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  ONE


   


   


  February 9 —


   


  All morning, heavy fog slowed the traffic from Manhattan to Boston and obscured much of the scenery. But after four exhausting hours, the muck lifted, and Eileen whispered a word of thanks to the offshore wind that had done the trick. 


  Now, skirting the Charles River basin, her eyes kept straying off the road to glance at the chunks of ice and debris floating in the muddy expanse. The messy aftermath was the result of fierce storms and heavy rains that spawned flooding across Massachusetts. 


  What a relief! The milder day that thwarted the forecasted chilly winds was a welcomed change. Yet Eileen shivered, recalling a recent surge of strange weather that had stymied the world’s finest meteorologists. Not that she was a weather nut, but she had a niggling feeling that what was happening must be more than just Mother Nature throwing off a fit. A new and unprecedented global nightmare—gales raged, temperatures plummeted. For twelve weeks, sleet pounded New York’s LaGuardia, Newark and JFK, halting all flights. And blizzards blitzkrieged the northern hemisphere from Paris and Berlin onto Moscow and Beijing since early October. 


  Most bizarre of all, seven fighter jets had disappeared above the Pacific, east of Kyushu Island, just before a typhoon struck the Japanese archipelago. With fishermen’s claims of seeing streaks of light during the incident and no trace of the crash being found, alien abduction enthusiasts that normally fielded speculations in tabloids had taken a foothold in the universities. 


  But Eileen couldn’t resist a troubling suspicion that the downside effect of Mother Nature had taken the seven jets into a self-destructive mission. If so, there could be a sensational “Are the Hornets on a Suicide Mission?” article for the new startup monthly magazine, the Raging Planet. 


  On the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Eileen parked her Honda Civic beside the Geology Department. She scooped up her bag and tucked her digital recorder into her pocket. But the moment she opened the door, a gust of wind slammed into her.


  “Dammit,” she muttered, hugging her bag tight.


  Eileen staggered across the parking lot. As scraps of trash flew and clusters of broken branches fluttered around, she broke into a quarterback’s zigzagging run on heels with her a-frame skirt. If the Institute’s towering walls made her feel insignificant, this Arctic squall just increased its intimidation. Now the immense buildings and the wide swathes of lawn seemed braced for a battle to the death: the Intellect against Nature. 


  The door swooshed open for her at just the right moment. “Well, at least something’s on my side,” she said to the boggle-eyed security guard. 


  Finally in the elevator, on the way to the upper reaches of the edifice where the loftier echelon of genius held court, Eileen blessed the wall mirror for being kinder than she deserved. Once she had straightened her jacket and skirt, she gave her blonde hair a quick brush and reapplied her lipstick. Not bad for thirty-four, her green eyes glimmered with satisfaction; she could still pass for a mid-twenties.


  The moment the doors swung open, her heart pounded. This really had to work; her career might not hinge on it, but if she could get to the nitty-gritty of Nature’s rage, her article would bump into the frontlines. 


  Out and down the hallway to the right, she clickity-clacked her way along the oak parquet in rhythm with her racing heartbeat.


  The gold-stenciled sign on the clear glass door read: “Professor Wilhelm Wulfstein.”


  She knocked. No answer. She knocked again. She pushed the door open.


  “Come in,” a silver-haired secretary said from behind her desk. 


  With a sigh of optimism, Eileen strode inside. “I’m Eileen O’Neill. I’ve an appointment with Professor Wulfstein at two-thirty.”


  “I’m sorry; he’s running a bit late.” The secretary gestured toward a corner couch. “Please take a seat.”


  Eileen sat down and looked around. It was a memorable sight. A glass cupboard of shelves held plates, awards and other commemorative items that marked a man’s accomplishments in his field. But as she leaned forward for a closer look, she became startled over an oil portrait hanging on the wall; its caterpillar-like eyebrows struck her attention right away. It was Wulfstein, an eminent Professor who had graced every major newspaper. His sharp face, aquiline nose and narrow chin looked too familiar, but it was his alert eyes—piercing and intense, inexpressibly staring back at her—that sent a chill down her spine. 


  She closed her eyes, recalling her turmoil. Even after three years, the loss of her late husband Jerry was as painful as in those early days. All her dreams and expectations had vanished. How different life would have been if he had survived that expedition to Mount Unzen on Kyushu Island. She had warned him to give the volcano more space, but he’d persisted in venturing to the very heart of his research. Still, it came as a shock when Jerry disappeared during that burst of pyroclastic flow.


  Calm down, her inner voice said, preferring to savor the good fortune of being granted this interview. Many journalists had tried, but Wulfstein turned them down. She checked her watch—2:46. Has he forgotten? Why so late? 


  The sharp-tongued weather wizard had been on time for her interview a year ago. She cringed, recalling his response to a Christmas cocktail party invitation by the Dean of his faculty: “I’d rather stroll through a morass of literature than through the twin towers of Babylon.”


  Babylon! What a weird expression! Since then, everyone had been anxious about Wulfstein’s statements. His talk around the academic circle about the pulse of the planet and his unorthodox comments on the weather had created scorn and derision among his associates. As a result, he’d become withdrawn and moody, giving his Jekyll and Hyde reputation more credence. Now it was rumored he had an interest in the transcript of the missing Hornets. Odd. Why should a geologist be so interested in an atmospheric incident? 


  “I’ll be right back,” the secretary said, stepping into the hallway.


  Silence, except for a ticking clock.


  When Eileen stood and tiptoed to the portrait for a closer look, Wulfstein burst from his office and headed toward the exit.


  Her heart jumping, she moved toward him. “Excuse me, Professor. We have an appointment.”


  “We do? It’s not on my calendar.”


  “I’m Eileen O’Neill. I made the appointment three weeks ago.”


  “I’m sorry, Ms O’Neill. Next time, verify before you come.”


  “We have an appointment, Professor.” She tried to block his path, putting out her hand, but he bypassed her and headed for the hallway. She followed.


  Wulfstein held the door open for her to pass through and hurried off.


  “What’s happening, Professor?” Eileen asked, trailing behind. “Where are you off to?” 


  “Not that it concerns you, but I’m on my way home.”


  “I can interview you while you drive,” she said. “I have a transcript that will interest you.”


  He stopped and turned back. “You mean the Super Hornets?”


  She waved some papers before him. “Yes, sir.”


  “Who sent it to you?”


  “I have my contacts.” 


  Wulfstein sighed. “Okay, come on then,” he said, quickening his stride. “But I don’t intend bringing you back.” 


  “That’s fine. I’ll call a cab.” 


  Once they reached his weather-beaten Volkswagen, Wulfstein signaled her to get in. As she opened the car door, her skirt swirled in the howling wind but she managed to keep it down; but when Wulfstein leaned forward to put his laptop on the back seat, a magnifying glass dropped from his shirt pocket. 


  Eileen rushed in to pick it up, but her skirt whirled over her head from behind, and after handling the magnifying glass to him, she struggled to appear presentable on her seat before Wulfstein started the engine. 


  Once neatly belted in, she pressed the record button of her recorder. “Some scientists are saying the Hornets disappeared because of atmospheric anomalies. What’s your opinion?” 


  “No comment,” Wulfstein said, looking ahead.


  “You’ve said it’s a bad omen.”


  “So you already have my opinion.” He drove out of the parking lot, the wind continued to howl. 


  Eileen weighed her options while more questions flooded her. But a couple of bleeps sounded from his laptop, interrupting her thoughts.


  Wulfstein stopped the Beetle at the roadside. He reached for his laptop and switched off the alarm. “It’s nothing serious, only some seismologic activity from Sakhalin Island.”


  ‘Bloo-oo-oop! Bloo-oo-oop!’ another sound replaced the bleeps.


  Eileen looked at the Professor and noted a moment of uncertainty in his eyes. “I’ve heard of this sound before, but what does it signify?”


  “Nature has many mysteries. You may Google this ‘bloop’ and find all the speculations you want. What’s strange is that the source of this mystery has been on the move.”


  “So what does this mean?”


  “Right now, my guess is as good as yours. But I’m picking up underwater soundwaves with the hydrophones in the Pacific and incorporating changes of animal behavior into my analysis.”


  “How can you record this sound over such distance?”


  “I’ve linked up with Japan’s Earthquake Prediction Center and relaying via satellites all data to my computer here.” He set the laptop back on the seat.


  “And what’s your prediction?” she asked the moment Wulfstein put his car into gear.


  “I’m predicting an unprecedented earthquake will soon hit the Izu Peninsula.”


  “What sort of timeline are we looking at?”


  He looked uncertain for a moment, then murmured, “Within twelve months.” 


  Eileen looked at him—the dark shadows around his eyes made him look like a tormented soul. He was a bit off kilter and speedy in his thoughts, but Izu Peninsula lay east of the Kantō Plain, and a major hit would be catastrophic to a populated Tokyo. “Can you be more specific?” 


  “Sorry, I’m still looking into that. There’ve been too many distractions in the office, so I’m doing most of my analysis at home.”


  “How can you be sure? Isn’t it true that whatever the computer says depends upon what you’d programmed it to say?”


  “This fallacy could easily be avoided if you give the computer intelligence.” He let out a derisive snort when the car stopped at a traffic light. “In integrating seismic activity with changes in animal behavior around Japan, incorporating a bit of aquatic mythology along the way. In doing so, I’ve projected a logical chain of events that could eventuate into my prediction. So I am giving the computer a mind of its own.”


  Feeling his smugness, Eileen decided to take a more confrontational route. “The scientific community has called your hypothesis science fiction.” 


  “Science fiction?” Wulfstein laughed. “No, it’s scientific heresy.”


  “They say it’s a product of your imagination.” 


  “If it’s only my imagination, that’s fine.” His tone hardened. “But my colleagues are so closed-minded. I couldn’t resist stirring them up by poking their asses with a stick.” 


  “You mean you don’t even care if your science is flawed?”


  He stomped on the accelerator when the light turned green, but an edgy silence fell between them. Only a month ago, a tabloid had listed Wulfstein as the most intriguing scientist, a dubious honor. It made him the brunt of endless ribbing from the scientific community. Today, the accolade surfaced to haunt her.


  “You may hate to hear this,” Eileen said, “but your statements have created lots of negative reviews.”


  “To hell with reviews. On what criteria are they based?”


  “They described your hypothesis as unscientific.”


  “Then why are you here, Ms O’Neill?” 


  “I’m giving you a chance to defend yourself.”


  Wulfstein turned silent as Eileen grimaced at his belligerent face. To calm herself, Eileen gazed across the street—the view, lush and grassy on previous visits, was now covered in white. Snow even blanketed the sidewalk. Finally, she decided to change tactics by questioning him on more familiar issues. “I’m interested in your view on the world’s seismic hot spots.” 


  “There is only one place to watch—Japan—it maybe a Necklace of Islets, but what’s not known is that Japan is also a Necklace of Calderas.” 


  “Why Calderas?” 


  “Calderas are supervolcanos!” 


  “Like Yellowstone?”


  “Exactly, so why are you shocked?” 


  Eileen felt heat rushing up on her face. She didn’t realize this odd geologist had taken such an issue so seriously. She stared outside—squatty, hulky and fearsome, a snowplow worked its way like an insect grinding on its feet.


  “Besides, Japan sits along the gridlock of tectonic plates that dive into deep trenches,” Wulfstein continued, “yet no scientist has the vision or courage to admit a catastrophe is on its way.”


  “These scientists have no vision?” Her husband was different, she protested in her mind. 


  “Not only that, they’re ignorant, too.” 


  “I’ve interviewed them, many are experts with decades of experience. Not enough imagination, perhaps, but aren’t these scientists the best in their field?” 


  “The best?” He sighed, then steered the Beetle through two more icy corners. “In a climate of playing-it-safe, they predicted such quakes could happen during the next twenty-five years, or else, the next hundred years. No one can prove the blind wrong.”


  “The blind? Won’t calling them names provoke them even more?”


  “If they’re provoked, that’s good.” He tightened his grip as the Beetle bounced over more potholes, spraying roostertails of snowy slush. “Now that you’ve heard my prediction of the Big One, you’re entitled to write more nonsense on the issue.” 


  Frustrated, Eileen could relate to other journalists who’d enjoyed taunting him. His bloated self-assurance would alienate a colleague or even a friend. 


  Wulfstein made another turn, up the ramp and stopped his Volkswagen on a driveway. “Now that I have answered all your questions, Ms O’Neill, can you show me the transcript?” 


  “Certainly.” From her bag, she took the transcript and thrust it at him. “You can read it for yourself.”


  Wulfstein scanned the contents. “Mayday . . . mayday. We’re having an unexpected strong tailwind,” he whispered. “This isn’t working. This isn’t working.


  “A damned blitz of light. Mayday . . . mayday . . . Can’t do it manually.”


  He turned to Eileen. “Do you have any idea what this means?”


  “No, not really.” She shook her head. “I was hoping you’d know.”


  “It seems bizarre there was a sudden blitz of light.”


  “None of the electronics are working. This is bad. This is . . . ” His eyebrows furrowed. “Unreadable. Where’s the audio tape?” 


  “The Japanese have it. The planes just disappeared, but were they on a suicide mission?”


  He flinched, ignoring her question. “But what was that blitz of light?”


  “Nobody knows. There was a lot of static between transmissions which might give some clues.” 


  “Damn.” Wulfstein jumped from the car. He slammed the door, rushed into his cottage, and slammed the cottage’s door as well. 


  What a frosty response! Weird—there hadn’t been a chance to ask him how such an atmospheric incident could be linked to his geological work, or why scientists had been thwarted by a spurt of climatic oddities. 


  Hoping to pursue such questions, Eileen collected her belongings and got out of the Beetle. The wind had calmed and she strode up the path. All was silent, except for the dog barking inside. She knocked, then pounded, but the dog barked louder. 


  Weird—there wasn’t any chance. 


  Eileen gathered her thoughts. A psychologist she had interviewed told her a person environments revealed the personality and character of its inhabitants. So she studied the Professor’s homestead. The brightly painted homestead wasn’t what she had expected. 


  In the soft haze along the forecourt of cobblestones, a few mighty oaks from the adjacent neighborhood cast long shadows. Snow covered the quaint surroundings, but trimmings of purple and red from a genus of maple still dazzled the garden with a surreal aura, creating a haunting effect in the dead of winter. Although crystalline flakes still whirled about, a sense of tranquility prevailed.


  In solitude, she looked across the street. The chestnut trees lay barren, but as thunder rumbled in the distance, it was the dusky twilight that reminded her of the dangers that might come after dark. 


  She searched her handbag for her cell phone.


  “Damn it,” she muttered, realizing she’d left it in her car. Seized with foreboding, she tried to be positive, comforted by the thought of a stormy article for the monthly magazine. Besides, she had little time left—there was that forthcoming interview with Mrs Okino in Tokyo—with an opportunity of asking if this cranky planet had driven the seven pilots to a suicide mission. 


  Eileen remembered while staying at Mrs Okino’s home years ago as an exchange student, she watched such movies with the Okino’s family, how toward every ascendancy, Yukio Mishima’s and other legendary figures’ agonizing suicides always ended with so much artistry, splendor and intensity. Feeling flabbergasted and yet intrigued, Eileen had sworn she would return to Japan to learn more. Now that such seppuku had taken a revival in Japan, she just couldn’t shake off the inkling that Major Okino had followed the creepy path of Mishima. Why was Japan the only nation to have such excruciating deaths with such flare, influencing many of her young and vibrant to follow suit? Is Japan a black swan? She shook her head. 


  Hoping the trek back to the Institute would clear her mind, Eileen turned and headed to the street. 


  So astounded was the mystery surrounding Major Okino and the surge of seppuku that she stood near the street corner, not knowing which way to turn. Her eyes just fixed on the mighty oaks swaying in the distance, reminiscing, oblivious to the cold and reverberating danger that could soon arise. Are the latest phenomena an indication that the Japanese are seeking strength from the very roots of their culture—the Hagakure, Chushingura—and if so, why do their central themes all converged around a suicide? 


  A taxi pulled up, startling her. “Are you Eileen O’Neill?” the driver asked, smiling. “I’m here to take you back to MIT.”


  Puzzled, Eileen stared at the driver for a long moment. Finally, she asked, “Who called for your service?” 


  “Professor Wulfstein.”


   


   


   


  TWO


   


   


  February 12 —


   


  Under a velvet canopy of glittering stars, icy winds roar in Wulfstein’s ears as he hurls on the Leviathan’s back. Far below, a necklace of islands rears up from the indigo sea like a string of black pearls. A voice whispers to him, “You’ll soon be there.” 


  Near a snowcapped mountain, the flying Leviathan dives through a blur of clouds, crooning soft words of encouragement. Pitching awkwardly, Wulfstein can’t ignore the fear swirling in his head: No, I can’t continue. 


  “Don’t be afraid,” the Leviathan says. “Just hold tight.” 


  The moment they fly over the mountaintop, red streaks of light slash the night sky. A deafening explosion sends shock waves through the atmosphere, followed by rumbling. Bearing the searing heat, Wulfstein glimpses through the wisps of cloud—the mountains and valleys dissipate into rivers of flame and sink below a series of broiling waves. The Leviathan accelerates through a white plume of smoke, dodging a barrage of meteors, and plunges into the dark depths of the ocean. 


  “I am King of the Deep,” the Leviathan growls as he leads the way down the seabed, transforming himself into a bearded man with silvery hair. 


  Ahead, something stirs—sparkling jewels and gems lit the way. Then for a long moment, the King of the Deep shows Wulfstein diamonds and precious stones, some strewn on the floor, others embedded along the palace walls. 


  When Wulfstein tries to leave, the King stops him. “Stand here and wait for me.” 


  The King enters an onion-shaped cavern and returns with a jewel-studded sheath. Hand steady he draws a glittering sword and presses the tip against Wulfstein’s chest. 


  “Henceforth, you have a new mission. One edge of this sword is for you to cut truths from lies, the other to cut lies from truths.” The King pauses, nudging the sword. “If you fail, I will plunge this through your heart.”


   


  Wulfstein awoke, startled, sweat dripping from his forehead. As dawn’s rays flooded the curtains, something cold brushed against his face. An agonizing spasm shot through his back; every muscle ached. 


  A Leviathan? 


  These pains had crept into his body like nagging witnesses to his failure to understand. Last night, it had been close to three a.m. when he stumbled into bed. 


  The dream had haunted him for days; this morning’s being the worst. 


  A Leviathan! A sword? To cut lies from truths? And truths from lies? 


  In the shower, he shivered despite the water’s pounding heat. The recurring dream, the same troubling dream that had turned into a nightmare, kept creeping into his mind and intensified in severity—the bizarre admonition of the King that somehow hit him head on. 


  Finally dressed, he staggered to the kitchen and drummed his fingers on the coffeemaker. He made the coffee so potent it would have floored a weaker man, yet he was neither aware of the aroma nor the heat. 


  Forcing his mind back to reality, he reread the transcript. A flash of crimson across a blue sky—a missile? Was it feasible for one missile, or even several, could bring down seven jets? 


  And simultaneously?


  And they disappeared without a trace? 


  Wulfstein stabbed a finger at the transcript. If his thought had been conventional, he would have cited the initial problem and written a conclusion based on a series of observations and hypotheses. But to mix anything up with his subconscious mind—especially his dreams—would be more than unconventional.


  After placing his laptop on the table, he switched it on and pulled the antenna from its port. He put on his headphones and plugged in the wire to his computer, which he dubbed EQ-Lun. Connected to underwater hydrophones, the spectrogram danced on the screen. 


  The humming sound increased in volume, signaling a phenomenon had intensified across the Pacific Ocean. It couldn’t have been linked to earthquakes, since it had been continuous even in the absence of seismic activities. No it could be! He shook his head. Are they earthquake swarms? Are they precursors? He leaned forward, but another sound startled him. A blo-o-op sound, a babble like gurgling water, replaced the hum. 


  During the last recording before he slept, the blo-o-op—indicated by the thick cluster of red pixels—was most intense about a hundred miles south of Kyushu Island, an area where the submerged Kikai Caldera loomed. He clicked until a map of the Pacific appeared in the background, then he superimposed the ambience over the map. Now, six hours later, the source of this sound had moved southeast, its color changed from red to maroon, indicating the intensity of the sound had subsided. He listened with his headset. Yes, the sound had abated. But why? 


  Could a link with a sea creature be possible? Moving! Retreating! Could this be the same leviathan that had inspired fantasy since antiquity?


  His shoulders slumped as he shoved the transcript into his briefcase.


  When he strode toward the door, a Pekinese groaned beside him. Wulfstein bent to pat his golden brown XiaoLun, then rubbed his stomach and long ears. 


  “Be good, XiaoLun,” he said, giving his pet two pieces of bone and a bowl of grains. “I’ll be back soon.” 


  Wulfstein closed the door. As thoughts on the politics awaiting him, he proceeded to his Volkswagen. 


  The moment he reached his office, a summon from Devonport appeared on his desk, and he hurried to see him. Though his 7- year tenure was up for review, he’d conditioned his mind to accept any outcome; the worst scenario would be a discharge, but why should he be afraid? 


  The Dean’s office had often been the center of academic activities, its proclamation often had worldwide ramifications, but today Wulfstein trembled. The insipid décor and stale air reminded him of an ominous dungeon. 


  Hunched in his armchair, the normally immaculate Dean had his tie askew and his suit crumpled, looking as if he’d slept behind his mahogany desk. Unshaven, the astrophysicist wore a forlorn expression, making him look older than his seventies. He stared blankly toward the windows, hands fingering the beads of a rosary.


  “I’m disappointed that you have sullied your reputation with this fantasy,” the Dean said without preamble, slipping the rosary into his suit pocket. “The grapevine is buzzing about your dragonology.”


  “Knowledge is a field without boundaries,” Wulfstein said.


  “Up to a point. We shouldn’t merge different fields that have too diverse foci.”


  “But a scientist is often regarded as a naïve specialist. He has no insight into literature and is utterly pathetic in the fields of psychology, philosophy or mythology.”


  “Obviously there’s a limit.” Devonport stood up.


  “A limit, yes.” Wulfstein paced toward the window, then turned back. “We’ve misled our students into thinking science develops without leaps of imagination.”


  “Look, your research doesn’t stand up to scientific scrutiny, and if I don’t stop this insanity, you’ll bring the whole scientific community into fairyland.”


  “If we want to stretch the limits of our knowledge, it’s inappropriate to ignore the richness of all our human experience.” Wulfstein frowned at the fluffy flakes falling outside. Swirled by the wind, the snow brushed against the window and coated it before dripping away. It reminded him of his life’s work—falling apart, melting away. 


  “Despite all my efforts, endowments are disappearing,” the Dean said. “Reluctance by our Budget Committee for new funding means you’re the one to go.” He picked up a crumpled memo from his desk and waved it in front of Wulfstein. “You know what this means?” 


  “I can hardly believe I’m hearing this from you. You, of all people.” 


  The moment Devonport strode to a portrait of William B. Rogers, Wulfstein reminded himself the Dean was a man of contradictions, and his long suppressed paradox, albeit a mythical one, could rise again. So he waited.


  “Our founding fathers debated and established their scientific reputation here,” Devonport said. “But your fanciful approach is destroying our name.”


  Wulfstein stared at the Dean. “Our founding fathers had initiated only the beginning of sciences, but they had left us the legacy of opening up to all fields of investigations. So my interdependent approach must be the next challenge.” 


  “We can’t. I’ve a dirty job to do, difficult people to answer to.” Devonport trudged back to his desk. “And I won’t tolerate our reputation going down the drain.” 


  A long pause followed as Wulfstein waited, reluctant to respond; he had said enough. Had the Dean already set something up? 


  “For any breakthrough,” Devonport said, “we need a man with Big Ideas who frequents his research in the untested field. You might be a Christopher Columbus, but Columbus didn’t discover anything by sitting on his butt.”


  “Unless we free ourselves from our predispositions, the obstacle to any Big Idea is ourselves. Like Columbus, the first thing he needed was a mind shift, that he could discover a new route to India by turning west. For years now, my call for more funding into aquatic cryptozoology has fallen on dead brains.” 


  “Oh, well, a bubble in your mind. So typhoons are caused by dragons with infinite wingspans.”


  Wulfstein shrugged. “You’ve made your point clear, but there’s no need to take that tone.”


  “You can prove your theories in a more favorable environment on the other side of the Pacific. In a culture with a mindset more affiliated with yours, a people who believe in a mythology you’re interested in.” 


  Wulfstein held his breath as a tense silence fell between them.


  “We all know your prediction concerning the Izu Peninsula,” Devonport continued. “And I’ve a request from our former associate for your expertise in Tokyo. You would be a consultant to Japan’s Earthquake Prediction Center and its deep-sea operation.”


  Wulfstein took a step back, feeling the Dean had already made up his mind. 


  “Please take a seat.” Devonport reached for his appointment book. “We will make the arrangements, and you are entitled to take an assistant.” 


  Wulfstein remained silent, not knowing what to expect. He knew he had to work with whatever resources he would be given. 


  “And by the way, we just have a report from NASA that there was a surge of alien activities just before the seven Hornets disappeared.” 


  “A surge of alien activities? The night before the jets disappeared?”


  “That’s right, and over several hours after dawn. There were more than twenty spacecrafts spotted by NASA in this report. They couldn’t be there doing nothing, weren’t they?” The Dean took a copy from a pile of reports and handled it to Wulfstein. “And during that time period, there were similar reports of UFO activities in Mars.” 


  “In Mars? So what would you expect me to do?” 


  “Since you’re now well recognized for your holistic understanding, and for whatever information that you may gather in Japan, we expect you to report to us how such incidents fit into the larger scheme of things.” 


  “In the larger scheme of things?” 


  “That’s right, then we’ll truly believe that you have mastered the premise that knowledge is a field without boundaries.” 


  “I guess I have no choice, particularly if my absence will save your neck.”


  “Your absences from staff functions have become too conspicuous,” the Dean shot back, then staring at Wulfstein several seconds longer, said. “Don’t you prefer I give you a far more dignified way to exit than by bringing your tenure into question?” 


   


   


   


  THREE


   


   


  February 18 —


   


  Books, books and more books—Wulfstein wondered how he came to own so many. Relieved he had cleaned his office, he checked off a list of things-to-do. He had everything covered, including someone to mind his cottage, XiaoLun inspected, vaccinated and given a microchip implant. Then he made onerous quarantine arrangements for the pet’s shipment to Tokyo. It seemed like everything was done. Yet, that evening, a feeling troubled him. Had he forgotten something? 


  He checked his Rolodex. Damn right he did.


  Wulfstein raced to the Sport Center and found his student in a Shaolin martial art session. 


  Clad in a black robe with a white sash, Byron Lambert leapt back and forth, avoiding and blocking a man with a six-foot staff. His opponent took several paces in succession. Byron darted, sidestepped and leaped to avoid contact. The attacker cornered him, thrusting the staff at his chest. Byron shifted sideways. The staff bounced off. He threw a back-fist, punching the attacker’s face. 


  “Tein,” the Master shouted. 


  All movements stopped. The Master gave further instructions, and more actions followed.


  Wulfstein admired the agility of Byron’s sidekicks and frontal lunges. The six-footer’s shift movements looked impressive, reminding him of Bruce Lee.


  At the end of the workout, Wulfstein waved, and Byron strode over to greet him.


  Wulfstein stepped forward. “Would you like to join me for coffee?”


   


  “SURE,” BYRON REPLIED. Flattered by the Professor’s interest, Byron rushed to his bag for a quick change and put on a jacket, wondering why Wulfstein wanted to see him. Something crucial must have come up; lately the Professor had been reclusive. Byron took the lead, gesturing to the doorway. “So, what’s on your mind?” 


  “Japan’s Earthquake Research Institute has offered me a one-year fellowship.”


  “Congratulations,” Byron said, crunching through the snow toward the Pompey Roasts Café. “Why did you want to see me?”


  “I need an assistant, and I’d like you to come along.”


  Byron chuckled, then stopped when Wulfstein’s brow crinkled. “Are you serious, Professor?”


  “Very much so, Byron. We’re in the worst of times.”


  They sat at a corner table and ordered two cappuccinos. Although Byron knew Wulfstein would rise to any challenge, he hadn’t anticipated a twist of such magnitude. “Is it because of the Hornets’ disappearance?”


  “Certainly, and what better place to study than the interlocking mysteries surrounding Japan?”


  A waitress brought two mugs of aromatic coffees and plunked them on the table. When she left, Byron stared at Wulfstein’s tired face through the steam.


  “Many consider me old, though I’m only fifty-six,” Wulfstein said, looking annoyed as a chilling breeze slammed through the swinging door. “They want to get rid of me, claiming there aren’t enough funds, claiming there was a surge of alien activities during the disappearance of the seven Hornets that would interest me.” 


  Byron remained silent, sipping his coffee, already suspecting politics had more to do with such hasty decision.


  “I hope you’ll consider it.” Wulfstein leaned forward and gripped Byron’s arm. “You need an adventure. A year overseas would be invaluable.”


  Byron squirmed, thinking such an opportunity was sudden. To be uprooted from a familiar environment and forced to adapt to a new culture would be more than a hitch in his life. But the thought of Japan raised fascinating images in his head—the mysterious East, the exotic culture—and a land he only dreamed of. Being a graduate student, the time was right for a new challenge and an opportunity to study a chain of volcanic islands with the prospect of gaining an invaluable experience at the end of it. 


  “To be honest, Byron, our critics will consider our intentions ridiculous. Blackmore has already called me a crank, and our assignment in Tokyo will make quake prediction even more controversial.”


  The thought of Blackmore made Byron sigh. As an established professor of an elite university, Professor Blackmore had been criticizing research on earthquake prediction at conferences and in journal articles, calling for an end to this line of study. Earthquake prediction, he proclaimed, was doomed to fail. Japan’s wide-ranging programs had cost billions of yen and produced nothing of substance.


  “Even if we can’t predict the exact time a fault will give way,” Byron said, “we can at least improve our hit rate with better sensors.”


  “The Chinese had taken a synergetic approach to quake prediction, but the west has ignored it,” Wulfstein said. “At the cutting edge of discovery, we often see a mismatch between theory and data, just as there’s a mismatch between the arts and sciences.” 


  “No one can learn all the arts or the whole of science. So who could possibly claim the mastery of both?”


  “It’s time to take a step back. A scientist too specialized in his field is prone to poor judgment. Unless his knowledge encompasses other disciplines, he is like the blind man holding the wiggly trunk of an elephant. ‘This is it. I’ve got it. It’s a snake.’ It’s misleading to think that one segment of an autonomous knowledge represents a portion of the whole truth.” 


  Baffled by the unfamiliar territory of philosophy, Byron decided not to argue.


  “I want to free myself from all critics so I can devote my full energies to research.” Wulfstein’s voice intensified. “There’re certainly a series of factors and precursors that seismologists have ignored, seemingly unrelated, that suggest if you join the dots, they are all linked. But first, we need to discard all blinkers and paradigms.” 


  Byron hesitated, knowing that the crisis of the lost Hornets had triggered a passionate interest in the geologist. Wulfstein’s frown and his mood, which had been deep and intense, now turned anguished and soulful.


  “Besides taking a new approach,” Wulfstein continued, “there’s evidence to suggest the Chinese approach is viable. Why not? The soundings of marine creatures, more so when they are strange ones, can tell us when an earthquake is imminent. In fact, warning signs abounded right before that fateful day in 1995 when the Kobe earthquake struck.”


  Byron remembered the warning of the earthquake that struck Haicheng was issued thirteen hours before. Although wholesale evacuations were carried out that saved thousands, he knew Chinese methods were strictly empirical and came with the benefits of hindsight. “That prediction could have been a fluke.”


  “Possibly,” Wulfstein said. “But the real test is if they can predict an earthquake and call for an evacuation before it hits the Three Gorges Dam.”


  “Their engineers gave assurance that the dam had been built to withstand a major quake.”


  “Not if it’s over 7.0 on the Richter scale, or even a tiny jolt if the epicenter is right beneath the dam.” 


  “Ackk . . .” Byron straightened his back. “And the monster would rampage down like a fuming dragon.”


  “Exactly,” Wulfstein said. “And then Shanghai might find itself washed out into the Pacific.”


  “That can’t be that bad, can it?”


  “Shanghai sits on a sheet of soft soil,” Wulfstein said. “The whole mudflat plain could easily slip into the raging sea when the heavenly gate breaks loose and a torrent of monsters comes crushing down from the upland.” 


  “That would be more than apocalyptic?” 


  “There isn’t any granite or solid foundation to hold the city. And sitting up river lies a monstrous reservoir 400 miles in length waiting to be unleashed.”


  Stunned, Byron remained silent. After a long moment, he asked, “Won’t you present a paper on what you’d just said?”


  “Maybe I should.” Wulfstein frowned, looking somewhat uncertain for a moment. He sighed and squirmed, worrying line around his eyes indicated it would be a Herculean task ahead. “But once the Chinese make up their mind, they’ll be just as stiff-necked; besides, I’m already committed to an assignment in Tokyo, which is impending as schools of fish have been detected swimming uncharacteristically in the seas south of Japan. And many ships in the area are reporting lost signals for a few minutes every now and then.” 


  “Yes, but how do these fishes tie in with the lost electronic signals?” 


  “That’s the missing piece in the puzzle, Byron. Many in the academics are already speculating about the buzz of alien activities before imminent quake. It sickens me to think that these electromagnetic interferences were not even collated until recently.” 


  “I can accept certain concepts of the naturalist theory, but it’s as unfounded as speculating about alien activities or on some mythical islands disappearing over the millenniums.” 


  “I’m mystified by the disappearance of Atlantis and Lemuria, Byron. Like the island of Santorini, what if the dissipation of Atlantis and Lemuria is rooted in truth?” 


  At the mention of such mythical disappearances, Byron shook his head, feeling an odd tingling sensation. One sensible possibility would be the diving tectonic plate—that the earth’s crust is capable of opening up in a major quake, but it is a stretch. And now the buzz of alien activities. Had Wulfstein fallen off the deep end? 


  Now that the Professor had shown such passion for primeval mystery, it reminded Byron why others had considered his mentor an outcast. “Reckless. We’ve modern sensors. But where is the proof to substantiate all their speculations?”


  “That’s where the challenge lies. Look, the Japanese have wired practically every island and all the surrounding seas. Now, combined with my programming, I can analyze and interpret the data right from my laptop.” Wulfstein paused to take another sip. “Besides, something odd is happening.”


  “What’s odd?”


  “Observation wells have not only detected significant movements in the earth’s crust, but the mysterious ‘blo-o-op’ sound has moved around the seas south of Kyushu.” Wulfstein slammed his cup down, spilling some coffee on the tabletop.


  Byron knew the strange unidentified blo-o-op had stymied NOAA. They called it ‘bloop’, though not knowing whether the auditory effect originated from undercurrents, volcanic activity, ice cracking, or some mysterious beasts of the deep. “South of Kyushu Island? That’s where the Hornets disappeared.” 


  “Not quite. The sound’s origin is a couple of hundred miles further south.”


  “But why can’t seismologists draw a conclusion from such findings?”


  “Good question.” Wulfstein motioned a waitress for refills. “Since such data isn’t made available, the only way to substantiate it is to conduct a study at its source.”


  Byron pondered, rattled by the tricky turn of situations.


  Wulfstein sighed. “Everybody scoffs at me whenever I mention the certainties of more beasts under our oceans, but why limit our imagination?”


  Ill at ease about Wulfstein’s remark, Byron gulped more coffee. It seemed strange that the presence of sea creatures could have any relevance in the field of quake theory. What if the Professor was mistaken? He’d already gained a reputation as an odd old quack! For a moment, Byron remained silent, not knowing what to make of it.


  “Look, Byron,” Wulfstein said. “Don’t you realize the deep ends of our oceans haven’t been stirred by human imagination?”


  Byron smiled, feeling bemused by Wulfstein’s tint of philosophy. It dawned on him that the deep end of the oceans—untouched and unstirred—hadn’t been much explored. But what if the Professor’s instigation of an expedition would lead to some discovery? 


  “I’d like you to come along, but such an adventure has its perils. We may well be in one of these expeditions where scientists fail to return.”


  “Fail to return?”


  “In the extreme, Byron, only in the extreme.”


  Byron stiffened at the thought of such peril. For a moment, the image of Cindy flashed before him—his sweetheart who’d left him for a glittery New York career. The last time he heard from her, she was dating a stockbroker. “You’re just not exciting enough, Byron,” were her parting words. To lessen the pain, he’d diverted his mind and energies into the world of martial arts. And now another opportunity arose—an exotic adventure to Japan.


  “But just what do you mean by ‘in the extreme’?”


   


   


   


  FOUR


   


   


  March 6 —


   


  As days grew warmer and cherries blossomed all around, Mrs Chiyo Okino strode into her garden, taking in fresh air while studying the surroundings. Against a blue horizon, the crevices and conical shape of Mount Fuji became more bright and sharpened, making the atmosphere more magnificent. She smiled, glad that the end of winter had brought a sense of tranquility and optimism. 


  But the sky darkened at noon. Chilly winds slashed through the shrubs and branches creaked. Squawking and cackling, scattered birds flew in chaotic patterns. A wreath of clouds hid the peak of the sacred mountain and thunder rumbled across the sky. 


  Chiyo stood, transfixed at the ominous cloud. The turbulence reminded her of her son, Major Okino, who had disappeared off the coast of Kyushu. Even though seven weeks had passed, she couldn’t understand the cause of it. No trace, no word, no explanation. 


  A crow fluttered past, breaking her reverie. It flew through an open window into her house, and she rushed after it. Perched on a shrine, the black bird flapped its wings. It cawed and strutted around, overturning a jar of oil, a packet of incense and scrolls of sutras. Worse, the wing knocked over the urn containing her father’s ashes, spilling a portion. Chiyo clapped her hands trying to shoo the scavenger away, but it refused to leave the prayer alcove. 


  She frowned as her gaze riveted on the crow. Was it conveying a message from her son? Or were the gods feeling uneasy on the mountains? “You bring bad news.”


  “It’s only a silly bird, Obaachan,” her ten-year-old grandson said from behind. “It’s just being frightened by the noise of the airplanes.” 


  Chiyo turned to see her grandson with a neighbor, Mrs Toshi Nishimi. 


  “Maybe the Kami are reminding us of their dominion,” Toshi said. “They’re showing their displeasure.” 


  Chiyo shook her head. Not only had a new series of eruptions rocked Mount Fuji, but dormant volcanoes had awoken. “If they were only earthquakes, perhaps we shouldn’t panic, but the rest of nature has gone berserk.”


  “Nature has its cycles,” Toshi said. “It declares war on humanity, but it always affirms peace later.”


  Tasting bile, Chiyo squirmed as she pointed at the crow with its head under its wing. “But what about the birds? They’re lost, they fly in circles and cower in people’s homes.” 


  Silence, except the intermittent rumblings from Mount Fuji.


  For the next few days, Chiyo serenaded in her home with Shinto melodies. But even as she prayed and meditated, the weather worsened. Like the Goddess Amaterasu-Omikami simulating the sea and winds, whipping up typhoons that sank the ships of Kublai Khan when she called upon other goddesses with a sound only she could make, a sound her grandson said was nothing more than the reverberation of planes flying invincibly overhead. 


  “Surely this is the Land of the Gods,” Chiyo said. “A similar typhoon is picking speed from the South. They’re reinforcing the same message.”
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