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Eight years earlier …

Jasper Sloan sat in front of the fire, a half-finished glass of whiskey on the arm of the chair beside him, a thick file of papers in his hand. Page by page he fed the incriminating contents of the folder to the ravenous flames.

It was midnight. Outside a steady Northwest rain fell, cloaking the woods in a melancholy mist. The lights of Seattle were a distant blur across the waters of Puget Sound.

In the past his Bainbridge Island home had been a retreat and a refuge for Jasper. Tonight it was a place to bury the past.

“Watcha doin’, Uncle Jasper?”

Jasper tossed another sheet to the flames. Then he looked at the ten-year-old pajama-clad boy in the doorway. He smiled slightly.

“I’m cleaning out some old files,” he said. “What’s the matter, Kirby? Couldn’t you get to sleep?”

“I had another bad dream.” There were shadows in Kirby’s intelligent, too-somber eyes.

“It will fade in a few minutes.” Jasper closed the half-empty file and set it on the wide arm of the chair. “I’ll get you a cup of warm milk.”

The dozen books on parenting that Jasper had consulted during the past several months had given conflicting advice on the subject of warm milk. But the stuff seemed to be effective on Kirby’s bad dreams. At least there had been fewer of them lately.

“Okay.” Kirby padded, barefoot, across the oak floor and sat down on the thick wool rug in front of the hearth. “It’s still raining.”

“Yes.” Jasper walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He took out the carton of milk. “Probably stop by morning, though.”

“If it does, can we set up the targets and do some more archery practice?”

“Sure.” Jasper poured milk into a cup and stuck it into the microwave. He punched a couple of buttons. “We can do a little fishing, too. Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch dinner.”

Paul appeared in the doorway, yawning hugely. He glanced at the file on the chair. “What’s goin’ on our here?”

“Uncle Jasper’s getting rid of some old papers he doesn’t want anymore,” Kirby explained.

Jasper looked at his other nephew. Paul was a year and a half older than Kirby. Instead of the overly serious expression that was Kirby’s trademark, Paul’s young gaze mirrored a hint of his father’s reckless, aggressive approach to life.

Fletcher Sloan had bequeathed his deep, engaging blue eyes and his light brown hair to both of his sons. In the years ahead, when the softness of youth would give way to the harsher planes and angles of manhood, Jasper knew that Paul and Kirby would become living images of the dashing, charismatic man who had fathered them.

He also had a hunch that, given the strong forces of their two very different personalities, there would be problems as both boys entered their teens. He could only hope that the parenting books he was buying by the pallet-load these days would guide him through the tricky years.

Jasper was relying on the books because he was only too well aware of his inadequacies in the field of parenting. His own father, Harry Sloan, had not been what anyone could call a strong role model.

Harry had been a devout workaholic all of his life who had had very little time for his sons or anyone else. Although ostensibly retired, he still went into the office every day. Jasper sensed that the day Harry stopped working would be the day he died.

Jasper poured a second cup of milk for Paul. He would have to take things as they came and do the best he could. It wasn’t like there was much choice, he reminded himself. Fortunately, there were a lot of books on parenting.

He watched the digital readout on the microwave as it ticked off the time. For a disorienting moment, the numbers on the clock wavered and became years. He counted backward to the day, two decades earlier, when Fletcher had entered his life.

Flamboyant, charming, and slightly larger-than-life, Fletcher had become Jasper’s stepbrother when Jasper’s widowed father had remarried.

Jasper had few memories of his mother, who had died in a car crash when he was four. But his stepmother, Caroline, had been kind enough in a reserved fashion. Her great talent lay in managing the social side of Harry’s life. She was very good at hosting dinner parties at the country club for Harry’s business associates.

It had always seemed to Jasper that his father and stepmother lived in two separate universes. Harry lived for his work. Caroline lived for her country club activities. There did not appear to be any great bond of love between them, but both seemed content.

Caroline’s only real fault was that she had doted on Fletcher. In her eyes her son could do no wrong. Instead of helping him learn to curtail his tendencies toward reckless irresponsibility and careless arrogance, she had indulged and encouraged them.

Caroline was not the only one who had turned a blind eye to Fletcher’s less admirable traits. Six years younger than his new brother and eager for a hero to take the place of a father who was always at work, Jasper had been willing to overlook a lot, also.

Too much, as it turned out.

Fletcher was gone now. He and his wife, Brenda, had been killed nearly a year ago in a skiing disaster in the Alps.

Caroline had been stunned by the news of her son’s death. But she had quickly, tearfully explained to Jasper and everyone else involved that she could not possibly be expected to assume the task of raising Paul and Kirby.

Her age and the social demands of her busy life made it impossible to start all over again as a mother to her grandsons. The boys needed someone younger, she said. Someone who had the patience and energy to handle children.

Jasper had taken Paul and Kirby to live with him. There had been no one else. He had committed himself to the role of substitute father with the same focused, well-organized, highly disciplined determination that he applied to every other aspect of his life.

The past eleven months had not been easy.

The first casualty had been his marriage. The divorce had become final six months ago. He did not blame Andrea for leaving him. After all, the job of playing mother to two young boys who were not even related to her had not been part of the business arrangement that had constituted the foundation of their marriage.

The microwave pinged. Jasper snapped back to the present. He opened the door and took out the mugs.

“Did you have a nightmare, too, Paul?” he asked.

“No.” Paul wandered over to the fire and sat down, tailor-fashion, beside Kirby. “I woke up when I heard you guys talking out here.”

“Uncle Jasper says we can do some more archery and maybe go fishing tomorrow,” Kirby announced.

“Cool.”

Jasper carried the two cups to where the boys sat in front of the fire. “That’s assuming the rain stops.”

“If it doesn’t, we can always play Acid Man on the computer,” Kirby said cheerfully.

Jasper winced at the thought of being cooped up in the house all weekend while his nephews entertained themselves with the loud sound effects of the new game.

“I’m pretty sure the rain will stop,” he said, mentally crossing his fingers.

Paul looked at the closed file on the arm of the chair. “How come you’re burning those papers?”

Jasper sat down and picked up the folder. “Old business. Just some stuff that’s no longer important.”

Paul nodded, satisfied. “Too bad you don’t have a shredder here, huh?”

Jasper opened the file and resumed feeding the contents to the eager flames. “The fire works just as well.”

In his opinion, the blaze worked even better than a mechanical shredder. Nothing was as effective as fire when it came to destroying damning evidence.
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Five years later …

Olivia Chantry poured herself a glass of dark red zinfandel wine and carried it down the hall toward the bedroom that had been converted into an office. She still had on the high-necked, long-sleeved black dress she had worn to her husband’s funeral that afternoon.

Logan would have been her ex-husband if he had lived. She had been preparing to file for a divorce when he had suddenly jetted off to Pamplona, Spain. There he had gotten very drunk and had run with the bulls. The bulls won. Logan had been trampled to death.

Trust him to go out in a blaze of glory, Olivia thought. And to think she had once believed that a marriage based on friendship and mutual business interests would have a solid, enduring foundation. Uncle Rollie had been right, she decided. Logan had needed her, but he had not loved her.

Halfway down the hall she paused briefly at the thermostat to adjust the temperature. She had been feeling cold all day. The accusing expressions on the faces of the Dane family, especially the look in the eyes of Logan’s younger brother, Sean, had done nothing to warm her. They knew she had seen a lawyer. They blamed her for Logan’s spectacular demise.

Her cousin Nina’s anguished, tearful eyes had only deepened the chill inside Olivia.

Uncle Rollie, the one member of Olivia’s family who understood her best, had leaned close to whisper beneath the cover of the organ music.

“Give ’em time,” Rollie said with the wisdom of eighty years. “They’re all hurting now, but they’ll get past it eventually.”

Olivia was not so certain of that. In her heart she knew that her relationships with the Danes and with Nina would never be the same again.

When she reached the small, cluttered office, she took a sip of the zinfandel to fortify herself. Then she put down the glass and went to the black metal file cabinet in the corner. She spun the combination lock and pulled open a drawer. A row of folders appeared, most crammed to overflowing with business correspondence, tax forms, and assorted papers. One of these days she really would have to get serious about her filing.

She reached inside the drawer and removed the journal. For a moment she gazed at the leather-bound volume and considered the damning contents.

After a while she sat down at her cluttered desk, kicked off her black, low-heeled pumps, and switched on the small shredder. The machine whirred and hummed to life, a mechanical shark eager for prey.

The small bedroom-cum-office with its narrow windows was oppressive, she thought as she opened the journal. In fact, she hated the place where she and Logan had lived since their marriage six months ago.

She promised herself that first thing in the morning she would start looking for a bigger apartment. Her business was starting to take off. She could afford to buy herself a condo. A place with lots of windows.

One by one, Olivia ripped the pages from the journal and fed them into the steel jaws. She would have preferred to burn the incriminating evidence, but she did not have a fireplace.

The zinfandel was gone by the time the last entry in the journal had been rendered into tiny scraps. Olivia sealed the plastic shredder bag and carried it downstairs to the basement of the apartment building. There she dumped the contents into the large bin marked Clean Paper Only.

When the blizzard of shredded journal pages finally ceased, Olivia closed the lid of the bin. In the morning a large truck would come to haul away the contents. The discarded paper, including the shredded pages of the journal, would soon be transformed into something useful. Newsprint, maybe. Or toilet tissue.

Like almost everyone else who lived in Seattle, Olivia was a great believer in recycling.
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The present …

Jasper knew that he was in trouble because he had reached the point where he was giving serious consideration to the idea of getting married again.

His attention was deflected from the dangerous subject less than a moment later when he realized that someone was trying very hard to kill him.

At least, he thought someone was attempting to murder him.

Either way, as a distraction, the prospect was dazzlingly effective. Jasper immediately stopped thinking about finding a wife.

It was the blinding glare of hot, tropical sunlight on metal reflected in the rearview mirror that got Jasper’s attention. He glanced up. The battered green Ford that had followed him from the tiny village on the island’s north shore was suddenly much closer. In another few seconds the vehicle would be right on top of the Jeep’s bumper.

The Ford shot out of the last narrow curve and bore down on the Jeep. The car’s heavily tinted windows, common enough here in the South Pacific, made it impossible to see the face of the person at the wheel. Whoever he was, he was either very drunk or very high.

A tourist, Jasper thought. The Ford looked like one of the rusty rentals he had seen at the small agency in the village where he had selected the Jeep.

There was little room to maneuver on the tiny, two-lane road that encircled tiny Pelapili Island. Steep cliffs shot straight up on the left. On Jasper’s right the terrain fell sharply away to the turquoise sea.

He had never wanted to take this vacation in paradise, Jasper thought. He should have listened to his own instincts instead of the urgings of his nephews and his friend, Al.

This was what came of allowing other people to push you into doing what they thought was best for you.

Jasper assessed the slim shoulder on the side of the pavement. There was almost no margin for driving error on this stretch of the road. One wrong move and a driver could expect to end up forty feet below on the lava-and-boulder-encrusted beach.

He should have had his midlife crisis in the peace and comfort of his own home on Bainbridge Island. At least he could have been more certain of surviving it there.

But he’d made the extremely rare mistake of allowing others to talk him into doing something he really did not want to do.

“You’ve got to get away, Uncle Jasper,” Kirby had declared with the shining confidence of a college freshman who has just finished his first course in psychology. “If you won’t talk to a therapist, the least you can do is give yourself a complete change of scene.”

“I hate to say it, but I think Kirby’s right,” Paul said. “You haven’t been yourself lately. All this talk about selling Sloan & Associates, it’s not like you, Uncle Jasper. Take a vacation. Get wild and crazy. Do something off-the-wall.”

Jasper had eyed his nephews from the other side of his broad desk. Paul and Kirby were both enrolled for the summer quarter at the University of Washington. In addition, both had part-time jobs this year. They had their own apartment near the campus now, and they led very active lives. He did not believe for one moment that both just happened, by purest coincidence, to find themselves downtown this afternoon.

He did not believe both had been struck simultaneously by a whim to drop by his office, either. Jasper was fairly certain that he was the target of a planned ambush.

“I appreciate your concern,” he said. “But I do not need or want a vacation. As far as selling the firm is concerned, trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

“But Uncle Jasper,” Paul protested. “You and Dad built this company from scratch. It’s a part of you. It’s in your blood.”

“Let’s not go overboard with the dramatics,” Jasper said. “Hell, even my fiercest competitors will tell you that my timing is damn near perfect when it comes to business. I’m telling you that it’s time for me to do something else.”

Kirby frowned, his dark blue eyes grave with concern. “How is your sleep pattern, Uncle Jasper?”

“What’s my sleep pattern got to do with anything?”

“We’re studying clinical depression in my Psych class. Sleep disturbance is a major warning sign.”

“My sleep habits have been just fine.”

Jasper decided not to mention the fact that for the past month he had been waking up frequently at four in the morning. Unable to get back to sleep, he had gotten into the habit of going into the office very early to spend a couple of hours with the contents of his business files.

His excuse was that he wanted to go over every detail of the extensive operations of Sloan & Associates before he sold the firm to Al. But he knew the truth. He had a passion for order and routine. He found it soothing to sort through his elegantly arranged files. He knew few other people who could instantly retrieve decade-old corporate income tax records or an insurance policy that had been canceled five years earlier.

Maybe he could not control every aspect of his life, he thought, but he could damn sure handle the paperwork related to it.

“Well, what about your appetite?” Kirby surveyed him with a worried look. “Are you losing weight?”

Jasper wrapped his hands around the arms of his chair and glowered at Kirby. “If I want a professional psychological opinion, I’ll call a real shrink, not someone who just got out of Psych 101.”

An hour later, over lunch at a small Italian restaurant near the Pike Place Market, Al Okamoto stunned Jasper by agreeing with Paul’s and Kirby’s verdict.

“They’re right.” Al forked up a swirl of his spaghetti puttanesca. “You need to get away for a while. Take a vacation. When you come back we’ll talk about whether or not you still want to sell Sloan & Associates to me.”

“Hell, you too?” Jasper shoved aside his unfinished plate of Dungeness crab-filled ravioli. He had not been about to admit it to Kirby that afternoon, but lately his normally healthy appetite had been a little off. “What is it with everyone today? So what if I’ve put in a few extra hours on the Slater project? I’m just trying to get everything in order for the sale.”

Al’s gaze narrowed. “It’s not the Slater deal. That’s routine, and you know it. You could have handled it in your sleep. If you were getting any sleep, that is, which I doubt.”

Jasper folded his arms on the table. “Now you’re telling me I look tired? Damn it, Al …”

“I’m telling you that you need a break, that’s all. A weekend off isn’t going to do the trick. Take a month. Go veg out on some remote, tropical island. Swim in the ocean, sit under a palm tree. Drink a few margaritas.”

“I’m warning you, pal, if you’re about to tell me that I’m depressed …”

“You’re not depressed, you’re having a midlife crisis.”

Jasper stared at him. “Are you crazy? I am not having any such thing.”

“You know what one looks like, do you?”

“Everyone knows what a midlife crisis looks like. Affairs with very young women. Flashy red sports cars. A divorce.”

“So?”

“In case you’ve forgotten, my divorce took place nearly eight years ago. I am not interested in buying a Ferrari that would probably get stolen and sent to a chop shop the first week I owned it. And I haven’t had an affair in—” Jasper broke off suddenly. “In a while.”

“A long while.” Al aimed his fork at Jasper. “You don’t get out enough. That’s one of your problems. You lack a normal social life.”

“So I’m not a party animal. So sue me.”

Al sighed. “I’ve known you for over five years. I can tell you that you never do anything the usual way. Stands to reason that you wouldn’t have a typical, run-of-the-mill midlife crisis. Instead of an explosion, you’re going through a controlled meltdown.”

“For which you recommend a tropical island vacation?”

“Why not? It’s worth a try. Pick one of those incredibly expensive luxury resorts located on some undiscovered island. The kind of place that specializes in unstressing seriously overworked executives.”

“How do they manage the unstressing part?” Jasper asked.

Al forked up another bite of pasta. “They give you a room with no phone, no fax, no television, no air conditioner, and no clocks.”

“We used to call that kind of hotel a flophouse.”

“It’s the latest thing in upscale, high-end vacations,” Al assured him around a mouthful of spaghetti. “Costs a fortune. What have you got to lose?”

“I dunno. A fortune maybe?”

“You can afford it. Look, Paul and Kirby and I have already picked out an ideal spot. An island called Pelapili. It’s at the far end of the Hawaiian chain. We made the reservations for you.”

“You did what?”

“You’re going to stay there for a full month.”

“The hell I am, I’ve got a business to run.”

“I’m the vice president, second largest shareholder, and the chief associate in Sloan & Associates, remember? You say you want to sell out to me. If you can’t trust me to hold the company together for a mere month, who can you trust?”

In the end, Jasper had run out of excuses. A week later he had found himself on a plane to Pelapili Island.

For the past three and a half weeks he had dutifully followed the agenda that Al, Kirby, and Paul had outlined for him.

Every morning he swam in the pristine, clear waters of the bay that was only a few steps from his high-priced, low-tech cottage. He spent a lot of time reading boring thrillers in the shade of a palm tree, and he drank a few salt-rimmed margaritas in the evenings.

On days when he could not stand the enforced tranquillity for another minute, he used the rented Jeep to sneak into the village to buy a copy of the Wall Street Journal.

The newspapers were always at least three days old by the time they reached Pelapili, but he treasured each one. Like some demented alchemist, he examined every inch of print for occult secrets related to the world of business.

Jasper thrived on information. As far as he was concerned, it was not just power, it was magic. It was the lifeblood of his work as a venture capitalist. He collected information, organized it, and filed it.

He sometimes thought that in a former life he had probably been a librarian. He occasionally had fleeting images of himself poring over papyruses in an ancient library in Alexandria or Athens.

Cutting himself off from the flow of daily business information in the name of relaxation had been a serious mistake. He knew that now.

He still did not know if he was in the midst of a midlife crisis, but he had come to one definite conclusion: He was bored. He was a goal-oriented person, and the only goal he’d had until now on Pelapili was to get off the island.

Things had changed in the last sixty seconds, however. He had a new goal. A very clear one. He wanted to avoid going over the edge of the cliff into the jeweled sea.

The car was almost on top of him. On the off-chance that the driver was simply incredibly impatient, Jasper tried easing cautiously toward the shoulder. The Ford now had room to pass, if that was the objective.

For a few seconds Jasper thought that was what would happen. The nose of the Ford pulled out into the other lane. But instead of accelerating on past, it nipped at the fender of Jasper’s Jeep.

Metal screamed against metal. A shudder went through the Jeep. Jasper fought the instinct to swerve away from the Ford. There was no room left on the right-hand shoulder. Another foot and he would be airborne out over the rocky cove.

The reality of what was happening slammed through him. The Ford really was trying to force the Jeep over the edge of the cliff. Jasper knew that he would die an unpleasant but probably very speedy death if he did not act quickly.

The green Ford was alongside the Jeep now, preparing for another nudge.

Jasper forced himself to think of the situation as a business problem. A matter of timing.

His timing was really quite good when it came to some things.

He slid into that distant, dispassionate state of mind that came over him whenever he concentrated on work. The world did not exactly go into slow motion, but it did appear in very sharp focus.

The goal became crystal clear. He would not go over the side and down the cliff.

The path to that goal was equally obvious. He had to go on the attack.

He was intensely aware of the physical dimensions of the space around him. He gauged the distance to the upcoming curve and the speed of his own vehicle. He sensed the driver of the Ford had nerved himself for another strike.

Jasper turned the wheel, aiming the Jeep’s bumper at the Ford’s side. There was a shudder and another grating shriek of metal-on-metal. Jasper edged closer.

The Ford swerved to avoid the second impact. It went into the next curve in the wrong lane. The driver, apparently panicked by the thought of meeting an oncoming vehicle, overcorrected wildly.

For an instant Jasper thought the Ford would go straight over the edge of the cliff. Somehow, it managed to cling to the road.

Jasper slowed quickly and went cautiously into the turn. When he came out of it he caught a fleeting glimpse of the Ford. It was already several hundred feet ahead. As he watched, it disappeared around another curve.

The driver of the Ford had obviously decided to abandon the assault on the Jeep. Jasper wondered if the other man, assuming it was a man, had lost his nerve or simply sobered up very quickly after the near-death experience on the curve.

Drunken driving or maybe an incident of road rage, Jasper told himself. That was the only logical explanation.

To entertain for even a moment the possibility that someone had deliberately tried to kill him would constitute a sure sign of incipient paranoia. Kirby would have a field day. Probably drag Jasper off to his psychology class for show-and-tell.

Damn. He hadn’t even gotten the license number.

Jasper tried to summon up an image of the rear of the green car. He was very good with numbers.

But when he replayed the discrete mental pictures he had of the Ford, he realized he did not remember seeing a license plate.

A near accident. That was the only explanation.

Don’t go paranoid on me here, Sloan.

•   •   •

He spent most of the warm, tropical night brooding on the veranda of his overpriced, amenity-free cottage. For a long time he sat in the wicker chair and watched the silver moonlight slide across the surface of the sea. He could not explain why the uneasiness within him increased with every passing hour.

He had put the incident on the island road firmly in perspective. He knew that it was illogical to think for one moment that anyone here on Pelapili had any reason to try to murder him. No, it was not the brush with disaster that afternoon that was creating the disturbing sensation.

But the restlessness would not be banished. He wondered if he was suffering from an overdose of papaya, sand, and margaritas. The problem with paradise was that it held no challenge.

At two in the morning he realized that it was time to go back to Seattle.
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The following morning Jasper called his office from Pelapili’s tiny, open-air flight lounge. The connection was scratchy, but he had no trouble hearing Al.

“What the hell do you mean, you’re on your way back to Seattle? You’re supposed to stay there for a full month.”

“There’s been a change of plans, Al.” He was already feeling better, Jasper thought. Just the thought of getting back to the real world was doing wonders for him.

“Look, we had a deal. You’re supposed to stay out of the office for a full four weeks.”

“I don’t have time to discuss this. The plane leaves in forty-five minutes. There’s only one flight a day off this rock. If I miss it, I’ll be trapped until tomorrow.”

“So much for your vacation.” Al sighed heavily. “I was afraid this wasn’t going to work.”

Jasper covered his free ear with his hand to block the roar of a small, private plane that was revving up for takeoff. “Listen, Al, has anything happened while I’ve been out of town?”

“Nothing significant. I would have contacted you if there was anything you really needed to know.”

“How about anything insignificant?”

“Just the usual stuff.” Al’s tone conveyed a shrug of unconcern. “The Bencher deal is coming together nicely. I should have everything tied up by the time you return. We’ve got an interesting application for funding from a small firm that specializes in sound wave technology. Worth a look.”

“It’s your decision now, Al. You’re going to own the company as soon as we get the papers signed. Anything else I should know about?”

“Nothing serious. None of our clients has gone bankrupt or anything like that. Hang on, I think there were a couple of phone calls from a lawyer.”

“Which lawyer?”

“Just a second, I’ll ask Marsha.”

Jasper drummed his fingers on the small shelf beneath the phone while he listened to the muffled exchange between Al and Marsha.

After a moment, Al came back on the line. “Okay, here it is. The lawyer’s name is Winchmore. He wants you to get back to him at, and I quote, your earliest convenience.”

“Winchmore.” Jasper swiftly sorted through some mental files. “That doesn’t ring any bells. Wait a second, is that Winchmore of Winchmore Steiner and Brown?”

There was another short pause while Al communicated with Marsha.

“Right. Something about wanting to notify you of the death of one of your clients. But the name wasn’t in the files. Marsha told him you were out of town until the end of the month.”

Outside on the island’s single runway, the small plane launched itself into the air with a noisy whine. Jasper pressed the phone more tightly against his ear. “What was the name of the client?”

“I didn’t recognize it, and like I said, we couldn’t find a record. Must have been someone you dealt with before I came on board.” Al paused to converse again with Marsha.

Jasper watched the little plane climb into the endless blue sky.

“Here we go,” Al said finally. “Roland G. Chantry. Marsha said the story was a bit sketchy. Apparently Chantry and a friend named Wilbur Holmes were both killed in a sightseeing balloon crash while on a photo safari in Africa three and a half weeks ago.”

“Damn.” Jasper had a sudden, vivid mental image of a vital, silver-haired, debonair man in his early eighties. Rollie Chantry had been a savvy businessman with an unquenchable enthusiasm and a zest for life. “You’re certain he’s dead?”

“According to Winchmore, he is.” Al’s voice shaded with concern. “Sorry. Was Chantry a close friend?”

“No, but we did business together. I liked the guy. He owned a company called Glow, Inc., there in Seattle.”

“I’ve heard of it. Designs and manufactures hightech and industrial lighting fixtures?”

“Right. Chantry came to me for venture capital funding two years ago, just before you joined Sloan & Associates. He wanted to expand the R&D side of his business. No bank would touch him because of his age.”

“So you backed him?”

“Sure. He obviously knew what he was doing, and he looked pretty damn healthy to me. Played tennis three times a week. From my point of view, Glow has always been a money cow, but now it’s set to become even more profitable.”

Assuming the company was properly managed during the tricky transition period ahead. Jasper considered the problem. The loss of the founder and sole owner could easily deal a devastating blow to Glow, Inc., at this particular juncture.

“Why isn’t there a file on him?” Al asked. “You’re infamous for your files.”

“There is one, but it’s in my personal files at home. I made a private arrangement with Chantry.”

“Private? You mean this was not a Sloan & Associates deal?”

“No. Just me and Chantry.”

There was a short pause before Al asked delicately, “Mind if I ask why?”

“I saw it as an opportunity for a personal, not a company investment.”

It was as good an explanation as he could come up with. The truth was, Jasper thought, he did not really know what had made him sign that contract with Chantry. It had just seemed the right thing to do at the time. When it came to business, he always followed his instincts.

Now it looked as if he had unwittingly made an investment that would change his future.

“I see.” Al thought for a moment. “Glow is a closely held firm, isn’t it?”

“You can say that again. Chantry owned all of the stock.”

“What did he use for collateral?”

“The company, itself, of course,” Jasper said.

“You did a contract that gave you controlling interest in the event things went sour and he was unable to repay the loan?”

“Sort of.”

“What did you take?” Al asked with professional curiosity. “Fifteen or twenty percent ownership and a seat on the board of directors?”

Al’s assumption was a logical one, Jasper knew. A controlling interest and a voting seat on the board were common enough hedges for a venture capital firm seeking to secure its investment.

“My arrangement with Glow was a little different than the ones we usually set up with Sloan & Associates clients,” Jasper said. “Chantry needed a very large infusion of capital to carry out his plans. He also wanted to be sure that the future of the company would be protected in the event that something happened to him. He didn’t want it sold off or merged.”

“What are you saying?”

“Chantry did not want an investor, exactly. He wanted a silent partner. Someone who would care about Glow if he was no longer around.”

“Silent partner? This is getting downright weird. What’s the bottom line here?”

Jasper exhaled slowly. “The bottom line is that I now own fifty-one percent of Glow, Inc.”

There was a short, sharp pause on the other end while Al digested that. “Interesting,” he said cautiously. “And just who, may I ask, owns the other forty-nine percent?”

“Rollie told me that, although he employs any number of shade tree Chantry relatives, the only other person in the family who has a head for business is his niece. He said he intended to leave the forty-nine percent to her.”

“What’s her name?”

“Her last name is Chantry, too, but I’m not sure about her first name. I think it begins with an O. Ophelia or Olympia, maybe. It’s in my personal files.”

Al chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll just bet it is. Kirby told me just the other day that he’s starting to worry about your obsession with files.”

Jasper decided to ignore that. He was still trying to recall the first name of his new junior partner. It snapped into his head with dazzling clarity. “Olivia. That was it. Olivia Chantry.”

“Why does that name sound familiar?” Al mused.

“Rollie told me that she runs her own business there in Seattle. One of those event production companies.”

“You mean the kind of firm you hire to stage a large function like a fancy charity ball or a political fundraiser?”

“Yes.” Jasper rummaged around in a few more mental drawers and came up with another name. “Light Fantastic. I think that’s the name of her company.”

“You’re kidding?” Al whistled softly. “I’ll be damned. It all comes back to me now.”

“What comes back to you?”

“We are talking about Olivia Chantry of Light Fantastic, right?”

“Yes.” Jasper noticed that a small line was forming near the departure gate. “Why?”

“If you weren’t such a philistine when it comes to art, you’d know who your new partner is.”

“Rollie never said anything about her being an artist.”

“She’s not,” Al said patiently. “But she was married to one for a while. Logan Dane, no less. Even you must have heard of him.”

“Dane.” Jasper watched the gate. It looked like the plane was loading early. He did not want to risk missing the flight. “Sure, I’ve heard of him. Who hasn’t? He’s dead, though, isn’t he? Got killed in an accident in Europe or something a while back?”

“Three years ago the man ran with the bulls in Pamplona,” Al whispered reverently.

“Probably drunk.”

“For God’s sake, Sloan, is there no romance or passion in your soul? Didn’t you ever read Hemingway? Running with the bulls is the ultimate challenge. Man against beast.”

“I take it the beast came out on top in Logan Dane’s case?”

“Yeah.” Al’s voice resumed its normal tenor. “Some say it was suicide. Legend has it that his wife, your new partner, was getting set to divorce him. Dane went a little mad at the prospect of losing his wife, his business manager, and his muse all at once and took off for Pamplona.”

“His wife was all of those things rolled into one?”

“So they say.”

“Where did you get all that, Al?”

“Don’t you remember the article in West Coast Neo magazine last year?” Al asked.

“Hell, no. West Coast Neo is one of those slick, glossy rags that caters to the arty-literati set, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“I don’t have time to read that kind of stuff.”

“You know, Jasper, some day you really ought to try reading something besides the Wall Street Journal and Hard Currency. You’d be amazed at how much more well-rounded you’d become. People might start inviting you out. You could even develop a social life.”

“Skip the lecture on how I don’t get out enough. What else do you know about Olivia Chantry?”

“Just what I read in the West Coast Neo piece. Crawford Lee Wilder called her Logan Dane’s Dark Muse.”

“Who the hell is Crawford Lee Wilder?”

“Damn, you are a troglodyte when it comes to culture, aren’t you? Wilder works for West Coast Neo. He’s very big in the journalism world. Got a Pulitzer a while back when he was working for the Seattle Banner-Journal. He did an investigative reporting series on one of those big motivational speaker firms. You know, a company that gives seminars on how to motivate employees.”

That clicked. “I remember the series. I read it.”

“Congratulations,” Al said dryly.

“He did a solid, in-depth analysis. Showed that the company was operating a scam.”

“The firm he profiled later filed for bankruptcy because of the article.”

“How come Wilder called Olivia Chantry Dane’s Dark Muse?” Jasper asked.

“Wilder credited her with being the marketing genius behind Dane’s career. He also hinted strongly that she was Dane’s artistic inspiration. That he could not paint without her. When she threatened to leave him, he went nuts. Ms. Chantry, however, made out like a bandit after Dane’s death.”

“What do you mean?”

“Apparently she inherited all of the Logan Dane paintings that had not been sold. Since the market for Dane’s work has done nothing but explode straight into the stratosphere in the past three years, I think you can assume Ms. Chantry is sitting on a fortune in art.”

“Interesting.”

“We may get to see some of her private collection at the end of the month.” Al’s voice was suddenly infused with enthusiasm. “The Kesgrove Museum of Modern Art is putting on a Dane retrospective soon.”

“That’s nice,” Jasper said absently. He noticed that the line at the departure gate was starting to move. “Look, I’ve got to go, Al. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

“You’re sure you don’t want to finish out the month there on Pelapili?”

“Not a chance. I’m suffering serious fax-withdrawal already. No telling what will happen if I stay any longer.”

Jasper replaced the phone, but he did not take his hand off the receiver. For a moment he contemplated the view through the open walls of the flight lounge. Palm trees shuddered in a sluggish trade wind. The sparkle of sunlight on blue water would have been blinding if not for the dark glasses he wore.

His entire future had been altered by the deal he had done with Roland Chantry. Fifty-one percent of Glow, Inc., was now his.

He released the phone and picked up his flight bag. There was something to be said for a tropical vacation after all, he decided. True, until yesterday, the trip had been a crashing bore. But things were finally looking up.

For the first time in months he had an intriguing project on which to focus his considerable powers of attention and energy. He had a goal.

He not only owned a new business, he had a new business partner. That meant that a wide assortment of problems awaited him back in Seattle. They were the kind of problems he was good at handling.

The fleeting thoughts he’d had concerning a second marriage vanished. Just as well, he thought cheerfully. He was not very good at marriage.

He was, however, downright brilliant when it came to business.

He was whistling under his breath when he walked on board the plane a few minutes later. When the cabin attendant offered him that day’s edition of the Wall Street Journal, Jasper decided that life was good.

He immersed himself immediately in a piece on corporate tax strategies. He did not bother to look out the window to watch Pelapili disappear.
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Bolivar waved his hands in exasperation. “Know what your problem is, Olivia? You’ve got no romance in your soul.”

Hands on her hips, Olivia glared up at her cousin, who was perched on a stepladder. “I’m not looking for romance. I’m after a few cheap thrills. I want chills down the spine. A nice creepy feeling.”

“This is supposed to be Merlin’s Cave.” Bolivar stabbed a finger at the looming entrance of the life-sized model of a cavern. “You’re dealing with a romantic archetype. The fog will enhance the atmosphere, trust me.”

Olivia pushed her glasses more firmly into place on her nose and scowled at the mammoth structure that occupied a large portion of the Light Fantastic studio. It was one of her company’s most ambitious projects. The walls of the artificial cave, inside and out, were painted a distinctive, eerie dark turquoise. The same odd color, a sort of futuristic medieval shade, was being applied to every prop scheduled for the Camelot Blue software launch event. It was Camelot Blue’s trademark hue. All of the company’s products were boxed and wrapped in it.

“You’re supposed to be studying to become a physicist, a hotshot fiber optics type,” she said to Bolivar. “A man who gets turned on by cold light technology and electroluminescence. What the heck do you know about romantic archetypes?”

“A lot more than you do, apparently.” Bolivar hopped down from the small ladder. There was a soft thump as his running shoes hit the bare wooden floor.

Bolivar was twenty-one years old. He had the sharp, aquiline features, dark auburn hair, and gray-green eyes common to many in the Chantry family tree.

He frowned as he absently shoved the trailing tail of his plaid shirt back into the waistband of his faded jeans. “I’m telling you that if you want special effects that will really wow the guests at the Camelot Blue event, you’ll go for a romantic touch with the fake fog.”

“The guest list is riddled with teckies, bean counters, and high-level corporate execs. I doubt if any of them would recognize a romantic touch if it bit them on the throat.”

“Just because you’re obsessed with business doesn’t mean everyone else is.”

Olivia hesitated. The Camelot Blue event was an important contract for Light Fantastic. Alicia and Brian Duffield, cofounders of the company, belonged to Seattle’s new class of young, smart, affluent techno-wizards. They had hired Olivia’s event firm to produce the software launch event because she had convinced them that Light Fantastic could provide the high-tech flash they wanted to promote their products.

The dazzle-and-glitter part was easy, Olivia thought. Thanks to her family connections, she had access to the state-of-the-art industrial lighting equipment and fixtures produced by Glow, Inc. Her resources had grown even more bountiful recently with the completion of the company’s new research and development lab. She raided it at will whenever she was in search of new special effects.

She could handle flash, all right, she thought. But the archetypal romantic stuff worried her. Bolivar had a point. She was not very good at that kind of thing.

“I still can’t figure out why they insisted on naming the company Camelot Blue,” she grumbled. “It doesn’t provide what you’d call a high-tech image.”

“It’s a teckie thing,” Bolivar explained. “Comes from playing all those fantasy games.”

Olivia nodded reluctantly. She was well aware that Camelot Blue’s first product had been a software game, a futuristic version of the Arthurian legend. It had sold like gelato in August. The company had been growing in quantum leaps ever since that first trip to market. Now it was set for another big push with a new line of products.

“Believe me, Olivia, you want to go with the romance of the Arthurian legend on this.” Bolivar’s expression brightened as he looked past her. “Ask Aunt Zara. She’ll tell you I’m right.”

Olivia glanced over her shoulder and saw her aunt walking toward them across the scarred wooden floors of the old factory loft. Olivia hid an affectionate smile.

A former soap opera actress, Zara still knew how to make an entrance. Today she was a vision in a silver-studded denim jumpsuit and a pair of strappy, high-heeled sandals. She had put on some weight since her retirement from the long-running daily drama Crystal Cove, but she managed to look voluptuous, not plump.

Zara wore big shoulders and big hair with an aplomb that awed Olivia.

Her years in Hollywood had endowed her with a fine eye for flashy design, which had proven invaluable to Light Fantastic.

Olivia saw that Zara carried two plastic-covered latte cups decorated with the logo of Café Mantra. The tiny, hole-in-the-wall coffee shop and espresso bar occupied premises on the first floor of the building.

“You’re a life saver, Aunt Zara.” Olivia seized one of the latte cups and ripped off the lid. “I hope you made mine a triple?”

“Yes, dear, just as you requested.” Zara handed the second cup to Bolivar. “Although I really do think you’re drinking a little too much caffeine these days.”

“Are you kidding? It’s the only thing that’s keeping me going. You try sorting through Uncle Rollie’s business affairs and keep track of things at Glow while running this operation.”

Zara frowned in concern. “You’ve been pushing yourself much too hard since Rollie died.”

“Not like there’s any option.” Olivia took a healthy swallow of the triple-shot espresso-revved latte. “Until my so-called silent partner decides to return from his summer vacation, I’m stuck. Everything is in limbo until he shows up.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” Bolivar gave her a troubled look. “This Sloan guy owns fifty-one percent of Glow now. Who knows what he’ll want to do with it?”

Zara nodded in somber agreement. “Rose says that everyone at the firm is speculating Sloan will want to sell or merge Glow. That would be a disaster.”

Olivia had been dealing with her family’s fears about the future of Glow since an hour after the news of Rollie’s death had reached Seattle. Everyone’s first reaction to the prospect of having a stranger at the helm of the family firm had been instant panic. Not without reason, she reminded herself. One way or another, most of the Chantry clan had a strong, personal interest in Glow.

She took another sip of the latte and prepared to give Zara and Bolivar the same reassuring patter she had given all the other Chantrys who had besieged her lately.

“Sloan’s a venture capitalist,” she said mildly. “He arranges startup and expansion capital. He doesn’t actually run the companies in which he has a stake. All he’ll care about is getting his money out of Glow. Don’t worry, I’ll arrange a way to pay him off and get rid of him.”

Zara sighed. “I certainly hope you’re right.”

“Trust me on this,” Olivia said. “I may not know much about legendary passion and romance, but I do know business.”

“Speaking of romance and legend,” Bolivar said deliberately. “What are we going to do about the Camelot Blue fog?”

Zara looked at Olivia. “Bolivar’s absolutely right, dear. You must go with the romance and passion angle here. This is King Arthur. The Round Table. Knights in shining armor. It cries out for a dreamy, atmospheric feeling.”

Olivia eyed Merlin’s Cave. “You’re sure?”

“Positive,” Zara said.

“Okay, okay,” Olivia said. “When it comes to that kind of thing, you know I rely on your opinion, Aunt Zara. Let’s punch up the romantic angle for the whole event.”

Bolivar grinned. “Good plan.”

“I still say we should be going for creepy, not romantic,” Olivia said.

“Don’t worry,” Bolivar assured her. “The new cold light fibers I’ve installed inside the cave will give you both an eerie and a romantic quality. The whole thing will really pop when we crank up the fog machine.”

Olivia set her cup down on Zara’s drafting table. “Let’s try it.”

“You got it.” Bolivar went to stand at the control panel.

Olivia walked to the six-and-a-half-foot-high entrance of the blue cave and peered into the depths of the plastic foam construct. The fake cavern walls shimmered with a weird blue light.

“Give me the full range of special effects, Bolivar. Lights, sound, and the stupid fog. I want to see the whole show.”

Bolivar flipped switches on the panel. “Here we go. I give you Merlin’s Cave.”

Olivia stepped into the artificial cavern. She was quickly enveloped in the futuristic blue light. The strange glow turned hazy as the fake fog swirled from concealed jets.

“Creepy enough for you?” Bolivar called.

“Pretty eerie, all right,” Olivia admitted. She moved deeper into the cave.

The imitation stone walls had been painted by one of the freelance artists who contracted with Light Fantastic. The woman specialized in faux and trompe l’oeil finishes.

Olivia was pleased with the final result. The stone-textured surface of the interior of the cave was satisfyingly rocky in appearance.

A short distance past the entrance, the cavern curved abruptly, cutting off the view of the studio outside. Olivia studied her surroundings with a critical eye.

It was not Hollywood or Disneyland, but it was good, she decided. The client would be pleased

The mist thickened, and the light grew more ominous. She looked at her hands and noticed that the strange glow had turned her skin an otherworldly color.

She walked around another corner and stepped into the center of the cave. On the night of the event a half-dozen computer stations would be installed to allow guests to experiment with the latest versions of Camelot Blue wizardry.

“Give me the storm sequence,” Olivia called.

“Here goes.” Bolivar’s voice was muffled by the cave walls.

Haunting electronic music swelled. Wind blew. Thunder drummed in the distance. Arrows of blue light crackled overhead and underfoot. The hazy mist thickened. It reflected the glow, intensifying the aura of sorcery.

Olivia was engulfed in the special effects. The dancing lights pulsed with the electronic music in a dazzling, intricate pattern that had a mesmerizing effect.

“Well, shoot,” she muttered. “I’m going to have to give Bolivar and Zara another raise.”

Bolivar had gone a bit overboard on the fog, she decided. It was getting noticeably thicker by the second. She waved a hand to clear away some of the misty stuff.

“Turn off the fog, Bolivar. I can’t see a thing.”

There was no response. She realized he could not hear her above the music and the sounds of the gathering storm.

“Bolivar, shut off the fog.”

The vapor grew denser. The lenses of her glasses misted. She realized that she could no longer make out the outlines of the fake rock walls.

She removed her glasses and wiped the lenses on her sleeve. When she put them back on they immediately clouded over a second time. It was like being trapped inside a blue cotton candy machine, she thought. Everything around her was concealed in a fuzzy, dark turquoise mist.

The music soared, a high-tech electronic symphony with strong Celtic themes.

Irritated, she groped her way toward the exit. At one point she flung out a hand and made contact with a wall. Her knuckles scraped against the rough surface.

“Ouch.” She winced and shook her bruised fingers. Gingerly she made her way by touch along the twisting corridor that led to the mouth of the cave.

She rounded a corner.

And froze when she saw the dark figure looming in the glowing mist.

“Bolivar?”

But she knew it was not her cousin. Even with vapor-shrouded glasses she could see that whoever he was, this man was too tall, too broad across the shoulders, too overwhelming in every way to be Bolivar.

Please don’t let him be a potential client. The runaway fog would not make a good impression, she thought. Belatedly it occurred to her that he might be from the Camelot Blue publicity department come to check on progress.

Her business instincts surged to the fore. She rallied swiftly.

“A small problem with the fog machine,” she said in her most reassuring tones. “Nothing to worry about. We’ll have it adjusted in no time.”

Blue mist swirled around the man as he moved toward her. “I’m told there’s a mechanical problem. The young man at the controls asked me to come in and guide you out. He said that by now your glasses would be fogged up.”

Perhaps because she could not make out his features, she was acutely conscious of his voice. It was imbued with a deep, dark resonance that vibrated along her nerve endings. He spoke softly, but she could hear him quite clearly through the ancient music.
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