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“Just to think that it all began on a non-eventful morn.”

—Bob Dylan,  Shelter From The Storm
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The faculty offices of the Geophysics Department occupied much of the fourth floor of Johnson Hall, the Earth and Space Sciences Building on the University of Washington’s Seattle campus. Johnson Hall was part of a quadrangle of old school structures built in picturesque, College Gothic style. Red brick facades were accented with tan sandstone trim and capped by a series of vaulted, multipaned windows set in ornately sculpted frames.

Professor Ronald Rutledge, PhD occupied one of the best south-facing offices, which, together with other offices, looked out over southeast-trending Rainier Vista, a long slope of formal garden spaces and lawns crisscrossed by paved walkways on which students hustled between classes. Below the quad lay the wide circular pool of Drumheller Fountain. Its tall arching spouts of water provided a grand ensemble view with the shimmering waters of Lake Washington beyond, and Mount Rainier’s 14,000-foot snowcapped volcanic peak in the distance under a clear blue sky.

One might expect Doctor Rutledge to spend inordinate amounts of time simply admiring his enviable view. But on this day, his attention was chiefly focused on his desktop computer, on which he was typing briskly.

Among his professional titles, Rutledge was a Senior Scientist with the Pacific Northwest Seismic Network, a regionally prominent institution that monitored the many earthquake faults that crisscrossed the Pacific Northwest landscape much the way the quadrangle’s walkways formed crazy-quilt patterns among the green spaces below.

Rutledge was busy revising a manuscript titled, “Interconnectedness of Earthquake Faults in the Puget Sound Basin.” The paper described recent findings he and his colleagues had made regarding the system of faults underlying the Seattle area. He was revising the introductory section, which emphasized the potential impact of the faultlines on society. He wrote:

“Earthquakes instantaneously transform familiar places into terrifying realms of chaotic movement and noise. Walls, floors, and ceilings rock in hellish convulsions that demonstrate our planet’s power and its capability to alter human lives forever. The Seattle Fault, though by no means a large one, nevertheless possesses the potential for great impact, given its near surface location and placement directly beneath the City of Seattle. For instance, the earthquake that struck Seattle at 8:29 am on April 29, 1965, was moderate by scientific standards. But those who experienced it still retain vivid memories.”

Rutledge left off editing momentarily and let his eyes un-focus. He stroked his gray-bearded jaw, drifting into a reminiscence of his terrible experience decades earlier.

In 1965, he had been a ninth grader at James Madison Middle School in West Seattle, which happens to sit directly atop the Seattle Fault.

On that bright and sunny morning, he had just arrived at school. He lingered at the doorway between the boys’ locker room and the lunchroom, which was a busy before-class socializing space buzzing with scores of conversations. He glanced around for his buddies but didn’t spot any of them.

Suddenly he heard a deep subterranean rumble and the floor under his feet jarred sharply. A loud Bang! drew his attention to the far end of the locker room. There, an entire row of metal lockers had tipped and crashed into the next.

The rows of green locker cabinets, six feet tall and twelve lockers wide, sat on long, low pedestals, back-to-back with another twelve. Row upon row of lockers had always seemed as solid and immovable as the building’s walls. But now those walls were in motion too, heaving side-to-side while rows of lockers tipped like colossal dominos.

Bang! Bang! BANG! Each impact boomed louder as the wave of toppling cabinets propagated from the far end of the locker room coming in Ron’s direction.

Safely out of their path, Ron stood frozen in place, his mind boggling. Who’s pushing those lockers over? he wondered inanely. He imagined some thuggish teens pulling off a prank of massive proportions. Other boys scrambled for safety or crawled on hands and knees to escape being crushed. And still the reality of what was happening hadn’t struck home.

A loud crash inside the lunchroom made Ron spin around. One of the three-foot-wide, globe-shaped light fixtures that hung from the high ceiling had smashed onto a tabletop, showering kids with scimitar-like shards of frosted white glass. Boys and girls sprang from their seats voicing terrified screams. Others scrambled up from the floor where the tremor had tossed them. Overhead, other light fixtures swung like crazy pendulums.

Ron recoiled from a cloud of dust billowing from the fallen light. In so doing, he backed into another boy who was sprinting past him. Both were knocked to the floor, which continued lurching under them in violent tremors. The collision rattled Ron to his senses. “Earthquake!” he shouted.

“Earthquake!” Other boys echoed the cry as the locker room heaved side-to-side and up-and-down, in the throes of violent ground movements.

Ron got to his hands and knees but couldn’t manage to rise against the motion of the earth. The linoleum floor cracked and split open in front of him, spreading into a gaping crack that zig-zagged along the aisle to the far end of the locker room. He stared in astonishment as its ragged edges of linoleum-covered concrete widened like the jaws of a demonic beast.

A strong new jolt pitched him toward the crack. He put both hands out to stop his skidding motion and, momentarily, his right hand slipped into the gap. He drew it back an instant before the gap crunched shut with a bite-force that could have severed his hand from his arm.

He scrambled to his feet and sprinted after the boy who had collided with him, running full speed for the building exit. They merged into a stream of terrified kids racing along a hallway that went past the boys’ gymnasium to reach the outside. 

Panting in terror, his heart pounding in his throat, he raced along that hall, enduring a seemingly surreal experience. Despite being in the full flush of panic, the boys followed a procedure drilled into them by their Physical Education teacher, Mr. Macky. The coach required classes going out to the playing fields to keep to the right half of the hall, single file, to allow boys coming in from the previous class to pass them on the left.

Now, the boys—at full sprint—inanely confined themselves to the right half of the hallway. Even as the peculiarity of the situation struck Ron, a sharper jolt slammed everyone across to the empty left side of the hall. For a moment they ran on that side, still in single file. But the call of training was strong. They crossed over in unison and continued fleeing on the right side again. 

As he emerged outside, Ron rushed down a short set of steps and into a courtyard. The earthquake had already rocked the school for nearly a minute, but it was not over. All around the courtyard and between the adjacent portable classrooms, boys and girls cried out at another manifestation of the quake’s power. Eight-foot-square slabs of concrete that paved the courtyard moved relative to one another, opening and closing gaps that could easily crush a foot. Students performed grim dances to keep their feet and avoid the gnashing gaps.

Not far from Ron, a smokestack atop the two-story gymnasium wing crumpled and bricks thundered onto the roof of the boiler room. Mercifully, the many tons of wreckage tumbled without injuring kids who happened to be dangerously close. It was simply good fortune that the stack toppled away, not toward the courtyard.

Thereafter, the earth movements gradually subsided. The crowd in the courtyard gathered into groups, girls hugged, wept, and chattered emotionally. Boys were struck dumb by what they had experienced.

Ron spotted his buddies and they drew together. 

“Wow,” was all Jim Pulman, a big, hefty guy, could say repeatedly. “Wow.”

Shannon, a shorter guy, had lost his typical smart-aleck smirk. “Scary enough for ya?” he asked no one in particular.

John, another smart aleck, had nothing clever to say at all.

Norm, tall and thin, couldn’t reign in his impulse to break into hysterical laughter.

All of them instinctually knew they were lucky to be alive. They walked around one end of James Madison’s block-long, three-story main building. Despite harrowing moments in the throes of the quake’s force, the school had sustained relatively minor damage. But, as the five friends neared the main entry doorway, they learned that not everyone had escaped unscathed.

The three granite steps of the building entrance were strewn with hundreds of red bricks that had fallen from an ornamental cornice above the arched stone doorway. Sitting on a stone bench nearby was a girl with scrapes on her arms and legs and blood on her blouse and skirt. She was shaking with terror and clinging to a friend who tried to comfort her. Another friend used a handkerchief to blot blood flowing copiously from a scalp wound. She had been struck by a falling brick as she ran out the door.

Nearby, the Principal Dr. Bonney and the school nurse tended to a boy who was laid out on the lawn and appeared semiconscious. His scalp had also been split open by a falling brick. He bled profusely.

“All right people,” a man hollered behind Ron and his friends. “Move along. Everything is going to be okay here.” Vice Principal Haug was a stocky ex-Marine with flat-top crewcut hair and a drill sergeant’s attitude. “School is dismissed,” he bellowed through cupped hands at the crowd. “You should all go home. Now.”

The crowd, including Ron and his friends, moved along to find their separate ways home, where they would rendezvous with frantic parents and inspect shaken houses, cracked chimneys, overturned furniture, and broken windows.

Over the next few days, Ron had seen and read news reports that several hundred people in the Seattle area had been injured, and seven deaths had been attributed to the quake. One man had been pummeled fatally by masonry debris falling from the King Street Railroad Station. Two workers at Fisher Flour Mill on Harbor Island had been crushed and drowned when a 50,000-gallon hot water tank fell from a rooftop. Several elderly women had died of fright.

Among the many life-changing experiences that day was one in Rutledge himself. It was an internal change, felt deeply and personally. He decided geology would be his chosen subject in school.

Now, years later, that choice had led him to a full professorship at the University of Washington with a specialization in the Geology of the Pacific Northwest—and to his present exertions putting the finishing touches on his new manuscript.
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“Professor Rutledge?”

Ron was stirred from his reverie by the appearance of his graduate student, Lori McMillan, at his open office door. “I think you should come and see this.”

Lori, the department’s newest graduate student, had a bachelor’s degree in Geological Sciences from Montana State University.  She’d come from the Seismography Lab in the basement of the adjacent Atmospheric Sciences-Geophysics Building, where she occupied a small desk that was positioned to keep her near her work.

Rutledge was reluctant to break off his writing session. “What is it, Lori? Another small local quake? Latest in the series?” He hoped that was all, and the smaller the better.

“I wouldn’t describe it as small. It’s quite a bit bigger than the last one.”

That gave him pause.

“Okay, let’s go have a look.” An increase in amplitude was reason for concern, though not so much to him as it was to her. Rutledge rose from his desk and went with Lori down the elevator to the basement level.

“It happened under Bainbridge Island,” she said as they descended.

As they went along the hall to the Seismology Lab, she added, “That’s on the opposite side of town from the last one under Mercer Island.”

“We’re surrounded,” he quipped.

The laboratory of the Pacific Northwest Seismic Network was on a subsurface level of the Atmospheric Sciences-Geophysics Building, the better to shield it from noises and vibrations on or above the ground level. It was a large room filled with multiple desks and wide-screen computers used by staff to create maps and models of earthquake shaking forces. On one side of the room a floor-to-ceiling wooden cabinet housed a dozen wide video monitors showing real-time seismometer data from around the region.

Postdoctoral fellow Kyle Stevens sat in a swivel chair watching one of the monitor screens.

The seismographic trace looked like row upon row of shaky horizontal black lines, drawn from left to right and top to bottom on the white screen. It was the computerized equivalent of the old-style technique of wrapping sheets of white paper around a slowly rotating drum and tracing a line with a black-ink needle that laid down jittery squiggles with every vibration of the earth. Each of the twelve monitors showed random jiggles on their traces, where the seismometer stations that were the sources of their data had detected small vibrations scattered around the Northwest. 

Even in times with no significant earth movements, these horizontal traces recorded little bursts of vertical scribbles several times an hour. These relatively insignificant events might result from the passing of a heavy truck or train. Normally, such minor tremors, which read out as 1.0 or less on the 10-point Moment Magnitude Scale—derived from the older Richter Scale—were of little interest.

Today was different. The two young researchers had spotted a pattern playing out on one monitor in particular—the one with screen code BABE EHZ UW, which indicated its source was a seismic station across Puget Sound on Bainbridge Island. It showed four much larger scribbles demarcated in the last several hours. Although the amplitude of these shakes was nowhere near the size that would record a major earthquake, it was the nearness of the tremors to each other in time that was attention-getting.

“What magnitude is the latest one?” Rutledge asked.

“The computers are still crunching the numbers,” Kyle said. “But the previous three have all been right around 2.0. This latest one was bigger.”

Rutledge leaned to inspect the Bainbridge seismic station’s data on a monitor on the lower right end of the bank of displays. The latest spike stood out, taller than any of the day’s previous peaks. “That’s a pretty good rattle,” he said.

“Or a pretty bad one,” Lori said.

“You’re right, Lori.” Kyle added with a smirk. “Good, if you want to study seismic events, hella bad if you’re afraid The Big One is about to hit.”

Rutledge eyed the monitor thoughtfully.

Kyle said, “If it happened, we could watch the whole thing being recorded right here in the comfort of the lab. We’d have ringside seats complete with soda and munchy machines and an espresso maker down the hall. Hella good location for field work.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Lori said.

“Whatever.” He gave her a smart-aleck smirk.

Although they shared a common interest in earth sciences, Rutledge’s two young proteges were a study in contrasts. Kyle Stevens didn’t fit the image of what people might expect a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Pacific Northwest Seismic Network to look like. He wore his straight black hair in a short shock-top with shaved temples. Large hollow black spools perforated his earlobes. A two-pronged silver ornament hung from his nose. A multicolored dragon’s head tattoo adorned the side of his neck, its serpentine body disappearing under the collar of his black T-shirt. Kyle might be a little retro by current style standards, but he was a classic of his type. And he sounded a little disappointed an apocalypse didn’t seem to be in the offing.

Lori, dressed conservatively in a plaid skirt and white blouse, didn’t share his personal style nor his complacency. “The Big One isn’t about to hit, is it?” she asked Rutledge.

Ron was about to reassure her when something new made him pause. The Bainbridge Island trace had scarcely settled when it registered another spasm of scribbled spikes and valleys.

“Wow,” Kyle said, his mouth hanging open. “That one’s bigger than the last. And it’s the fifth quake in two hours. I’d say we’ve got a quake storm going on for sure.”

Lori looked from the screen to Rutledge. “Is it a quake storm?”

He nodded.

“I can’t believe I’m getting to see a quake storm so soon,” she said. “You lectured about them just last week. There goes another quake.”

Kyle glanced at a wall clock. “Six quakes in two hours and... three minutes. Totally a major storm.”

Rutledge said, “Add that to three other storms we’ve had in the past month, and I’d say we have a notable phenomenon going on. Maybe even a full-blown slow-slip event.”

“Slow slip? What’s that?” Lori asked.

“Something you’ll hear about in next week’s lectures. It’s the idea that lots of little quakes allow the fault to move smoothly without a major event.”

“And that’s a good thing, right?”

“Possibly, but there are two things that can happen next. The little quakes may let off underground pressure, avoiding a major quake—”

“Or,” Kyle interjected, “they may transfer pressure from one fault and increase it in another. And that means The Big One might come sooner, not later.”

Lori shuddered involuntarily. “Couldn’t they... simply stop?”

“Good question,” Rutledge said. “Quake storms do tend to come and go. But when the storms reach a fever pitch, the likelihood of a major earthquake goes way up.”

“There goes another spike.” Kyle pointed again at the Bainbridge monitor. “Seven of ’em now. This is epic.”

“Have you pinpointed exactly where they’re coming from?” Rutledge asked him.

“I have the mainframe crunching seismometer data and triangulating the location.” He indicated several other monitor screens. “We’re seeing some faint signals in Tacoma and on Whidbey Island.”

“But they’re all later and smaller than the Bainbridge signal,” Lori said. “So, the source has to be pretty close to Bainbridge Island.”

“Exactly,” Rutledge said. “Once Kyle’s calculations are done, I’m sure it will be darned close. Maybe on the west end of the Seattle Fault.”

“But the Seattle Fault runs right under us.” Lori said. “You’re starting to scare me.”

“I’m starting to scare myself.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Grace Foley was on an adventuresome journey with three friends, exploring the wonders and sheer beauty of the American Northwest. She was one of four people in an SUV moving westbound across Lake Washington on the I-90 floating bridge.

“Seattle, dead ahead,” driver Earl Adams III called out as he piloted his metallic gray BMW X5 through light traffic. Crossing the lake, he and his passengers were treated to panoramic views on all sides. Ahead, skyscrapers of the downtown area glittered with dazzling sunlight, framed by the rugged Olympic Mountains beyond. Behind, the Cascades, which they had crossed an hour previously on their drive from Yellowstone Park to Seattle, were receding into the distance. The bridge itself was something to see, floating as it did on the surface of the lake rather than crossing it on an arched span.

Carrie Parsons, the front-seat passenger, cried, “Oh. My. God. Look at that.” She pointed across the shimmering lake waters to where a great rounded mountain rose tall on the southern skyline. It was still snow-capped in late summer. “Is that Mount Rainier?”

“Sure is,” said Matt Balen, in the back seat behind Earl. “We’re lucky to catch such a good view. Half the time, Rainier’s head is stuck in the clouds.”

“You would know,” Earl said. “You’re the Seattle native. We’re all East Coasters.”

“No, we’re not,” Carrie corrected him. “Grace is from Tillamook, Oregon.”

“What I meant was, we’re all Yale students,” Earl said, slightly miffed. “Except Matt, of course, who’s a Stanford—” He hesitated.

Matt concluded the statement for him. “Dropout.”

“Who knows everything there is to know about every place we’ve been since we picked him up in Yellowstone,” Carrie interjected with a note of defensiveness on Matt’s behalf. “Every town, every river—”

“Every star in the night sky,” Grace added dreamily.

“And Mount Rainier looks just like you described it,” Carrie said to him. “Gorgeous. Don’t you agree, Grace?”

“Yeah.” Grace was gazing across the car at Rainier, and at Matt too, given his seat was between her and the mountain. Carrie’s choice of the word gorgeous struck Grace as a fair assessment of the mountain and the man as well. A lanky fellow with long dark hair pulled back man-bun style, his handsome bearded face rivaled the rugged splendor of Rainier in its own way. “Beautiful,” she murmured as she watched him watch the mountain.

“Too bad we’ll be losing our guide in a few minutes,” Earl said with what Grace thought was a dismissive tone. “GPS says two miles to West Seattle and that’s where you get off, Matt.” This wasn’t the first time Grace had noted a hint of disdain from Earl for their hitchhiking acquaintance.

A lull occurred in the conversation as they finished crossing the mile-long span, ample time to gaze at Rainier’s imposing white form gliding along the horizon. Carrie reached back and lightly tapped Matt on a knee. “We’re going to miss having you around. I wish you could stick with us and show us your hometown.”

Earl’s irritation seemed to amp up a notch. “We’ve been over this before,” he said. “Rooms at the Four Seasons are all taken. We’re lucky we made reservations months ago. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have a booking there, let alone a suite with a separate room for Grace.” Then he cracked a smile. “Are you suggesting Grace and Matt should double up?”

Carrie clucked her tongue. “Earl. Cut it out.”

Another long silence followed in which Grace felt her face flush red at the suggestion, while Matt avoided eye contact, staring steadfastly at Mount Rainier. Sensing the embarrassment of both parties, Carrie changed the subject.

“You know, Matt, it’s been more than a week, and we hardly know anything about you. Tell us at least a little something to remember you by.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” He stared harder at the mountain.

“Oh, come on, now. Are you hiding a dark secret? Tell us about your parents. We’re taking you to their house, right?”

“I don’t want to talk about them.” Matt focused on the mountain until the car entered a tunnel on the Seattle side of the lake.

“Please,” Carrie needled. “There has to be something you can tell us about yourself. Everybody’s got a story.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Never mind.”

Grace had heard this one-sided conversation several times and had even tried to engage Matt herself once or twice. She sighed, allowing a melancholy smile. It seemed her encounter with this intriguing man would end with finality in a few minutes when he was dropped off at his home.

On the city side of the tunnel, traffic thickened. Earl said, “Okay, Matt. Give me some directions. Which lane do I get in to go to West Seattle?”

Grace and her two friends were on a pre-senior-year vacation tour that had started in the Northeast and would make a counterclockwise circuit of the United States. The three travelers had met Matt on a ranger-guided walk-and-talk about the volcanic landscape of Yellowstone Park. Grace had been impressed that he seemed to already know every fact the ranger shared. Furthermore, he’d made the tour more interesting by asking questions about calderas, hydrothermal vents, fissures, and fumaroles that enlivened the presentation for the group of several dozen tourists. 

The next day the trio had happened to meet him again on a boardwalk meandering among boiling fountains in Norris Geyser Basin. They had learned he was camped near their hotel, and for several days he’d become their personal guide to the wonders of the park. He’d excelled in describing the ways of wild creatures, the behavior of geysers, and the volcanic heat sources that lay beneath their feet. 

Several years older than Grace, Matt seemed quiet by disposition, but any question about nature or wildlife tapped within him an extroverted wisdom that seemed beyond his years and education. When the time came for the travelers to continue their continent-spanning tour, Carrie had casually asked if he’d like a lift back to Seattle. He’d hesitated at first, but eventually said, “Sure. Why not?” The next morning, he’d loaded his backpack and bedroll in the rear of the SUV, and they were on their way.

In conversations on the long drive, they had told Matt that Earl was the son of a wealthy Yale-educated lawyer and businessman, and that he intended to follow in his father’s footsteps. Carrie, he learned, was the daughter of a New York City stockbroker. She intended to go into politics. Grace had shared that she was a dairyman’s daughter from Tillamook, Oregon who had managed to win a Medical Sciences scholarship to Yale. With a year to go to complete her degree, she was maintaining an A grade average, if just barely. The four of them had discussed shared interests in hiking, kayaking, and mountain climbing. 

But every time the conversation turned to Matt’s past, the others had learned nothing. That mystery remained firmly guarded, although most everything else about the man was an open book.

Matt guided Earl to travel south on Interstate-90 and turn west onto the West Seattle freeway, an elevated highway that spanned the Duwamish River on a high-rise concrete bridge.
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On the opposite side of West Seattle from where the tourists were driving, Alki Beach was a two-mile-long arc of sandy waterfront stretching from Alki Point in the south, to the north tip of the West Seattle Peninsula. The central portion of the beach was flat and sandy, ideal for sunbathing, swimming, volleyball, and picnicking on takeout food from restaurants along the landward side of Alki Avenue. On this warm Indian summer morning, the beach had yet to accumulate many strollers, waders, dog-walkers, or joggers.

North of the volleyball courts, the beach had been disrupted dramatically. A roughly circular depression about twenty feet wide and six feet deep had been shoveled out and marked off with yellow warning tape. Inside the excavation were two archaeologists, Professor Leon Curtis of the University of Washington and his coworker and doctoral trainee, Ann Butterfield. They worked on hands and knees, using hand-trowels and soft brushes to remove sand from ancient objects that had drawn them from the corridors of academia to the sunny beach.

Until a few days ago, Ann’s PhD thesis studies had involved little more than library research. But the discovery of this place had given her the opportunity to expand her skills in archeological field work. A tall, thin, young woman, Ann was dressed in a white cotton blouse, blue shorts, and hiking boots. Her long auburn hair was drawn back, and a straw sun hat shaded her lightly freckled face.

The pair had excavated much of a huge cedar log that had lain under the sand for centuries. A fifteen-foot length had been exposed, although the log likely continued farther on each end. Blackened by wood rot and punky-textured with age, it bore sculpted markings diagnostic of an upright post from a Native American longhouse. Totemic faces were carved around its circumference, although the upper surface had been partially demolished by pile worms. The bottom surface had been buried more deeply and was preserved in better detail.

As intriguing as the house post carvings were, Leon and Ann were busy uncovering what lay beneath the fallen timber: a set of human bones, stained orange by organic material seeping from the log.

“The more we uncover,” Curtis said as he used a small brush to remove bits of sand from the skull, “the more I’m certain something tragic happened here.”

“You think the house post fell on him?” Ann asked.

“It seems likely.”

“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” she said. “Why didn’t his people pull him out and give him a decent burial?”

“That’s the biggest mystery of this dig,” Leon said. A big, tawny-bearded, bearlike man who wore khaki shirt, shorts, and canvas hat, Curtis sat back on his haunches and stared at the skull through his wire-rimmed glasses. “I wish you could tell us what happened,” he told it.

“Good morning,” said a tall thin man as he crossed the tape line and sat on the slope of the dig. He wore an olive-green field coat and safari hat. Leon greeted the newcomer with a smile. “Peyton McKean. Glad you could make it. Your bosses at ImCo gave you some time off, did they?”

“Nope. I’m playing hooky.”

Leon laughed. He always enjoyed a chance to interact with his scientific colleague. He made an introduction. “Ann Butterfield, this is Dr. Peyton McKean, a molecular biologist with Immune Corporation, Seattle’s biggest genetic engineering company.”

“Nice to meet you.” Ann rose briefly to shake his hand, then resumed her work.

“So, what have we here?” McKean asked, surveying the site.

“Looks like we’re inside a collapsed longhouse,” Leon said. “We’re guessing a house post fell on this man and crushed his chest.”

“Man,” McKean keyed on Curtis’s word choice. “You’ve already figured out this skeleton has a Y chromosome—without a DNA test?”

“There are other ways to tell a skeleton’s gender,” Ann said. “We think it’s a man based on the relatively narrow pelvis compared to what we’d expect for a woman.”

“Yes, of course,” McKean said. “But you’ll allow me to confirm your gender diagnosis with a genetic test?”

“That’s why we called you here,” Leon said. “To confirm his gender and Native American origins—and to determine his tribal affiliation.”

“Gender will be easy. Native-American-or-not won’t be too hard. As to tribal affiliation, the genetic databases on Native DNA are still quite limited. But I’ll do what I can.”

“Notice anything interesting about the skull?” Ann asked McKean.

“Answer: yes,” he said. “It’s peculiarly shaped. A compressed frontal bone, flattening the forehead. I suppose that could be deformation due to the weight of sand covering him. He’s at least two meters below the surface of the beach.”

“Could be the weight of sand,” said Curtis. “But we suspect there’s another reason. He might be royalty.”

“Ah. Yes.” McKean eyed the skull carefully. “Children destined to be chiefs and other high-ranking individuals had cedar planks bound to their foreheads as infants, which flattened the cranium in front and heightened it behind.”

“Not a bad guess, for a molecular biologist,” Ann said with a smirk.

“Guess?” McKean paused to mull the concept that he might need to guess about anything.

Ann said, “Even Chief Seattle had a flattened forehead, according to some old photos.”

McKean leaned near and pondered the skull. “This man’s high status couldn’t save him when his house collapsed.”

“We’ve been puzzling over why no one recovered the body and buried it according to tribal practices,” Leon said.

“And—?”

“No answers yet. The custom was to put the body in a dugout canoe and leave it on an elevated platform on a mortuary island, so birds could pick the bones clean. But this is just... wrong.” Leon continued carefully scraping around the skull. “We’ll keep digging. Maybe we’ll find a clue. Or maybe you will, Peyton. Did you bring your test kit?”

“Two of them,” McKean patted two bulging pockets of his field coat. “One kit for carbon-14 analysis on that log, and one kit for DNA analysis on a chip of bone. We can certainly narrow his date of death and his race, if not his social status.”

“Do you think you can determine a reliable C-14 date from that wood?” Ann asked. “It’s been in the ground a long time.”

“Centuries, from the looks of it,” McKean said.

“Or millennia.”

McKean took a freezer bag from one pocket of his coat. It contained a collection of gadgets and a pair of blue plastic examination gloves, which he put on. Kneeling near Leon, he pushed an index finger into the surface of the log, squeezing moisture from its spongy matrix. “I’ve never heard any mention of a village on this beach,” he said as he inspected the log.

“You’re right,” Ann said. “There are no accounts of any longhouses here when the pioneers arrived.”

“Ann would know that fact, if anyone would,” Leon told McKean. “She’s sorted through every anthropological and historical archive she could find, preparing her PhD thesis on Duwamish Indian oral traditions.”

McKean stood to gain perspective on the site and the beach around it. “The elevation seems significant” he said. “The old ground level where the skeleton lies, is much deeper than the current sand surface.”

“Right again,” Leon said. “It’s a little shy of two meters lower, according to our surveys.”

“That’s one mystery we’re trying to solve,” Ann said. “High tides here rise above the old ground level. Of course, the tribe would never have built below high-tide level, or they’d have been swimming to and from their beds. So, one possibility is that this house existed in a time long before the global sea-level rose due to polar ice melting at the end of the last Ice Age. The entire ocean was several meters lower, then.”

McKean cocked an eyebrow. “That suggests this site could be several thousand years old, at least.”

“That’s what we’ve been thinking,” Leon said. “If Puget Sound was lower when this house was inhabited, we have a truly ancient Native American site here. Maybe the oldest on the continent.”

“That might explain the lack of Native traditions telling of a village here,” Ann said.

“I see,” McKean said. “You surmise it may have been abandoned so long ago that memory of the village has entirely faded from Duwamish tribal lore?”

“Exactly. And that lore goes back several thousand years.”

“Anyway, Peyton,” Leon said. “You’re the man who can give us some answers. You and your DNA and carbon-14 tests. Where would you like to take your samples?”

“For the house-post sample, the deeper the better. I want to avoid contamination by carbon from modern microbes rotting the wood.”

“I hope you won’t need to harm the carvings,” Ann said.

“Answer: no. I won’t have to do that. Here’s a spot where someone has accidentally dug into the side of the log with a shovel.”

“That’s not our doing,” Leon said. “We’ve been super careful every step of the way. But the teenagers who found the log weren’t. They were digging a huge pit for a ‘mega-bonfire,’ as they put it. When they hit the buried log, they planned to add it to their fire, until they spotted the carvings. Then they called the police.”

“And the cops called the Duwamish Tribe,” Leon said. “And when the tribe realized the importance of what was here, they called me. And now I’ve called you, Peyton.”

“All quite logical.” McKean said.
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He took a large pair of forceps from his bag, and a purple-capped plastic test tube, which he unscrewed with the fingers and thumb of one hand. “The teenagers did us a favor,” he said. “Their shovel scrape allows me to get beneath the rot and into solid wood.”

He gingerly probed the tips of the forceps into the gash, tugged, and drew out a splinter of harder, tan-colored wood. He inspected it closely. “That nice tawny color tells me this wood has not been subjected to rot.” He dropped the piece into the test tube, and resealed the cap. He put the tube back in the plastic bag, sealed it, and stowed it in his coat pocket.

He pulled the second kit bag out of his other pocket and repeated the procedure, this time taking a small bone chip from one of the skeleton’s crushed ribs and placing it carefully in a second purple-capped test tube. He sealed it in the kit bag and stowed it in his second coat pocket, then removed his blue gloves. “We’ll have a genetic test and C-14 date accurate to plus-minus fifty years.”

“How long until we see the results?” Leon asked.

“A day or two. Maybe a few days longer if the testing facilities are busy with other projects.” His task finished, McKean moved along the length of the fallen house post, inspecting the sculpted totem images. “Fine preservation of details,” he said. “The face of a snarling bear. A thunder bird with a hooked beak.”

“Priceless sculptures,” Leon said. “But they’ll all crack and dry out if we don’t put a preservative coating on them.”

“I’ll leave you to your work—” McKean began but stopped in mid-sentence when he was all but knocked off his feet by a strong seismic tremor that shook the ground. 

Ann cried out, pitched one way and another by the force of the earth movement.

Leon had risen to say farewell to McKean, but was shocked into silence, the friendly smile wiped off his face.

Mercifully, the earth motion subsided as quickly as it came, but not before all three scientists were on their feet, glancing around apprehensively.

Ann’s cheeks flushed bright pink. “Was that an earthquake?” she asked the obvious question, simultaneously realizing the answer was, yes.

“Not a big quake, thankfully,” McKean said.

“It felt pretty strong to me,” Leon said.

Along the beach, people were stopped in their tracks. They glanced concernedly in every direction. However, nothing seemed amiss. The small waves on Puget Sound lapped the shore placidly. Beyond, the far shore and Olympic Mountains above sat serenely still in the distance.

“Over almost before it began,” McKean said.

“Thank God for that,” Ann said.

***
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The same temblor that jostled the archeologists was felt two miles away in downtown Seattle within seconds. Skyscrapers rattled from base to tip, their height amplifying the effect. This was especially true in Seattle’s tallest building, the Columbia Center Tower. There, the shaking propagated up and down the building’s 76-story height several times. In the exclusive top-story restaurant, the Columbia Tower Club, well-dressed women screamed, and well-heeled men cried out as tables and chairs rattled over the polished hardwood floors. 

Nevertheless, despite terrified reactions from patrons and wait-staff, no noticeable damage was done to the grand, glass-enclosed spaces. A seasick rocking motion persisted for nearly a minute, but conversations returned to near-normal as the swaying subsided.

The tower’s designers had made their tall edifice as earthquake-resistant as possible, producing a steel-and-glass structure of three interlocked towers, each with an outward-opening C-shaped cross section. The two shorter towers supported the uppermost to a height that on some days penetrated cloud layers over Seattle. On this fine cloudless day however, the diners had been gazing at horizons nearly a hundred miles distant when the shaking started.

Although no building in Washington state rose higher than the Columbia Center Tower, that was about to change. Two blocks to the southwest was a building that was as tall, but whose top stories were still under construction. Two men stood on a mid-level floor that was made of bare concrete and steel. They paused, lost for words, as streamers of dust filtered from the unfinished ceiling.

“This is exactly what I’m here about,” building inspector Daniel Federly finally said. “Earthquakes, and this building’s earthquake reinforcement—or the lack of it.”

“Lack?” the other man, Eldon Devine, asked, sounding annoyed. “You just saw how well it took that shake.”

Eldon Devine was among the world’s richest and most powerful men, heir to a real estate fortune and a billionaire many times over. Although the building had yet to attain its full height, Devine often came to stand on its dusty concrete floors and stare out from its windowless steel-girder-framed walls. He and Federly had been doing this when the quake struck. Now he turned to look Federly squarely in the eyes.

“Who sent you here to pay me this unexpected—and unwanted—visit?”

“I’m here at the request of the City Council.”

“You mean, that witch Mariah Rey, don’t you?”

“Yes, the Chairwoman is the person who put in the request.”

The two men were a study in contrasts. Federly was dressed in slacks and shirtsleeves and wore a yellow hardhat. He was of medium height and solidly built. He had a pleasant face, although today his brows were furrowed, and his eyes were narrowed, reflecting an inward sense of outrage.

Devine’s designer charcoal pinstripe suit scarcely disguised his slumping shoulders and protruding belly. His habitually downturned mouth—the product of years of sneering at subordinates—was accentuated this day by deep creases running from the sides of his nose to his jawline. But he put on an air of unconcern for his visitor’s anger.

“Grand view, isn’t it?” he asked, turning away from the inspector’s cold stare and opening his arms as if to embrace the whole of Puget Sound and the Olympic Mountains. “I always take the best for my share.” Devine broke into a broad, humorless, self-congratulatory smirk that repelled Federly.

“They say it’s a view to kill or die for,” he went on proudly. A gust of wind lifted his combed-over hair, exposing white roots. He smoothed it back in place with stubby, thick fingers.

“It’s a grand view, all right,” Federly admitted.

Devine pointed overhead. “The top ten floors aren’t even built yet. My penthouse office will have unobstructed views in every direction. When I build a tower—and I have twenty-five Emerald Towers in cities around the world—I make damn sure it looks down on everything else in town. This one will be eighty-one stories tall when it’s done.”

“I’m aware of that. And your reputation for the grandiose.”

“Grandiose? Grandiose? What’s that supposed to mean? That I’m a show-off? An egotist? That’s fine with me. People can think whatever they want. As long as they look up to me and say, ‘Yessir, Mr. Devine.’ That’s one reason my towers are covered in emeralds—well, chrome-green glass, but don’t tell the peasantry that.” He chuckled at his own little joke.

Federly folded his arms across his chest. He let out a long low sigh of frustration and paused to cool his temper while watching a ferry approach Colman Dock. The huge boat looked like a toy from this perspective. He turned and initiated the conversation he’d come to have with Devine. “I was talking with Deb Garland yesterday, the city’s Director of Emergency Preparedness.”

“Another one of my favorite people,” Devine grumbled.

“Her office is only a couple of blocks from here.”

“Is it?” Devine made a point of sounding disinterested.

“Yes. Well, Deb and Mariah Rey have both expressed some concerns about this building.”

“Have they?” Devine said dismissively. He yawned without covering his mouth.

“Yes, they have. And to be frank, Mr. Devine, they have watched this building go up and are aware of certain things.”

“Things?” Devine said, huffishly. “Things like what?”

“They say it looks like you have nowhere near enough X-shaped cross-braces to protect against side-to-side shaking in an earthquake.”

“Foo. Side-to-side? This building is all about up-and-up.”

“I can see that. But I also see what they’re talking about. They suspect you may have multiple violations of earthquake codes.”

Devine’s face reddened. “Well, why don’t you tell them to mind their own business?”

“Well sir, you see. That is their business. And mine.”

“The plans for this building passed every kind of review with flying colors.”

“I wouldn’t know about that, but I can see with my own eyes. Furthermore, I have been reading the serial numbers on some of your steel beams and girders.”

“So?”

“So, I think they may not be what they’re supposed to be.”

“How’s that?”

“They are of a lower grade of steel, or too lightweight, or both. I won’t be sure until I use my main computer to run the numbers.”

“If you find anything amiss, talk to me first.”

“I don’t think so.”

“This structure’s plans,” Devine growled, “passed earthquake preparedness review twice.”

“If you say so...”

“I do say so. A person only has to know the right people,” he said smugly. “And have the means to convince them.”

Federly returned Devine’s smirk with a scowl. “Bribe them? Is that what you mean?”

“I didn’t say that. There are other ways of making people see things your way. Soft spots. Mistakes they’ve made in their past.”

“Blackmail?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then how?”

Devine sneered vindictively. “By whatever means suit me and my legal people at the time.”

Federly caught himself clenching his teeth. “There’s nothing you can do to keep me from reporting any violations I see to the proper authorities.”

Devine broke into a pugnacious grin. “You go ahead and do that. Then we’ll see whose side the proper authorities are on. Meanwhile,” he turned from Federly and looked out the window opening, “in a short time, this will be the tallest building in Seattle. Columbia Center will forever be second-best. They’ll be looking up at me, and I’ll be looking down on them.”

***
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“Forgive me for saying this, Madam Governor,” Seattle Times reporter Laura Stern said. “But this has to be the umpteenth earthquake preparedness report commissioned by a governor of this state.” She tapped a finger on the thick document lying on the Governor’s fine cherry-wood desk between them. “I’ve read it cover-to-cover, like most of the others. What I want to know is, will you finally take action on some of the outstanding issues?”

Governor Sheila Long paused thoughtfully before answering. She glanced around at the old oil paintings and portraits covering the wood-paneled walls of her office as though trying to find a way to sidestep the question.

“We’ve made great progress in retrofitting major bridges and freeways, as well as many of the old brick school buildings. And we’ve bankrolled low-cost loans for owners of old buildings to bring them into compliance with the guidelines. Over seventy percent of older brick buildings within the City of Seattle are now reinforced with steel cross-braces.”

“I know. I’ve been following those programs for years with great satisfaction.”

“Yes, I can imagine you would, given it was your ‘Seismic Neglect’ series of articles that brought the need to the public eye.”

“But I’m here today specifically to discuss skyscrapers.”

“Yes, I know that.”

“More specifically, Devine’s Emerald Tower.”

“I know that too.”

“My sources tell me the earthquake preparedness design for that tower is inadequate.”

“I’ve heard that as well.”

“There are allegations of—if not outright bribery—then favors done or promised by Devine to certain members of the Urban Planning Commission.”

“I’ve heard the allegations, but I’ve never seen proof.”

“And you yourself don’t have any knowledge of improprieties?”

“If I did, the persons involved would already be under investigation or in jail. You’re not suggesting I’m party to—”

Stern shook her head. “I know your reputation for personal integrity, Madam Governor. And I have no reason to doubt it. Please consider these questions simply a part of my effort to dig for the truth—”

“I understand.”

“—and a duty I bear as a reporter committed to public safety and the public interest.”

“I understand that as well.”

“So why have certain city engineers who will go nameless, and certain individuals with the Fire Department, informed me that the design and construction of Devine’s Emerald Tower do not seem to remotely meet our current codes?”

The Governor hesitated a long time before answering. “I’m no expert on building design. So, I rely on others to tell me whether a particular building is up to codes.”

“And are you satisfied Devine’s tower is up to codes?”

“That’s what my experts tell me.”

“Do you believe them?”

“I have no reason not to.”

“Have you gone there yourself and looked the building over during construction?”

“I’m extremely busy.”

“Yes. Of course.” Laura paused. “So, do you trust your advisors to be scrupulous and honest in this matter?”

“I assume they will be. What else can I do?”

“Perhaps we could turn to the specific question of the height of Devine’s Emerald Tower. It’s about to set a record for the region. Isn’t that a problem right there? I mean, how tall is too tall in a seismically active town like Seattle?”

The Governor shrugged. “You tell me.”

“I can’t. But there has to be a limit. Otherwise, I can imagine a scenario where a quake makes the tallest building topple into the next building, and then another and another until the whole city falls like a line of dominoes.”

“Thanks for the nightmare scenario, Laura,” the Governor said. “I’m going to lose some sleep over that one, let me assure you.”

“Nothing about the current situation assures me of anything. Why not put an upper limit on building height in the center of downtown?”

“We have people actively pursuing that, but there is no precedent for how-tall-is-too-tall. At the same time, there has been vehement resistance among real estate developers to any limits at all.”

“Developers like Eldon Devine?”

“Eldon Devine and quite a few others.”

“I’ve been told Devine’s eighty-one stories are a violation of even the current building codes.”

“He got a variance.”

“How did he do that?”

“I’m still trying to figure that one out.”

“Can’t you tighten the rules and enforce them?”

“Some in the State Legislature say our rules are too strict already. It’s a free country. And lately, as you know, the U.S. government has been dead set against regulating much of anything.”

“But what’s right is right, Madam Governor. I have repeatedly published warnings about the potential for hundreds of thousands of casualties. Don’t you care?”

Governor Long sighed wearily. “Oh yes, I do care, very much. But caring is one thing, and enforcement is another. There are powerful forces working against me on this. Well-financed forces.”

“Forces that could keep you from being re-elected?”

Long suppressed a gasp and paused to collect her thoughts. “If I’m not re-elected, I can’t try to make the situation better, can I? And, in case you hadn’t noticed, wealthy people and corporations rule American politics these days. I have to be pragmatic, or they’ll have one of their hand-picked men sitting in this office next term.”

“I suppose you’re right. But meanwhile, it seems like a new and taller building springs up in Seattle every few months. Whereupon they fill with thousands of workers or apartment tenants. Doesn’t your conscience bother you about that?”

“It does very much. If I could overcome the powers that be and put things right, I would do so in a heartbeat. However, the grim reality is that rich financiers want tall buildings on their downtown properties.”

“Rich like Eldon Devine?”

The Governor took a deep breath. “Don’t get me started on him. Not only does he have the deep pockets to thwart any regulation we try to throw at him, but he’s
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