
  
    [image: Dead People Happen]
  


  
    
      DEAD PEOPLE HAPPEN

      A JACKIE MALLOY THRILLER STORY

    

    
      
        M. L. BUCHMAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Buchmann Bookworks, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIGN UP FOR M. L. BUCHMAN’S NEWSLETTER TODAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        and receive:

        Release News

        Free Short Stories

        a Free Book

      

        

      
        Get your free book today. Do it now.

        free-book.mlbuchman.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS TITLE

          

        

      

    

    
      She’s the ultimate Lone Wolf, but…

      Jackie Malloy didn’t plan it that way. After twenty years of service in a branch of the military she can never mention, she’s ready for an easy ride and a bit of fun.

      The first is simple, a renovated DC-3 airplane makes the perfect mobile home for one, the perfect ride for wherever she wants to go.

      Finding the bit of fun proves more problematic...until her old teenage lover calls for her help. There’s a dead person on his premier transcontinental airliner and he needs to know why — fast!
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      Five a.m. Too much information already, so I didn’t look at the caller ID when answering. If I’d know who it was, I’d have answered anyway.

      “Malloy!” blasted out of my phone.

      “Mackinac!” I hadn’t heard from Henri McKenzie since he’d left the service four years back, more than enough to completely wake me up. And self-preservation in my earlier life had taught me how to wake up fast.

      Most folks didn’t know about my Army past. Five-eight still-slender brunettes didn’t exactly fit the infantry picture in folks’ heads, which had worked a hundred percent to my advantage during my years in the field.

      We’d met decades ago on Mackinac Island, and I’d never called him anything else. The place is a sweet little resort where Lake Huron and Lake Michigan slid together to cut Michigan in two. It had done that millennia before Michigan gave up Toledo to Ohio and grabbed the Yoop—UP, Upper Peninsula—from the Wisconsin Territory. It was part of a deal to achieve statehood, even a state-in-two-parts, in time for a big federal payout. To this day, the Yoopers were uninspired by the move—showing their disdain as a strong presence as loyal Green Bay Packer fans, dissing the Detroit Lions at every game. Not that the Packers needed much assistance to consistently crush those Michigoons.

      We were both airline brats who summered on the island. My dad owned a mid-West regional with serious growth potential, and Mackinac’s held a sizeable chunk of a major freight airline. Two teens, a thousand-meter island airport, family planes to fool around on, sailboats when we got bored with being in the air. Each other’s best buddy in many ways for many lovely young summers.

      “Jackie, what are you up to these days?” I knew that tone and it wasn’t a past-friends-with-benefits kind of ask coming my way. Wouldn’t have used my first name if it had been.

      “You can’t be calling me for money.” Dad had been bought out by one of the majors. Before he and Mama retired to the Bahamas, they left me and my twin sister the bulk of it. Sis had taken her share to found a ten-city jet flight school and charter service, I’d banked mine, figuring to wait until I feel inspired.

      But Mackinac made me look poor. When his parents died in a house fire, he’d left the military. Yeah, we signed up together too, though into different services—and in his first move as a civilian he’d cashed out his piece of the airline. It almost took the carrier under to pay off his share.

      He’d turned around and plowed his capital into PBA—Pure Business Air. He’d taken a couple of Boeing 787 widebodies and hollowed them out, tossing economy, economy-plus, and business class out on the tarmac.

      First Class was relegated to the rear for those only able to afford ridiculous luxury, fine meals, and high-speed internet bounced through satellites. Executive Class rode to the smoother and quieter front of the aircraft. Their seats were pre-configured to the passenger’s body measurements. On-board assistants could facilitate a letterhead redesign, a session with the on-board masseuse, or a secure teleconference with a Prime Minister. The forward chef, of course, was French.

      “No, not that. I need a favor.”

      The man who could buy anything asking me for a favor couldn’t be a good sign.

      “You were an Army intel investigator, right?”

      Few folks knew I’d been in intel. Only half an instant before I sliced into him did I recall that Mackinac was one of them. We’d joined at the same time, but he’d been snagged by a recruiter selling him on the real-men SEAL track. Much to my surprise, he’d made it too. Not SEAL Team Six, properly called DEVGRU, but into the regular SEAL teams, which I didn’t know he’d had in him.

      Dad thought I’d served in Army aviation. Sure, I could fly almost anything, because I often needed to. Mama wasn’t fooled, of course. But then I never could get anything past her.

      “I was. You’ve never told anyone, right?” Put a little fear in my voice like they’d spank me for admitting even that much. Last he knew was when I stationed at the 207th in Vincenza, Italy. Now there was a hardship assignment—all those pretty Italian men to play with. I’d gone three more steps up since those days. All the way to the top.

      Nobody outside of the Secret Army of Northern Virginia knew the truth of my service. And, yes, that’s an actual nickname for the two hundred of us who made up the deepest intel group in the US military. Beneath the guise of ever-rotating official names, we called ourselves the Intelligence Support Activity, or simply The Activity.

      Two decades in and six months out, I was still busy enjoying my freedom. Hadn’t thought about hopping up to Mackinac Island in a long time, but now Mackinac’s call reminded me of the good times there…

      “Was. That’s good. That’s good. I’ve got a minor problem and I need someone with serious skills to look into it.”

      “Retired, Mackinac. Done.”

      “Uh-huh. Right. That’s even better. Where are you?” Mackinac had never been good at listening. Not to me, not to anyone. If he wasn’t so successful, it would be easier to be annoyed. He’d been splashing ads for his new airline across the inside of every flight magazine from FLYING to Condé Nast Traveler. I kept up so that I could talk at family meals. My Activity day job hadn’t cut it as a conversation starter with anyone cleared below Top Secret - SCI, sensitive compartmentalized information.

      Mackinac’s ad budget must match his plane budget, though maybe not. In addition to long-haul business luxury, he also kept a fleet of feeder bizjets—again outfitted as executive class—at each destination in case you really wanted Paris instead of the main hub of Heathrow, or to party in Bangkok after a meeting in Kuala Lumpur.

      Where was I? It was a good question that I couldn’t answer right away.

      “Uh,” I wasn’t sure where I was and had to think about it a bit. I called the back suite of my converted Douglas DC-3 home. I’d gone for the Basler BT-67 upgrade. The long-range tanks, single-pilot glass cockpit, and higher speed had all been big selling points. The extra four feet of cabin space had closed the deal.

      But living in an airplane, it sometimes took a bit to remember where I’d landed. I looked around. The cabin windows were shuttered, but the pre-dawn light filtered in from the cockpit door I’d forgotten to close last night.

      Last night. Sunset at a beach bar with…

      “Oh, yeah, Key West.” The place was a weird mix. Okay, weirder than I’d expected. In April, it was a whole lot of spring breakers who’d bagged off the rest of the semester to play on the beach. And an equal number of old hippies still stuck here fifty years after their own forever-after spring break, now grumbling about the young punks clogging up the beach they no longer left the bars to enjoy. Perfectly aged to a mellow forty, I fell through the gap in the middle.

      “Excellent!” He’d always been a bit of a Bill-and-Ted fan. “How fast can you be in the Bahamas?”

      “Mackinac…” I don’t know why I was arguing. I was planning to head over to visit the parents anyway. “Forty-five minutes. Fifty if you want me showered first.”

      “Okay, I’ll reroute the flight—Miami to The Bahamas.”

      “Wait. What the hell’s going on, Mackinac?” He was always leaving out the important bits because his brain had already thought he’d had the conversation and he’d long since moved on.

      “I’ve got a dead person on the Beijing-Miami flight. I was supposed to be on the flight too, but I had to stay in Beijing at the last minute, so I need someone to deal with it for me. Quietly, so Grand Bahama instead of Miami. They’ll be on the ground by the time you get there. Really appreciate this. I’ll owe you.” And he was gone.

      I thought about it as I dug around for a clean pair of shorts and a Hawaiian shirt that didn’t have beer poured on it last night by a twenty-something who had me laughing at his pass for all the wrong reasons. At least entertainment was cheap in Key West.

      Not hard to figure out how I’d been the one to catch the call. Mackinac didn’t just need help with corpse logistics; he needed to keep it dead quiet—hence the islands rather than Miami. It was Pure Business Air’s third-ever flight. Dead people happen in the air, not that airlines liked to talk about the roughly thousand a year going down by heart attack alone. But Mackinac had generated so much publicity to launch his new airline that he might make front-page news if word leaked out.

      I hoped their pilot had a damn good tailwind ride on the jet stream because pushing past Miami out to The Bahamas left Beijing eight thousand miles behind, several hundred miles farther than the 787’s rated max range.
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