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    SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA THURSDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 24th

    Twice now on the way back from dinner Diane Lacombe had aborted the process of lighting a stale cigarette. She’d been dredging them from the depths of her purse—her emergency stash buried just in case she had to fall off the wagon some night—but once again she tossed the unlit cigarette into a street-corner trash can, pushing back her mane of auburn hair with an unsteady hand. Relaxing right now was an apparently useless quest, and the need to rummage for yet another cigarette was rising.

    She calculated the number of blocks back to her Mission District apartment and dug in her purse for an emergency package of chewing gum instead. Too much agony with nicotine patches to blow it all now.

    The Tonga Room had been fun, and all the more so since it was one of her dad’s favorites, set amid the elegance of the grand old Fairmont Hotel. Some of her best childhood memories centered around lush, elegant dinners with her parents, the princess daughter scrubbed and dressed up and feminine, demonstrating impeccable manners and basking in family privilege and tradition. But this evening’s visit to that world had felt like a hologram. She could see it, but she couldn’t actually touch the old warmth of those moments, though nothing in the hotel had changed. Since she’d left for college, the childhood years were now only glimpsed through a murky lens, as if they belonged to someone else. It was an awful feeling she was determined to change.

    A neighborhood tavern she’d frequented over the years was just ahead and she decided to duck in for their usually pathetic attempt at an espresso. She took the tiny cup to a dark corner like an addict, placing her laptop case by her feet where she could keep an eye on it.

    Not for the first time she felt around in her coat pocket for the reassuring shape of the CD that she’d intended to hand to her father at dinner. Just the thought of committing that act was the source of her jangled nerves. It might as well have been a small nuclear device, she thought. It would have killed him just as surely. What had she been thinking?

    Diane knew that California State Senator Ralph Lacombe had wondered through coffee and dessert why his beautiful, educated, twenty-seven-year-old daughter was so jumpy and distracted. Fit and distinguished in his late fifties with a large trademark smile, his full head of dark hair belying his age, the senior Lacombe had sat in patient, paternal puzzlement waiting, Diane supposed, for the explanation which never came. All the normal subjects they had once shared in open father-daughter communication seemed flat and forced—the 49ers, the latest political betrayals in Sacramento, the plans for a summer Lacombe family reunion in the wake of her mother’s surrender to cancer—and nothing had reduced her jittery demeanor or ended her constant denials that anything was wrong. There she sat, elegant in a reasonably conservative, calf-length little black dress, smiling at him and lying her head off by saying none of the things that needed to be voiced. He knew his daughter was fibbing by omission, and she knew that he knew, but they played the game anyway, more like two strangers being courteous than familial confidants.

    And all the while the CD had been burning a hole in her heart. The last thing she wanted was to make him a casualty of what she had to do.

    How would he have reacted if she’d been foolhardy enough to hand it over? Would the most ethical man on earth fall to the level of ordinary mortal before her very eyes?

    And how could he not?

    
     How would the conversation have gone? she wondered. Oh, here, Dad, just a little hard seismic evidence that the critics were right after all about your old friend Mick Walker’s Cascadia Island project, which means that not only is Mick going to be ruined, but my engineering firm may end up like Enron’s accountants, and, oh, by the way, you’ll probably be publicly accused of misusing your political influence on behalf of Walker for promoting his resort.

    Was there any way a loving daughter or anyone else could expect Ralph Lacombe to say, “Sure, Honey, you go on and do what you have to. Blow the whistle. Destroy everything.” Not even her father was that brave. Or foolish.

    He would end up asking her not to pull the trigger, and she wouldn’t be able to stand his plea or her denial.

    No. It was going to be far easier to deal with the damage after the fact, even if that method was cowardly.

    
     The island was always a time bomb, Dad, she thought. Pity poor old Mick didn’t know it in time.

    What she’d found in the seismic test data meant that Cascadia Island off the Washington coast was too dangerous an outcropping to support any human habitation or facilities, and especially not a resort hotel and convention center. There was a massive split down the middle, a hidden fault line so profoundly active that Walker’s resort would end up pulled in two with any substantial earthquake. And that same data, she knew, would also be seized upon by a certain scientist in Seattle as validation of his discredited hypothesis about the entire island being some sort of sensitive seismic trigger. According to the paper he’d published, Cascadia Island’s small, rocky mass was supposedly resting on the geological equivalent of a hair-trigger detonator connected to a massive fault zone deep within the Cascadia Subduction Zone. Other seismologists had loudly rejected Dr. Lam’s ideas, but he continued to insist that any significant vibrations from that island could set off a chain reaction of amplified resonant vibrations and trigger a great earthquake equal to or greater than the monster that tore through Alaska in1964.

    No one disputed the fact that the Cascadia Subduction Zone was one of the world’s most dangerous tectonic faults. But the idea that the pile drivers and explosives used to build Mick Walker’s world-class resort could uncork three hundred years of unrelieved tectonic strain was just too far out to be real.

    Diane sipped the last of the extremely bitter espresso and smiled to herself. Dr. Lam’s “Theory of Resonant Amplification” was utter nonsense. If subterranean nuclear explosions were insufficient to trigger major earthquakes, a little construction activity on a coastal island had no chance of doing it. Maybe the rocks below did amplify any compression waves from a pile driver or rock blasting, but such impacts were ridiculously puny against the massive forces of nature.

    Nevertheless, she was very glad for Dr. Lam and his theory. He was exactly the man she needed for the dirty work of blowing the whistle on the hidden fault her firm had apparently missed long before construction began.

    Diane felt her heart accelerating. The last thing she needed was more caffeine, but if she had to have an addiction, coffee was fairly benign, especially after wrestling nicotine to the mat.

    She stood to go. I’m outta here.

    She picked up her laptop case, paid the tab, and left quickly, setting a course for her flat and trying to retain just enough situational awareness to avoid becoming a hood ornament on various passing trucks.

    There were millions of dollars at stake. Maybe even a hundred million of Mick Walker’s dollars. And God knew how much she was about to damage Chadwick and Noble, the globe-girdling, prestigious firm that had reached down from the heavens of architectural engineering to pluck her from the newly graduated masses. She felt another brief and distant echo of guilt over that. The chairman, Robert Nelms, was a straight shooter, or so she’d always believed. But how could he do anything but suppress, cover up, deny, and hide when he discovered what the real data said?

    She recalled her first meeting with Robert Nelms so clearly. She, the Stanford graduate student shown into the elaborately decorated corner office. He, a man whose girth made him look like an amalgam of Charles Laughton, Raymond Burr, and Marlon Brando in his later years. The effect had been instant intimidation heaped on a towering platter of insecurity, even though Nelms couldn’t have been nicer, rising with surprising ease and polished courtliness to take her hand and welcome her. It was clearly an interview, as she had hoped, but he made it pleasant, impressing her with the easy way he wore the mantle of power of the managing partner of such an august firm—not to mention his own impressive professional history as a brilliant engineer. She had left the office not only aching to work for Chadwick and Noble, but wanting to work for and please Robert Nelms in particular. The memory still made her feel good, eliciting an unbidden smile that quickly faded as she returned to the reality of what she was doing.

    What she was doing was disloyal in the extreme, and she professed to hate disloyalty. But her mission was righteous, and if it meant she had to repay the kindnesses they’d shown her with disloyalty, so be it.

    Feeling guilty about impacting Robert Nelms was one thing, but the potential effect on Jerry Schultz was entirely another.

    The memory of her first serious professional interaction with Schultz, her new supervisor, was all too clear. She’d sought help with a problem involving an extremely important construction project in the Philippines and was flabbergasted to realize that he was either a poor engineer or a poorer manager with no grasp of details he should have known. It was clearly on her shoulders alone, and the only elements of her work he did seem interested in were the signatures and other means of tracking who might be responsible for mistakes. Schultz was all about covering his own tail. He was a raging incompetent, she’d told a close friend. A dangerous incompetent with delusions of adequacy.

    Somehow she’d transcended Schultz during her first year and had become a guardian of the stellar reputation of Chadwick and Noble. She’d been loath to accept the reality that the firm had grown too big to maintain its quality or even its integrity, and she’d resisted the conclusion that the managers cared only about preserving their careers and paychecks.

    Finally, however, those realities became unavoidable, and in the Cascadia Island fiasco, the properly constituted managers of Chadwick and Noble had wanted to hear no criticism of their prior decisions.

    They had been so pathetically predictable! Once the firm had anointed the island as buildable, the managers were arrogantly certain that not even God would dare to second-guess their decision.

    She’d had no authority to push it any further, nor any desire to do so. After all, she was an engineer, not a seismologist. That gave her an ironclad out when the truth finally exploded into the public arena. How could anyone have expected a mere engineer to know what seismic data revealed? Especially since she wasn’t even supposed to see the data. Even if she had known, who was she to say the data was right, the Chadwick and Noble cognoscenti were wrong, and Cascadia Island was doomed?

    But the data was right and the island was indeed doomed.

    She wondered if an answer from Dr. Lam would be waiting for her on her computer. The anonymous e-mail she’d carefully worded and sent contained a way for him to answer through an intermediate e-mail address that would prevent her having to reveal her name—a bit of necessary cat and mouse to focus his interest without leading to her doorstep. But she could only check that intermediate site once a day, and she’d been doing so every night without results. Eventually he would have to respond, since he was sure to realize that what she was offering would be a vindication of his own discounted, discredited theory.

    There would need to be a face-to-face meeting, she figured, to actually hand over the disk. But Dr. Lam could be expected to quickly trumpet the results to the geophysical world. She was sure of that. As sure as she was that if the name Diane Lacombe wasn’t involved in the publicity storm that would undoubtedly envelop Chadwick and Noble, Senator Ralph Lacombe couldn’t be drawn in either.

    That was very important. It was not going to be pretty.

    
     Walker may still survive, she thought. He’s worth hundreds of millions.

    Diane’s right hand closed around the doorknob to her apartment as her left hand approached with the key, but the door was neither latched nor closed, and for a moment she stood in confusion, wondering if she’d left it that way hours ago.

    
     No way! I always check it.
    

    Maybe the manager was inside.

    
     But he’s not supposed to…
    

    Perhaps her father…

    
     He doesn’t have a key. But Don does!
    

    The impulse to call the police and try to have Don Brevin arrested for breaking and entering was already forming in her mind, a deserved retribution for his being a boorish ex-boyfriend and for refusing to return the key when they’d argued earlier in the day. He’d probably come back for his meager belongings, she decided. He wasn’t dangerous, just a slob and an egomaniac, and she couldn’t fathom why she’d ever dated him, let alone allowed him to move in for two very long, very unsatisfying months. Just another in a long line of toxic rebound boyfriends, and her tastes were getting worse.

    
     I should have changed the locks.
    

    She pushed open the door and stood stunned by the chaos that had been her apartment. Someone had ransacked her things, pulling out drawers, opening cabinets and spilling the contents. She stepped in, leaving the door to the hallway open in case anything moved inside and she needed to flee.

    Her largest suitcase was in the corner, pulled from the back closet and opened and left at an odd angle. The sofa had been ripped open, its stuffing strewn everywhere. The recliner had also been gored. In all the mess, she couldn’t tell whether anything was missing.

    The new high-definition TV she couldn’t afford still stood untouched where she’d left it in the corner of the living room, and she felt a momentary spark of relief, as if now everything would be all right.

    The spark quickly died.

    Diane stepped over the strewn clothes, papers, and books and moved cautiously toward her bedroom door. Inside, it appeared little or nothing had been taken, but virtually everything had been dumped and, she assumed, pawed through—including lingerie. She felt violated and dirty, as if she, and not her apartment, had been raped.

    And she felt an old familiar rage escaping from its cage again.

    But this didn’t make sense. Brevin was a sideshow, and a harmless one at that. He wouldn’t do such a thing. Would he?

    A sudden realization chilled her. Brevin wasn’t the cause. Someone was looking for something!

    The small, toxic object in her pocket was the target. Someone was on her trail and this was a very clear message.

    
     But how on earth could they already know? No one was supposed to know of her plans, but someone must have figured she might have the records.

    
     And here I stand with the CD waiting for whoever did this to come back!
    

    A crystalline memory of what she’d written in her e-mail to Dr. Lam popped into her mind. Was there anyway it could have been intercepted and tracked back to her?

    
     No! She concluded. I didn’t even send it from my computer. But what else could have tipped them off?

    She thought about Jerry Schultz, her boss, the dithering neurotic she secretly called the world’s only walking invertebrate, a man scared of his own shadow. Her purported supervisor, she’d labeled him. There was simply no way Schultz could have figured out what she’d done, let alone have been brave enough to invade her apartment. Who then?

    
     At least I had the disk with me instead of leaving it here, Diane thought. The overall mission was intact, even if her apartment wasn’t. She’d been more than naïve, but considering the money at stake, the loss was small.

    Don Brevin forgotten, Diane revised her plan on the spot. She jumped like a startled cat and began rummaging quickly through the spilled contents of her top bureau drawer until her passport emerged from underneath the wild display of her costume jewelry. There was a small gym bag in the middle of the floor which used to be in the closet and she grabbed it and began scooping a supply of basics into it before dashing to the bathroom and dumping in makeup and toiletries to accompany her toothbrush and dryer. The bag was too stuffed to be zipped fully closed, but she grabbed it up anyway, holding the straps extra tight to keep the contents inside as she dashed to the door.

    Distance and anonymity were the keys to success—and safety—now that someone was on her trail. She raced into the empty hallway and headed for the stairwell, focused on ways to evaporate from San Francisco.

   

  



   
    
     Chapter 2
    

   

   
    Despite all her training and instincts as a helicopter pilot, Jennifer Lindstrom did the unthinkable and took her hands off the controls.

    The big commercial Chinook helicopter with twenty-six paying passengers aboard continued to fly straight and level, the breathtaking vista of mountains and clouds and blue sky staying right where it should be in the windscreen.

    To compound the heresy, Jennifer moved her feet off the pedals that controlled the yawing motion of the craft.

    And still it flew on, steady as a rock.

    Smiling, exhilarated, and feeling otherwordly and decadent, she lifted her hands over her head and clasped them together, losing herself like a kid riding no-hands on a bicycle—a gesture no sane rotary wing pilot would ever make at the controls.

    The horizon remained steady.

    She closed her eyes, feeling the smile grow, her eyelids fluttering open only when a small sideways motion caught her attention.

    In an instant everything changed. She was being shoved to the right, and forests and fields were appearing in the windscreen where moments before only blue skies had been. Her heart rate jumped alarmingly as her body suddenly became lighter. The big Chinook twisted to the left, its attitude dangerously nose-down now, the airspeed rising.

    Jennifer’s hands instinctively found the controls again, her left on the collective, her right on the cyclic between her legs, her feet on the pedals as she began nudging them back in the right direction.

    But the controls were strangely reluctant.

    She pulled harder, but the harder she pulled, the more the controls resisted moving—and the turning dive was becoming acute.

    
     This isn’t happening!
    

    Panic began to seep into her like cold, rising water, overwhelming her quickly and quietly as options evaporated. Pulling was useless, the controls were somehow locked. The helicopter spun inexorably downward.

     

    Waking suddenly from the nightmarish scene, Jennifer Lindstrom sat bolt upright in bed, her feet and hands tangled in the bedcovers, her heart racing.

    Shakily she got to her feet and padded into the bathroom, noting when she looked in the mirror the haunted look on her face and the fear still in her eyes.

    
     No wonder the cat won’t sleep with me anymore!
    

    This was the third time in a month, and always the same insane dream, the same place, the same helicopter. Usually she couldn’t remember her dreams, but this one was there in living terror time after time, and it was beginning to shake her confidence as a pilot.

    Why would her mind even conceive of such a suicidal act, even in a dream?

    NEAR KING COUNTY INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT (BOEING FIELD) SEATTLE, WASHINGTON FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 25TH 5:05 P.M.

    
     Good way to get us killed, Bub! Jennifer Lindstrom thought as she yanked her aircraft into an evasive maneuver.

    The tower controller had cleared a tiny Cessna 152 to land on the long runway, 16R, while Jennifer had clearance to land her Beech Bonanza on the small, parallel runway on the left. But she recognized the complete confusion in the hesitant response of the Cessna pilot and knew exactly what he was going to do, which was to aim for the wrong runway and slide dangerously in front of her.

    The agitated voice of the controller, a longtime friend, responded immediately. “Cessna Three Two Bravo, I told you, one six right! You just cut in front of a Bonanza!”

    A shaken, almost reedy male voice came on the frequency, the enormity of the mistake settling in. “Ah… I’m sorry, Tower, I thought you said the left one.”

    “Three Two Bravo if that’s you calling, use your call sign every time you transmit.”

    “Ah… Three Two… ah… Bravo, roger.”

    “Three Two Bravo, you’re now cleared to land runway one six left. Bonanza Five Four Hotel, you’re cleared to land on one six right. Break. Three Two Bravo, once on the ground, we’d like you to give us a landline call in the tower, sir. Ask the ground controller for the number when you’re parked.”

    “Ah… roger, sir. Three Two Bravo.”

    Jennifer punched her transmit button. “Bonanza Five Four Hotel, one six right, roger.” Undoubtedly, the Cessna driver was going to get tongue-lashed by the tower, and maybe formally violated. He deserved it.

    Jennifer flared her beloved old Bonanza and touched down smoothly, taxiing back to the large hangar belonging to Nightingale Aviation.

    Her company.

    The momentary duel with the clueless Cessna pilot forgotten, she ran the shutdown checklist, letting her eyes stray pridefully to the line of helicopters parked in front of the hangar door. Two were part of their separate charter operation, but the remainder formed the best, most modern fleet of emergency air evacuation helicopters on the west coast.

    Sven Lindstrom had taught his daughter well, though the process had been painful. Sven had always been a screamer as an instructor pilot, more attuned to the temperament of the worst of the old-time IPs in World War II than the enlightened methods of professional airmen. But through all the berating and verbal abuse he heaped on anyone who dared be his student in either fixed or rotary wing aircraft, the end result was an ability to meld with the machine, especially with helicopters. Jennifer loved flying choppers the best. She loved the feeling of not knowing where she ended and where the helicopter began, so in tune were her hands and feet with the essence of the controls. That was thanks to her father’s merciless insistence on perfection—especially in the case of a daughter who insisted on trying to do a man’s job.

    Just for a moment she lost her place in the checklist as her discipline wavered and her mind flashed to Doug Lam and the evening to come. She yanked herself back to the job at hand, smiling at the ground crewmen who hadn’t noticed her transitory failure to compartmentalize.

    Jennifer shook her mind back to the present and climbed out of the old J-35 Bonanza, the classic V-tailed doctor killer, as the joke went, a four-seater built in 1958 and purchased for fifty thousand dollars two years before. She’d wanted her own helicopter, but there wasn’t enough money in her personal accounts to handle the price or the cost of maintaining one.

    She passed through the building trying not to think of business. The hour in the Bonanza had been therapeutic, but passing the charter desk of Nightingale Air Services and the entrance to the medevac operation forced her mind back to business.

    The two operations were separate companies, and she served as president of both, a challenge that kept her scrambling to stay qualified and safe as a pilot. The resistance from the chief pilots of both operations to her flying the line was a constant irritation, yet she had to honor their independence and listen when they demanded more proficiency time or drew a line in the operational sand about attending another proficiency training course. Even the boss had to take a checkride twice a year.

    Six years as an Army Reserve MAST helicopter pilot had given her the basic flight experience, but the fact that she’d continued to build flight time on her father’s helicopter fleet during the six years she’d spent as a civilian nurse didn’t impress her colleagues much. To them, a professional medevac helicopter pilot had too big a professional challenge on a daily basis to permit any moonlighting. It was all but inconceivable that an ordinary individual could take a decade-long diversion into medicine and come back to fly line missions. But she refused to be ordinary.

    
     Not missions, she reminded herself. We’re not mission oriented. We’re operationally oriented. It was a small point, but significant. Mission orientation—save the patient at all costs—was a deadly philosophy responsible for many accidents and deaths across the country. It was called the “White Knight” syndrome, and it was her responsibility to keep it out of the heads of Nightingale pilots.

    Four years ago a stroke had grounded Sven Lindstrom as a pilot, and to some extent it had shoved him out of the business he’d built. A lifelong practice of buying commercial real estate had made him the fortune that enabled him to start Nightingale, but helicopters, not real estate, were his real passion. He’d loved every aspect of the operations, and turning over the reins to a mere girl had been traumatic. Jennifer couldn’t be sure which form of torture had been worse for her father: fighting to recover fully from the stroke, or watching her settle in as the boss.

    She turned for a moment to look at the impressive sign over the entrance to Nightingale Aviation. It would have been no surprise to see her father come barreling out of that same door like an energized tiger the way he’d always done at the end of the day, his face a study of intensity.

    It was getting late. She needed to get moving if she was going to be on time, but there was an unfinished matter tugging at her conscience. She couldn’t just walk off and leave that poor young pilot in the crosshairs of Brad Temple’s temper.

    She retraced her steps into the building to pick up the nearest phone with a tie-line to the tower, pleased to hear the familiar voice of the same controller who’d just snarled at the Cessna student.

    “Brad? Hi. Jennifer. Have you talked to that Cessna pilot yet?”

    “He just called in on the other line. I’m letting him cool his heels for a second.”

    “Look, Brad, the truth is, I really had plenty of room out there, and he’s obviously a newbie who’ll never forget the mistake he just made.”

    “We can’t have people pulling that sort of fool stunt without consequences, Jennifer.”

    “Yeah… and you’re talking to someone who has to admit she pulled that very same fool stunt a bunch of years ago, same runway, same airport, everything.”

    “You get violated?”

    “No. This very gruff, but gentle and wise tower controller had me come over in person. I thought he was going to yell at me and take my license and everything. He couldn’t have been calmer, and the way he handled it made a huge impression. I never even got close to doing that again.”

    “Okay. I get the point.”

    “Just… thought I’d let you know.”

    “I’m not going to violate him. Just read him the riot act.”

    “Good.”

    “Gently and wisely.”

    Jennifer smiled before replacing the phone and heading for the parking lot. She slumped behind the wheel of her 4Runner and closed the door, aware she had little more than an hour to become as drop-dead beautiful as possible before Doug arrived at her front door.

    Doug.

    How could she possibly explain to him how frustrated she was? And yet, how could she not? She should have been able to just ignore the feelings of uncertainty about their relationship, but the doubts had begun to eat at her, eroding her confidence. Was she being played for a fool, or was she just being foolish? There were moments when she felt guilty in wanting so much for him to take the final step of turning his three-and-a-half-year separation into a divorce. Why he couldn’t slam the door on Deborah Lam was a deepening mystery, but it was also tearing at her. Why on earth was he dragging his feet if he’d been as unhappy in the marriage as he’d claimed? He kept avoiding the subject, and that, too, was disturbing. Worse, it was now becoming a real cancer in their relationship. She could deal with a rational explanation—a real reason—but she couldn’t deal with silence, and if he hadn’t figured it out for himself, she was going to have to risk the relationship and just tell him.

    In some ways she was as upset with herself for hesitating as she was with him for doing nothing. Her timidity was embarrassing, especially for a woman who had such a need to be in control.

    But there was a lot at stake, and she had no idea how he’d respond. She’d long since fallen in love with him, and with that reality came the fear of losing him if she pushed too hard. Earlier in the week, though, she’d decided tonight was the time to bring it up as gently as possible. She owed that to herself, and to him.

    But, she thought, why ruin this beautiful evening? Why not leave it alone and hide in his arms for another night? Just one more. Wasn’t that a better thing to do? After all, there was a good reason. Tonight was the third anniversary of their first date.

    Jennifer felt as confused as ever, and when uncertainty overtook her, she knew what to do. Action was the only way out of the fog. If Sven had taught her nothing else it was how to square her shoulders and wade into whatever had to be done, rather than spend her life hiding from it. “Face it. Deal with it. Square your shoulders like a man,” Sven was fond of saying—knowing full well that he was addressing his daughter, who always cringed at the chauvinistic reference.

    There was no son to inherit the diminutive empire Sven had built. Fate had dealt him the Henry the Eighth card and given him only a daughter, and despite all his efforts to whip her into shape, regardless of how good she was at everything she did, she was still a she, the weaker sex.

    And yet she loved him endlessly, and spent far too much of herself trying to please him.

    She had staged one major rebellion at least. After earning her MBA, she had suddenly changed directions and decided to go to nursing school, and Sven had hit the roof.

    “A bleeding-heart nurse?” he’d raged to a male friend one night over brandy when he didn’t know his daughter was listening in the next room. “I try to get her ready to be a doctor or lawyer or something worthwhile, and she wants to prance around with bedpans like Florence Frigging Nightingale!” The verbal sneer became an oft-repeated complaint to anyone who’d listen.

    But there was delicious irony in the fact that just after Jennifer’s graduation, Sven Lindstrom’s young helicopter company had landed a major air medical transport service contract and one of his financial backers had suggested the name “Nightingale.” His fortunes were sure to soar with the building of an exclusive network for flying patients to hospitals, and somewhere along the way his eye-rolling animus to the “Nightingale” name had disappeared.

    “Great name, don’t you think?” he asked Jennifer the day they filed the corporate papers. “It’s a European bird, as well as the sympathy-evoking name of that famous nurse, and it instantly puts us on the side of the angels.”

    “Good decision, Dad,” she remembered telling him as she stifled a laugh.

    “Mom,” she said to her mother sometime later, “maybe we should push him to expand the name and make it the ‘Florence Frigging Nightingale Aviation Corporation.’ ”

    “Or ‘Bedpan Air!’ ” her mom replied, laughing uproariously at her husband’s unsuspecting expense.

    The truth was, Jennifer loved the old grouch. She just wished that it wasn’t so important deep down inside to please him, since complete fulfillment of that dream would always be blocked by her gender.

    She pulled the 4Runner into her condo parking spot, wondering if she should solve the painful discussion dilemma by just cancelling the date with Doug.

    But that was the coward’s way out, she thought, and she’d waffled back and forth too much as it was over the previous months. It was time to set a course and stick to it.

    Jennifer unconsciously headed for the shower, turning her attention to the more practical question of whether her feet could survive an evening in the new red pumps she’d bought a month ago and hadn’t had a chance to wear until now.

   

  



   
    
     Chapter 3
    

   

   
    43RD FLOOR, TRANSAMERICA PYRAMID, SAN FRANCISCO, 5:20 P.M.

    Mick Walker had leased an entire floor of the Transamerica building long before he could afford the rent. But it was just that level of bravado and risk taking that propelled the value of his high-wire-act developments around the world, doubling and redoubling his annual profits in a success story that seemed endless. There were rumors around town that now he could not only afford a couple of floors, he could buy the entire building.

    But he didn’t need a building. He needed a break, and for more than three decades he’d refused to stop working long enough to take one.

    He stood in front of his floor-to-ceiling office window thinking through the planned events of the next two days. The fractional business jet he’d ordered would be waiting at San Francisco International for the short flight to Seattle, and then his island.

    
     His island! As with so many other projects, he had run roughshod over the naysayers, defeating bad science and environmentalists and political enemies to create a marvel.

    The offices of Chadwick and Noble, the renowned engineering and architectural firm, had done most of the work on the amazing complex. It boasted a hotel, casino, convention center, and even ferry docks, all state-of-the-art and ready for the opening. The world headquarters of Chadwick and Noble stood two blocks away from the Transamerica building, and Mick imagined the discomfort of Robert Nelms, the managing partner, who was going to have to loft his considerable girth into a car to get to the same jet. Mick had insisted that Nelms “share” the limelight, but it was more a defensive maneuver in case technical questions were asked that the developer couldn’t adequately explain. Nelms was the master architect and engineer while Mick was the master showman who orchestrated talented people into lending him money to build things no one else would attempt.

    A gossamer image from long ago, a young woman with large, piercing eyes wearing a stunning blue cocktail dress at a dinner in Hong Kong, swam into his mind again. She came often in reflective moments. The daughter or girlfriend of an expatriate Westerner, she’d sat quietly through an important dinner with important men, listening to the captains of industry dance their dance, and just when he’d concluded that the lady in blue had been intimidated into silence, she’d caught his eye, and with a disturbing little smile that spoke of wisdom beyond her years, she asked if he was happy. Nothing more. Just that. “Are you happy?”

    He was just getting started with his Aussie air of confidence and his ability to orchestrate wonders, and he thought he had all answers to all questions on tap. It wasn’t the question that had rocked him. It was his inability to answer.

    She’d excused herself and left before he could even mouth the words, “I don’t really know.”

    And how would he answer the same question now? he wondered.

    Mick smiled. The answer was still complex, but at least he had one, and it was mostly yes.

    Mostly.

    An electronic tone broke into his thoughts, followed by his secretary’s voice.

    “Mick? Sorry to interrupt. There’s a gentleman from the San Francisco Police Department here to see you on an urgent matter.”

    Mick turned with a frown and moved back to the desk, intent on challenging the intrusion, but one of the walnut double doors to his office was already opening to admit a dark-haired man in his late thirties. His secretary was holding the door and looking worried.

    “This is Detective Craig Bailey,” she said, adding a mouthed, “Sorry,” before retreating. Bailey held out his hand and Mick took it as he quietly assessed the detective’s cheap business suit and regrettable choice of striped tie.

    “What can I do for you, Detective Bailey?” he said somewhat grandly, motioning to a sitting area across the office from his desk. Bailey looked uncomfortable, which was a satisfying response.

    “I’m sorry to… to…”

    “Interrupt? So late in the day?”

    “Yes, but…”

    “Perfectly all right. I am on my way to the airport, but I can spare a few minutes. Please, sit down.”

    Bailey allowed himself to be motioned onto the couch as Mick settled into one of the custom-made mahogany wing chairs.

    “Mr. Walker, we’re looking for a young woman who works for Chadwick and Noble. A Mr. Robert Nelms over there suggested you might have been in touch with her lately.”

    “To whom are you referring?”

    “A Miss Diane Lacombe.”

    “Diane Lacombe?” Mick felt himself involuntarily sit forward as he searched the police detective’s face, his reply even and unruffled. The mention of her name brought a sparkle of apprehension he carefully suppressed. He knew the detective was watching for his reaction with a practiced eye. “She’s an engineer over there, but tell me, why are you looking for her? Is this a criminal matter of some sort?”

    “There is potential criminal conduct involved, but she would be the victim. We’re concerned that she may have been kidnapped,” Bailey said, “from her place in the Mission District. Given the wrecked state of her apartment, we also think the perpetrator was searching for something either personal or professional, and if it’s professional, I thought you might be able to help us figure out what it was, and who might have wanted it.”

    “Diane Lacombe kidnapped? Good Lord. But I don’t understand why Robert would think I might have any information. She hasn’t worked on any of my projects for many months.”

    “I think he felt you might have had an ongoing… friendship with her.”

    “The word you’re stumbling for is relationship, right?”

    “Perhaps. Your call.”

    “I don’t particularly appreciate the innuendo,” Mick said, wondering just what the detective thought he knew about their friendship. The subject was unsettling.

    
     “Relationship was your word, Mr. Walker, but no offense intended,” Bailey said. “I’m just trying to gather facts.”

    “Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you. I have no knowledge of her activities.”

    “But, you do know her? You have had some sort of relationship, friendship, acquaintanceship with her in the past then, haven’t you?”

    “As I said, she’s been assigned to some of my firm’s projects, and certainly I’ve had some professional interaction. Is that all you’ve got, by the way? A torn-up apartment?”

    “It’s enough to worry us officially. I, of course, can’t discuss everything we’ve found.”

    “Of course.”

    “So… did you know Miss Lacombe socially, or personally… anything other than professionally.”

    Mick thought for a few seconds as he stared the detective in the eye.

    “Well, if you must know, yes. We have had a relationship, and we still do. But not what you’re thinking. Fact is, I’ve known Diane since she was toddling around in diapers, and I’m practically her uncle, since her dad’s been a close friend of mine for decades. But I don’t keep in touch with her, and I haven’t even talked to her in many months.”

    “Okay.”

    “I’m deeply distressed that you think she’s missing, or the victim of foul play.”

    “I actually didn’t say she was the victim of foul play…”

    “What else would you call kidnapping?”

    Bailey shrugged. “It’s just semantics, I suppose.”

    “So what else have you got? Isn’t it possible she just ran off to Mexico for the week, just playing hooky, and someone burglarized her place in the meantime?”

    “It’s always possible. We’ve checked outbound flights, trains, that sort of thing. Fact is, we can’t find her. Did she ever indicate she wanted to disappear?”

    “No.” Mick sat back slightly, letting his mind race. “Are you aware that Diane’s father is State Senator Ralph Lacombe?”

    “Yes. We’re already in touch with her family. Her father has heard nothing from her. And I need to know when you last saw her, Mr. Walker.”

    “Actually, several months ago. Or longer. It was one afternoon when I dropped by Ralph’s house. I haven’t worked with her directly for maybe a year.”

    “Do you know whether she routinely kept company records at home?”

    He shook his head. “How would I know that? I’ve never seen her apartment, and I have no idea.”

    “No trade secrets her firm’s competitors might want?”

    “Chadwick and Noble don’t really have competitors, Detective. They’re the gold standard.”

    “All right.”

    Mick sat forward, his voice suddenly more intense.

    “Look, I’ll put the entire resources of my company behind helping in any way I can. Post a reward, pay for TV ads, pay a ransom, whatever. Whatever Ralph needs. Just let me know.”

    “That’s all premature right now. But I’ve got one more thing. Do you know a Don Brevin?”

    “No. Should I?”

    “Diane Lacombe’s boyfriend?”

    Mick sighed and shook his head. “Detective Bailey, let me make this really clear. I have had no participation in Diane’s daily private life. I have no idea who she was seeing.”

    “Again, sir, there’s no need to get defensive. I’m just trying to get as much background as I can, and I thought…”

    “You thought that, since I’m a single man, maybe I was somehow involved with Diane romantically. Right?”

    “Romantic or… sexual involvement is not normally what I think about when the male involved is the girl’s godfather.”

    “You’re aware of that?”

    “Yes.”

    “I’m sure Ralph told you, which is fine.”

    “Mr. Walker, forgive my directness, but… is there something you need to tell me?”

    The phraseology sparked another wave of worry. Fully composed, Mick laughed. “Hardly, Detective. I guess I’ve just been watching too many reruns of Columbo.”

    “Yeah,” Bailey chuckled. “That can get to you. Even as a detective. You know, you begin to suspect saints and little old ladies, and even your own mother.”

    “Mothers can be sneaky.”

    They moved toward the door and Mick accepted the detective’s business card. “That’s my cell phone number,” Bailey said. “Don’t hesitate to call if there’s anything you think of that could help. Anything.”

    “You can depend on it.”

    The detective’s cell phone rang as he moved down the corridor, and Mick turned to his secretary. “Get Ralph Lacombe on the phone. Quickly.”

    MILBRAE (SAN FRANCISCO)

    The fleeting shadow of someone running past a side window toward the backyard preceded a sudden rap on the front door by less than a second. Don Brevin spun around in momentary confusion, the freshly opened beer on the counter already forgotten.

    “Hold on,” he bellowed in the direction of the door, wondering what it would be like to have a butler to take care of such irritations. It galled him that there were eighteen-year-old actors out there with staffs and Rolls-Royces in their sixteen-car garages, and here he sat in his parents’ San Francisco stucco rambler, which sported less than two thousand square feet, having to do everything for himself. Some success. Yeah, he had a Porsche and a Harley, but they were mainly owned by his bank.

    Scowling at the thought, he swung the door open on a collection of cops standing behind a man in a business suit holding out a badge wallet much like the one Don had carried in his last movie. So the guy was a detective.

    “Yeah?”

    “Don Brevin?”

    Brevin snorted, letting the crooked smile he intended to make an icon in American moviedom spread across his face. It was his James Dean fantasy.

    “Should I ask who wants to know?”

    “When you’ve got a face full of badges?” the suit replied. “I doubt it.”

    “Whazzup?”

    “May we come in and talk to you, Mr. Brevin?”

    “Hey, sure. You guys were nice to help me prep for my last flick.” He stood aside as the detective and the uniforms moved into the living room, the suit’s eyes obviously recording everything within as he introduced himself as Detective Craig Bailey.

    “So what’s going on?”

    “Do you know a woman named Diane Lacombe?”

    Something cold began spreading around his insides as he struggled to keep an even expression. He should have expected this.

    “Yeah, sure. She’s been my girlfriend for a couple of years. Or, at least, last year. I mean, we only lived together for a while, but… that’s over, and I just got my things back.”

    “When?”

    “Yesterday morning. Why?”

    Craig Bailey studied the young man’s eyes and waited. It was one of the habits that made him a better than average cop, the ability to keep his mouth shut until the silence became an uncomfortable void the subject just had to fill. Brevin was growing increasingly antsy, and Bailey let several more seconds pass before continuing.

    “Where is she, Mr. Brevin?”

    Brevin shrugged, his eyes flaring slightly in surprise. “Hell, I don’t know. At her place, I guess. She was taking the day off.”

    The sound of a car door in the driveway distracted Brevin for a second and he turned, spotting the doors of his Porsche being opened by a team of uniformed officers.

    “Hey!”

    “Stay where you are, Mr. Brevin. We have a warrant, if you’d like to see it, although we don’t need one to search your car.”

    “What are you looking for, man? I’m clean.”

    “We’re not looking for drugs, Mr. Brevin. We’re looking for Miss Lacombe, and you were with her yesterday. Exactly what time?”

    “Hey, I didn’t memorize the time, y’know?”

    He began to pace slightly, rocking left to look at his car, then right to stare with growing agitation at Craig Bailey, his hands stuck deep in the pockets of his jeans, then just as quickly on his hips, or running through his hair and scratching his chin. He was acting like a man in desperate need of a bathroom.

    “How was she when you saw her?”

    “Her usual self. Angry, selfish, unpredictable, bitchy.”

    “And did you leave her in her apartment, or did she come with you?”

    He snorted again. “Hey, what is this? Has she filed some sort of complaint? ’Cause man, I’m telling you, that was my damned snowboard! Okay? And… if she said I hit her or anything, that’s a lie! She slapped me.”

    Bailey stood his ground, his eyes boring into Brevin’s as the young actor turned to one of the uniformed officers with his hand out, palm up, then looked back at the detective.

    “What is it? What?”

    “Why was Miss Lacombe’s apartment ransacked, Mr. Brevin?” Craig Bailey continued.

    “Ransacked? It wasn’t ransacked when I left.”

    “Did Miss Lacombe leave with you?”

    “No. I mean, she swiped at me in the hallway like an angry cat and then went back in. She wouldn’t give me my things. What’s she saying? That I trashed her apartment?”

    “She isn’t saying anything, Mr. Brevin. We’re having trouble finding her.”

    “Then, I don’t understand.”

    “We need to find her.”

    “Well… did you check her office?”

    “Yes.”

    “How about calling her cell phone?”

    Bailey shook his head.

    “Then, hell, I don’t know. I mean, she could be anywhere when she’s pissed.”

    “Why was she pissed, Mr. Brevin?”

    “Who knows. We had a good thing and she got tired. Go figure. Hey, ah… can you excuse me a second? You know. The bathroom? I was headed there when you guys arrived.”

    Craig Bailey nodded and caught the eye of the policeman to his right. The uniformed officer followed Brevin into a back hallway. There was the sound of a door closing, then opening, and Brevin’s voice from around the corner.

    “Hey, dude… I’ve gotta snag another roll of toilet paper back here in the closet, okay?”

    “Yeah, go ahead,” the officer replied.

    Craig let his eyes wander around the living room, taking in several pictures Brevin had hung of himself in various roles. There was a huge movie poster on the far wall, and an unpainted rack of bookshelves crammed full of DVDs in no apparent order.

    An internal alarm began to sound in the detective’s head. Too much time had passed without the right sounds coming from down the hallway. He turned to move in that direction just as the engine of a large motorcycle roared to life at the back of the house.

    “Oh, shit!”

    Bailey made it out the front door in time to see Brevin smash a Harley through a flimsy wooden gate and roar off down the street as all the uniformed officers dove for their cars.
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    UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON, SEATTLE 6:30 P.M.

    Quitting was definitely an option.

    Dr. Doug Lam blew out of the Administration Building too focused on masking his anger to spot Sanjay Singh, who’d apparently been waiting at a discreet distance while warming a stone bench. Singh jumped up and gave chase.

    “Doug, wait up. You okay?”

    Lam stopped and turned, relaxing slightly at the sight of his assistant, a newly minted PhD seismologist and one of the sharpest students he’d ever mentored.

    “What are you doing over here, Sanjay?”

    “Waiting to see what a sudden summons to the head shed meant. You look really mad.”

    “Do I?” Doug shook his head sharply, then motioned Singh to walk with him and continued on toward the center of the sprawling campus. The broad-shouldered, six-foot-one ex-halfback was walking so fast his much shorter assistant had to scurry to keep up.

    “So… what the heck happened back there?” Sanjay tried again.

    Once more the director of the university’s USGS-run seismology lab stopped and turned, his green eyes dark with anger as he shook his head and glanced back toward the source of his pain.

    “They’re blind, Sanjay! Plain and simple. A bunch of play-it-safe bureaucrats terrified of the slightest controversy. They’re dithering because we haven’t brought in any new grant money lately. Forget the fact that the United States Geological Survey pays my salary. The thinly veiled threat is: No grant money, no teaching position.”

    “But we’ve got three current grant applications out there.”

    “And two of them were rejected this past week.”

    
     “What? Why?”

    “Because the lead researcher—me—is the same guy who had the unmitigated temerity to come up with that embarrassing cockamamie theory of Resonant Amplification triggering the Cascadia Subduction Zone, and it scares the pacemakers out of their faint little hearts. They were upset enough when I named the locked area of the zone after the Quilieute tribe and ended up with all that publicity.”

    “Doug, frankly, your theory scares me, too.”

    “It also happens to be dead right. Whoa. Scares you? Are you doubting me, as well? Should I say, ‘Et tu, Sanjay?’ ”

    “No… but you know very well that I’m skeptical. Your reasoning is sound, but it’s a very bold, intuitive leap on a shaky foundation. No pun intended.”

    Doug chuckled and glanced around, as if looking for eavesdroppers. “Very diplomatic, Dr. Singh. Just like I taught you.” He began walking back toward the seismology lab several hundred yards distant as Sanjay struggled to stay in formation.

    “Doug, you don’t know for a fact that the turndowns were because of your theory, do you?”

    “Yes. They told me so. Flat out. Both grants failed because I’ve become too controversial. You know what one of them suggested? Get this! He seriously suggested that I consider retracting my paper and reversing course for the time being. For the time being!”

    “Just to get the grants?”

    “Yes! Jeez, whatever happened to academic freedom, not to mention academic courage?”

    “So, we’ll just write more grant apps.”

    “No, I’ll just resign and let them sleep at night, until the coming subduction zone quake dumps their candy asses out of their safe little beds. You want to run a slightly used seismology lab? It was hardly ever operated except on Sundays.”

    “You’re a gifted professor, Doug,” Singh replied, ignoring the sarcasm. “We need you.”

    “Well, thanks, but I can live just fine doing hardcore USGS work.”

    “They haven’t been too supportive either.”

    “Who, my guys in Menlo Park?” Doug asked, referring to the USGS Western Headquarters in California.

    “Yes.”

    “They think I’m smoking something strange, that’s true, but they are supportive.”

    “Doug, forgive me for challenging your creative memory, but they’ve jeered you in two conferences, insulted you in print, and essentially apologized to Washington for your stance.”

    “No, they apologized for my going on TV.”

    “Whatever. They’ve hardly been supportive.”

    “They send the green checks. That’s supportive.”

    He changed direction and Sanjay followed, glad their new course terminated in a Starbucks just off campus, where they ordered in the Seattle dialect of lattes and breves and decaf no-whips and sat in a corner with the resulting concoctions. The conversation veered from the mundane back to the Cascadia Subduction Zone.

    “You know,” Doug added, his bravado and fury diminishing, “I like winning, and what hurts is that right now being right feels an awful lot like losing.” He paused, uncharacteristically focusing on his cup for a while. “Why is that, Sanjay? They all want to ignore the possibility I could be right. Even as we sit here, that turkey Walker is out there pounding the crap out of his island as if no one had warned him. Like some annoying little brat harassing a dog until it reaches the breaking point and eats him.”

    “At least, you think it’s a hair trigger.”

    “I wake up at 3 A.M., Sanjay, knowing I’m right and scared to death I’m going to be proven right. And yet, who’s listening? If Walker’s greed ends up triggering a hundred-billion-dollar earthquake I’ll be able to sit atop the rubble and shout, ‘I told you so!’ but all our efforts in the meantime have been useless.”

    “Doug, I think you need a reality check. There was never any way you or your paper were going to generate enough credibility to stop a hundred-million-dollar project on the basis of an unproven theory that not even the USGS endorses.”

    “I know it. I flatly refuse to accept it, but I know it.”

    “Besides, most of the construction on Cascadia Island is finished. They open this weekend, and, so far, the locked part of the subduction zone is still locked.”

    Doug Lam nodded thoughtfully as he sipped the last of his drink. “That’s true, and that’s encouraging. I want to be wrong about this.”

    “Good.”

    “But I’m not.”

    “What are you going to do about the university’s ultimatum?”

    “Wasn’t really a thrown gauntlet. More of a warning. I don’t know.” He sighed and grimaced. “I think I’d rather just spend my days in the field and teaching in a junior college than undergo the professional lobotomy they’re demanding.”

    Sanjay checked his watch. “Sitting on a bench waiting for one’s leader generates hunger. How about joining Sondra and me for dinner?”

    “You know she hates last-minute invitations. She’s very gracious, but I imagine you’re on the couch for at least two nights afterwards.”

    “Three, actually, but that’s all right. I’m the man of my house. I rule, and sucking up to the professor is worth it.”

    “Yeah, well, I’m not a real professor…” He checked his own watch. “Oh, jeez, I’ve got to pick up Jennifer for dinner in less than an hour.” He stood. “Tell Sondra I appreciate her husband’s invitation, but I’m taking a rain check on intruding, so she doesn’t have to sleep alone tonight.”

    “I wish you the same delightful fate,” Sanjay smiled as Doug headed for the door with a wave and walked back to get his bike. It was a short ride to his floating home on the south side of the Montlake Cut, across from the university. He wheeled into the tiny parking lot ten minutes later and paused to admire his well-polished but ancient fire-engine red Austin-Healey, which spent most of the weekdays sitting beneath a tarp. It was mechanically cantankerous, but no amount of cajoling could interest him in buying a new car, and he rather enjoyed the reverse snobbery of his chosen wheels—even if it did eat batteries and consume more money than having children.

    “At least make it an Aston-Martin, like Bond,” Jennifer had teased.

    As soon as he’d finished a quick shower and dressed in his only business suit, Doug double-checked himself in the mirror and decided to sit and meditate a few minutes on the waterside deck of his floating house, focusing on the evening ahead. He was well prepared this time, and the small jewelry box containing the present he’d bought for Jennifer was safely stowed in his coat pocket. The thought of her reaction when she unwrapped it made him smile.

    Darkness had already descended over the Seattle area and the twinkling lights and gentle reflections from the water between his floating house and the Seattle Yacht Club across the way were entrancing. He opened the sliding door and strolled outside, breathing the cool, humid air. Maybe, he thought, he should have planned to bring her here and cook dinner on the deck tonight.

    
     No, he concluded. The fifty-degree temperatures would have chased us inside anyway. The Space Needle is better.

    And there was the uncomfortable history of the last dinner they’d had together on his deck, a wonderful evening that had turned sour when he overreacted to a casual question about Deborah, his estranged wife, and when he planned to change his separation into a divorce. They’d smoothed it over in the following weeks, but he knew she was still upset and trying not to show it. She didn’t understand, and he couldn’t explain it to her. At least not yet.

    Doug got to his feet and entered the living room, sliding the door closed behind him before heading for the car, hoping the subject could be avoided for at least one more night.

    PLEASANTON, CALIFORNIA

    A small, insistent electronic alert cut through the tense quiet of the Lacombe residence for at least the tenth time in the past few hours, prompting Senator Ralph Lacombe to reach for his beeper. The two police officers monitoring the recording equipment set up on the three family phone lines glanced over, but rapidly returned their attention to their magazines, trying, out of deference to the distraught family, not to look as bored as they were.

    The senator got up and walked down the hall to his study, quietly shutting the door behind him. He quickly sat down at his computer and put on a headset, following the instructions on the screen of his beeper.

    
     Dad, show this to no one else for now. I’m okay and by myself but had to leave town and hide quickly. Go to a computer no one is monitoring and send a digital message to my beeper, 12345, with your headset on. I’ll use the web phone to call you when I get it. D

    

    He entered the numbers in a message form and sent it, drumming his fingers for several very long minutes until the web phone alert screen popped up.

    “Diane?”

    “Dad. It’s me.”

    “My God, I’ve been terrified! What the hell is going on?”

    She told him about discovering the break-in.

    “Someone’s after me, Dad, for proprietary information I took from Chadwick and Noble.”

    “What are you talking about? The police are all over this, your face is on all the TV channels, and I’ve got a duty to tell them you’re okay at the very least.”

    There was a long hesitation on the other end. “Okay, tell them I’m not kidnapped or dead or anything.”

    “They’ve arrested that fool boyfriend of yours, thinking he killed you.”

    “Don?”

    “Yes.”

    “He’s my ex-boyfriend, Dad, but he didn’t do anything. Tell them to let him go. I don’t know exactly who I’m hiding from, but I do know it isn’t Don.”

    “They’ll want to talk to you. What’s that noise in the background?”

    “Don’t ask, Dad. And, yes, they’ll want to know where I am, and I can’t let anyone know, even you, until I’ve figured this out. I’ll send you a FedEx package in the morning, and in case they don’t believe you, I’ll include a signed statement confirming I’m alive and well and Don’s innocent. I’ll write part of it on tomorrow’s San Fran Chronicle, and there will be a duplicate CD in there. Please don’t show it to the police. It’s just for you to keep safe for me.”

    “Diane, what does this involve?”

    “I can’t tell you, Dad. Not yet.”

    “I got a call earlier today from your supervisor, Jerry Schultz, wanting to know if I’d heard from you. He sounded more panicked over company materials you might have with you than whether you were okay.”

    
     “Schultz called?”

    “Yes.”

    “I guess somehow I’m not surprised. Don’t tell that weasel anything.”

    “I didn’t know anything to tell him. But, Honey, is it anything I’m involved in as a senator?”

    “Not directly, Dad. But you said yourself, everything in politics is a political problem. That’s why I can’t tell you. I wish I could.”

    “Okay. I’m not sure I understand that, but I do understand you don’t want me to ask anything more.”

    “Right.”

    “Do you need money?”

    “No.”

    “What can I do, then?”

    “Call off the police and just trust me. I’m working this out. And if you get any other packages from me besides tomorrow’s FedEx, just store them, don’t open them.”

    “I will. When can you check in again?”

    “I don’t know. I’ve gotta go now. I love you.”
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    SPACE NEEDLE RESTAURANT, SEATTLE 8:40 P.M.

    Jennifer watched Doug’s smile evaporate as a ripple of fear shot through her. Why had she suddenly changed her mind yet again? The question she’d asked him had chilled the evening.

    Her eyes were on the empty jewelry box in front of her, the stunning necklace it had contained looking elegant around her neck.

    But her appreciation had been muted.

    The dinner and wine and conversation had been comfortable and memorable—the shimmering Seattle nightscape orbiting steadily past the windows of the landmark revolving restaurant—until the words had burst through her previous decision to wait.

    “Doug, about Deborah…”

    “What about Deborah?” he asked, knitting his eyebrows at the intrusion of his estranged wife into their evening.

    “I’m sorry, but I really need to be sure you’re intending to divorce her. I mean, you’re not going to let it go on like this forever, are you?”

    His eyes found hers again after an unhappy sigh, his tone all but condescending, as if he’d grown very tired of explaining an obvious fact to a simple mind.

    “Yes, Jennifer. The separation will become a divorce. I’ve told you that. Why is this bothering you so?”

    “I guess I just don’t understand the perpetual delay, you know? I love you, Doug. Very much. But I wonder if you’re just stringing me along and… and want things to go on like this forever.”

    “Absolutely not! Why on earth would you say that?”

    “Because I feel like your mistress at times, or worse, and I don’t like that feeling.”

    “Honey, you’re anything but a mistress. I mean, I’m legally separated for God’s sake! The divorce is just a formality.”

    “Is it?”

    “Yes. Of course!”

    “You’re sure you’re not having… second thoughts?”

    “No!”

    “Because… if you are, after all those years you’ve spent with her, I’ll back away.”

    He reached across the table for her hands, almost knocking his wine goblet over in the process.

    “Jen, look. You have my word that the marriage is over.”

    “All right,” she replied, trying to smile, though the answer had done nothing to assuage her fears.

    “Honey,” he continued, “what in the world is this really about? Your biological clock? A wedding thing? I love you, I’m totally committed to you, we’re together most of the time when we’re not working, so why tonight, for God’s sake?”

    She withdrew her hands, stung by the trite accusation, her eyes on the table. “Don’t belittle my reasons, Doug.”

    “I’m not, but… but I’m frustrated with this subject.”

    “So am I.”

    “Jen, it’s not like it’s been five or ten years.”

    “No, but people who are ending their marriage eventually file for divorce. There’s some reason you haven’t, and I don’t understand it, and frankly it scares me.”

    “Why? Tell me why it scares you.”

    “Because this is the one subject we can’t discuss without your getting upset, and that’s not good. And because I think you may be in a kind of marital purgatory, and I can’t live there with you.”

    “Jennifer, this is nuts!”

    She looked him in the eye for the longest time and he met her gaze with a steadiness and intensity that moved her. She fought the urge to look away. “Doug, I’ve been agonizing about this for months. But the truth of the matter is, we can’t possibly walk into a future together until you close the door on the past, or at least explain to me why you’re waiting. If you want us together and you want the family I want, with kids and Christmas and Suzuki recitals and teacher conferences…”

    His tone was soft, but she could feel the consternation behind it. “Not just yet. But soon.”

    “Why, Doug? That’s all I need to know. A good reason.”

    He was shaking his head, his eyes on the skyline and avoiding hers. “I don’t want to go into it.”

    “See… that’s what I mean.”

    “There are good reasons for going slow.”

    “And I can’t be trusted to know what those reasons are?”

    “It’s not a matter of trust.”

    “I think it is,” she said quietly. He’ll never understand this, she thought. I’m living with the constant presence of his wife and he’s blind to it.

    A long silence stretched between them to the threshold of embarrassment.

    “Okay,” she said. “Let me try to explain the other part of this, the part I don’t think you understand.”

    “Please do!” There was a hint of anger crossing his face like a reflection. “Apparently, you’re speaking in some strange female dialect that males aren’t biologically equipped to understand. So please explain it to me in English.”

    She ignored the barb, needing desperately for him to grasp it. “Doug, yes, you’re legally separated, and you say you’ve got good reasons for going slow, but there are three people in this relationship. Three.”

    “That’s ridiculous.”

    “No, it isn’t. Deborah can still get you to jump with a single phone call. You’ll drop anything and run to help her or take her somewhere, and it’s harder on me every time. She’s still a big part of your life and I can’t even begin to guess the reason for all her calls. Are you fixing things around the house? Warming her…”

    “No!”

    “Well, how do I know? You… you even measure your world, and mine, by reference to your years with her. You’ve got one foot in a dead marriage and one foot in our relationship, and a girl gets tired of sharing her bed. I’m never in control. She is.” Her voice was getting more forceful. Being intense always meant more volume, but controlled volume. Always controlled.

    “I do not jump when she calls.”

    “Yes, you do, sweetheart. I know you don’t see it. But when you’re jumping, I’m jumping, too. Like we’re both some kind of marionettes dancing on the end of a line.

    “Jen…”

    “As much as I love you, I can’t spend my life like this, being jerked around.” Tears were gathering like distant storm clouds, but she forced them back. “Let me give you an example. Two weekends ago when we were in the San Juans, I counted the number of times I heard Deborah’s name. How many would you think?”

    “Hell, I don’t know,” he said, the irritation openly spilling into his tone. “Five? Six?”

    “Try sixty-three times in two days. Some were stories of your past, and that’s completely legitimate, but most were like, ‘Deborah and I went here,’ or ‘Deb always hated those.’ Every time I’ve tried to gently get into this subject, you run from it, or give me some gift you think will dazzle me. If you really want to give me something, Doug, give me you.”

    “Or?” he said, his voice dead serious.

    She simply shook her head without replying, tears glistening in her eyes, a fact that made her angry with herself: the ultimate female breach of composure.

    “Jen… look, do we really have to do this tonight? Couldn’t you corner me some other time when there isn’t a great evening to ruin?”

    “I’m truly sorry, Doug. I had decided not to bring this up tonight.”

    “Then why did you?”

    The question chilled her. Having pushed him away with the truth, she suddenly felt desperate to pull him back, and she pulled a plastic card from her purse and slid it across the table to him as he looked at it with dawning recognition.

    “Is… that a Breakwater card key?” he asked, his interest suddenly piqued and his tone more cautious.

    She nodded, watching his expression soften with the beautiful memory of the first time they’d made love—an amazing night in the same waterfront suite at the same hotel. “I thought,” she said, “that we could do an anniversary thing and just sink into a beautiful night of lovemaking with the ships and ferries gliding by, and room service in the morning.”

    “That sounds idyllic,” he said. He hesitated, his eyes on the table for a long time before looking up at her. “Jen, I am listening to you. But you need to trust me. I have reasons for going slow that I’m just not ready to discuss, but they’re nothing you need fear.”

    She sighed and tried an unconvincing smile. “I guess we should talk about it later. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

    “The last thing I want to do is hurt you.” He took a deep breath as if arriving at a momentous decision and reached across the table to take her hands as he locked eyes with her again. “Okay, look, there is something I’ve wanted… needed to tell you for the longest time, but… when you’re not at liberty to divulge something that affects someone else…”

    The loud, insistent beeping of his pager interrupted. He reached for it quickly, trying to keep a look of relief off his face.

    “What is it?” she asked as he scanned the tiny screen.

    “It’s my computer alert program. I’ve got to go to the lab. An earthquake has happened somewhere in the world,” he said.

    “Oh, Honey, no!” she replied in dismay. “Not now. Please finish what you were starting to tell me.”

    He looked embarrassed. “Let’s wait ’til later when we have more time. Right now,” he glanced back at the beeper, “with the extreme danger along our subduction zone, I need to get in there quickly.”

    “What extreme danger?” she asked, looking alarmed.

    “The effects of the construction activity on Cascadia Island. We’ve been monitoring it carefully.”

    Her shoulders fell slightly. “Oh. That again.”

    “Yes, that again. Honey, I’m not going to argue with you about whether the resort should have been built. I know how you and your dad feel. But the reality is that, if my theory is right, there really is a heightened danger of a major quake.”

    “Can’t you just get Sanjay to go take a look?” she asked, defeat already in her voice.

    “No, Jen, I’ve got to run over to the lab myself. If it’s nothing big, I can be back here in—”

    “Doug,” she interrupted, her eyes on his, a faded smile on her lips. “It’s okay. Go do what you have to do as quickly as you can do it.” She tossed her head and forced a smile, raising her wine glass in a mock toast. “Here’s to the Richter Scale.”

    He hesitated, debating whether to correct her as she caught his eyes. “I know, I know,” she said, recognizing his professorial need to set the technical record straight. “The Richter Scale is only good in California quakes and…”

    “Saturates at…”

    “Right… above 6.4.”

    “A little higher.”

    “Go!”

    He finished extricating himself from the chair and moved to her side, cupping her face gently to kiss her with an intensity that once again messed with her resolve.

    “I love you, Jennifer,” he said when he pulled back.

    “I love you, too, damnit.”

    “Damnit?” he chuckled. “That’s the strangest expression of everlasting love I’ve ever heard.”

    “Sometimes I don’t want to love you,” she said softly, still smiling.

    “Really?”

    “Yes, but apparently you’ve drugged me or hypnotized me or used something irresistible.”

    He laughed as he straightened up and looked at her. “I’ll never tell. But I will hurry. Maybe thirty minutes.”

    “Call me as soon as you’re on the way back, okay? I think I’ll probably go on to the hotel and wait for you there.”

    He nodded and walked quickly out of the restaurant. As his fit, athletic form receded, Jennifer watched appreciatively, relaxed in a glow of renewed hope.

    She decided to tarry for a while and ordered coffee. Meanwhile the lights of Seattle continued to pass dreamily around her, the restaurant turning almost a hundred and eighty degrees as she waited, trying to sort through a jumble of emotions as she replayed the conversation in her memory.

    Doug’s call came while she was still physically at the top of the Space Needle, but mentally far away.

    “Jennifer, I hate this, but I have to stay here for at least a few hours.”

    “Oh, no. Why? Is there some immediate danger?”

    “No, but there’s a puzzle I need to work out.”

    “Can’t you do it tomorrow?”

    “No, Jen. I’ve got to stay a while. But I can join you later at the Breakwater, maybe around midnight?”

    She paused, her thoughts cascading as she tried to suppress the flash of irritation at his escape back to the lab.

    “No earlier than that?” she managed. “Doug, is it really so important that you just have to… to let it interfere?”

    “Yes. I’ve got some calculations to make and a bunch of small hypocenters to analyze.”

    “Hypo-who?”

    “Remember? The actual location of an earthquake within the earth is the hypocenter. The point on the surface directly over the hypocenter is the epicenter.”

    “I’m kidding. I know what a hypocenter is.”

    “Okay.”

    “Call me first. If it’s too late, I may not stay.”

    As soon as she closed her flip phone, it rang again with his number on the screen.

    “Jennifer, one more thing. I know you’ve got that Cascadia Resort inaugural tomorrow, and I really don’t think you ought to go.”

    She could feel her stomach tightening and the muscles in the back of her neck twisting up. They’d had this discussion before.

    “Why not?”

    “Jen, I’ve explained this a hundred times… my paper and the theory of Resonant Amplification were on this very point. The whole island is a potential death zone.”

    “I think you’re more concerned that Alex Jamison’s going to be there. You think I’m going to take up with him again?”

    “Of course not. I know Jamison hurt you badly. I’m really worried about you being on that rock, and… I’ve received some important new information which apparently validates all my suspicions about the place.”

    “What information?”

    “An anonymous e-mail from someone saying he has a pile of seismic refraction data that proves I’m right, and that the island is very dangerous. But I’m having a hell of a time unmasking the sender or getting back in touch with him, and yet I absolutely have to. Quickly.”

    “Oh, come on, Doug. An anonymous e-mail and seismic data you haven’t even seen? How do you know it’s got any validity, if it even exists?”

    “I don’t, but I have a very bad feeling about this weekend, and about your being out there. Among other things, there’s apparently a major fault right under all the buildings.”

    “Doug, they wouldn’t have built over a known fault.”

    “Point is, according to whoever sent the e-mail, the engineering firm missed it. In any event, I’ve got to find out who sent it. The return address was garbled, and I’m wondering if that was on purpose, or if someone else intercepted it and monkeyed with it. For that matter it could be one of my detractors down in Menlo Park trying to bait me with tantalizing, made-up evidence just to get a reaction he can use to embarrass me.”

    “Honey, you’re sounding paranoid. You know that?”

    “I’m not paranoid. I’m just very worried. My paper generated a lot of enemies.”

    “Doug, look. Have there been any earthquakes below Cascadia Island?”

    “Not yet, as far as I can validate.”

    “Okay, then I’m having a hard time appreciating this, because obviously there’s no immediate danger, and I’m scheduled to fly more than half of our charter flights between here and Cascadia Island tomorrow. Dad and I are invited guests for the evening. We’re investors, as you well know.”

    “And I’d rather not lose you to a collapsing island or collapsing buildings if the worst occurs. I know what I’m talking about.”

    “So do the other scientists who’ve discounted your theory,” she said quietly. “Remember the old rule? For every PhD there is an equal and opposite PhD? Honey, I respect the seriousness of your work and your incredible confidence that you’re right about this, but I have a job to do tomorrow and even your own employer told you to get off that hobby horse. Doug, I love you, but on this one, I have official support in concluding that your head is full of squirrels.”

    She could hear the exasperation in his voice. “Jen, even if the Resonant Amplification effect turns out to be garbage, you agree that we could have that great subduction quake at any moment, don’t you?”

    “Well, sure, but…”

    “Okay, and you know it’s been proven before I came along that the whole coastline will drop one to two meters when that occurs?”

    “Yes.”

    “And… you’re aware that we have thousands of years of evidence that every time a huge subduction zone quake has hit this region, the coast gets hit with a huge tsunami. Right? You know none of that is controversial.”

    “Yes. I know all that, Doug. Being there is an assumed risk.”

    “Well, if it hits while you and Sven are there, long before you could start up and lift off, the whole island will be washed clean of people and buildings by a thirty-foot-high tsunami, and I do not want my potential future wife in danger!”

    The words hung there for a few heartbeats before she could deal with them.

    “Potential future wife? Is that the strangest quasi-proposal on record, or are you tantalizing me?”

    There was a chuckle on the other end, as if he’d succeeded in diverting her irritation. “Let’s call it a sincere statement of intent. But about staying away from there, I’m not kidding.”

    “Neither am I. This subject has been a rift zone between us for the last two years. You’ve been a sworn enemy of the Cascadia Resort project from the first, and—”

    “Jen—”

    “Let me finish! Some of the things you’ve pulled to stop that project I still can’t believe. So this is not a balanced, rational request from an unbiased man without an agenda.”

    “Jennifer…”

    “Doug, please get back to work so you can come to me sometime tonight… before I start searching for a new potential husband.”

    She refolded her phone with an unexpected grin on her face, and looked down, confused. An intricately folded napkin lay on the empty dessert plate before her.

    
     When did I do that? she wondered, having no recollection of it. But it was refolded the way she always left linen napkins in restaurants: neat, crisp, and looking like a form of origami. As a young girl she’d developed the habit, fantasizing that the waiters would all be whispering about her talent. She was almost ten the night she was leaving a restaurant with her family and glanced back in time to see a busboy throw her creation into a slop tray without a second glance. It had hurt her feelings and registered as a small loss of innocence, but it hadn’t dissuaded her from continuing the habit.

    She was feeling better now, more optimistic. Maybe his unguarded blurt about being his potential wife was enough of a commitment, and a change of heart. At least she’d finally had the courage to engage him on the subject of her growing discontent.

    But what had he been ready to tell her?

    Jennifer drained the last of her third cup of coffee and took the elevator to the ground level to hail a cab for the short ride to the Breakwater. She tipped the cabby—despite his jerky driving and a near collision with the waterfront trolley—and made a mental note to visit a cash machine sooner rather than later as she breezed past the front desk and then turned back to order a masseuse to her room. Indulgence, she decided, was probably going to be the ticket to enjoying the solo time until he arrived. A great massage in the beauty of the suite, and maybe some chocolate. After all, that constituted what she most needed: control.

    Control and chocolate, she chuckled to herself. The next best thing to sex and commitment.

    The masseuse had been late and finished by 10:30 P.M. There had been no call from Doug, and Jennifer found herself unsure whether to leave or stay. The suite felt barren without him, and worse, it felt wrong, as if there were some unwritten rule that she shouldn’t occupy the locus of such a sacred memory by herself.

    She dressed suddenly and stood for the longest time at the window in deep thought, watching a small motor yacht sail off toward Bremerton, its wake catching the silver light of the full moon. It was a tragedy to share this only with herself, she thought. No, it was a travesty, and try as she might, there was no way to view his absence but as a seized opportunity to run from her questioning. She wasn’t just disappointed, she was angry with him. It made it easier.

    But they were so good together, she thought. There was a deep joy in just being with each other, and laughing and loving, traveling and even sparring at times over deep subjects. Their intellects and joy of life and libidos were equally matched, and for two strong, controlling personalities to be so sympathetically meshed was amazing.

    Only Deborah’s hovering presence had marred the idyllic nature of the relationship. Deborah was an acid she couldn’t neutralize, and he was hiding from that reality as it ate away at her trust.

    
     What was he about to tell me?
    

    She should have been completely relaxed by now, Jennifer thought, but she was pacing and agitated and unsettled and acutely aware that her resolve was wavering. Jennifer the little girl wanted to run to him and apologize again for pressuring him and be hugged. Jennifer the woman wanted answers and commitment.

    Or had she angered him by getting too close to the truth about wanting kids and a ring?

    The real essence of who she believed herself to be stood rooted in the middle, dithering in near-paralytic confusion.

    The room was now completely intolerable without him. She picked up the phone to retrieve the car that she had prepositioned at the hotel earlier in the day and began packing the things she’d brought for the evening. She knew what the lack of contact meant. When he went nose-down into his seismographs on a technical problem, he entered a different time continuum as disconnected from the rest of the world as it was from her, and it was painfully obvious he wasn’t coming.
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