet in diameter. A coffin provided more elbow room. It was made even tighter by the extra equipment: the air tanks, the small compressor and the canteen.


He had been in this enclosed space for at least forty days. No wonder he was starting to lose his marbles.


He pulled out his pocket notebook and squinted as he read. Depending on how many days he had lost to madness, he ought to be nearing another air chamber. His oxygen tanks were almost depleted.


Still, he was more afraid of what would be waiting for him in the cavern than of suffocation.


He must have slept, because he regained consciousness with cold, fresh air filling his lungs painfully. The nanotech machines had chewed through the wall of the air chamber. The young man scooted forward and pushed his eyes close to the tiny opening.


His angle of ascent had been precise. He was just outside the cavern at exactly the right place—within a few feet of the trickle of the water.


Fifteen minutes later, the opening was large enough for him to wiggle through, but first he scooped up the goo that contained the nanotech machines and applied it to the walls in a new place, redirecting the angle of ascent. A mile above them at an eighty-one-degree angle was another cavern and their next scheduled pit stop.


The young man stifled the pain. Touching the goo provided the machines with organic matter, which they chewed right off of his fingers. Leave them on too long and the machines would remove his skin as effectively as dipping them in a caustic acid.


He listened, but not for long. He was so used to the silence of the earth that the trickle of the water was loud to him. Every once in a while he heard a spatter, which startled him until he was sure it was just the stream.


When he emerged from the rock, his legs wouldn’t hold him upright, so he crawled to the trickle and filled his canteens. He groped in the pool and found his emergency pack, stowed there many months ago.


Water splashed on his neck and he almost cried out. What was dripping on him?


Then he heard the sound of water splashing against stone far above, and he remembered the layout of the cavern. Some sort of intersecting vein of hard stone formed a wall alongside the tall shaft where the trickle had eaten away the limestone. It was like a bent and arthritic finger the way it distended up into the earth. He was scheduled to intersect the apex of the shaft again in thirty-six hours.


Only after crawling back into his rock cell, and only after the detritus of the excavation began to rebury the opening into the cavern did he dare to turn on the tiny compressor.


The sound was like the muted whir of a table saw, but it filled the tiny cell in the rock and sang through the earth.


Maybe he was too far away for them to hear it this time. Maybe they never came this close to the surface …


Then he heard the answering trumpet, which shook the limestone walls. Soon there was the scratching of giant claws against the rock, coming closer. They were using the tunnels he had made himself, when he first dug in to the cavern in his earth drill. They would be here in no time. With his teeth grinding from the tension, he ran the compressor until it filled the air tanks, and seconds later the nanotech machines covered the opening into the cavern with their detritus. Still he could hear the creatures that were coming up from the deep earth to find him.


They weren’t albinos. The albinos were weak and stupid and contemptible. These things had never even shown themselves, but he heard them and he knew they were less human than the albinos.


They were getting closer. The loose pile of rock at the rear of his coffin was getting thicker, but slowly. The young man decided to increase the speed of the excavation. He wiped at the liquid smear at the front of the rock, collecting it into a smaller area, and the excavation continued in the tightest possible space. The young man slithered ahead at almost a foot a minute, dragging the air tanks along between his legs on the leather belt while the limestone walls squeezed him so close he couldn’t take a deep breath.


He started laughing when he felt the digging below him. They had come to his cavern and found the loose earth of his little tunneling operation. Whatever they were—and his mind conjured wild visions—they were far too large to use his tunnels, no matter how loose the packed stone powder fill was that he left behind him. They had to dig up to him.


They were closer than last time. They would dig, and they just might reach him. He listened to the sound of the scraping claws.


He began to shiver, despite the hundred-degree heat. He estimated the progress of his pursuers and his own speed and calculated his odds of escape.


The odds weren’t good.


He calculated the odds of suffocating himself before they reached him. Again, not good. His air wouldn’t run out in time. His mind spun out of control as he thought of some other way of ending his life before they reached him; anything was better than letting them reach him. The nanotech robots were of no use. They would feed for only a short time on his flesh before their fermentation tanks were full of organic material. It wouldn’t be enough to kill him. Was there a way to use the compressor to inject himself with high-pressure air and cause a reasonably quick death? No way he could think of with the tools he had on hand.


His only option was to make a run for it. He wriggled onto his stomach, slithered to the front and wiped together the nanotech goo into an even smaller area. The tunnel grew faster but the young man could barely move forward, the rock compressing his rib cage. His arms cried out in pain. He was forced to keep them distended ahead of him to elongate his torso and to keep from disturbing the tiny, glowing line of fluid. It contained swimming nanotech machines transporting excavated stone to the rear of the hot, bullet-shaped hollow.


The grinding from below grew more intense. Those creatures were scratching out their own tunnel as fast as they could, and closing in.


The young man knew he wouldn’t make it. There was no way he could outrun them. The air became hotter when his tube passed into a granite layer, which crumbled less. The increased hardness of the rock made no difference to the nanotech machines, but the unforgiving texture of the granite was too much for the young man. He began to feel claustrophobic again, for the first time in weeks. The madness of his situation danced wickedly in his unstable mind. He chuckled at his own helplessness, feeling both horror and relief.


Those things would finally get him. His ordeal would soon end. He would be devoured, surely. Just as the albinos chomped up the blind cavefish. That was funny. He laughed some more, then choked because he didn’t have enough room for the deep breaths that laughing required.


When he stopped laughing, the scratching of stone below him had stopped. He was no longer being pursued.


Then it hit him. The granite strata was the answer. It was nothing to the self-sharpening teeth of the nanotech machines, but maybe it had foiled the creatures that were after him.


Hours later, his route of excavation closed in on the apex of the chamber. Here he was supposed to break through again and refill the air tanks. He had to do it, or he would suffocate. The next pit stop was a long way off.


Regardless of the danger, he was too intrigued to not take the opportunity to see what had chased him for as long as he could remember.


When the machines broke through the stone, he allowed them to create a hole in the rock too small for his thumb to fit through. That was enough to let in the air of the chamber, and it was enough for him to look through.


He saw only darkness.


He smelled something animal.


The disappointment was too much to bear. He must know what these things were.


“Hello down there!”


Talking to himself had kept his voice in good shape. It was answered with a distant screech. The creatures had given up on him and were already miles away. It didn’t take them long to return to the cavern, snarling as they swarmed in from the tunnel.


They carried wadded-up balls of glowing matter. It was enough to reveal them for what they were.


What they were was unlike anything that the young man had seen before.


The things flung their glowing balls and spattered the cavern walls with the glowing entrails of cave salamanders. It illuminated the eight-hundred-foot shaft all the way to the top, where the young man looked out through his tiny peephole and laughed at them.


They screeched more. They dug their great talons into the living rock and climbed up, up—but the limestone ran out. The granite was too hard for their claws to find purchase. They tumbled and slipped, breaking bony arms, cracking open their exoskeletal faceplates. One of them climbed to within a hundred feet of the young man, then plummeted, cracking its face open during the fall so that its skull split like a coconut, right along the ridge of its nose.


They screeched at the young man until the progress of his excavating machine forced him to move on. They were screeching until long after the tiny hole was covered with detritus.


The young man was chuckling. He was truly insane, and he knew it, but insanity felt good.


The world was in a nasty mood.


This was nothing new. The world was made up of nations controlled by people who had no business being in control.


Once, it had been survival of the fittest, and the most brutal caveman in the valley got to boss around all the other cave people. Then brains got bigger and people began working cooperatively to oust the brutes and give control to better leaders. Three million years later, the valleys were ruled by a new form of brute.


A politician was a human being who wanted power, and this by definition was exactly the wrong kind of person to be handed the reins of power. In some nations these brutes became dictators through their cunning, charisma and duplicity, always masked behind doctrine, always dependent on the whims of fate. Fate almost never allowed honest men to become dictators.


In other nations, they became prime ministers or presidents—through cunning, charisma and duplicity. They projected a false doctrine. They used public perception to distract the people from their evident lies. The people singled out one confident man or another to control their government because they had no real choices, and because they convinced themselves that the manufactured image of sincerity was genuine sincerity. The system was designed to bring charlatans to power. Fate almost never allowed honest men to be elected to high office.


Even the world’s biggest democracy was not a democracy, but a democratic republic, where the culture of mass media and easy answers made a mockery of the democratic process. Yet it was still the best system of national government that could be found.


Which meant the other systems were flawed in the extreme.


When the leaders chosen under all these systems became agitated by forces beyond their understanding, they lashed out at whatever target was convenient. It felt good to do so.


The world became a despicable place.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he had lately developed this thing about people who didn’t get the recognition they deserved.


“I got maps of the Walk of Fame,” said a street corner punk with crusty hair.


“I’m only looking for one star,” Remo said.


“You’ll never find it without a map,” the punk insisted. “Just five bucks.”


Remo considered it, then handed over a five. He was back a minute later.


“Hey, this map’s no good,” he told the punk. “It doesn’t show the star for Alan Hale Jr.”


“Sure does.”


“Show me.”


The punk rolled his eyes and snatched Remo’s five-dollar map of Hollywood, flinging it open and stabbing one finger at the pages.


“Right there.”


Remo looked at the spot the punk pointed at. “Can’t be.”


“Can be.”


“It’s almost a side street. I don’t believe it.”


The punk sneered and thrust back the map. “I grew up in Hollywood, dude. I know every inch of the Walk of Fame. That’s where they put Alan Hale Jr.”


Remo scowled deeply. The punk couldn’t decide if the man was about to start crying or whip out an AK-47 and begin a spree.


“Hey, you know how they decide who gets a star?” the punk asked. “It’s all politics. True talent’s got nothing to do with it. I guess Alan Hale Jr.’s people didn’t work it good enough to get him a better spot.”


Remo shook his head. “Maybe he wasn’t a good actor, but he’s still way better than most of the schmoes on this map.”


The punk shrugged. “You ain’t gettin’ no argument from me. Look at all them people up the street. They been camped there for days, keeping a—what they call it?—a vigil. You know whose star that is?”


“Who?” Remo asked.


“That kiddy-diddler. Miguel Jackon.”


Remo’s eyes grew dark. “Are you telling me they give a primo star spot to that wacko and then they go and put Alan Hale Jr. next to a stinking alley? It’s a crime. Somebody ought to do something about it.”


The punk shrugged and looked away from the nerdy tourist. Something about the nerd’s eyes made the punk uneasy. “Be my guest.”


“I will.”


The punk was surprised when his customer turned and marched up the street toward the crowd of Miguel Jackon supporters. Just what did that guy think he was going to do?


Remo wandered into the crowd, which had closed off the street around a mound of flowers, stuffed animals and handmade signs proclaiming undying love to Miguel Jackon: Miguel Is Innocent! and Free Miguel!


“What’s going on?” he asked a woman with long braided hair and a face full of black mascara streaks.


“We’re showing our support for Miguel,” she said.


“Miguel who?”


“Miguel Jackon,” she explained impatiently.


Remo did his best impression of an ignoramus. “What movies was he in?”


“He’s not an actor—he’s a singer, you jerk! How can you not know about Miguel Jackon?”


“Yeah, what are you, a retard?” demanded a dowdy, short man in a suit and tie that he’d been wearing for days.


“Hey, sorry, just a sightseer. But I thought only actors got stars on the Walk of Fame. How come they gave one to some old singer?”


The crowd grew uglier by the second. “He’s not old!” insisted a pair of Latino women in matching Miguel Jackon satin jackets.


“He’s the biggest star of them all!” the rumpled-suit man proclaimed. “Remember the Jackon Five, the band he was in with his brothers in the seventies? Remember Thrillride? He sold thirty million copies of that album.”


Remo scratched his chin and looked at the grimy sky thoughtfully. “I don’t remember any of that.”


“He must be a retard!” insisted one of the Latino women.


“Wait.” Remo snapped his fingers. “The child molester! So this is sort of a memorial for all the kids he abused, huh?”


“Lies!” the short man spat.


“Those children lied to get Miguel’s money!”


“Really?” Remo said. “I thought they had DNA evidence.”


“More lies! They stole his semen and used it to frame him!” the mascara woman said.


“Truly?” Remo asked.


“He could never do that to a child,” the mascara woman wailed.


“But what about the pictures? And the videos?”


“There were no pictures and no video,” the Latino woman declared.


Remo grinned playfully. “You kidders. They’re showing the video on the news right now.” He pointed out the display of televisions behind the barred window of a nearby electronics shop.


“Oh, God, it’s true,” wailed someone.


“No, they’re more lies! He couldn’t have done it.”


The supporters crowded down the street to the electronics shop and Remo slipped through them, stepped over the mound of flowers and teddy bears, and rummaged around for the sidewalk star of Miguel Jackon.


Seconds later, a great wrong had been righted.


They ran the video a hundred times that morning—a trash bin being lifted off the surface of an alley to reveal the Hollywood Walk of Fame Star of Miguel Jackon. Somehow it had been moved into a third-rate spot, where a big garbage bin was shared by a fetish shop and a Chinese food restaurant.


The camera slow-moed a cardboard container of discarded Chinese food plopping out of the trash bin and splattering right on the Jackon star. Sun-ripened pork lo mein covered Jackon’s engraved name, and splattered far enough to deface the stars of the adjoining Gabors.


The sunny hostess chimed in, “Shortly after this exclusive footage was taken by Good Day U.S.A., Miguel Jackon supporters discovered the star switch and caused a near riot.”


The next clip showed an Asian in a filthy apron smiling toothlessly at the jeering crowd from behind a wall of police protection. “Law enforcement has refused to allow the removal of the disposal bin behind Happy Noodle No. 3,” the voice-over said.


“Local ordinance says the garbage goes right where it is,” a Hollywood police officer said in a sound bite. “Mr. Lung has the right to keep his garbage right there. We intend to protect that right at all costs.”


The next clip showed rumpled-suit man proclaiming indignantly, “The Hollywood police are unfairly prejudiced against child molesters!”


“Meanwhile, you’ll never believe whose star got moved into Miguel Jackon’s old spot!” the blond announcer said, beaming. “His little buddy couldn’t be more pleased!”




Chapter 3


“What’s wrong?” the skipper demanded. “Why aren’t we moving?”


The first mate rolled his eyes. “We’re going fifteen knots, Captain.”


“The engines are going fifteen knots, Trine,” Captain Moran said. “That doesn’t mean the ship’s going fifteen knots.”


Yeah, right, the mate thought, checking the instrument cluster. It showed them moving across the Pacific Ocean at 14.95 knots. The captain was an old-timer who didn’t trust electronics. He put his faith in the stars and the look of the ocean and crap like that.


“See?” the mate said.


The captain ignored the display and moved to the GPS position tracker. “Holy criminy. We haven’t moved an inch in the last quarter of an hour.”


The mate was about to protest, but the display showed him the captain was correct. They were staying in place.


“Didn’t you feel the turbulence, Trine?” the captain demanded. “It woke me up.”


“What turbulence?”


“The damn ship’s working way too hard to maintain its course. We’re going against some sort of a powerful current.”


“Let me look,” the mate said, and tapped out commands on the instrument screen.


“You don’t need to look. There’s not supposed to be any fifteen-knot current, not here,” the captain declared.


“There must be,” the mate insisted, but his global positioning system confirmed that there was no charted current.


The positioning sensor altered slightly, and the captain swore under his breath. “Now we’re moving backward.”


“That’s impossible.”


“Believe it, Trine. Dammit, something is up. Call Honolulu. I want to know what’s going on.”


Skipper Moran rang the alert, waking the entire crew. Trine thought that the old man was off his rocker. Something was wrong, yes, but it had to be an instrument problem, not a mysterious new ocean current.


He rang his Navy liaison at the Pearl Harbor naval base. The satellite phone crackled with interference as the mate asked for any reports of a localized southwesterly current in the vicinity, running at fifteen knots.


“Of course not. You guys smoking something funny out there?” the Navy operator asked with a chuckle.


“Not me, but I’m not speaking for the captain,” the mate said defensively. “Wahine out.”


The captain was changing course. “What did they say?” he demanded.


“They said there’s no such current.”


“Heavy weather?”


“Nothing,” the mate said. “Captain, where are we going?”


“Anywhere away from here!” The captain had taken manual control of the Wahine, and he was adjusting the steering wheel-like helm minutely. “Feel that, Trine? She’s still struggling. I’m trying to find the flow of the current.”


“What?” Trine asked. He didn’t feel anything.


“Did you ever steer a ship, Trine?” the captain asked, giving the wheel a slight adjustment, then stared into space. “There. That’s got it.”


First Mate Trine had no clue what the captain was talking about. He felt nothing.


“If we’re going directly into the flow, we’ll have the least amount of cross current to slow us down,” the captain explained impatiently. “Now give me full speed. We have to fight our way out of this!”


Trine obeyed orders, bringing the shipping vessel Wahine up to full speed. The diesel engines rumbled below decks. Now, that Trine could feel.


Moran was tense. Was the captain actually afraid? Moran was past his prime, and he had certainly been left behind by the technological advancements of the modern merchant marine, but he still had a lifetime of experience aboard shipping vessels. Trine couldn’t understand what the old man could possibly be afraid of.


The monitor on the position display changed.


“Well, now we’re moving,” Trine said.


The captain turned on him with haunted eyes. “Not very damn fast, we’re not. The current’s getting faster.”


“How do you know?”


“Feel it, boy,” Moran said. “The Wahine’s fighting hard.”


Soon enough the mate could feel it, and everybody on board felt it. The Wahine struggled against a current that moved faster by the minute. The GPS showed that she had been pulled in reverse another thousand meters.


“We’re losing it,” the captain exclaimed.


“The GPS must be wrong,” Mate Trine insisted.


“It’s not wrong.” Moran called the engine room. “What can you do to give us more speed?”


“Not much. We’re red-lining as it is,” the chief engineer said.


The captain was distracted by the display, showing they had lost another thousand meters in just a minute. “Mr. Viscott, I don’t care what it does to the engines. You keep us moving. Override the safeties and give me speed.”


“Captain—”


“I take full responsibility.” Moran slammed down the phone.


First Mate Trine saw his opportunity for career advancement and he went for it. “Captain Moran, I cannot let you destroy the engines.”


“Shut up and get me Honolulu, Trine.”


Trine grabbed the on-board phone instead. “Chief Engineer, this is First Mate Trine. I am relieving Captain Moran of his command of the Wahine. Disregard his previous orders. You will not disable the safety mechanisms on the engine.”


“You idiot.” Moran snatched the phone away from Trine. “Engineer, this is Moran. Obey my orders.” Trine marched into the rear of the bridge and found his side arm in its locker. He was back in seconds, just as the captain slammed down the phone again.


“Captain, I am placing you under arrest for deliberately attempting to destroy the engines of this ship.”


“You’re crazy, Trine. I said I would take responsibility, didn’t I?”


“Those engines will cost three-quarters of a million dollars to overhaul. I’m saving the company a lot of money.”


The captain sneered. “Bucking for your own ship, Trine?”


The first mate smirked. “Maybe.”


“You’re a moron.” The captain’s meaty paws wrenched the gun out of Trine’s hands. “Next time, it’ll work better if you turn off the safety.” The captain flipped the safety off and leveled it at Trine’s forehead. “You, I don’t have time for. Put the cuffs on yourself and I won’t have to shoot you.”


Trine miserably obeyed orders. Well, he gave it a good try. Would it be enough to earn him a ship of his own?


Now the captain was calling Honolulu again. He was calling in a may day and asking for air evacuation.


“No cutters—aren’t you listening?” the captain demanded. “We’re caught in some sort of strong current. We’re fighting it with everything we’ve got and we’re still losing knots under the keel. You send a Coast Guard ship out here and they’ll get sucked in just like us. We need an airlift ASAP.”


The Coast Guard operator called in his commanding officer.


“Are you sure it isn’t your instruments, Captain Moran?”


Coast Guard Captain Brotz jerked the telephone receiver away from his ear at Moran’s thundering response, then handed it back to the operator and went over to the traffic control board.


“They are moving south-southeast at about six knots and accelerating,” said the traffic controller.


“Could he have the ship in reverse and not even know it?” the Coast Guard CO asked.


The traffic controller shrugged. “Not unless he’s got a screw loose. I’d say he’s trying to pull one over on us.”


“Why would he want to do that?” the CO asked.


“It’s just a little more likely than not knowing he was in reverse. I didn’t say it made sense.”


None of it made sense. The information on Captain Moran’s license showed he had thirty years’ experience on the sea, in the U.S. Navy and then the merchant marine, without a blemish.


‘I’m not taking a chance that Moran has a screw lose,” Brotz decided aloud. He barked out orders for rescue choppers to get into the air. “Alert Captain Moran.”


‘I think I’ve lost him, sir. He doesn’t respond. The Wahine’s blinked out.”


Blinked out was their inexcusably blasé piece of jargon to say a ship had disappeared from all monitors suddenly and inexplicably. It implied the ship had gone below the waves. The room buzzed with sudden activity as the Coast Guard personnel launched into rescue-mission activities.


“We’re on our way,” radioed the captain of the long-range Coast Guard cutter Reliant.


“Thank God,” said the operator. “Reliant is in the vicinity.”


“Where?” Captain Brotz demanded.


“About ten miles south-southeast. Hold on, sir, and I’ll give you better coordinates.”


Brotz snatched the receiver that enabled him to join the operator’s radio link. “Reliant commander?”


“This is Captain Burness.”


“Gil, get out of there. Turn on a north-northwest heading and come on home as fast as you can.”


“Norton, you crazy? We’re on a rescue mission.”


“We have rescue choppers en route. Let them handle it.”


“Choppers out of Oahu? It will take them an hour just to reach the Wahine’s last position. It’s a stroke of luck we’re in the vicinity.”


“Moran claimed there was an aberrant current overpowering his engines, Gil. I don’t want you caught up in it, too.”


“It’s open water. No surge is going to surface enough to affect the Reliant,” Captain Burness replied. “We could have a tsunami under our keel and hardly feel it.”


“Not a surge—a current.”


“There’s no such thing, short of typhoon or an undersea volcano. Sun’s shining, so I don’t think it’s the weather. Are there new volcanoes birthing around these parts?”


Captain Brotz hadn’t even thought of that. He knew a volcanic eruption on the ocean floor could create tidal waves, but in the open sea could it create an ocean current capable of pulling in a powerful new freighter like the Wahine? Come to think of it, what else besides seismic activity could create such a phenomenon?


“Hold on, Reliant,” Brotz barked, then shouted at his meteorology data operator. “I want a report from the Navy seismology lab.”


“On the line now, sir.”


“What?” Brotz tromped to the desk and snatched another receiver. “Seismic? This is Brotz. You guys have activity anywhere in the vicinity?”


“Sir, we have activity everywhere in the vicinity.”


“Well, what the hell is it? A volcano?”


“Maybe thirty volcanoes could create this kind of a seismic signature. We’ve never seen anything like it.”


“You don’t know. That’s what you’re telling me?”


“Correct. But we’re working on it.”


“Goddamn Navy!” Brotz slammed down one receiver and barked into the second one, “Reliant, you were on the money. Something geologic is happening and it’s so big the seismic lab can’t even ID it. Now get the hell out of there.”


Brotz glanced at the traffic screen and the stricken face of the operator.


“Reliant? Talk to me.”


Reliant was gone.


“Who’s that?” Brotz demanded, jabbing at a new icon on the traffic screen.


“USS Harding. Navy spy ship on exercises. They intercepted the mayday from the Wahine.”


Brotz felt as if he were witnessing a chain reaction on a California expressway, standing there helplessly as one car after another slammed into the growing pile of wreckage. Were the Wahine and the Reliant really gone? Even on the unpredictable Pacific Ocean, catastrophe simply did not strike that fast. Ships took minutes or hours to sink …


He called for a connection to the Navy cruiser.


“Captain, your own Navy people report a major seismological disturbance throughout your vicinity. Two ships might be lost already. Don’t risk the Harding.”


“You Coast Guard boys have sure lost your balls,” replied the captain of the Harding. “Don’t tell me you want to abandon the survivors? Those are your own people in there.”


“Air rescue is on the way.”


“Not fast enough. We’re going in. Besides, this isn’t a merchant ship and it’s not a Coast Guard dinghy. It’s a Navy cruiser. We can handle a little strong water.”


Captain Brotz felt ill, and the command center was eerily silent as he and his crew monitored the Navy radio chatter. Harding reported a strong current.


“Twenty-eight knots!” Brotz said under his breath.


Harding vanished. The icon on the traffic screen simply went away. No more radio communication came in from the ship, and the Navy radio chatter became frantic.


As the two Coast Guard rescue helicopters closed in on the last known location of the Navy cruiser, Navy command radioed Brotz and belligerently demanded surrender of command of the rescue choppers. Brotz declined. “You’re welcome to listen in if you like.”


Somewhere, Navy top brass was sputtering. Brotz didn’t care.


“Sea is empty,” reported the leader of the rescue team aboard the choppers.


“No wreckage? No oil?”


“Nothing. But the water is moving like you wouldn’t believe. It’s like a river down there.”


“Pilot, what’s your status?”


“Unaffected. We’re fine up here, Base,” the pilot reported. “Dropping a tracking buoy. Jesus!”


“What happened?” Brotz demanded.


“The tracking buoy, sir. It hit the water and started moving like a bat from hell. I’m pacing it at an airspeed of sixty-three knots.”


“Coast Guard commander, this is Navy Command at Pearl Harbor. Your pilots are obviously incompetent. I want them under my command right now or it’s your ass.”


Brotz leaned into the monitor and examined the icon for the activated buoy, then he snatched the radio to the Navy. “Check it for yourself, Admiral, it should be on your screen. My pilot pinned it at sixty-three knots and climbing. Since the only bad decisions made here today were made by Navy command, I think I’ll hold on to this one.”


“Commander, there’s a Navy vessel missing—”


“And a Coast Guard vessel and a merchant ship.”


“But the Harding is a Navy ship,” the admiral insisted. “Its priority outweighs a merchant ship or even a Coast Guard cutter.”


Commander Brotz hung up on the admiral of the Navy.


“I’ve spotted the Harding!” radioed the helicopter copilot. “She’s moving like you wouldn’t believe, but she’s afloat.”


“We’re getting interference,” Brotz said. “Is there any visible cause?”


“Nothing, Base. The Harding is being pulled stem first. She’s flopping all over the place. That nut thinks he can get free—he’s rocking his thrust on the props.”


Brotz barely made out the words behind the worsening static. On the monitor, the pair of icons for the helicopters flickered, as if the aircraft were dematerializing. “Pilots, pull out now.”


“Negative, Base. There’s no danger up here. We see something ahead.”


“That’s an order—turn around.”


There was no response from the helicopters, ever, and their traffic blips blinked out.


On the other side of the world, a man was gasping for air.


“Mark, wake up.” The young woman shook him gently. The man’s eyes went wide and he crawled away from her, against the metal bars of the head board.


Sarah Slate never forgot the look. For a moment, Mark Howard didn’t know who she was—or even what she was.


Then he saw her, remembered her and remembered himself. “Oh.”


“What was it?”


He concentrated. “I don’t even know.” He looked at his hands. “I was something else. It was dark. The world was moving me and there was a light. It was going to—consume me.”


“Eat you?”


“There were others, all of us being—channeled into the light. We were food.”


“Food for what?”


The door rattled on its hinges with such noise and racket that Sarah turned, expecting an army to come pouring through it. It was a heavy old hospital door, and it remained closed.


“Open at once!” a voice squeaked from the outside.


Sarah rushed to the door and yanked it open, and was pushed aside by a figure no larger than a child. He was, however, unbelievably, old, Asian and dressed in a brightly colored robe. Close behind him came a slapping of wild wings, and a purple bird as big as an eagle flew into the room.


“Say not the name,” warned the old man, addressing Mark Howard as the bird settled on the blankets.


“What name?” he asked.


“That of the thing of which you dreamed.”


“Were you eavesdropping?” Sarah demanded.


“Forgive me, young Slate. It was something that I believed must be done. I was on guard for just such a happenstance. I did not pierce the veil of your words until I heard the tumult of the Young Prince’s awakening.”


“What happenstance?” Mark asked.


“The tumult,” the old man said. “The dreams come.”


Sarah was peeved. “You just happened to wake up at two in the morning and just happened to hear us?”


“You did not awaken me. It was the others.”


“What others?” Sarah demanded.


The old man shot out a finger so fast she couldn’t see it move, and the finger pressed against her lips to shush her. He held it there as silence fell.


But there was no silence, after all. There were shouts, cries and screams.


“Oh, God,” Sarah said. “It sounds like half the hospital. What’s happening?”


“Half of half, but that is a sufficient number of people in terror. The dream thing affects them, those with a particular bent and balance in their mind’s landscape. It is the thing of which you dreamed, Prince Mark.”


The man was listening to the cries from far away.


“Heed, Mark Howard,” the old man said. “It may discover you and exert its will. Say not the name.”


“I don’t know its name.”


“It may choose to tell you. Turn your thoughts away from it. Give it the least of your attentions.”


“What is it?” Sarah asked. “Why would it afflict Mark?”


The parrot chuckled harshly. “An adept mind in dangerous company,” it croaked, then looked surprised at itself.


“Quiet, bird,” the old man scolded.


“Who is dangerous?” Sarah Slate asked, and she didn’t offer the leeway for no answer.


“Remo.”


“Remo’s in Europe,” Sarah pointed out.


“And me,” the old man added. “I attract its attentions.”


“And wrath,” the bird added.




Chapter 4


“I’m acting under the direct orders of my supervisor,” Remo told the emperor of Sicily. “And I never disobey an order.”


“It is a million dollars. Surely you can disobey one small order in exchange for a million dollars.”


“Listen, Burpescusmi, I just shrugged off a career in the Extreme Naked Athletics for a million bucks.”


“What?”


“On the other hand, I could have been the best Crocodile Outback Marathon runner that there ever was. Another easy million. Or ice-wall climbing. I could have done that blindfolded. Another million.”


“I do not know what you are talking about,” said the emperor of Sicily. “Please talk slower because of my English.”


“Did I mention my TV career? Way more than a million bucks, bucko, and I would have got to bag more sleazy celebrity teenyboppers than you could shake your stick at. But I gave it all up.”


“Why?”


“My father. He would have been irked. Now, you want to know who’s really irked? Me. Why? Miguel Jackon.”


“Ten million dollars,” the emperor said. Even crazy men had their price, right?


“Not bad. If you had it. Which you don’t. Did you hear about Miguel Jackon? The whole business with the star in Hollywood. That was me. I moved it. But it’s not what I wanted to do. You know what I wanted to do?” The American began snapping imaginary bones in his hands. They weren’t especially powerful-looking hands, but the wrists were thick as the drive shaft on a piece of construction equipment.


“I can get you ten million U.S. dollars by daybreak.”


“If I cared, which I don’t. I’m already rich, see?”


“No government agents are rich. Except in my government.”


The American’s smile was made all the more chilling by the malevolent brown eyes. “What you call a government I call organized crime.”


“Yes, we are organized, yes, and now official, too. We have the legitimacy of statehood.”


“You think because some slimeball mafioso declares himself king he really is king?”
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