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CHAPTER 1


Jack Hall stared into his microscope, trying not to let his freezing cold hands shake the equipment. Outside, the Antarctic wind shook the tiny mobile lab. He’d come far for these precious ice cores. The story they had to tell was urgent, maybe very urgent. And now at last he was looking back along the years, back past season after season, layer after layer of ice.


Back his eyes swept through time, past the middle ages and the Roman Empire, to the time before Egypt, when the ice got clean and pure and then – not.


There it was, the layer he was looking for, the year hell had ridden the winds of the world. The ice was thick, the layer was complex, full of particles, irregular. To his expert eye, it told the story of a monster that had marched through planet Earth back then, a storm beyond the wildest limit of the imagination.


He’d read the fossil record, of course. He even knew the time of year the storm had taken place. It had happened in June. North polar temperatures were spiking to eighty degrees Fahrenheit. The fossil record revealed that a herd of mammoths had been feeding placidly on daisies not far from a blooming apple tree when, literally as they chewed their food, they had been frozen solid and the world around them transformed into a roaring arctic hell.


There was no ice in the Arctic deep enough or pure enough to confirm the fossil record. But this – this was the gold he needed. He looked up from his work and gazed out the frosted window of the lab. As far as he could see, the amazing, twisted, sweeping ice of the Antarctic shelf stretched, ice that had been attached to the continent for thousands of years. Overhead, the deep blue Antarctic sky spoke eloquently of profound, absolute cold. He laughed a little to himself. The truth was that it wasn’t as cold as it should be. Not nearly.


He saw his assistant Frank Wilson come down off the drill rig carrying an aluminium case he knew contained more ice cores. That was good. They needed those critical cores from the same depth, because Jack’s case had to be airtight. Everybody from the White House on down was going to try to demolish it. They didn’t want to hear what he had to say, he knew that. He was not a politician. His job was to reveal what had happened in the past. It was up to them to act.


He stood up, watching the rig more closely. The drill was still running. But Frank—


‘Hey, Frank, what’s going on?’


Frank began opening the cores, preparing them for a clean transfer to the Cat’s storage locker. ‘Jason’s running it.’


Jason was a good kid, but he was also a grad student with next to no field experience. ‘Is that—’


At that moment, there was a sort of shudder. It wasn’t much, but it shouldn’t have been there at all. What the hell was happening?


Then there came a screaming sound from the drill. Jack could see that it was turning free. A distant shout echoed. ‘Oh, shit,’ Frank said as he burst out of the Cat, down the ladder and began to sprint across the ice.


What sounded like a ragged, endless volley of rifle shots shattered the profound Antarctic silence. Jack leaped up onto the drill rig.


‘I didn’t do anything,’ Jason screamed above the screeching of the drill and the explosive cracking sounds.


Behind them, Frank shut the drill down. As the bit whirred to silence, there was a crash just below the rig and what felt like an earthquake. Jack forced himself not to shout the furious curse that came to his lips. The damn ice had given way. This supposedly solid chunk of ice shelf had just – there was a damn hole under the rig the size of a car. He peered down into the blue ice.


Again the drill shifted, and Jason, in his terror, grabbed it. It swung towards the hole, grad student attached.


‘Let go of the drill!’


The kid’s face peered back, eyes huge, skin as pale as the death that was clawing at him.


Jack leaped forward, balancing on the edge of the rig itself, and gripped the kid’s parka. As the drill fell away, he manhandled the scrabbling, terrified student up onto the stable part of the rig. But it didn’t stay stable for long. An instant later, the three of them had to jump a four-foot gap just to get off the rig. It yawned below them, easily a couple of hundred feet deep, sudden death waiting inches from the least slip.


Now the rifle shots changed to deeper roars, crunching, and echoing booms. The whole damn shelf was disintegrating right under their feet. Jack watched as the rig started moving away from them, carrying Jack’s ice cores with it. He lunged towards the edge.


Frank grabbed his shoulder. ‘Forget ’em, Jack. It’s too late.’


What was happening right here and now – a whole ice shelf unexpectedly disintegrating around a group of skilled scientists – told him that they were essential. He did what he had to do. He leaped across the widening crevasse to reach them.


‘Jack, don’t!’


Jack landed on the far side of the crevasse, stumbled, slipped, then regained his footing. He gathered cores as best he could. Some of them crumbled, but there was nothing he could do about that, not without proper carriers.


When he turned to jump back, he was shocked to see that the gap was widening fast. It was at least ten feet. And then he saw it, hundreds of feet below – the dark, shadowy presence of the sea. He stared, almost hypnotised by the impossible, unbelievable sight. Nobody had tested the temperature of that water, but it must have been high, way too high, for years.


The ocean currents were already going haywire. What he was trying to warn the world about must already be well under way. He flung his cores to Frank. Even if it meant his life, those cores had to get back to the lab. If he couldn’t publish the crucial paper, Frank could and would.


Jack saw that he had exactly one chance to escape. He unsheathed his narrow, sharply pointed ice axe. He was a powerful man, he made damned sure of that, living and working as he did in some of the world’s most dangerous places. He leaped, reaching with all his might, and felt the axe drive into the face of the cliff at Frank and Jason’s feet. He dangled there, feeling the axe begin to slip.


Then Frank had him, and he was coming up over the edge.


‘You’re out of your mind.’


‘I knew you’d catch me.’


Frank shook his head, then both men smiled.


‘What the hell is happening?’ Jason was not amused.


Frank dropped a fatherly hand down on his shoulder. ‘The whole goddamn shelf is breaking off, that’s what’s happening.’


‘We’ve got to get out of here!’


‘That would be true.’


The International Space Station smells like a whole lot of things, but not roses or clean sheets or new mown grass. You get used to it, though. Slowly. Yuri Andropov would remind himself, when the toilet overheated or the air cleaner went down, that Mir was a whole lot worse. But he wasn’t thinking about creature comforts now. He was a professional observer, and he was observing something that was quite interesting. Looking down at the gigantic storm below, he worked the station’s cameras.


‘You want to see storm,’ he said into his mike, ‘this is storm.’


From the nearby space shuttle, which had just completed a docking manoeuvre with the space station, Commander Robert Parker said, ‘Most incredible sight, Yuri.’


Far below them, a WP-3D Hurricane Hunter from NOAA’s Pacific Squadron moved towards the storm, looking no bigger than a gnat against its towering clouds. Superficially, the plane looked like a C-130 cargo craft, but the fat instrument cowling on its belly and its huge, churning props told a different story. Those instruments fed no fewer than 250 separate weather readings a second to the plane’s array of onboard computers, and what they were saying right now was getting some extremely serious attention from the meteorologists hunched over their stations inside the plane.


‘Is this normal?’ a nervous rookie scientist asked as the plane seemed to leap and flounder across the sky.


‘Once we dive in there’s less bounce, more shake. Don’t have any loose fillings, do you?’


Up front, Commander Michael Daniels stared steadily ahead. He was recording some very powerful gusts across the plane’s wings, and he was thirty miles from the storm’s perimeter. He’d been doing this for fifteen years, and this was not a usual pattern, not at all.


‘Get Goddard on the horn,’ he said to his first officer, his voice maintaining a calm he did not feel.


At NASA’s Satellite Command Centre at the Goddard Space Centre, Janet Tokada was also reading data output from the plane. But she had even more information. Thanks to NASA’s ultra high-tech scatterometer instrument aboard Japan’s Advanced Earth Observing satellite, she could measure wind speeds inside the storm, in areas the plane had not yet reached.


Commander Daniels’ voice crackled in her ears. ‘Control, this is Recon One, do you read me?’


‘This is NASA Goddard, go ahead.’


‘We may lose you in a few moments. Do you have updated stats for us?’


Janet glanced at her Science Officer. ‘Here’s the TRMM data,’ he said, holding out a sheet. The estimated internal wind speeds leaped off the page at her.


‘Recon One,’ she said quickly, ‘we advise that you turn around immediately.’


She listened … to static.


‘Recon One, do you read me?’


‘What’s the matter, Janet?’ her Science Officer asked.


‘This thing is off the charts. It could rip the wings right off that plane.’


Daniels continued to fly into the storm, and to listen to the static. The radio automatically searched frequencies, but they were over a thousand miles out in the south central Pacific, over one of the most isolated areas on the planet, the vast stretch of empty water that spreads south of the Hawaiian islands. ‘We’ve lost them,’ he said. ‘Tell the guys to release the dropsondes.’


Measuring instruments dropped out of their containers as the plane entered the storm. This was the rookie’s moment. It was his job to read and record their transmissions. He sat rigidly at his station, fighting the wild gyrations of the aircraft as he tried to call out his readings.


‘Transmission is up and good. I am seeing wind speed at – at – one ninety. That is one ninety! Hold on. That is one ninety-five.’


Up front, Commander Daniels heard the unbelievable, fantastic numbers but could not react, he was too busy keeping the airplane running. He gripped his controls, struggled to read his vibrating instruments. Beside him, his skilled co-pilot adjusted the bite of the props. They reduced airspeed, increasing the shake, rattle and roll but diminishing the threat to the airframe.


‘Two hundred,’ came the young voice from behind, ‘two ten, two twenty, two thirty!’


This was a typhoon with wind speeds equivalent to that of a tornado. It was fantastic, unbelievable. But it was also no place to turn an airplane, not one that was so close to its design limits, and probably past them when it came to crucial areas like wing roots. Commander Daniels flew on, largely because there was nothing else he dared to do.


The wings fluttered so wildly that the sound of creaking metal rose over the surging roar of the props. Commander Daniels thought helplessly of his people. If the aircraft disintegrated, they were all dead. Chutes would be useless in this maelstrom.


‘How far to the eyewall?’ he asked his co-pilot, his calm, decisive voice betraying nothing of his inner feelings.


‘Eight niner clicks.’


Less than a minute. That would be a maybe.


In back, they burst through the wall of the eye into a silence so deep that the rookie laughed with relief. ‘Wow, that was some ride!’


The others were silent. They all knew the same thing: this airplane had to make it out the other side or they were going to have a real bad day. ‘Let’s hope this monster never makes land,’ one of them said quietly.


It was pitch dark at noon on the Big Island, and Aaron was damned concerned. No, he was scared. Shitless. And he was doing something he normally would have considered a total waste of time. He was watching the news. This typhoon was, like, some kind of a sea monster. Hundred and ninety mile-an-hour winds? What was that about?


He could hardly hear what the weather maven was saying, though, because ole Zack had surf-punk music blasting out of his monster Jensens loud enough to actually drown out the damn storm.


‘It’s gettin’ gnarly out there, Zack. Maybe we oughta split.’


Zack belched. They had done about umpteen quarts of beer last night.


‘I’m serious, man. Everybody else is gone already.’


Zack looked over at him. Zack’s eyes were red. ‘Don’t be such a wuss. How bad can it be if the damn TV still works?’


Bang. Then darkness. Silence. Then, as Aaron’s ears adjusted to the absence of the Dirt Surfers, he heard the roar of the wind, and Oh My God.


And then something else, which was – damn ripping? Plus, crashing noises, glass breaking.


‘What the hell is that?’ Zack said.


‘It’s the house getting torn apart, man.’


This whole part of the island had been evacuated yesterday. But Zack had not believed, not in anything except what promised to be the most humongous surf in the whole history of the world. And Aaron had stayed with him, because he was that kind of guy, and plus Zack had said, ‘do you believe’ and that had always done it for this surfer. Now he was feeling damn sick about it, oh, yes.


He peered out into the darkness and flying rain. No way was he going anywhere near the beach in this. Yeah, there would be surf all right, surf enough to grind you to pulp. Then he saw a door tumbling through the air like some giant had tossed it. The next house over was right up at the end of the road. It would be taking the storm head-on. Then he saw a piece of a window, then a whole damn couch.


‘Jesus Christ, Zack, that’s our neighbour’s house going past, is what that is!’ They had to get the hell out of here, and right now. He went to the door, threw it open – and had it just grabbed right out of his hands by a wind that was like a living thing … that knew they were there.


‘Come on, man!’


This time Zack did not argue. Not even he was that insane.


They struggled down the stairs, heading for the carport. As they reached the ground, Aaron felt water come up into his shoes, then up to his calves. The whole place was flooded. He jumped into his ancient jeep and dragged the key out of his pocket. So scared he could barely function, he jammed it into the ignition.


Click.


Okay, do not piss in your pants, that would not be good, boy-o. Zack would not forget that, nossir! He turned the key again. But then he realised that Zack wasn’t in the car. There was a noise, he turned around, and saw that Zack was tying his damn board to the roof-rack.


‘What the hell are you doing? Forget the board, Zack!’


At that moment, there was a series of noises like firecrackers going off – big firecrackers. The slats that closed the side of the carport tore away in rapid succession. Now the storm came roaring in, a creature with an evil voice, and it was calling their names.


As Zack jumped into the car, the house above them groaned and actually damn well lifted, and blew right off into the darkness and the spray. Frantically, Aaron turned the key, and the starter ground and ground, and finally – finally – the engine fired. He pulled out into where the road used to be and started out towards the highway. Something black came bounding towards them, looking like a cardboard box being blown by the wind, except that it was no box, it was a huge steel dumpster coming down on them like death itself. It hit fifty feet in front of them, then rose up into the air, its lid clanging open and closed, open and closed. All they could do was watch as it came closer and closer. They heard it smash into the surfboard and rip it away.


Aaron hit the gas, the tyres spun, screamed, then caught, and they shot off up a road that had become a wind-whipped river, praying to God that they’d reach the highway before the ocean did.


It was a sunny day in Arlington, sunny and kind of hot, actually, as Sam Hall went up in the elevator to his dad’s apartment. He had Laura and Brian with him because it was pretty cool to basically have this, like, entire apartment to yourself, which he did.


‘Where’s your dad?’


‘Who knows? Halfway around the world somewhere, as usual. Last email I got was from McMurdo Sound.’


‘Does he know you come here when he’s out of town?’


They thought he was completely uncool. He knew that. Like, a professional wuss like him would never be allowed to come into his own dad’s apartment unless he was under total supervision. Okay.


‘Actually, yeah. I’m taking care of his plants for him.’


And also actually, the African Violets were not doing so hot.


‘I see,’ Laura said touching one of them, ‘you’ve got quite the green thumb.’


Uncool again, totally uncool. Sam got a damn glass of water from the kitchen and soaked them. Their dead bodies, that is.


‘Uh, I think you’re overwatering them,’ Brian said.


‘You think?’


They were floating, actually, dead sticks in muddy goop. It was not pretty. ‘Uh, Sam, my boy, where are we supposed to sit?’


The living room was a trifle messy. Sam swept a pile of National Geographics off the sofa and cleared some space. If you wanted National Geographic, this was the place to come. His dad had every National Geographic that had ever been printed, and possibly a few more. They were interesting, though. Sam had been looking for pictures of the Antarctic. He wanted to see where his dad was. Truth be told, his dad was incredibly cool. Not many fathers, like, dared the edge. Brian’s dad worked somewhere deep in the Agriculture Department. He looked like a big fat loaf of bread in a suit. And the only time Laura’s old man sobered up was to go to the liquor store.


‘I think we should start with English Lit,’ Laura said, ‘and then tackle art. We need to – Sam?’


Sam had turned on The Simpsons, in part to actually watch the show, in part to display the incredibly cool gasplasma TV that was hanging on the wall like some painting or something. It was like Dad to sort of automatically buy the coolest thing in the world and then forget he even had it. Dad was very neat that way. There was something about knowing what the best stuff was and having it and also being very uncaring about it that just made him – well, fact was, Sam was a teenager who really liked his father. So call him crazy.


‘Sam, you can’t study and watch TV at the same time!’


‘I’m multitasking, Laura, my dear. It’s great mental exercise.’


Brian muttered, ‘My dear …’


Laura said, ‘New York is in four days!’


‘You make it sound like the real, actual Olympics. It’s the Scholastic Decathlon.’


‘Decathlon sounds like the Olympics.’


‘It’s a ridiculous name, Brian.’


‘My mom always calls it the Quiz Bowl,’ Brian said. ‘I hate that.’


‘What they ought to call it is glorified Trivial Pursuit,’ Sam muttered. It was a good episode. He wanted to watch this. Homer was going to save Marge from a destruction derby by drinking beer. Sort of.


‘If it’s so meaningless, why’d you join the team, Sam?’


‘What can I say? Because it was there. Life is essentially meaningless.’


‘Existential philosophers for five hundred,’ Brian yelled. ‘Who is Jean-Paul Sartre?’


‘Don’t encourage him.’ Laura picked up the remote and muted the TV.


‘Stop that.’


‘No. You want to watch TV or you want to get ready?’


He snatched the remote back and she fought him for it, which was kind of nice while it lasted. But it didn’t last long.


‘Do not turn on that sound.’


Instead, he turned off the TV entirely. ‘It’s off. See?’


‘Okay.’


Now she would find out the grim truth. ‘So quiz me.’


He’d almost said ‘kiss.’ What would that have done? Nothing good, probably.




CHAPTER 2


It was a strange day in New Delhi, even a bizarre one, and it worried Jack Hall, who had begun, as he raced around the world from conference to colloquium to conference, to make note of weather anomalies that he was finding on his stops. What he was finding was worrying him. It was worrying him a lot. And this snow – sure, it was November, but this was New Delhi, for God’s sake.


The fact that there were snow flurries in a city that averaged 77 degrees Fahrenheit in November wasn’t going to show up on Fox or CNN – unless it was to laugh a little at the irony of anti-US protesters at the UN Conference on Global Warming freezing in a subtropical climate. In a city where January brought the occasional day in the fifties, the irony of snow flurries during a global warming conference probably wouldn’t be lost on the media.


As Jack sipped a Royal Challenge Lager, a very smooth Indian beer, in the lobby bar of the hotel where he was shortly going to get himself into some serious political hot water, he watched the protesters on the other side of the large plate glass windows and wondered if, in this wild city, somebody might decide to make their point by, say, driving a truck through. Hopefully not loaded with plastique. In the background, a CNN International reporter droned on about how global warming was largely caused by human generated emissions, and the US was the biggest offender.


A glance at his watch told him to put down the rest of the beer, which he did. He walked to the back of the lobby and strolled into a room full of conferees who, quite frankly, looked scared. He tried to decide if it was the violence of the protest or the strangeness of the weather. Probably both. He took his seat. There were greetings, muttered, no introductions. The meeting had been going on all day. Jack had taken a break, extended it a bit in hopes of getting rid of his usual conference headache, or at least tamping it down.


He had not. The Saudi delegate looked balefully at him. Probably jealous about the beer. Not to be blamed. Now there was a stir. A real stir. The reporter who had been visible on the bar TV was in the balcony overlooking this conference area. He said, ‘Delegates from all around the world have gathered to hear evidence from leading experts in climate research …’ And then huge TV lights transformed the conference room into a stage and the Vice-President of the United States took his place behind the placard marked United States of America.


Jack took the reporter’s introduction as a cue. Why not? It was as good as any. ‘What we’ve found locked in these ice cores is evidence of a cataclysmic climate shift that occurred ten thousand years ago.’


He got up as he talked, and walked towards the formal dais. This needed to be a soundbite. He tried not to think that half a billion people might see him in their evening or morning or noon news, from Sydney to London to Washington by way of Singapore and Rio.


He looked out over the assembly. ‘The concentration of natural greenhouse gases in the ice cores indicates that runaway warming pushed the planet into an ice age for two centuries.’


Now the Saudi delegate leaned into his microphone. Jack put on his earphones for the translation. ‘I am confused. I thought you were talking about global warming, not an ice age.’


‘It’s a paradox, but global warming could trigger a cooling trend.’ Jack then explained what had become his pet theory and the main advocacy of his scientific career – that global warming could flood the northern oceans with fresh water, which would disrupt ocean currents and cause the parts of the planet nearest the poles to become very suddenly much colder, which included places like Australia, Canada, Europe and the northern half of the US. In other words, all the richest, most developed countries in the world.


He thought again of those mammoths, dying of the cold so fast that the food they were eating had remained frozen in their mouths ever since. He looked out across the room. None of these people could imagine the violence of such a calamity. None of them.


The Brazilian delegate asked the ace question: when might this happen?


‘Maybe in a hundred years, maybe in a thousand. Maybe next week, for all we know.’


All of a sudden, Raymond Becker’s throat worked. Jack sensed the old political water starting to boil. ‘Who’s going to pay the price of the Kyoto Agreement?’ he said in his choked, nervous voice. ‘It’d cost the world’s biggest economies hundreds of billions of dollars.’


‘With all due respect, Mr Vice-President,’ Jack said. He paused, waiting for the cameras to complete their sweeps back to the podium. He thought: every time you start out with that ‘due respect’ stuff, fella, you get your ass in a sling. ‘With all due respect, sir, the cost of doing nothing could be even higher. Our climate is fragile.’ He thought of that collapsing ice shelf, remembered his leap out of the cold arms of death. ‘The ice caps are disappearing at a dangerous rate.’


Becker had finally realised that he was in a debate, and with a member of his own delegation. He was frantically shuffling papers, obviously trying to find a name. An aide whispered to him.


‘Doctor Hall,’ he said, ‘our economy is every bit as fragile as the environment. Perhaps you should keep that in mind before making sensationalistic claims.’


How dare he. What a grandstanding jerk. Sensationalistic, indeed. ‘Well,’ Jack said, outwardly as calm as a tropical lagoon, ‘the last chunk of ice that broke off was about the size of Rhode Island. Some folks’d say that was pretty sensational.’


A ripple of applause, some appreciative laughter, but not from the Vice-President of the United States. No, indeed, not from him.


Being a stockbroker was not like being a mugger, not to Gary Turner. He didn’t put the squeeze on his clients, browbeat them, grab their orders then churn their accounts dry. No, he took their money another way, by getting them to buy what a friend of his in distant Tokyo was selling, or sell what he was buying. And then when the unexpectedly bad (oh, my!) or unexpectedly good (oh, my again) news came in, he and good old Taka split the profits in their separate Cook Islands accounts.


Beauty of the Cook Islands account: it’s illegal, in the good ole Cooks, even to ask who owns one, let alone find out what’s in it. Money that moved from Tokyo to Rarotonga did not become visible to the IRS, the SEC or anybody. It was just so damn pretty, was his and Taka’s little system.


Too bad it was in the process of blowing up in their faces. Gary said into his headset, ‘Those shares are gonna triple. Three months, max. Six. Hold on a sec.’ He yelled out into the bullpen, ‘Does anybody here know why the goddamn AC isn’t on? I’m sweating like a pig.’


A moron called Tony, with enough meat on his forehead to feed a football team, said, ‘It’s November, they shut it off.’


Gary’s other line rang. He knew who it was, wished he didn’t. He pulled off the headset, killed it, grabbed the phone. ‘Hello?’


‘We’ve got a problem, Gary.’


Go ahead, play your part, buddy. ‘What kind of a problem?’


‘Call me back on your cell …’


Uh-oh. The worst had happened. He held up the headset. ‘I got Partridge holding, Paulie. Cover me?’


The other broker took his client. Gary got the hell out of the office, went out into the sweltering Manhattan street. What was this, some kind of heatwave? Was the sun broken or what? A panhandler with a dog that looked like a scruffy old lion tried to get something. ‘Die,’ Gary muttered as he dialled.


He knew Taka was jammed into a crowded noodle shop a block or so from his own office building. He didn’t want anybody to hear this, not any of it. He had a horror of small enclosed spaces, and prison cells in Japan were exactly that. Steel doors. Little peepholes. Six feet by four. God help you if you were taller than average, which he was.


Gary listened as Taka’s phone rang. He only hoped that the myth that digital cellular was secure from being tapped was not a myth.


Then the damn panhandler jostled him from behind. ‘Fifty’s my opening position. I’m willing to entertain a counter-offer.’


Could this be real? A panhandler with a damn sense of humour? ‘Buddha, work,’ the panhandler said to his mutt. The dog did a begging routine. So cute.


The phone started yammering in Jap. The call hadn’t gone through. ‘Why don’t you try a job,’ Gary snapped at the panhandler as he redialled.


‘I had a job. Just like you, shiny shoes, big office, secretaries, all that shit. I’ll tell you, it’s the secretaries did me in … and the elevators …’


Gary hurried away. The guy had a horrible scent of the future about him – his own future as a broke broker, his licence to steal a memory in the SEC’s ever-vigilant computer banks.


Finally, Taka heard his phone ring. He grabbed it out of his pocket, flipped it open. ‘I think they know what we’re up to.’


‘Oh, God.’


In Japan, Taka noticed – barely – that the street had suddenly gone into shadow. He also noticed – even less – the fact that a gust of wind suddenly came out of nowhere, bringing with it dust and street dirt, gum wrappers and crushed cigarette packs. ‘The SEC called me—’


‘Called you? The American SEC?’


‘They want to know about Voridium. The options.’


‘I knew it. I’ve sensed this damn thing coming. I swear, I knew this one was gonna go south on us.’


A police car stopped beside a small truck which a family of shop owners were frantically loading with their precious fruits and vegetables. Unlike Americans, Japanese took their produce very, very seriously. The least good of those melons would sell for fifteen American dollars and be worth every penny. But why were they loading up like that, in the middle of the day? The cop sure as hell wanted them to get that truck out of there.


‘Sell them. Sell them now,’ Gary yelled.


‘It’ll be a red flag.’


‘They can’t nail us if we don’t make any money. Sell it all now!’


Taka heard a loud sound behind him, a thud. The cop and the shop owner both looked. So did Taka. There was a dent, a huge one, in the hood of the police car.


What the hell?


Gary’s tiny voice shouted, ‘Taka, did you hear me?’ Taka was looking at the impossibly huge hailstone that was rolling at the feet of the shop family. It was bigger than one of their damn melons – a good melon. ‘Taka!’


A horn blared, a woman screamed, Taka heard glass shatter, realised that it was the windshield of the shop owner’s truck. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He just stared, frozen.


A drum roll came thundering down out of the sky, and with it a bombardment of huge hailstones. They slammed into cars, blasted against walls, shattered windows. The street became a maelstrom of falling glass and hail. A sign shattered, spraying Taka with bits of neon dragon.


Then the cop got hit. He dropped like a bag of rice and lay there with blood pumping out of his head. Taka leaped towards the truck, hoping to shelter under it with the shop family.


Gary held his phone away from his ear. ‘What the hell’s going on? Taka?’


But Taka did not answer. He lay in the street, dimly aware that the blood flowing away and down the drain was not only the cop’s, it was also his. Then another huge hailstone exploded in his face, and he thought, ‘This is a wonder of nature.’ Then a third hit him, and darkness came. The next one took his life, and then more came, and more, and like so many others in the streets of this stricken city, he ceased even to be recognisable.


Nature’s wonders can be very, very hard.


The Hedland Climate Research Centre overlooked a broad expanse of the Scottish Highlands, and, on this day, speeding black clouds, low and mean. Only two cars were present in the car park, and inside, the years of budget cuts and official inattention had taken their toll. Exactly two technicians were on duty, one watching Arsenal defeat Tottenham and the other dead asleep with an old Derek Robinson novel open in his lap.


Far to the north, in the angry waters above Scotland, waters that once killed the Spanish Armada, and that claimed many a U-boat in their cold grey jaws, a buoy sounded, its whistle joining the screams of gulls, its rusty chain clanking as it was swept by wave after wave. Lightning flashes revealed its rust, its age … but not the dire message that it was sending to Hedland, to the two terminally bored guardians of mankind.


‘Simon,’ Dennis said, ‘you’re snoring.’ He wondered just how deeply Simon was asleep, and the statement was a test of that. What he really wanted to do was to take out his flask of Bushmills and consume about half of it in three delicious swallows. But not if Simon was conscious enough to know. Simon would like to get his pal George Holloman up here. Simon would like to see Dennis transferred, and being damned good and drunk on the job might be enough to do it. Assuming that the inspector was not himself drunk while taking the report.


Dennis watched the bastard. Was he asleep? Maybe he was the one needed a bloody transfer. He reached over and picked up the book, held it between his two hands for a moment, then slapped it shut in Simon’s fat-filled face.


Simon jerked awake, shook his head. ‘I just closed my eyes for a moment.’ He smiled. ‘The baby kept us up all night.’


Dennis said nothing. What was there to say? He went back to his game. Neither man saw the yellow warning signal on their control panel, which linked to radio telemetry from the ‘study buoys’, which had been deployed by the British Meteorological Office five years ago to record water temperatures, as a way of determining what no satellite could really see, not on a moment-to-moment basis, which was how the Gulf Stream was actually functioning at its crucial northernmost extent.


If it failed, and oceanographers and meteorologists were afraid that it might, a maelstrom would descend on England as cold air normally held back by warm air rising off the current came gushing down from the Arctic. Already, starting in 1999, the British Isles had experienced some truly terrible precursor storms. All of Europe had. But they would be nothing compared to the big one.


Professor Gerald Rapson knew all of this. He knew it and he lived with it every day of his life. He was a friend of Jack Hall and had supported him at Delhi. Now, as he drove along the twisty road to Hedland, as always enjoying the magnificent views of sea and sky and sweeping highland that disclosed themselves around every bend, he worried about Jack and he worried about the bizarre weather.


A super-typhoon had just smashed across the Hawaiian Islands, leaving death and fantastic destruction behind it, reducing a legendary island paradise to a twisted mass of wreckage. Bizarre storms had erupted in Japan when a moisture laden Siberian cold front had smashed into the hottest November Tokyo had ever known. Huge hailstones had killed people all over the country, even in downtown Tokyo. So far, the Japanese government hadn’t released a death toll, but backchannel sources were saying that it was going to be in the neighbourhood of two thousand.


As Rapson pulled into the car park, he confirmed another odd phenomenon. Sea birds were migrating southward, creatures that normally did not move at all. He listened to their haunting cries, and wondered what they knew. Out there beneath the dark mutinous waters, what was happening? What secret was nature about to reveal?


Shuddering, he hurried towards the red-brick facility with its roof covered with antennae and satellite dishes. Maybe Hedland would have some secrets to reveal.


Inside, Simon was thinking about brewing a new pot of coffee. This was always an issue. His coffee was no good, Dennis said. But Dennis didn’t even drink coffee. He preferred his Brodie’s bloody Scottish Teatime Tea, even though the Manchester laddie was no more Scots than the Queen. Preferred fancy tea, and preferred to criticise simple old coffee as provided by the Met.


Simon had just dumped the coffee into the Kona when he noticed that amber light on the console. He walked over to the monitor station and read the flashing line of text.


‘Nomad buoy forty-three-eleven is showing a temperature drop of thirteen degrees.’


Dennis asked around the game, ‘Where’s forty-three-eleven?’


‘Looks like … George’s Bank. Over towards Canada.’


‘That’s rough seas out there. They’ve had a nor’easter brewing up for about a week. Must have knocked it out.’


‘We’ll have to file a request to get it fixed.’


Professor Rapson had entered too quietly to get any notice from the techs. He was a little embarrassed. They wouldn’t care to have a superior sneaking up on them. ‘Are our boys winning?’ he asked, by way of announcing himself.


Dennis almost fell to the floor. He turned off the game immediately. Laughing, Simon said, ‘Hello, Professor, how was India?’


‘You know scientific conferences. The dancing girls, the wine, the parties …’ He shook his head, pretending a bit of a hangover. Then he, also, saw the amber alarm light, quietly flashing.




CHAPTER 3


Jack Hall was now living through at least the sixth weather anomaly he had personally experienced in the past three weeks. It was hot as hell right here at home in Alexandria. Thanksgiving was just weeks away, and it felt like August. What few people strolling the streets in their shirtsleeves knew was that if they’d decided to go to the beach, they would have found the ocean so cold that they couldn’t stay in for more than a couple of minutes.
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