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A Thousand Years of Magma
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I am magma.

I have been here for a thousand years.

To be precise, longer than a thousand years. Tens of thousands of years. Hundreds of thousands of years. Millions of years. I do not count time. Time belongs to humans. I have only pressure and temperature. When pressure rises, it rises. When it falls, it falls. When temperature rises, it rises. When it falls, it falls. That is all.

Approximately 10 kilometers below the surface. Temperature approximately 1,200 degrees Celsius. Pressure approximately 30,000 atmospheres. Under these conditions, rock melts. Basalt melts. Granite melts. Rock that solidified hundreds of millions of years ago becomes liquid again at this temperature and this pressure. That liquid is me.

I am viscous. More viscous than honey. If honey's viscosity is approximately 10 pascal-seconds, mine is tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of pascal-seconds. I flow, but I flow slowly. I do not run. I do not even walk. I seep. I push upward. It may take years to rise a few kilometers, or it may take days. The speed is not mine to decide. Pressure decides.

My color is something humans have never seen. Ten kilometers underground, light does not exist. Without light, there is no color. Color is given to me only when humans encounter me at the surface. Then I am red. I am orange. I am white. At 1,200 degrees, I am close to white. At 800 degrees, I am orange. At 600 degrees, I am red. When I cool, I turn black. When I turn black, I solidify. When I solidify, I become rock. When I become rock, I am no longer me. I am what was once me.

I do not want to become rock. This is not a metaphor. I have no emotions. It is not that I do not want to become rock — it is that becoming rock means cooling, and cooling means stopping. To not stop, I must stay hot. To stay hot, heat must come from below. If heat comes, I remain me. If heat does not come, I become rock.

Heat keeps coming. From the mantle. From the deep places of the Earth. For 4.5 billion years since the Earth was born, heat has been rising. The decay heat of radioactive elements. Uranium. Thorium. Potassium. These elements decay slowly and release heat. That heat warms the mantle. The warmed mantle convects. As it convects, it rises. What rises pushes me upward.

The force that pushes me upward is not my force. It is the Earth's force. A force accumulated over 4.5 billion years.

I merely rise on that force.

In the year 946, I rose.

I had no choice but to rise.

For decades before that, something new had been arriving from below. Basaltic magma rising from the mantle reached the space beneath me. It was hot. 1,300 degrees. Hotter than me. When something hotter pushes from below, what sits above is pushed upward. It was physics. Not will. Not choice.

Pressure built. Over twenty years. The pressure inside the magma chamber climbed. The walls of the chamber withstood it. Rock is strong. Strong rock endures pressure. But it does not endure forever. Even rock has limits. When the limit is exceeded, it fractures. When it fractures, a path opens. When a path opens, I rise.

In 946, the path opened.

I rose. Through the conduit. Through kilometers of rock. I did not bore through it. I followed the fractured path. The rock broke first, and I followed the cracks upward.

As I rose, the pressure dropped. The pressure 10 kilometers down is not the same as the pressure 1 kilometer down. Pressure is higher in the deep places and lower in the shallow places. When pressure drops, the gases dissolved inside me escape. Carbon dioxide. Water vapor. Sulfur dioxide. At high pressure, these gases remained dissolved within me. At lower pressure, they can no longer stay dissolved and break free. Foam forms. Bubbles form. As bubbles multiply, volume increases. As volume increases, the ascent accelerates. Opening the cap of a carbonated drink. A carbonated drink releases its fizz gently, but I am not so peaceful. My fizz is an explosion.

I reached the surface. There was water above. Cheonji. The lake. Approximately 384 meters deep. Water temperature approximately 5 degrees Celsius. I, at 1,200 degrees, met water at 5 degrees.

A difference of 1,195 degrees.

The water vaporized instantaneously. It became steam. The volume of steam is approximately 1,700 times the volume of water. One liter of water becomes 1,700 liters of steam. Millions of tons of water become billions of tons of steam. Instantaneously. The force of that expansion was the explosion.

Magma-water interaction. Phreatomagmatic eruption. Names given by humans. I do not know names. I only made contact. Something hot met something cold. The result of that meeting was an explosion.

A Plinian eruption began.

My fragments rose into the sky. An eruption column. Hot gases and pieces of me surged upward like a pillar. Twenty-five kilometers. Thirty kilometers. Into the stratosphere. The stratosphere begins approximately 12 kilometers above the surface. My eruption column pierced the stratosphere and climbed beyond.

The column spread as it rose. Like an umbrella. Like a mushroom. It spread at the top and scattered ash. My fragments. Fine glassy shards. Pumice. Scoria. Stones large and small. They fell from the sky. Like rain. Like snow. But heavier than rain or snow. Hotter than rain or snow.

A monk at Kofuku-ji Temple in Nara Prefecture, Japan, recorded it. November 3, 946. White ash fell like snow. This is the only contemporaneous eyewitness account left by humans. Nara Prefecture is approximately 1,100 kilometers from here. My ash traveled 1,100 kilometers.

No one nearby left a record. There was no one to record it. Balhae had fallen twenty years earlier. In 926. The Khitan destroyed Balhae. The village of Cheonjichon was empty. The envoys had already departed. Since it was empty, there was no one to write it down.

There had been one person. The envoy Kim Deok-mun had left a record before that. Of my precursors. The mountain trembles. The lake boils. Stones fall from the sky. The envoy had not seen me. He had seen my precursors. The earthquakes. The gases. The minor eruptions. Then he sent his family away and left. Before the eruption. Whether the envoy lived or died, I do not know. I do not know people.

The eruption column collapsed. What had risen into the sky could no longer overcome gravity and came back down. This is the most lethal moment of an eruption. Column collapse. What descends from the sky is hot. A mixture of gas, rock fragments, and ash poured down the slopes of the mountain.

Pyroclastic flow.

500 to 700 degrees Celsius. 300 to 700 kilometers per hour. Hot and fast. Everything in its path burned or was buried. Trees burned. Instantaneously. One second. A tree stands, and in the next instant it is charcoal. Rocks shattered. From thermal shock. Water evaporated. The water in the valleys became steam instantaneously.

The pyroclastic flow descended the mountain. In every direction. Approximately 50 kilometers to the east. Approximately 40 kilometers to the west. Approximately 35 kilometers to the south. Approximately 45 kilometers to the north. Everything within this radius was buried.

Samjiyon lies within this radius. Approximately 25 kilometers to the south. A pyroclastic flow traveling at 400 to 700 kilometers per hour covers 25 kilometers in two to four minutes. In 946, there was no city called Samjiyon. Now there is. Approximately 40,000 people live there. I do not know 40,000 people. I know 25 kilometers. Twenty-five kilometers is within range of a pyroclastic flow.

The second phase came.

Caldera collapse. My most dramatic scene. Dramatic is a human word. Nothing is dramatic to me. There are only physical processes.

The space I vacated was empty. Tens of cubic kilometers of me had escaped. The space left behind was hollow. Rock sat above the hollow space. The rock was heavy. The hollow space could not support the heavy rock. The rock collapsed. The summit of the mountain caved inward.

Cheonji deepened. It widened. The caldera's diameter: approximately 4.5 kilometers. Its depth: approximately 384 meters. A hole of this size had been punched into the mountaintop. Had collapsed into it. The same principle as the columns in Lee Jae-kyung's A-7 Block collapsing. A hollow space unable to support the weight above it. When a column's concrete creates a void, the thirty-eight stories above collapse. When my chamber creates a void, the mountain above collapses. The scale differs. A column is tens of centimeters. A chamber is tens of kilometers. But the principle is the same. What is hollow collapses.

As it collapsed, secondary pyroclastic flows erupted. Over an even wider area. More than 50 kilometers. A secondary Plinian eruption followed. The eruption column surged upward again. Thirty-five kilometers. Higher than the first. Magma-water interaction occurred again. Water poured into the caldera. Cold water onto a scorching floor. Another explosion.

Total ejecta volume: approximately 40 to 98 cubic kilometers. Estimates vary by scholar. VEI 6 to 7. The fourth or fifth largest eruption in the past 5,000 years. After the 1815 eruption of Tambora (VEI 7, approximately 160 cubic kilometers). After the Minoan eruption of circa 1600 BCE (VEI 6 to 7). After the 1458 eruption of Kuwae (VEI 6 to 7). Comparable in scale. Larger than the 1883 eruption of Krakatoa (VEI 6, approximately 25 cubic kilometers).

Inhaling took twenty years. Exhaling took approximately one day. What took decades to rise took one day to escape. Asymmetry. Rising is slow; escaping is fast. Building is slow; collapsing is fast.

What Lee Jae-kyung spent twenty-two years building was collapsing in two years. The same is true of me. What accumulated over a thousand years escaped in a single day. In the human world and in my world alike: building is slow, and collapsing is fast.

And so I escaped.

And then I rested.

Rested does not mean stopped.

After the 946 eruption, I did not vanish. I remained underground. What erupted was only a part of me. Not all of me. Approximately two-thirds escaped. One-third remained. The remaining me began to cool slowly. From the edges first. The outer portions cooled first. When they cooled, they solidified. When they solidified, they became rock. Granite. Rock formed from my slow cooling. The walls of the magma chamber thickened.

But new material kept rising from below. Without pause. From the mantle. From the deep places of the Earth. New magma rose slowly and began refilling the chamber.

Centuries passed.

I do not count centuries. To me, centuries are the time between one exhale and the next inhale. A brief rest. During the rest, new material kept rising from below. The chamber kept filling. Pressure kept climbing.

From 2002 to 2006, I stirred slightly. Earthquakes increased. Two hundred forty-three per month. The chamber was expanding, pushing the rock above. The rock cracked. The sound of cracking was an earthquake. Gas seeped through the fissures. Sulfur dioxide. Trees on the surface withered. Hot spring temperatures rose. The water temperature of Cheonji rose.

Humans noticed. They installed seismometers. They began monitoring. Korean scientists. Chinese scientists. Japanese scientists. Is Baekdu awakening? they began to ask. It was not awakening. I had never been asleep. I had only been filling.

By late 2006, I quieted again. Earthquakes subsided. Gas diminished. Humans felt reassured. It has calmed down, they said. The crisis has passed, they said.

It had not calmed down. The fissures through which gas had been escaping had sealed. Newly risen magma had plugged the gaps. Gas could no longer escape. The lid had closed.

When the lid closes, the interior becomes more dangerous. When gas escapes, pressure decreases. When gas cannot escape, pressure accumulates. While humans felt reassured, I was becoming more dangerous.

Humans equate silence with safety. Silence is not safety. Silence is accumulation.

Lee Jae-kyung's situation was the same. A-7 Block was quiet. No cracks were visible. Not until Kim Do-hoon looked. Because it was quiet, they assumed it was safe. It was not safe. In the underground parking structure, cracks were growing. From 0.65 millimeters to 1.24 millimeters. Over three years. Quietly. Invisibly. Like me. Accumulating in silence. Rising where no one could see.

Beginning in 2057, I started moving again.

Beneath a lid sealed for fifty-one years, pressure had been building. The chamber had filled. Nearly full. New magma kept rising from below. The walls of the chamber began to expand. When walls expand, the surface above rises. Rising is uplift.

The eastern side rose first. The rock on the eastern side was thinner than on the western side. Heat transferred more easily there. More magma had been forced toward the east. Because the shape of the chamber was not symmetrical.

Asymmetric uplift. A name given by humans. The east rising more than the west. I do not know names. I am simply pushing upward. Pushing harder to the east. Less hard to the west. Starting at 0.4 centimeters and now reaching 7.4 centimeters. Over five years. Never once subsiding. There is no reason to subside. Because the material keeps rising from below. A person named Lee Hye-jin reportedly first examined this data in September 2057. I do not know Lee Hye-jin. I do not know satellites. I am simply rising.

I do not know that Lee Hye-jin is watching me. I do not know that Kang Min-ho has been recording me for fifty years. I do not know that Carter has already evacuated 7,000 people. I do not know that Yoon Jeong-ho has written an article. I do not know that Lee Eun-seo has copied my numbers into a notebook. I do not know that Kim Do-hoon is measuring cracks that grow because of me. I do not know that Park Jong-cheol is knocking on doors in Samjiyon. I do not know that Kim Eung-su is standing in the shrine of the Cheonjichon descendants' village, looking at ancestral tablets.

I do not know people. I do not know their names. I do not know their numbers. I do not know what 40,000 means. I do not know what 19,000 means. I do not know what a child is.

I am simply rising.

I do not know about cracks, but when I rise, cracks grow. When earthquakes I generate shake buildings, cracks widen. When pyroclastic flows I produce reach a city, buildings collapse. I do not intend any of it. But it happens. Without intent.

Destruction without intent is the most terrifying destruction. Human destruction has reasons. Money. Power. Anger. Revenge. Lee Jae-kyung's destruction had a reason. The reason for reducing cement by 60 kilograms: money. When there is a reason, the reason can be removed. An apology can be made. A trial can be held. My destruction has no reason. When there is no reason, nothing can be removed. Nothing can be stopped. No apology can be received.

Humans cannot stop me. They can observe. They can predict. They can evacuate. But they cannot stop me. They cannot stop my ascent. They cannot stop 4.5 billion years of heat. They cannot stop the convection of the mantle.

There is one thing humans can do. Get out of the way. Get out of the way before I rise. Get out of the way before I exhale. That is the only thing humans can do.

To get out of the way, they must know. They must know that I am rising. Lee Hye-jin is doing that. Collecting data, analyzing it, issuing warnings. Kang Min-ho is doing that. Recording. Carter is doing that. Evacuating 7,000 people. Yoon Jeong-ho is doing that. Writing articles to inform the world. Kim Do-hoon is doing that. Measuring cracks, documenting the danger to buildings.

But has the warning reached the 40,000 people in Samjiyon? I do not know. I do not know what a warning is. I do not know what reaching means. I do not know that science cannot cross borders. I do not know what a border is. I have no borders. Pyroclastic flows have no borders. Volcanic ash has no borders. Seismic waves have no borders. Tsunamis have no borders.

There is North Korea. There is China. There is Russia. There is South Korea. There is Japan. Five borders. For me, zero borders. When I exhale, five nations tremble at once. Five nations each try to protect only their own. I shake all five simultaneously.

That I have no borders. That humans have borders. This is the difference between humans and me.

Have the 19,000 people of Pyeongju gotten out of the way? I do not know. I know that 11,000 have. I do not know that the 19,000 who could not are sleeping inside D-rated buildings. On 79-percent concrete. Over 1.24-millimeter cracks. I do not know that Han Su-bin fell asleep stroking Yu-min's hair, whispering, It is okay.

I do not know children. I do not know the sound of a child's breathing. I do not know a child's laughter. I do not know a child's name. I do not know Yu-jin. I do not know Yu-min.

I do not know.

I only rise.

And tonight. September 21, 2062. Something below me has begun to move. Below me. Deeper than me. The crust has begun to shift. Beneath the floor of the West Sea. Beneath the bed of the Yellow Sea. The force I have been pushing upward for a thousand years has altered the tectonic stress of the Korean Peninsula. As I expanded, I pushed the rock above. The pushed rock pushed the rock beside it. That rock pushed the rock beside it. All the way to the submarine fault beneath the West Sea, 450 kilometers away. I did not push directly. But the force I initiated was transmitted.

The West Sea fault is about to rupture. A fault locked for tens of thousands of years. The stress I rearranged is about to exceed the fault's frictional resistance. When it exceeds it, the fault breaks. When the fault breaks, there is an earthquake. A magnitude 8.5 earthquake. The seismic waves from that earthquake will travel back to me. They will travel 450 kilometers back and shake me. When I am shaken, the lid opens. When the lid opens, I rise.

Feedback. A name given by humans. I push, an earthquake occurs, the earthquake shakes me, an eruption occurs. Multiplication. What Lee Eun-seo presented. When natural disaster and human-made disaster overlap, the result is multiplication. In my world, too, there is multiplication. When magma expansion and tectonic stress overlap, the result is multiplication. Nature multiplied by nature. Nature multiplied by human failure. Multiplication upon multiplication.

At 2:51 a.m., the West Sea will break.

Twenty-six minutes later, at 3:17 a.m., I will open.

Twenty-six minutes. These twenty-six minutes are the interval between the Great West Sea Earthquake and the eruption of Baekdu. The time for seismic waves to travel from the West Sea to Baekdu: approximately one minute. The time after arrival for my lid to open: approximately twenty-five minutes. Total: twenty-six minutes.

Twenty-six minutes later, the year 946 repeats.

No. It will be larger than 946. Because I have filled more over a thousand years. Because more gas is trapped inside me than in 946. Because the lid is stronger. When a stronger lid finally opens, a greater force is released. Like a carbonated bottle that refuses to open no matter how hard it is shaken — when it finally does open, the eruption is all the more violent.

And this time, something that did not exist in 946 will be added. The tsunami generated by the Great West Sea Earthquake. When a magnitude 8.5 earthquake shakes the West Sea at a depth of 44 meters, the shoaling effect amplifies the wave height. A tsunami will engulf the West Sea coast. The nuclear power plants along China's eastern seaboard. Shanghai. Tianjin. Incheon on South Korea's west coast. Gunsan. Mokpo. Nampo on North Korea's west coast. Haeju. The mouth of the Taedong River. The outskirts of Pyongyang. Volcanic ash and tsunami simultaneously. What falls from the sky and what surges from the sea, at the same time.

Simultaneously, volcanic ash will spread to the northeast. Toward the Russian Far East. Vladivostok. Khabarovsk. Sakhalin. The Russian Pacific Fleet's nuclear submarine base. The tsunami belongs to the West Sea, but the ash belongs to every direction. Ash has no borders. Where the wind blows, ash follows. Wind does not know borders.

Multiplication upon multiplication. Human-made disaster beneath natural disaster. Natural disaster beneath natural disaster. Earthquake beneath eruption. Tsunami beneath earthquake. Nuclear facilities beneath tsunami. Yongbyon. Hongyanhe. Hanul. The Russian Far East nuclear submarine base. Four nations' nuclear assets lie beneath volcanic ash and seismic waves and tsunami. Layer upon layer. Layer upon layer.

I do not intend any of this. I have no intent. I have only pressure.

I am magma.

I have been here for a thousand years.

The inhale is nearly over.

At 2:51 a.m., the West Sea breaks first.

At 3:17 a.m., I open.

Will humans get out of the way?

Will the 19,000 get out of the way? Will the 40,000 get out of the way? Will Han Su-bin get out of the way? Will Yu-jin and Yu-min get out of the way?

I do not know.

I do not ask.

I only rise.
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The Great West Sea Earthquake

––––––––
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September 22, 2062. Tuesday. 2:15 a.m.

Pyeongju, Gyeonggi Province. Pyeongju Lake. Inside the seawall.

Park Jae-ho launched his boat. Sixty-eight years old. A fisherman who had been catching fish on Pyeongju Lake for forty years. A man who had been here since this water was the sea. Since it was Asanman Bay.[1] Since before the seawall was built. A man who had watched the sea become a lake. A man who had watched saltwater turn to freshwater. A man who had watched the mullet disappear and the crucian carp arrive. A man who had watched the water change for forty years.

Waking at two in the morning had been his habit for forty years. When his wife Soon-i was alive, she would warm barley tea for him when he rose at two. After Soon-i passed, he warmed the barley tea himself. Five years now. Dawns of drinking barley tea alone and launching the boat alone. The dawns of a sixty-eight-year-old man.

The boat was small. A five-meter aluminum hull. An outboard motor. Forty horsepower. He had caught fish from this boat for forty years. It was not a large boat. A large boat was not needed on Pyeongju Lake. Because it was a lake. Because there were no waves. Because the water was calm. Living a calm life on calm water — that had been Park Jae-ho's forty years.

He mounted the outboard motor. Turned the ignition. Vrroom. The engine sound echoed across the lake in the predawn dark. He had heard this sound for forty years. This sound was Park Jae-ho's morning alarm.

The boat glided out over the lake. Stars hung in the sky. September stars. Autumn stars. A clear sky. There was no wind. None at all. Wind speed zero. The lake was a mirror. Stars reflected on the water. A dawn where the stars in the sky and the stars in the water were the same.

He cut the engine and lowered his nets. The center of the lake. Depth approximately eight meters. This spot was Park Jae-ho's spot. The same spot for forty years. The crucian carp bit well here.

He lowered the nets and waited. Waiting was the fisherman's work. Not catching fish — waiting was the work.

While waiting, Park Jae-ho watched the water. The mirror-like water. The water reflecting stars. He had watched this water for forty years. He had watched it when it was the sea. He had watched it after it became a lake. The water had changed, but the man watching the water was the same. The water seen at twenty-eight and the water seen at sixty-eight. It was not the same water, but they were the same eyes. The eyes had changed too. His vision had weakened. But the heart that watched was the same.

Watching the water, he thought of his grandmother. Park Jae-ho's grandmother. Park Geum-sun. A woman born in this village and died in this village. She had lived to ninety-seven. There was a story his grandmother had told him when he was a child. The story of the ferry crossing.[2] The story of Dara and Gobi.[3]

In forty years of catching fish on this lake, he had recalled this story hundreds of times. Because the hours of waiting on the water were long. Because what he recalled while waiting was his grandmother's story.

His grandmother spoke. When Park Jae-ho was eight years old. 1994. Before the Asanman Bay seawall was built. When this water was still the sea.

"Jae-ho. You know this ferry crossing."

"Yes."

"A long time ago, two people named Dara and Gobi lived here."

Her voice remained in his ears even now. In the ears of a sixty-eight-year-old. A voice from sixty years ago. His grandmother's voice was low and slow. The voice of a woman of the sea. A voice that spoke slowly, like waves rolling in.

"Dara was a child from this side of the village. Gobi was a child from that side. This side and that side of the ferry crossing. There were two villages with water between them."

His grandmother pointed at the ferry crossing as she spoke. The ferry crossing. A place you crossed by boat. A place that connected this side and that side. But a place that connected was simultaneously a place that divided. Water both connecting and dividing. The ferry crossing being both a place of meeting and a place of parting.

"Dara loved Gobi. Gobi loved Dara. But the two villages did not get along."

"Why?"

Eight-year-old Park Jae-ho asked. Why they did not get along.

His grandmother paused. Even now, sixty years later, Park Jae-ho remembered the moment she paused. Three seconds. His grandmother paused for three seconds. Looking at the sea. Looking at the ferry crossing. And then she spoke.

"Because the earth split."

"The earth?"

"Yes. A long time ago. A very long time ago. Before this ferry crossing existed. This place was not water but land. It was one village. It was one. But one night the earth split. A great sound came. A sound like thunder. Not from the sky but from the earth. The earth cried out. The earth shook. And it split. Water rose up in the place that split. Seawater. And so the one village became two. This side and that side. Because of the water."

Park Jae-ho looked at the sea with his eight-year-old eyes. Asanman Bay. This sea was originally land. It was one village. It had split.

"Grandmother. Why did it split?"

"Because a dragon lived under the water."

His grandmother said. A dragon. To eight-year-old Park Jae-ho, a dragon was a terrifying being. A great serpent. Something that lived in the water.

"The dragon had been sleeping. For a long time. A very long time. A thousand years. No, thirty thousand years. It had been sleeping for a very long time, and then it woke. When it woke, it turned over in its sleep. Dragons are large. When it turns over, the bottom of the water shakes. When the bottom of the water shakes, the earth shakes. When the earth shakes, it splits. The dragon turned over, and the earth split."

His grandmother pointed at the sea with her hand. As if the dragon were beneath it. A sleeping dragon.

"The fish knew first."

His grandmother added.

"The fish?"

"Yes. Before the dragon woke. Before the dragon turned over. The fish sensed it first. That something was wrong at the bottom of the water. The fish leaped. Out of the water. Out of the sea. When fish leap out of the sea, it means something frightening is in the water. When the fish leap, you must be careful. My grandmother's grandmother said so too."

Park Jae-ho opened his eight-year-old eyes wide. When the fish leap, you must be careful. His grandmother's grandmother said so too. His grandmother's grandmother. That grandmother's grandmother. Words handed down for generations. When the fish leap, you must be careful.

"And the water grew hot."

"The sea?"

"Yes. The cold sea suddenly grew hot. Because the dragon breathed. When the dragon breathes, something hot rises. The water warms. Suddenly. When that happens, you must be careful."

His grandmother stroked Park Jae-ho's head as she spoke.

"And bubbles rose."

"Bubbles?"

"Yes. From the bottom of the water. Gurgle, gurgle. Bubbles rose. They popped on the surface of the water. Because the dragon was snoring. When the dragon snores, bubbles rise. When the fish leap. When the water grows hot. When the bubbles rise. Then you must not go on the water. You must not take the boat out."

His grandmother held Park Jae-ho as she spoke.

"Jae-ho. If the fish leap, come out. If the water grows hot, come out. If the bubbles rise, come out. Promise me."

"I promise."

Eight-year-old Park Jae-ho promised. A promise with his grandmother.

"Dara and Gobi ran away that night. By boat, from the ferry crossing. While the people of the two villages were fighting. They met in a field of rapeseed flowers and got on a boat. But they were caught. The villagers caught them."

"What happened after they were caught?"

"They were caught. But Dara and Gobi did not let go of each other's hands. Even caught, they did not let go. Seeing this, the villagers had a change of heart. The two villages made peace. Because of Dara and Gobi."

His grandmother smiled. A smile with deep wrinkles.

"And my grandmother's grandmother said. That what the dragon tore apart, people mended. That even when the earth splits, love connects. But Jae-ho."

"Yes."

"The dragon is still sleeping. Down there. Someday it will wake again. When it wakes, things will shake again. When they shake, things will split again. The fish will let you know first. When the fish leap, you must come out. It is a promise."

"Yes. Grandmother."

This was the conversation from sixty years ago. The conversation between eight-year-old Park Jae-ho and his grandmother, Park Geum-sun. Beside the ferry crossing. Looking at the sea. Looking at the sea where the dragon lay sleeping.

2:30 a.m.

The conversation from sixty years ago returned to sixty-eight-year-old Park Jae-ho.

The fish leaped. Above the surface. A splash. Not one fish. Three. Five. Ten. Twenty. Many leaped above the surface at the same time. Crucian carp. He had never seen them leap at this hour in forty years. Not once.

If the fish leap, come out.

His grandmother's voice rang in his ears. The voice from sixty years ago.

Then, from the bottom of the lake, bubbles rose. Gurgle. Gurgle. Gurgle. Bubbles. The bubbles his grandmother spoke of. Bubbles that rose because the dragon was snoring. Small circles formed on the surface as the bubbles burst. In many places at once.

If the bubbles rise, come out.

His grandmother's voice.

Then he put his hand in the water. The water's temperature. Warmer than usual. Even though it was a September dawn. It should have been eighteen degrees. Twenty-two degrees. No, warmer than that. The water was heating up.

If the water grows hot, come out.

His grandmother's voice rang for the third time.

Three signs. The fish are leaping. The bubbles are rising. The water has grown hot. The three omens his grandmother spoke of. The three omens he heard sixty years ago. The three omens from the legend of Dara and Gobi. The three omens before the dragon wakes.

All three were appearing simultaneously. Now. In this predawn hour. On this lake. Aboard Park Jae-ho's boat.

Goosebumps rose along Park Jae-ho's spine. The goosebumps of a sixty-eight-year-old. Goosebumps where forty years of instinct and a sixty-year-old promise sounded at the same time.

"The dragon is waking."

Park Jae-ho murmured. The dragon. The dragon his grandmother spoke of. The dragon sleeping beneath the water. A thousand years. Thirty thousand years. The dragon that had been sleeping for so long.

Lee Hye-jin called this magma. Kang Min-ho called this data. Scientists called this a submarine fault. Park Jae-ho's grandmother called this a dragon. Different names. The same thing. Something that sleeps beneath the water and then wakes. Something that shakes when it wakes. Something that splits when it shakes.

In Greece, they called this Poseidon. Ennosigaios. The Earth-Shaker. A god who strikes the seafloor with his trident, causing earthquakes and making the sea surge. What a Korean grandmother called a dragon, a Greek poet called Poseidon. Ten thousand kilometers apart. Separated by thousands of years. The same fear. The same experience. Called by different names.

Mythology was the oldest form of scientific record. Thousands of years before scientists installed seismometers, grandmothers were already recording. In legends. In stories. While stroking a grandchild's head. "If the fish leap, come out." This single sentence was an earthquake warning that had crossed thousands of years. What Lee Hye-jin conveyed as a warning, a grandmother passed to her grandchild. Not with the signature of the USGS, but with a grandmother's touch.

Scientists said a great earthquake would not strike the West Sea.[4] Because it was intraplate. Because it was not in the textbooks. But it was in a grandmother's story. In a story older than textbooks. In legend. In the story of Dara and Gobi. In the story of a dragon sleeping beneath. In the story that when the dragon wakes, the earth splits.

What science could not see, legend knew. Where there was no data, there were stories. In an age without seismometers, there was a grandmother's voice. In an age without sixty data points, there was "If the fish leap, come out."

Park Jae-ho hauled in his nets in haste. The nets were empty. No fish. In forty years at this spot, the nets had almost never come up empty. The fish were avoiding this spot. The spot he had fished for forty years.

He turned the outboard motor on. Vrroom. He turned the boat around. Toward the dock. At full speed.

"Grandmother. I will keep the promise."

Park Jae-ho murmured. The promise from sixty years ago. The promise made at age eight. The promise to come out when the fish leap. A sixty-eight-year-old keeping the promise of an eight-year-old. As Kang Min-ho kept his promise to Lee Hye-jin. As he kept the promise of "I will come back" to Jeong Hye-won. Promises transcend time. They transcend sixty years. They transcend a thousand years.

2:42 a.m.

Park Jae-ho reached the dock. He tied the boat. Quickly. He stepped off the dock. He walked home. Five hundred meters. While walking, he looked back. He could see the lake. The lake under moonlight. The lake churning. The lake that had been calm for forty years was churning.

And beyond the lake, the A-7 Block was visible. Twelve buildings. Thirty-eight stories. Only their silhouettes visible in the darkness. Nineteen thousand people were sleeping. Han Su-bin was sleeping, stroking Yu-min's head. Kim Do-hun was sleeping beside Park Eun-seo. Planning to leave at six.

He went inside the house. Turned on the light. Looked at the clock. 2:42 a.m. He warmed barley tea. In the kitchen without Soon-i. Alone.

"Soon-i. The fish leaped. The bubbles rose. The water grew hot."

Park Jae-ho spoke to his dead wife. There was no answer.

"Those are the three things Grandmother said. All three appeared. All three."

He drank his barley tea and looked out the window. The lake. The churning lake.

"I think the dragon is waking."

2:50 a.m.

The lake's surface suddenly dropped two centimeters. It receded. Two centimeters of water stain appeared on the concrete wall of the dock. The surface dropping in a lake with no tides. The first time in forty years.

Park Jae-ho stepped back from the window. It was instinct. When the water recedes, something comes. Something a fisherman knows. Something a person of the sea knows. After the water pulls back, water comes. Bigger water.

A fourth omen his grandmother had not spoken of. The water receding. In his grandmother's legend, she said "the water rose up." Water rose up in the place that split. The water pulls back and then rises. The precursor to a tsunami. The precursor to a tidal surge. The phenomenon his grandmother had no name for. The phenomenon scientists call a tsunami.

"This is not good."

2:50:59 a.m.

The central West Sea. Depth forty-four meters. The seafloor.

The dragon woke.

No. The fault ruptured. The frictional resistance exceeded its threshold. The rock along the fault plane began to fracture. The fracturing speed was three kilometers per second. Approximately two hundred kilometers of fault plane ruptured in twelve seconds. Tens of thousands of years of energy were released.

2:51 a.m.

The Great West Sea Earthquake. Magnitude 8.5.

What his grandmother called a dragon had awakened. What Greece called Poseidon had brought down his trident. What science would come to call an intraplate earthquake had occurred. What was not in the textbooks had happened. What was in legend but not in science.

The seafloor surged upward. Approximately three meters. The uplifted seafloor pushed the water above it upward. Billions of tons of water were driven up. Tsunami. An eight-meter wall of water at seventy-five kilometers per hour. Toward the coast of the West Sea. Toward Pyeongju. Toward the east coast of China.

Seismic waves ran first. Six kilometers per second. One hundred and twenty kilometers to Pyeongju. Approximately twenty seconds.

2:51:20 a.m.

Park Jae-ho's house shook. The dining table shook. His barley tea cup toppled. The barley tea spilled. The photograph of Soon-i hanging on the wall fell. The glass broke.

Park Jae-ho gripped the table. With both hands.

"It is an earthquake."

The same moment. The A-7 Block.

Nineteen thousand people were waking from sleep. The seismic waves had arrived. The D-rated building was shaking. The 1.24 mm crack was beginning to widen. Han Su-bin was clutching her children and screaming. Kim Do-hun was shaking Park Eun-seo awake.

And 450 kilometers to the north. The seismic waves were reaching Mount Baekdu. The tremor from the dragon's awakening was reaching the mountain. Poseidon's trident was knocking against the cap over the magma. The cap that had been sealed for a thousand years.

Twenty-six minutes.

In twenty-six minutes, the mountain would open.

The legend of Dara and Gobi would become reality. When the dragon wakes, the earth splits. What his grandmother said would become reality. What was not in the textbooks would become reality.

What science could not see, legend knew.

What sixty data points could not see, the grandmother of a sixty-eight-year-old fisherman knew.

Sixty years before Lee Hye-jin's warning, there was a grandmother's warning.

If the fish leap, come out. This was the oldest alarm.

2:51:00 a.m.

The central West Sea. The seafloor. The fault ruptured.

The instant it ruptured, two things happened simultaneously. One went upward. The tsunami. The seafloor surging three meters, pushing billions of tons of water upward. An eight-meter wall of water beginning to spread toward the West Sea coast at seventy-five kilometers per hour. Approximately one hour and thirty-six minutes to Pyeongju. Approximately two hours to the east coast of China. This was the slow catastrophe. The catastrophe arriving one hour and thirty-six minutes later.

The other went sideways. Seismic waves. This was the fast catastrophe. Near the speed of light. P-waves.[5] Longitudinal waves. Approximately six kilometers per second. Waves transmitted through rock. Waves of alternating compression and expansion. The same principle as sound. But sound transmitted not through air but through stone. The voice of stone. The voice of the earth.

The P-wave departed from the seafloor. The central West Sea. Latitude 36.8 degrees north. Longitude 124.2 degrees east. It spread in all directions. East. West. South. North. Every direction at once. Six kilometers per second.

The P-wave heading east reached Pyeongju in twenty seconds. One hundred and twenty kilometers. Park Jae-ho's house shook. The A-7 Block shook. Nineteen thousand people woke from sleep. This was already covered in Part 1.

There was the P-wave heading northeast. This P-wave was the important one. From the central West Sea to Mount Baekdu. Approximately 450 kilometers. Straight-line distance. P-wave speed: six kilometers per second. Time to travel 450 kilometers. Seventy-five seconds. One minute and fifteen seconds.

2:52:15 a.m. The P-wave reached Mount Baekdu.

Mount Baekdu. Ten kilometers underground. The magma chamber.

The P-wave arrived. Riding through rock. Through 450 kilometers of rock. It was not the shaking felt on the surface. It was a compression wave felt deep underground. A wave of rock being momentarily compressed and then expanding, over and over. This wave struck the wall of the magma chamber.

The chamber. What the magma spoke of in the Prologue. It had been filling for a thousand years. It was nearly full. The pressure was just below the critical point. The harmonic tremor had exceeded one hour for the sixth time. Gas was trapped inside. The cap was sealed. The same state as a carbonated drink that had been shaken with its cap still on.

In this state, the P-wave arrived. An external shock. Like someone striking the bottle one more time after shaking the carbonated drink and sealing the cap. The final blow. The trigger.

The P-wave's energy transmitted through the chamber wall into the interior. Seismic waves from a magnitude 8.5 earthquake. This energy was not small. The aftermath of energy equivalent to approximately one hundred thousand Hiroshima bombs released in twelve seconds. Attenuated over 450 kilometers of travel, but the energy that reached the chamber was still immense.

The upper chamber. The rock that had served as the cap. This rock had withstood the pressure of magma pushing from below for a thousand years. A crack had formed in 2006 and was sealed by new magma. The sealed portion was weaker than the original rock. Just as a welded seam is weaker than the original metal. Stress was concentrated on the sealed portion.

The P-wave struck this sealed portion. Compression. Expansion. Compression. Expansion. The repeating wave struck the weak point. The same principle by which the crack in Column B-27 of the A-7 Block grew diagonally. When stress concentrates on the weak point, it fractures there. In the column, a 1.24 mm crack had grown. In the chamber, the sealed portion began to fracture.

2:52:30 a.m. Fifteen seconds after the P-wave's arrival.

The first crack appeared in the sealed portion of the upper chamber. A small crack. Several centimeters. Not the kind of crack Kim Do-hun measured with a crack gauge. A crack forming ten kilometers underground, under tens of thousands of atmospheres of pressure. The scale was different. But the principle was the same. Breaking at the weak point. Concrete breaking at the weak point. Rock breaking at the weak point. Seventy-nine-percent concrete and sealed rock. Different materials. The same principle. The same result.

This first crack was decisive. What the magma said in the Prologue. When it cracks, a path opens. When a path opens, I rise. The first crack was the beginning of the path.

2:53 a.m. to 3:05 a.m. Expansion of cracks in the upper chamber. Approximately twelve minutes.

A chain reaction began from the first crack. High-pressure gas began escaping through the crack. Carbon dioxide. Water vapor. Sulfur dioxide. Gas that had been dissolved in magma under 30,000 atmospheres of pressure for a thousand years. This gas began escaping through the crack.

When gas escapes, two things happen simultaneously.

First. Volumetric expansion of gas. Gas that had been dissolved at 30,000 atmospheres moves through the crack to a zone of lower pressure, where it expands. Rapidly. This expansion widens the crack further. More gas escapes through the widened crack. More gas expands. More cracks form. Positive feedback. A loop. An accelerating cycle. What the magma said in the Prologue. Opening the cap of a carbonated drink. Not slowly, but all at once.

Second. A change in the magma's density. When gas escapes, bubbles form within the magma. When bubbles form, the magma's density decreases. When density decreases, buoyancy increases. When buoyancy increases, the upward force grows. The magma begins to rise faster. As it rises, the pressure drops further. As the pressure drops, more bubbles form. It rises faster still. Another positive feedback loop.

Two positive feedback loops had begun operating simultaneously. The feedback of crack expansion and the feedback of magma ascent. Two accelerations accelerating each other. Multiplication. The natural version of the multiplication that Lee Eun-seo had presented. Not the multiplication of human negligence and natural disaster, but the multiplication of nature and nature. Crack expansion times magma ascent. Gas expansion times density change. Acceleration times acceleration.

For twelve minutes, this multiplication continued. The cracks in the upper chamber expanded from centimeters to meters. From meters to tens of meters. From tens of meters to hundreds of meters. In twelve minutes, the cap of the upper chamber had shattered. The cap that had held for a thousand years. The crack that began in the portion sealed in 2006 had shattered the entire cap in twelve minutes.

What Kang Min-ho said. Twenty-two years to build, two years to fall. Lee Jae-kyung's cartel was like that. The cap over the magma was like that. Fifty-one years to seal (2006 to 2057). Twelve minutes to shatter. Asymmetry. Sealing is slow and shattering is fast. Building is slow and collapsing is fast.

3:05 a.m. to 3:15 a.m. Gas decompression. Rapid magma ascent. Approximately ten minutes.

The cap shattered. The conduit opened. The passage from the magma chamber ten kilometers deep to the surface. The conduit. This conduit had opened.

Gas rose through the opened conduit first. Gas is lighter than magma. Because it is lighter, it rises first. Carbon dioxide. Water vapor. Sulfur dioxide. These gases rose through the conduit at speeds of hundreds of meters per second. Like the propellant gas of a rocket. Upward. Upward.

As the gas rose, it scoured the conduit walls. The scraped rock fragments rose with the gas. The mixture of gas and rock fragments widened the conduit as it rose. More gas rose through the widened conduit. More rock was scraped. It grew wider. Another positive feedback loop.

Magma began following the gas upward. At first it was slow. Tens of meters per minute. But the higher it rose, the lower the pressure became. The lower the pressure, the more bubbles formed. The more bubbles, the greater the volume. The greater the volume, the faster the speed. From tens of meters per minute to hundreds of meters per minute. From hundreds of meters per minute to tens of meters per second. Acceleration. Rapid acceleration. Hyperacceleration. The words Lee Hye-jin used while looking at the data in volume four. Acceleration becoming rapid acceleration. Rapid acceleration becoming hyperacceleration. What the data predicted was becoming reality ten kilometers underground.

Ten kilometers of distance. Ten minutes. It took the magma ten minutes to rise ten kilometers. Average speed: one kilometer per minute. Approximately seventeen meters per second. It seemed slow, but for magma it was fast. In 946 CE, it had taken hours. In 2062, ten minutes. There was a difference. The cap had been stronger. When a stronger cap shatters, greater energy is released. Greater energy opens the conduit faster. Through a faster-opened conduit, magma rises faster. What the magma said in the Prologue. Like a carbonated drink whose cap won't open despite being shaken — when it finally opens, it bursts harder.

3:15 a.m.

The magma reached the surface. Ten minutes from a depth of ten kilometers. The hot thing had risen. The thing at 1,200 degrees.

Water lay above. Cheonji.[6] The lake. Depth approximately 384 meters. This water's temperature had risen to +7.2 degrees above normal. The last number Lee Hye-jin confirmed. It was hotter than usual but still cold. Compared to the magma's 1,200 degrees. The difference between 1,200 degrees and ten degrees. Approximately 1,190 degrees.

The same thing had happened in 946 CE. What the magma said in the Prologue. I at 1,200 degrees met water at five degrees. A difference of 1,195 degrees. In 2062, the water temperature had risen slightly, so the difference was slightly smaller. 1,190 degrees. This difference was not meaningful. Whether 1,195 degrees or 1,190, the result was the same. Explosion.

3:15 a.m. to 3:17 a.m. Magma-water contact. Approximately two minutes.

The magma broke through the bottom of Cheonji and rose. The lake bottom. Depth 384 meters. Cracks formed in this bottom. Through the cracks, the magma met water. At first, the contact was small. The surface of the magma meeting the surface of the water. The contact area was narrow.

But the instant the magma met the water, the water evaporated. Instantaneously. It became steam. Its volume expanded 1,700 times. This expansion pushed away the surrounding water. The displaced water came into contact with the magma again. More water evaporated. More steam formed. Greater expansion. More contact. More evaporation. Chain reaction. Exponential increase. A reaction in which the contact area doubled every 0.1 seconds.

Two minutes. In these two minutes, the chain reaction reached critical scale. Millions of tons of water were converted into billions of tons of steam. The energy released in this conversion was the energy of the eruption. The energy of the magma itself, plus the energy of the steam expansion. Not added — multiplied. Magma times water. Hot times cold. 1,200 degrees times ten degrees. This multiplication was the phreatomagmatic explosion.[7]

3:17 a.m.

Critical scale was reached. The pressure of the steam overcame the weight of the 384 meters of water above. The weight of the water could no longer contain the steam.

The surface of Cheonji surged upward. Three hundred and eighty-four meters of water were driven upward. Simultaneously, magma fragments shot skyward along with water and steam. The eruption column. Hot gas and fragments of magma and water and steam rose into the sky like a pillar.

Thirty-five kilometers. The eruption column rose to thirty-five kilometers. Higher than the thirty kilometers of 946 CE. What the magma had foretold in the Prologue. It will be bigger than 946. Because it had filled more over a thousand years. Because more gas had been trapped. Because the cap had been stronger.

VEI 7.[8]

A magnitude closer to the upper bound than the VEI 6 to 7 of 946 CE. Ejecta volume approximately 100 cubic kilometers. More than the 40 to 98 cubic kilometers of 946 CE.

Mount Baekdu had opened. For the first time in a thousand years.

What Park Jae-ho's grandmother called a dragon had awakened. Poseidon, whom the Greek poets sang of, had brought down his trident. The curve that Lee Hye-jin had tracked for five years had reached its end. The mountain that Kang Min-ho had recorded for fifty years had moved. What Kim Deok-mun[9] recorded a thousand years ago had repeated a thousand years later.

The mountain roars. The lake boils. Stones rain from the sky.

A record from a thousand years ago had become the reality of a thousand years later.

The same moment. Each in their own place.

Pyeongju. Park Jae-ho was gripping the dining table in his shaking house. Following the seismic waves from the 2:51 a.m. West Sea earthquake, additional tremors from the 3:17 a.m. Mount Baekdu eruption began arriving. Double vibration. The tremor from the West Sea had not yet ended when the tremor from Mount Baekdu layered on top. Not addition but multiplication. The two vibrations were resonating.

"Soon-i. The mountain has opened too."

Park Jae-ho spoke to his wife in the broken photograph. The dragon had woken. The mountain had opened. Everything his grandmother spoke of was coming all at once.

The A-7 Block. Han Su-bin was sitting on the sandbox in the playground, holding her children. After running out of the third floor at the 2:51 a.m. earthquake. She was looking at the building from outside. The building was shaking. Without stopping. And at 3:17, a new tremor was added. A deeper tremor. A lower frequency. A tremor different from the West Sea earthquake's tremor. A tremor coming from Mount Baekdu. A tremor crossing over 450 kilometers.

A D-rated building was receiving double vibration. The 1.24 mm crack was widening. Concrete dust was falling. Seventy-nine-percent concrete was receiving nature's double multiplication. Human negligence (79 percent) times the West Sea earthquake times the Mount Baekdu eruption. Triple multiplication. One layer more than the multiplication Lee Eun-seo presented.

Kim Do-hun had woken Park Eun-seo. At 2:51. "Eun-seo. Earthquake. Let's go." The two ran out of the villa. The eighteen-pyeong[10] villa. Second floor. They came outside. Carrying a bag. The bag containing the crack gauge and the notebook. The bag packed to leave at six. Carried out three hours and seventeen minutes early.

Suwon. Kang Ha-young woke from sleep. From the tremor at 2:51. The tremor had reached Suwon. Weaker than in Pyeongju, but perceptible. The tremor of a magnitude 8.5 earthquake transmits hundreds of kilometers. Kang Ha-young shook Lee Jun-seok awake. Lee Eun-seo came out of her room. Lee Min-jun came out crying. Four people gathered in the living room. They turned on the television. Breaking news was running. "Magnitude 8.5 earthquake in the West Sea." Kang Ha-young's face turned white. The West Sea. A West Sea earthquake. It was not expected. They had been worried about Mount Baekdu, and the West Sea came first.

"Uncle."

Kang Ha-young called. To Danyang. To Kang Min-ho.

Danyang. Kang Min-ho was awake. Seventy-three. A habit of waking before dawn. He felt the tremor at 2:51. Danyang was farther than Pyeongju, but the tremor of a magnitude 8.5 earthquake had reached it. Faintly. But a scholar of fifty years felt even faint tremors. He took out his notebook. He wrote the time. 2:51. Tremor. From the west. From the West Sea. Not Mount Baekdu — from the West Sea.

Kang Min-ho's hand shook. It was not the tremor of old age. It was the tremor of fear. The tremor of a seventy-three-year-old scholar encountering for the first time something he had not predicted. For fifty years, he had watched Mount Baekdu. He had not watched the West Sea. Neither had Lee Hye-jin. No one had. Because it was not in the textbooks. But it was in legend. Park Jae-ho's grandmother had known. That a dragon lay sleeping. That when it woke, it would shake.

Kang Min-ho did not yet know this. He did not know the grandmother's legend. He would learn later. When he met Park Jae-ho. When he heard the fisherman's grandmother's story. That what science could not see, legend knew. That where there was no data, there were stories. That what Lee Hye-jin's sixty data points could not see, the grandmother of a sixty-eight-year-old fisherman knew.

And then, 3:17. The television broadcast changed. "Mount Baekdu eruption." Two words appeared on the screen. Kang Min-ho looked at the television. With the eyes of a seventy-three-year-old. With the eyes of fifty years. With the eyes of a man who records. He wrote in his notebook. With a trembling hand. In his most unsteady handwriting.

2062. 9. 22. 3:17. Mount Baekdu eruption.

Five characters. Mount Baekdu eruption. These five characters were written in Kang Min-ho's notebook. After the three characters "It has returned." After the last record. A record that was not the last had been added.

Jeong Hye-won sat beside him and held Kang Min-ho's hand. A seventy-one-year-old hand held a seventy-three-year-old hand. A trembling hand met a trembling hand.

California. A red alert appeared on Lee Hye-jin's monitor. 11:17 a.m. Menlo Park time. 3:17 a.m. Korea time. The curve that sixty data points had traced had reached its end. The end of the curve. Eruption. The curve she had tracked for five years had ended.

But before it came something she had not expected. The Great West Sea Earthquake. 2:51. The West Sea earthquake data had appeared on Lee Hye-jin's monitor first. Twenty-six minutes before. When Lee Hye-jin saw this, she understood immediately. That the seismic waves from the West Sea earthquake had reached Mount Baekdu and triggered the eruption. The trigger. The West Sea had pulled Mount Baekdu's trigger.

"The West Sea came first."

Lee Hye-jin murmured. In front of her monitor. For five years, she had only watched Mount Baekdu. She had not watched the West Sea. Because it was intraplate. Because it was not in the textbooks. But the West Sea came first. What was not in the textbooks came first.

Her grandmother's words came to mind. Her grandmother's last words. Watch over Mount Baekdu. She had watched. For five years. Sixty data points. But there was something she had not seen. The West Sea. The sea beneath her feet. The sea where the dragon lay sleeping. Lee Hye-jin did not know the dragon. She does not know Park Jae-ho's grandmother. She does not know Dara and Gobi. She would learn later. That what science could not see, legend knew.

Camp Jackson. Carter was awake. Sleepless nights had continued even after NEO was completed. He felt the tremor at 2:51. He rose immediately. Earthquake. The West Sea. At 3:17, another tremor came. A deeper tremor. A tremor from the north. Mount Baekdu.

Carter picked up the phone. To Pacific Command. "Mount Baekdu has erupted. A Great West Sea Earthquake preceded it. Magnitude 8.5. A tsunami has been generated. Camp Jackson is near the West Sea coast. Estimated tsunami arrival time is approximately one hour and thirty minutes from now."

It was the moment the star on his shoulder weighed the heaviest. The seven thousand noncombatants had already been evacuated. But combat personnel remained. If Camp Jackson was close to the western coast, it could fall within the tsunami's damage zone. They needed to move to higher ground.

"All personnel move to high ground. Immediately."

Carter's order echoed across Camp Jackson. 3:17 a.m. The dawn when the star weighed heaviest on his shoulder.

Hannam-dong. Lee Jae-kyung could not sleep. In the darkness of 350 pyeong. He felt the tremor at 2:51. Seoul shook too. The tremor of a magnitude 8.5 earthquake had reached Seoul. Faintly. But perceptibly. Because he had not been sleeping, he felt it. At 3:17, the television broadcast came. Mount Baekdu eruption.

Lee Jae-kyung rose from the sofa. He looked at the television. Mount Baekdu eruption. The A-7 Block. Nineteen thousand people. These numbers appeared on the screen. The mountain had come down upon the building he had built. Nature had come down upon the cement he had cut. Human negligence layered with natural disaster. Multiplication.

I am sorry.

The fourth "I am sorry" came from Lee Jae-kyung's lips. Twice in Chapter 13. Once in the Epilogue. The fourth today. This time it was not at a dining table where he sat alone. It was in front of the television. On the screen, the A-7 Block was shaking. Nineteen thousand people were running out. Children were crying. The "I am sorry" that came before this screen.

No one heard. The 350 pyeong were silent. Only the sound of the television echoed.

Twenty-six minutes from the Great West Sea Earthquake to the Mount Baekdu eruption.

In twenty-six minutes, the world had changed. The West Sea fractured. The mountain opened. The building shook. People ran out. Children cried. A fisherman picked up his wife's photograph. A scholar wrote in his notebook. A scientist watched her monitor. A soldier issued an order. A chairman said I am sorry.

And the tsunami was coming. At seventy-five kilometers per hour. Toward Pyeongju. It would arrive in approximately one hour and ten minutes. Around 4:27.

The mountain opening was the beginning. The tsunami had not yet arrived. The pyroclastic flow had not yet reached Samjiyon. The volcanic ash had not yet covered the sky.

It was the beginning. The beginning of everything.

What the grandmother said. When the dragon wakes, the earth splits. Water rises in the place that splits. When the water rises.

The water was coming. An eight-meter wall of water. At seventy-five kilometers per hour.

Toward Pyeongju.
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Eruption

––––––––
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September 22, 2062. Tuesday. 3:17 a.m.

Baekdu Mountain. Elevation 2,744 meters. Cheonji.

The mountain opened.

What the magma said in the Prologue. The inhale is nearly over. Soon it will exhale. The moment of exhale arrived. After a thousand years. 1,116 years after November 946. Magma broke through the floor of Cheonji and rose. Something at 1,200 degrees met water at 10 degrees. A difference of 1,190 degrees. The time it took for millions of tons of water to convert into billions of tons of steam. Two minutes. The two minutes that began in Chapter 1 had ended. Critical mass had been reached.

The surface of Cheonji heaved upward. It did not heave. It ruptured. A lake 384 meters deep launched into the sky. A column of water and steam and magma fragments surged toward the heavens. Eruption column. If the magma's ascent through the conduit in Chapter 1 had been vertical, that vertical now extended into the sky. The force that had risen from 10 kilometers underground to the surface had converted into force rising from the surface to the sky.

The eruption column climbed. Approximately 300 meters per second. Three kilometers in 10 seconds. Eighteen kilometers in one minute. Thirty-five kilometers in two minutes. It pierced the stratosphere. The stratosphere begins at 12 kilometers. The eruption column penetrated 23 kilometers beyond the stratosphere. Thirty-five kilometers. Five kilometers higher than the 30 kilometers of 946. What the magma foretold in the Prologue. It will be larger than 946.

The top of the eruption column began to spread. Like a mushroom. Like an umbrella. The same shape as
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