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Civilization exists by geologic consent,

subject to change without notice.

—Will Durant

Carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero.

Seize the day, put no trust in tomorrow.

—Horace


CHAPTER 1

MEMORIAL DAY
8:41 A.M.

CAPTAIN MICHAEL ROBB OPENED his eyes and found himself lying on the cockpit floor. Heat washed over him as if the airliner had been plunged into a blast furnace, and multiple warning horns blared. Blood trickled from his brow, stinging his eye. For a second he lay there, dazed, wondering what had happened. Then he remembered. The impact.

He had just returned to the cockpit, swearing off coffee for the rest of the trip. It had been his third trip to the lavatory, and the flight from Los Angeles to Sydney wasn’t even halfway over. His copilot, Wendy Jacobs, a good twenty years younger than he, had smirked at him but said nothing. He had been about to climb back into his seat when a streak of light flashed by the airliner’s starboard wing.

Robb thought it was a lightning strike from the storm they were flying above, but then the plane was thrown sideways, as if batted away by a giant hand. A sonic boom blasted the plane, and he smacked into the bulkhead, his head and shoulder taking most of the blow.

He must have been out for only a few seconds. Though his mind was still fuzzy, his vision quickly came back into focus. Robb sat up and wiped the blood from his eye. The instrument panel was intact. Jacobs had disengaged the autopilot and grabbed the yoke, which she now fought for control. Robb pulled himself to his feet. He had no idea how badly he was injured, but he was moving. That was enough.

As Robb clambered into his seat, he glanced at the cabin differential pressure gauge. Its needle was pegged at zero. Explosive decompression.

Reflexively, he reached for the mask hanging to his left, years of training taking over. His shoulder protested the motion, and he winced in pain.

“Oxygen masks on, one hundred percent!” he shouted.

Robb pulled the mask over his head, and Jacobs did the same. The masks in the passenger compartment had already dropped automatically. He mentally raced through the possibilities for the blast. A terrorist bomb? Missile attack? Fuel tank explosion? To depressurize that fast, some of the passenger windows must have blown out, maybe an entire door. The aircraft was still flying though, so that meant the fuselage was intact.

With his attention focused on getting the airliner under control, there was no time for Robb to talk to the passengers. The flight attendants would have to deal with them. The best thing he could do for the passengers was to get the plane down to ten thousand feet, where there was breathable air.

He pushed the yoke forward and silenced the decompression horn, but another one continued to wail. The lights for the starboard engines flashed red, meaning both were on fire.

“Pull number three engine T-handle!” Robb barked out. He suppressed the panic edging into his voice.

Jacobs pulled the handle and pressed the button beneath it, extinguishing the fire. She glanced out the starboard window to make a visual check.

“Fire’s out on number three engine! Number four engine is completely gone!”

“Gone?”

“Sheared off from the pylon.”

Robb cursed under his breath. His 747–400 was certified to fly with only three engines, but with just the two port engines they’d be lucky to stay in the air.

He turned to Jacobs. Her face was ashen but otherwise professional.

“Issue the distress call,” Robb said.

Jacobs nodded, understanding the implications. Even if someone heard the radio call, it would make little difference. The best they could hope for was to report their position in case they had to ditch. She keyed the radio.

“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is TransPac 823. We are going down. We are going down. We’ve lost both number three and number four engines. Our position is seventy-five miles bearing two four five from Palmyra VOR.”

No answer, just static.

“Activate the emergency transponder,” Robb said. He knew activating it was a useless procedure. They were beyond the range of any radar units.

“Setting transponder to 7700 in squawk emergency,” Jacobs replied.

As their rapid descent took the plane through thirty thousand feet, an unearthly glow bloomed within the cloud cover ten miles to their right. At first the clouds softened it, but then the light pierced them, shooting toward the stratosphere, for a moment brighter than the sun.

“What the hell?” Jacobs said.

A fireball rolled upward in the distinctive mushroom shape Robb had seen in countless photos. He gaped, mesmerized by the sight. Atomic weapons testing in the Pacific had been outlawed for years, and there were no volcanoes in this region of the ocean. What else could have caused such a massive explosion?

Whatever it was, the explanation didn’t matter.

“Roll left!” he yelled. Stabilizing the plane should have been his highest priority, but they had to get away from the blast zone.

“Rolling left,” came Jacobs’s response after only a second’s hesitation.

Robb just had to hope that he could ride out the shock wave and find someplace to land. They had passed over the Palmyra Atoll only ten minutes before, but the runway built during World War II had been abandoned decades earlier. Christmas Island, five hundred miles away, had the closest operational runway. Despite all the damage the plane had sustained, it was still flying. They might make it.

“Come on, you bastard!” Robb grunted as he strained at the controls.

The nose of the enormous plane came around slowly. Too slowly.

The blast wave from the explosion caught up with them and slapped at the plane from behind, heaving its tail up. A colossal crack of thunder hammered the aircraft. The windows shattered and wind howled through the cockpit. The number one engine was wrenched from its mounts, shearing half the port wing from the plane and setting the fuel tanks aflame. The plane plummeted like an elevator cut from its cable.

With two engines gone and another shut down, the airliner was mortally wounded. Thinking of the 373 men, women, and children in the plane—people who were his responsibility—Robb didn’t give up, but he had no more hope of flying it than one of the passengers. He battled the controls trying to level the plane, but it was a dead stick. Despite his efforts, the plane spun downward in a death spiral. By the time the airliner plunged through the lowest cloud layer, the altimeter read one thousand feet. For the first time in an hour, Robb could see the blue water of the Pacific.

Realizing that their fate was inevitable, Robb let go of the yoke and sat back. He held out his hand to Jacobs, who grasped it tightly with her own. Never much for religion, Robb nonetheless closed his eyes and found himself reciting the Lord’s Prayer. He was up to the words “Thy kingdom come” when the plane slammed into the ocean at over five hundred miles per hour.


CHAPTER 2

8:51 A.M.

THE BROCHURE WAS SLICK and professional, but Kai Tanaka still hated the idea of sending his thirteen-year-old daughter away to a scuba diving camp. He sipped his coffee at the kitchen counter as he scanned the pamphlet and thought about how to let Lani down gently.

She and her best friend, Mia, sat close together at the dinette table, talking over a magazine in low, conspiratorial tones. Then they erupted into shrill screams that dissolved into giggles while they pointed at a glossy photo.

Kai walked over to the table and made as if to get a better look at the magazine. “And what are you guys reading this morning? Is it Newsweek or Car and Driver?”

Lani quickly flipped the magazine closed. It was Seventeen. Mia must have brought it with her. Like most fathers, Kai couldn’t help wonder at how fast they were growing up. They were barely teenagers. To him, seventeen was far in the future.

Lani giggled at Mia, and then adopted a mock-serious tone. “We’re just doing some research for our trip this morning.” Mia nodded in agreement.

“Uh-huh,” Kai said dubiously. “Seventeen has an article about boogie boarding, does it?”

“Not exactly,” Mia said. “But there are some tips about beachcombing.” At this, Lani and Mia erupted into another peal of laughter. Kai assumed it was something having to do with how to meet boys, but he didn’t want to know.

“So, what do you think about the camp, Dad?” Lani said. “It looks awesome, doesn’t it?”

Bilbo, the family’s wheaten terrier, lapped noisily from his bowl, then dribbled water across the floor after he finished. Avoiding Lani’s question, Kai busied himself wiping up the drool. While he threw the paper towel away, he glanced at the countertop TV. It was tuned to a Honolulu newscast with a graphic that said Breaking News, but the volume was so low that all Kai could hear was the indistinct mumbling of the anchorwoman.

“Hello? Dad? Can I go?”

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “When is this?”

“First week in August.”

“You two are pretty young to be diving.”

“I’ll be fourteen next month,” Lani said indignantly.

That was true, although Lani didn’t look thirteen. She looked sixteen. At five foot eight, she was now taller than her mother by a good two inches, and even more distressingly, she had developed a womanly figure. Her hair was auburn, not the strawberry blond of Rachel’s Irish heritage, but she had gotten her mother’s delicate facial structure and lean athletic body. From Kai, she inherited the olive complexion and almond-shaped eyes of his Italian-Japanese background. To Kai’s chagrin, the effect made her not only beautiful but exotic. He was going to have to plan for dates very soon, and he was terrified.

“And Teresa gave her okay?” Kai said.

Mia nodded. “I think Mom needs some alone time,” she said. She was Lani’s age but darker, shorter, and more petite. Kai couldn’t imagine her lugging an oxygen tank around on her back.

“Where is she?” he said.

“Getting dressed,” Mia said.

“So, can I go?” Lani said.

After a pause, Kai said, “I’ll have to think about it.”

Lani looked at Mia in disgust. “That means no.”

Kai waved the brochure. “It means I have to check out this outfit, see what their safety record is. Scuba diving is a dangerous sport.”

“You’ve been diving fifty times,” Lani said, pouting.

“So I know what I’m talking about. Plus, I have to talk about it with your mother.”

“She already said it was cool. We talked about it with her and Teresa while you were out jogging.”

“She was cool with it, huh? Maybe I should just confirm that with her.”

Usually Rachel’s Monday shift didn’t begin until ten a.m., but that morning she had to be at the Grand Hawaiian early for the disabled vets’ brunch. As the hotel manager, she wanted to make sure everything was perfect, especially because the governor would be addressing the veterans. Kai dialed her cell.

“Hello?” Rachel said above a truck horn honking in the background. She was still on the road. Even on a holiday, the commute from Ewa Beach to Honolulu wasn’t fun.

“Traffic?” he said, moving into the family room to get a little privacy.

“As usual.”

“You sound tired.”

“I didn’t get much sleep last night. Teresa and I were up late talking. It’s great to have her and Mia in town, but I’m going to be exhausted by the end of the week. Is she there?”

“I think she’s getting into her swimsuit.”

“Ask her to give me a call on her way to the beach.”

“I will. So Lani had a surprise for me this morning.”

“About the scuba camp? I think it’s a fantastic idea.”

“You do?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Because she’s thirteen. You can’t even get certified until you’re fifteen.”

“It sounds like a wonderful program. Master instructors, top-notch facilities, lots of fun activities. One of the mothers in Lani’s class raved about it.”

Kai didn’t bother to ask which mother. He wouldn’t know her. Taking the post of assistant director at the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center had been a great career move for him, but he hadn’t counted on how demanding it would be. Including Kai, there were only eight geophysicists on staff, and the PTWC had to be monitored by two of them twenty-four hours a day. That meant they regularly had to pull twelve-hour shifts. Kai had been so busy that he’d participated in only one parent-teacher conference.

“Lani has to have something to look forward to,” Rachel said. “She’s been here nine months now and hasn’t made any friends yet.”

“What do you mean? She hangs out with her soccer friends all the time.”

“Getting pizza after the game with her teammates doesn’t count. In the whole time we’ve been here, she hasn’t once brought somebody back home. Now that she’s with Mia, I see how she used to be in Seattle. And being in that compound hasn’t helped.”

“Please don’t call it a compound.” Kai hated that word.

It was difficult to recruit geophysicists who were willing to spend that many hours on-site, so to sweeten the deal, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—better known as NOAA, the parent organization of the PTWC—built houses on the Center grounds that some of the staff lived in for free. As assistant director, Kai had been given one of the houses. The biggest perk was that it was only three blocks from the beach, but the run-down neighborhood around the complex wasn’t safe enough for Lani to explore on her own.

“She feels isolated there,” Rachel said.

“Maybe we can do more family outings, like the luau tonight.”

“Kai, your heart’s in the right place, but she needs to learn some independence. She isn’t going to be your little girl forever.”

“Oh, yes she will.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” Kai said with a sigh, “I know. But I still think she should wait to do this scuba camp until next year.”

“Listen, I’m about to go into the garage, so you’re going to lose me. Just think about it, and we’ll talk more this evening. All right?”

“Okay. I’ll think about it.”

With a click, Rachel was gone.

“So you got the spiel, huh?” a voice behind him said.

Kai turned to see Teresa Gomez. Like the girls, she was already dressed in a tank top and sarong over her bikini.

“Oh yeah,” Kai said. “The hard sell.”

“What’s the verdict?”

“Still thinking about it.”

“Good luck with that. I lasted about five minutes.” She yawned and stretched her arms. “I need to mainline some more coffee.”

Kai followed her back into the kitchen. Lani and Mia stopped giggling and looked at him expectantly.

“Still thinking about it,” he said, eliciting a groan. He handed the coffeepot to Teresa. “I heard you stayed up late with Rachel to continue our conversation after I went to bed.”

“She can’t hear enough about my residency program. Sometimes I think she’s the one who should have gone to med school.” As she filled her mug, Teresa looked at the TV. A TransPac Airlines logo was next to the anchor-woman’s shoulder. “I hope to God it’s sunny today. If I came all the way from Seattle for more rain, I’ll curl up into the fetal position.”

“Don’t worry. The report earlier said no rain is projected, so you and the girls should have great weather today.”

“If it’s your day off, grab your towel and come with us.”

“Day off? I wish. I’m on call today. I have to give a tour this morning, and there’s a paper I’m submitting to the Science of Tsunami Hazards next month that I’ve got to finish.”

Teresa appraised Kai’s outfit and began to laugh. “I forgot. We’re in Hawaii.”

He looked down at his clothes and realized why she was laughing. To a Seattleite like Teresa, the flowered shirt, khakis, and tennis shoes he was wearing might seem like weekend wear, but it was perfectly normal office attire for him.

“This is formal wear for me,” he said with a laugh. “Where are you guys boarding?”

“Well, I wanted to go somewhere quiet, but no, I got vetoed!” She jabbed a finger at the girls. “So it’s Waikiki. While they’re swimming, I plan to sit my butt down and do absolutely nothing.”

Kai winced. Because of the holiday, Waikiki would be packed not only with tourists but with locals as well. May was a big month for travelers, and three-day weekends were always popular with American tourists from the mainland. Almost fifty thousand visitors stayed in Honolulu at any one time, and Waikiki claimed most of them. Teresa would be hard pressed to find any peace on the beach.

“I think they just want to check out the eye candy,” she said.

“We do not!” said Lani.

But Mia at the same time said “Yeah!” and Lani turned red.

Kai tried to help Teresa out. “Why don’t you go to Kahana Valley? There’s a great beach there.”

“It’s boring,” Lani said. “If I finally get to go to a beach, I want to go to a good one.”

“What do you mean? We go to our beach all the time.”

“Yeah, right. Only when you’re with me. What’s the use of living three blocks from the beach if I have to wait for you to take me?”

“Here we go,” Kai said. To Teresa: “One time, I saw some kids smoking dope down at the little park that leads to the beach. Now she’s mad that I won’t let her go on her own.”

“If I didn’t live in this compound, I might have someone to go with.”

“Why does everyone call it that?” Kai said.

“I’m sure it’s not because of the barbed wire and security gate,” Lani said, her sarcasm reaching new heights. “Come on, Mia. Let’s get our stuff.”

They ran off to Lani’s bedroom.

“Good God,” Teresa said. “You know the attitudes are only going to get worse as the day goes on. I’ll pay you a thousand dollars to switch places with me.”

Kai laughed and shook his head. “No way. I like having the easy job.” Kai handed her the keys to his Jeep. “When do you think you’ll be back?”

“If I can endure it, I’m thinking around five. That way I’ll have plenty of time to recover before the luau tonight.”

“Perfect,” Kai said. “The boogie boards are in the garage.”

“We’ll get them!” yelled Lani from the other room.

As he and Teresa went outside, Kai paused to turn off the TV. Just before he clicked it off, he noticed a new graphic saying AIRLINER MISSING OVER PACIFIC.


CHAPTER 3

8:56 A.M.

THE RAIN HAD BEEN falling constantly for two hours now, but that didn’t keep Yvonne Dunlap from her duties. In her three weeks on the Palmyra Atoll, she had come to appreciate the damp weather, which gave the island a serene quality. Even with 175 inches of rain per year watering the lush vegetation, she could think of worse places to do scientific research.

She picked her way across the beach looking for her quarry, avoiding the plastic garbage that marred the otherwise pristine habitat. Dark clouds stretched to the horizon, broken only by an occasional flash of lightning in the distance. The breaking surf and soothing patter of rain were her only companions.

None of Yvonne’s three colleagues on the island had joined her on this excursion. They were back at base camp, working on their computers out of the rain, compiling figures about the nesting habits of sooty terns or analyzing data about the impact of non-native species on the island’s flora.

Yvonne had come hunting much more interesting prey than birds and shrubbery. Her graduate studies in invertebrate biology had brought her to this isolated outpost for one reason. And it didn’t take long for her to spot what she was looking for. She took out her digital camera and approached slowly to add more photos to her collection.

An enormous blue coconut crab scurried up a thick palm tree looking for its favorite food. This rare example looked like it measured three feet across and weighed close to ten pounds, a size that would put most Maine lobsters to shame.

The Nature Conservancy had purchased the Palmyra Atoll as a wildlife preserve. To minimize the impact of humans on the ecosystem, they granted only a limited number of permits to researchers. Yvonne was one of the lucky few, and she reveled in exploring the island’s natural wonders. Rainy mornings like this were especially good for her outings, giving her time to enjoy nature as it was meant to be, alone and in silence. To her, the experience was spiritual.

Yvonne interrupted her photography to jot some notes in her journal. The crab in front of her was one of the finest specimens she’d ever seen, and she wanted a full record of it. At the top of the tree, the crab grasped a coconut in its claws and ripped it open like a ripe melon, tearing at the meat inside. Yvonne was setting her camera to video mode to capture its eating ritual when a great boom echoed across the island. The sound was so loud that she dropped the camera.

The crab, also startled by the noise, dropped from the tree and scuttled back to the safety of its burrow. Yvonne stooped to pick up the camera, waiting for the thunder to abate. She searched for the source of the noise, but the clouds looked uniformly gray in all directions. Nothing suggested a major storm headed their way.

In a minute the sound dissipated, and Yvonne strode over to the hole the crab had disappeared into. She plopped herself on a fallen log not far from it and waited for the crab to reemerge, aiming her camera in hopes of a close-up.

She continued staring at the burrow until a new noise intruded on the soft drizzle. A rumble from the island’s interior. At its widest, the Palmyra Atoll was only a half mile across. For some reason, Yvonne thought the sound was reaching her from the opposite side of the island.

She stood and peered into the thick foliage. The noise grew quickly, coming toward her. It sounded like a thousand elephants stampeding, knocking down every tree as they charged. Yvonne stepped back involuntarily, stopping only when her boots were splashed by the surf.

She spotted movement in the forest. It was indistinct at first, but within seconds it resolved into an image that took Yvonne a moment to comprehend. A churning mass of water raged toward her, uprooting and splintering every tree in its path. She couldn’t have been more shocked than if it had actually been elephants.

She froze, paralyzed, her voice choked by fear. The roar was so loud that it seemed to go through her, and the wind pushed before the wall of water blew the hood of her windbreaker backward. Yvonne’s eyes locked in terror on the rushing mountain of debris, and she hopelessly wished that she could find some kind of burrow to plunge into as the crab had done.

As the water reached the beach, the closest palm tree—the same one that had seemed so solid when the crab had climbed it—was yanked out of the ground. Just before it crushed Yvonne, she finally screamed.


CHAPTER 4

8:58 A.M.

AS WAS USUAL ON Oahu, the May morning was bright blue, with just a few wisps of mist perched on the mountains northeast of Honolulu. The flowers lining the path contributed their sweet aroma to the ocean breeze that tickled the trees. The forecast was eighty and sunny. Kai sighed contentedly as he soaked in the warmth. Teresa and the kids couldn’t have picked better weather for a day at the beach.

They were busy packing the boogie boards into the Jeep when the center’s security gate hummed to life. Kai saw a jet black Harley idling on the other side, the distinctive exhaust gurgling.

“Oh no,” he said.

“What’s with the Hell’s Angel?” Teresa said.

“It’s Brad.”

“The playboy, huh? This ought to be good.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Believe me, I’m immune. Divorce will do that for you. What’s he doing here?”

“I have no idea, but I bet I won’t like it.” Since Kai’s move back to Hawaii, Brad stopped by on a regular basis to pester Kai into doing something crazy with him, usually while Kai was supposed to be working.

Brad tore up the drive at a rate that Kai didn’t think possible. He screeched to a stop next to the group, hopped off his bike, and flipped off his mirrored helmet in one move. Kai felt a flare of envy at Brad’s effortless grace, which complemented his rugged surfer-dude appeal.

Brad ruffled his fingers through his thick blond hair and clapped Kai on the shoulder.

“Great day for a round of golf, wouldn’t you say?” Brad waved to the sky as if it had bestowed this day at his request.

Before Kai could answer, Lani ran up and jumped into Brad’s arms.

“Uncle Brad!”

“Hello, my darlin’!” He spun her around and then dropped her and gave her a huge smile. “You are looking as pretty as ever. What? You’re heading to the beach and didn’t invite me?”

Another voice piped up. It was Mia.

“You can come with us if you want,” she said, her eyes wide at the sight of Brad’s tight T-shirt, muscular arms, and sky blue eyes. Her mouth was slightly agape, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. He usually had that effect on women, even thirteen-year-olds.

“And you must be the lovely Mia I’ve heard so much about.” Brad took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Kai thought Mia would melt into the pavement.

“And I must be her mother, Teresa Gomez,” Teresa said. She seemed unaffected by Brad’s physical gifts and looked a little disturbed at her daughter’s reactions to this thirty-five-year-old smooth talker.

“Brad Hopkins.” They shook hands. “So you’re the doctor?”

“Third-year resident.”

“Well, it’s great you got some time off to come visit. I see you’re ready to enjoy our fine weather.” Brad looked her in the eye, but Kai knew he had already given her tall, tan figure the once-over from behind that mirrored visor.

Teresa rolled her eyes, but Kai could see that she was amused. “Your brother is exactly like you said he was.”

Even though the only physical feature Brad and Kai shared was their six-foot height, they were indeed brothers. Half brothers, specifically. When Kai was four, his father died of cancer. Kai’s mother remarried within a year. She was wooed by Charles Hopkins, owner of Hopkins Realty, one of the most successful real estate companies in the islands. They immediately produced Kai’s little brother, Brad, and Charles adopted Kai. Although Kai kept his birth father’s last name, they were a close family. But it was apparent from an early age that Charles was grooming Brad to take over the business. That was fine with Kai. He had no interest in real estate or business. Science was always his passion.

When their parents died in a car crash five years ago, the estate had been split between them, but Brad kept control of the company. Being a consummate playboy, he enjoyed the freedom the business gave him. He could party all night, play golf the next morning, and still have time to close a major hotel deal before the sun set. No wife, no kids, no responsibility for anything but his business. Even though Kai loved his life, sometimes he wished he could trade places with Brad.

Brad flicked his eyes at Kai. “So I hope all you heard was good things about me.”

“Don’t worry, haole,” Kai said. “Your dark secrets are safe with me.”

“Haole?” Teresa said to Brad. “That your nickname?”

Brad laughed. “To some people. It’s Hawaiian for ‘white boy.’ At least he didn’t call me ‘ass-haole.’”

Kai shook his head in mock disgust. “See what I have to deal with? I’m thinking about changing the gate code. Again.”

“It is so freakin’ boring around here, you need me to come in and liven things up.” Brad winked at Teresa. “I swear, this is the most secure nerd farm in the world. I don’t know why they need a fence around this place, anyway. Who wants to break in here?”

“That decision was before my time, after the Oklahoma City bombing. I suppose the higher-ups thought some nut would think we were a secret CIA base and try to blow us up.”

“Whatever. Come on, Kai. Let’s go shoot a round of golf.”

“I have work to do this morning. Some of us work most days.”

“Today is Memorial Day, you know. A holiday?”

“Not for me. The director is on vacation, so I’m in charge while he’s gone.”

“So give yourself the day off,” Brad said. “Hop on.”

“You know there’s no way I’m getting on that thing. You drive like a maniac, and I hate donorcycles.” Kai had adopted Teresa’s nickname for motorcycles, so-called because a disproportionate number of organ donations came from motorcycle crash victims. “You’re about as likely to get me on that thing as I am to get you scuba diving.”

Brad’s smile vanished. “That’s not funny.”

“Why not?” Teresa said.

“He had a scuba diving accident a long time ago.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Brad said with a scowl. “It was a near-death experience.”

“You’ve got my attention,” Teresa said. “What happened?”

“He’s exaggerating,” Kai said. “Nobody got hurt. We were diving in a shipwreck off Oahu, and a rusty bulkhead came apart, blocking the door. Brad got locked inside, and his oxygen gauge almost pegged zero before we could get him out.”

“Now I know why you were reluctant about the scuba camp,” Teresa said.

“I didn’t want to scare you.”

“He should scare you,” Brad said. “My Harley is a hundred times safer than scuba diving.”

“I’m not coming with you,” Kai said.

“Okay,” Brad said, and the smile returned bigger than ever. “But you’re missing out on some easy money. I’m playing with a couple of guys from Ma‘alea Realty. They have no idea you and I are two-handicaps. I’ve already got them up to twenty bucks per hole. With any luck, I can double it with a little creative playing on the first couple of holes.”

“I’m not going to swindle a couple of guys out of their money. If they want to play a fair round . . . Wait a minute. Why am I even talking about this? I’m not going.”

“If you want to spend the day inside, it’s your loss.” Brad turned to Teresa. “I’ll buy you a mai tai tonight at the luau and dispel all those lies Kai told you.” Brad lowered his voice and spoke into Kai’s ear. “Make sure my seat is next to Teresa’s.” Then he made a slight bow to the girls. “Ciao, ladies!”

In a well-choreographed motion, Brad put his helmet on, fired up the Harley, and peeled off, much to Lani and Mia’s delight. When he was gone, the girls finished putting their supplies in the Jeep.

“He’s a good guy,” Kai said, “but he can be a little much to take.”

“Don’t you dare let Rachel try to play matchmaker. I’m very happy being on my own right now.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kai said. “I’ll make sure you don’t get stuck with him all night.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, climbing in. She unrolled her window and nodded at the center’s main building, a low, squat structure typical of the government cinder-block construction from the 1940s. It was bland but tidy, with a fresh coat of whitewash and neatly manicured hedges. The words “Richard H. Hagemeyer Pacific Tsunami Warning Center” were emblazoned on the front of the building in large letters, honoring a longstanding director of the National Weather Service. It was only a hundred yards from Kai’s house.

“Must be nice being a thirty-second walk from the office,” Teresa said.

“Not always.”

“I get it. The good part is being close to work. The bad part is being close to work.”

“Exactly.”

Teresa laughed. “All right, you two,” she said to the girls. “Seat belts.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Kai said. “Rachel wants you to call her on your way.”

“Okay. And I might as well get your number in case I have to reach you.” Teresa dug her cell phone from her purse and flipped it open. “Oh, crap!”

“What’s the matter?” Kai said.

“I didn’t charge my phone last night. The battery is almost dead.”

“Now, don’t you wish we had my cell phone here?” Mia said.

Teresa swiveled in her seat. “What I wish is that I had taken it away from you before we got that bill for three hundred dollars’ worth of text messages last month.” She swung back around to Kai. “What’s your number?” Their fingers pecked at the phones as they traded info.

“I’ll just talk to Rachel for a minute,” Teresa said. “If I don’t answer my phone, you’ll know why.”

“No problem,” Kai said.

They gave a wave and were off. Kai patted Bilbo on the head.

“Looks like it’s just us boys now,” he said, but the dog was already sniffing around the hibiscus bushes and making his mark.

Kai’s cell phone rang. He opened it assuming it was Rachel, but the caller ID told him it was the PTWC. He punched the Talk button and heard the voice of Reggie Pona, the only other geophysicist staffing the Center that morning.

“Hey, Kai,” Reggie said. “I tried you at home but no answer. Are you around?”

“I’m standing outside. Just saw the family off.”

“As you can see, the tour group isn’t here yet. But I thought you might want a few minutes to look at something before they get here.”

“Why? What’s up?”

“I just issued a tsunami bulletin.”


CHAPTER 5

9:03 A.M.

THE GRAND HAWAIIAN WAS the newest and swankiest of the luxury hotels lining Waikiki Beach. Constructed over the razed remains of a 1940s apartment building, the 1,065-room hotel was the brainchild of a Las Vegas resort mogul looking for new locations to expand his empire. An airy pedestrian skybridge at the sixth-floor conference facility connected its two twenty-eight-story towers.

Rachel strode onto the skybridge from her offices in the Akamai tower toward the main ballroom in the Moana tower, carefully reviewing the checklist for the disabled veterans brunch while she walked. The governor of Hawaii was scheduled to address the group and then accompany them to a remembrance ceremony at the Hawaii State Veterans Cemetery. It was the biggest event in the young hotel’s history, and she was on the hook to make sure everything went off without a hitch.

As she ran through the routine checklist, Rachel couldn’t help but think about her late-night conversation with Teresa. As a resident, Teresa was charged with saving patients on a daily basis, making a fundamental difference in their lives and those of their families. Rachel, on the other hand, was responsible for making sure that there were enough servings of mahi mahi at the brunch. Her job as a hotel manager was comfortable and paid well, but being a doctor had to be infinitely more rewarding. Rachel had thought about going into medicine long ago, but for financial reasons she never seriously considered it. So when she met Teresa, it was Rachel’s opportunity to help someone else achieve her dream.

Teresa had been a nurse when she introduced herself to Kai and Rachel during Lamaze class. Teresa and Rachel had hit it off immediately, but the lout Teresa was married to at the time didn’t get along as well with Kai. The two women got even closer once Rachel, after years of working on Teresa, finally convinced her to pursue her passion and go to med school. Teresa’s husband, who wanted her to give up working altogether and become a stay-at-home mother with five children, filed for divorce. To make things worse, it also turned out that he’d been having serial affairs on his business trips. During that difficult period, Teresa had leaned on Rachel, and Lani and Mia spent every non-school hour together.

When Kai accepted his new job, Lani was devastated about leaving Mia. So as soon as Teresa had a week off from her third year of residency, she planned a trip to Hawaii, and the Tanakas happily agreed to host them.

With Teresa visiting, Rachel was reminded that she had abandoned her dreams for practicality, and she didn’t want her daughter to make the same mistake. If Lani wanted to become a scuba diving instructor or a professional soccer player or anything else, Rachel wanted her to have that opportunity.

Halfway across the bridge, Rachel was so deep in thought that she nearly ran into Bob Lateen, the chairman of the veterans conference. His frown told her she was about to have another problem.

She shook off her reverie. “Can I help you, Mr. Lateen?”

“Mrs. Tanaka,” Lateen said, keeping up with Rachel in his motorized wheelchair while she walked, “you assured us that we would have sufficient accommodations for our accessibility needs, but there is a serious situation in the ballroom that needs to be taken care of immediately.”

Rachel squinted from the sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the skybridge but still maintained a polite smile.

“Mr. Lateen, I want you to know that we take your concerns very seriously, and we value your patronage. I will do anything I can to help. Now, what’s the problem?”

They exited the bridge and came into a lavish foyer. Some of the attendees were already milling about. Rachel and Lateen weaved their way through and entered the Kamehameha Ballroom, the largest in the hotel.

“The problem,” Lateen said, “is that we are supposed to start the brunch in less than an hour, and I can’t even get onto the dais.”

He pointed to the wide raised table at the back of the ballroom. On the right side, a standard staircase led up to the dais. On the left side, a short ramp had been constructed over the staircase. Now Rachel could see the problem.

As instructed, a ramp had been installed, but whoever oversaw the construction either hadn’t done it before or hadn’t thought about the needs of the person that would be using it. They had essentially laid the ramp directly over the stairs, canting it up at a slope impossible for anyone in a wheelchair to negotiate.

“If I use that ramp,” Lateen continued, “I will look like an idiot because I will have to have three people help me up. They might as well carry me up the stairs on the other side.”

“I understand the problem, sir. Let me contact the contractor. We’ll have this fixed before the brunch starts.” She pulled out her walkie-talkie.

“Max, is the dais contractor still in the hotel?”

Max Walsh, her assistant manager, picked up immediately.

“I’m just signing some papers with him,” Max said.

“Put him on the walkie-talkie. Now.”

A second of silence elapsed before John Chaver, the contractor, came on the line.

“This is John.”

“John, this is Rachel Tanaka. You and your men need to come back up here immediately. The ramp is installed improperly.”

“It’s built according to my specs.”

She edged away from Lateen so that she was out of earshot and explained the problem with the dais. This guy picked the wrong day to mess with her.

“The ramp is useless. Now, if you want to continue to do business at this hotel—a hotel that’s scheduled to have over a hundred and fifty conferences this year—you better get back up here and fix that ramp in the next twenty minutes.”

“Just a minute.”

Another few moments of silence. Then Chaver came back sounding much more contrite.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Tanaka. I just checked with one of my guys. He installed the wrong ramp. We’ve got the right one in our truck. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Good.” Rachel walked back to Lateen. “A Mr. Lateen will be up here to describe exactly what he needs,” she told Chaver. “He is a very important guest, and I expect you to extend him every courtesy.”

“Of course. I’m on my way.”

She replaced the walkie-talkie on her belt.

“Thank you, Mrs. Tanaka,” Lateen said. “I appreciate your help.”

“Not at all. I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I hope this won’t discourage you from using our hotel in the future.”

“If we get this fixed, you can consider me satisfied.”

Chaver arrived, and Rachel left him with Lateen to get the ramp changed.

As she walked away, her cell phone rang. It was Teresa.

“Are you still awake?” she said.

“Are you kidding?” Teresa said. “Most nights I’d kill for five hours’ sleep.”

“Thanks for staying up late. You’ve got so many good stories about the hospital.”

“I just told you the glamorous stuff. Tonight I’ll tell you the things I normally deal with, like strung-out junkies, idiotic insurance forms, and every bodily fluid you can imagine. It’s not pretty.”

“I’m still proud of you.”

“Yeah, well, I’m proud of you too.”

“For what?”

“For having such a great family. You’ve got something good going there.”

“I know. Thanks.”

“Okay, I gotta go. The juice on my cell is running low.”

“Wait! The reason I wanted you to call was because I reserved you a spot in the Grand Hawaiian parking garage. Just tell them I sent you.”

“You kick ass, Rachel! I’ll see you later.”

“Bye.”

Rachel got only two steps back into the skybridge when her walkie-talkie crackled to life. It was Max.

“Rachel, we have a problem with the Russian tour group.”

“What’s the problem? Something with their rooms?”

“I don’t know. I can’t understand them. But they’re getting pretty irate.”

“There’s no interpreter?”

“Nope. And none of them speaks a word of English.”

“That may be the problem. Where are they?”

“Second-floor mezzanine.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Rachel stopped and leaned against the skybridge railing. She took a deep breath to gather herself as she watched thousands of carefree people enjoying their holiday on the beach. Then she headed to the elevators, ready to take on the day’s next emergency.


CHAPTER 6

9:08 A.M.

KAI WASN’T WORRIED ABOUT the tsunami information bulletin Reggie had issued. It was a standard message issued whenever sensors picked up seismic activity in the Pacific basin that might be powerful enough to generate a tsunami. Since it hadn’t been a tsunami warning, the event must have been between 6.5 and 7.5 on the moment magnitude scale, fairly common readings that rarely resulted in a tsunami. Below 6.5, they didn’t even bother to issue a notification.

The bulletin was sent to all of the other monitoring stations in the Pacific as well as the West Coast/Alaska Tsunami Warning Center in Palmer, Alaska, which served as the warning center for Alaska, British Columbia, and the west coast of the United States. The PTWC covered the rest of the Pacific. All of the emergency and civil defense organizations in the Pacific Rim were notified, including the U.S. military, which had extensive bases in the Pacific.

None of these organizations had to take any action; the message was strictly to inform them of a seismic event and its potential to generate a tsunami. Already that year, the PTWC had issued over forty bulletins. None had actually resulted in a tsunami.

Once the bulletin was issued, the real work started. They had to analyze the data to determine how likely it was that a destructive tsunami was heading for a populated coastline. If the event happened off the coast of Alaska, the closest tsunamigenic zone to Hawaii, remotely operated buoys called Deep-ocean Assessment and Reporting of Tsunamis buoys—commonly called DART buoys—would be able to tell the size and velocity of a tsunami headed across the Pacific. While much of the work was computer-automated now, it still took a lot of sweat to verify the threat and calculate specific wave arrival times. It only took five hours for a tsunami to reach Hawaii from Alaska, which was barely enough time to mount a coordinated mass evacuation.

The interior of the PTWC was just as neat and functional as the exterior. A reception area greeted visitors, and next to it was a small conference room. The receptionist, Julie, had the day off, as did most of the rest of the staff. Kai picked up a sheet of paper lying on the front desk to look at the specifics of the school group that would be touring the facility that morning. Since the Southeast Asian tsunami disaster, tours had become much more in demand. When Julie had scheduled the tour for Memorial Day, Kai was a bit surprised that a school would want to do anything that day that didn’t involve sand and surf. Then she told him the school group was from Japan, one of the countries covered by the PTWC, and it made sense.

He scanned the sheet. Twelve sixth graders from Tokyo for a thirty-minute tour, escorted by a teacher fluent in English. They planned to be done by nine thirty and move on to a full day of sightseeing.

These students might actually be interested in what I have to say, Kai thought. Sometimes he’d get a school group of bored American teenagers who’d be itching to leave as soon as they got there. Kai couldn’t get those tours over fast enough.

He dropped the sheet back onto the counter and patted Bilbo.

“Come on. Let’s find out what’s going on.”

Following Bilbo, Kai walked the few steps into the data analysis facility, which was packed with state-of-the-art computers and seismic sensing equipment. Huge maps of the Pacific lined two of the walls. Since the news media often got information faster than the PTWC did, the two TVs on either side of the room were perpetually tuned to CNN. He and Reggie spent most of their time in this room. Still farther back in the building were the individual cubicles and Kai’s tiny office.

Normally, George Huntley and Mary Grayson, the two most junior geophysicists, would be manning computers on the other side of the room. It hadn’t taken Kai long to realize they had started a relationship, and the last he had heard, they had both taken their day off to go surfing together on the North Shore.

Three of the other scientists were attending a conference that week in San Francisco, while the director, Harry Dupree, was on a three-day holiday to Maui.

Kai found Reggie hunched over a computer monitor, munching on an egg salad sandwich, the empty wrapper of a second sandwich lying next to him. When Reggie heard the dog’s claws clicking on the linoleum, he looked up.

“Thanks for joining us this fine morning,” Reggie said. “I thought maybe you were gonna play hooky today.”

Kai nodded toward Reggie’s sandwich, which was already half its previous size. “Is there ever a time of day when you don’t eat?”

“Hey, I don’t want to get all skinny like you.”

There was no danger of that. Reggie Pona, a huge bear of a man who used to be a defensive lineman at Stanford, must have weighed at least three hundred pounds. Reggie was also one of the brightest geophysicists Kai had ever met. A Samoan by birth, he had used his college football scholarship to accomplish his true goal of becoming a scientist.

Reggie took a bite and continued to talk while he chewed. “I thought you might go with your friends to the beach. Teresa is hot, by the way.”

“You know, sometimes you almost convince me that you’re not a nerd,” Kai said. “But then you open your mouth to talk and remind me. Besides, I couldn’t leave you alone with all those impressionable sixth graders. You scared the bejesus out of the last group.”

“I was just telling it like it is.”

“But did you have to show those pictures from Sri Lanka? I think ten-year-olds are a little young to see photos of dead bodies.”

“Hey, if it keeps them from running down to the shore during the next tsunami warning, I’ve done my job.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll do the next few tours. Where’s the bulletin?”

Reggie handed Kai a sheet of paper. On it was the date followed by a standard tsunami information message:

TSUNAMI BULLETIN NUMBER 001
PACIFIC TSUNAMI WARNING CENTER/NOAA/NWS ISSUED AT 1858Z

THIS BULLETIN IS FOR ALL AREAS OF THE PACIFIC BASIN EXCEPT

ALASKA—BRITISH COLUMBIA—WASHINGTON— OREGON—CALIFORNIA.

. . . TSUNAMI INFORMATION BULLETIN …

THIS MESSAGE IS FOR INFORMATION ONLY. THERE IS NO TSUNAMI WARNING
OR WATCH IN EFFECT.

AN EARTHQUAKE HAS OCCURRED WITH THESE PRELIMINARY PARAMETERS

ORIGIN TIME—1858Z
COORDINATES—7.1 NORTH 166.4 WEST LOCATION—NORTHWEST OF CHRISTMAS ISLAND, KIRIBATI ISLANDS
MAGNITUDE—6.6

EVALUATION

A DESTRUCTIVE TSUNAMI WAS NOT GENERATED BASED ON EARTHQUAKE AND
HISTORICAL TSUNAMI DATA.

THIS WILL BE THE ONLY BULLETIN ISSUED FOR THIS EVENT UNLESS ADDITIONAL INFORMATION BECOMES AVAILABLE.

THE WEST COAST/ALASKA TSUNAMI WARNING CENTER WILL ISSUE BULLETINS
FOR ALASKA—BRITISH COLUMBIA—
WASHINGTON—OREGON—CALIFORNIA.

Kai looked at Reggie. “It doesn’t seem like anything to be concerned about.”

Normally Kai would consult with Harry, but today Reggie and Kai were on their own. Although Kai was growing more comfortable with his responsibilities, he was still fairly new. This was the first bulletin issued while he was in charge.

The previous assistant director had left for NOAA headquarters in Washington to coordinate the development of a worldwide tsunami warning system. Kai’s position at NOAA’s Center for Tsunami Research put him on the short list of replacement candidates. From Kai’s perspective, the job had seemed perfect. He could move his career forward while still doing interesting research. Rachel had plenty of job opportunities at Honolulu hotels. And Kai could finally get out of Seattle’s rainy climate and back to warm, sunny Hawaii.

“No, it shouldn’t be anything to worry about,” said Reggie. “But it is pretty exciting.”

“Why?”

“I’ll get to that in a minute. But the threat of a tsunami is almost negligible because the event was not tsunamigenic.” The statement was made as a fact, not an opinion.

“You seem pretty confident.”

Reggie smiled. He always smiled when he was about to explain something that was perfectly obvious to him. “It barely triggered the alarms. The reading was just 6.6. A couple of ticks down, and we wouldn’t have even sent the bulletin.”

“Remember the Asia tsunami?” Kai said. “The initial readings on that were 8.0. It ended up being a 9.0.” Because the moment magnitude scale for earthquakes—a successor to the Richter scale—is nonlinear, the power of an earthquake goes up exponentially the higher it is on the scale: an earthquake measuring 9.0 releases over thirty times more energy than an 8.0 earthquake.
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