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Chapter 1
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9:42 p.m.


No. Not doing it.”


“When I called, you were Johnny on the spot.”


“But I didn’t know then about the weather. It’s socked in solid, Dash.”


“Fog ain’t solid. You can fly through it, you know. Like clouds. Or didn’t your online flight school teach that?”


The young pilot rolled his eyes. “They closed Atlanta. Closed it. How often does that happen? It must be bad, or the airport wouldn’t have been shut down the night before Thanksgiving. Be reasonable.”


Dash pressed his beefy hand over his heart. “I’m reasonable. I’m the soul of reason. The client, on the other hand … He don’t care the airport’s shut down. He wants this box here”—he slapped his hand down on top of the black metal container sitting on the counter behind him—“to get there”—he pointed in a generally southern direction—“tonight. I guaranteed him that it would.”


“Then you’ve got a customer relations problem.”


He was called Dash, first because the few who’d ever known his real name had forgotten it, and, second, because the name of his charter and airfreight company was Dash-It-All.


Older than he owned up to being, Dash had a potbelly that served the same purpose as a cowcatcher on a locomotive: Little could stand in the path of his stomping tread. Always under a deadline, his singular expression was a scowl.


As menacing as that glower was, however, thus far it hadn’t fazed the pilot who was resistant to taking off from Columbus, Ohio, for Atlanta, where, for holiday travelers, the weather was screwing with tight schedules and well-laid plans.


And if airfreight was your business, satisfaction guaranteed, it was screwing with your livelihood.


Frustrated, Dash clamped down on an unlit cigar and worked it between his stained teeth. Smoking was prohibited in the fixed base operator. His rules. But also, his cigars. So he gnawed on one whenever somebody was giving him a hassle he didn’t need. As now.


“No real flyer would get squeamish over a little fog,” he said.


The pilot gave him a look.


Okay. Only to himself, Dash conceded that it was more than a little fog. It was the likes of which no one alive had ever seen. People along the Atlantic seaboard had awakened this morning to find their cities and towns engulfed. The fog had created traffic hazards and general havoc over the eastern third of the United States and showed no signs of lifting.


The Weather Channel was getting a ratings boost. Meteorologists were practically giddy over the phenomenon, which one had described as “biblical,” and another had called “epochal.” Dash wasn’t sure what that meant, but it sounded grim. What the blasted fog meant to him was lost revenue.


At Hartsfield-Jackson and other major airports in a double-digit number of states, passenger flights and cargo carriers had been grounded on this Thanksgiving eve when it seemed that everybody in the nation was trying to get from wherever they were to someplace else. Dash figured it would take till Christmas for the carriers to unsnarl the mess, but that was of no concern to him.


His concern was keeping his fleet of airplanes in the air, shuttling stuff that people paid to have shuttled in the shortest amount of time possible. Birds nesting in the hangar didn’t make money. He needed this pilot to grow a pair, and quick, so he could back up the guarantee he’d made to his client, a Dr. Lambert, that this box would reach Atlanta before morning.


Hoping to shame the young aviator into taking off, Dash looked him up and down with unconcealed scorn. “You could make it fine if you wanted to bad enough. Scared of the fog, or scared you won’t be back tomorrow in time for your mama’s turkey dinner and pumpkin pie?”


“I’m waiting it out, Dash. End of discussion.”


The pilot was on the shy side of thirty. Even at this time of night, he was clean-shaven and smartly dressed in black slacks and white shirt. His eyes were clear, like he hadn’t violated the FAA’s bottle-to-throttle minimum of an eight-hour abstention from alcohol before flying, and also had gotten that many hours of sleep.


Dash had years of experience sizing up flyers of every caliber, from top guns to crop dusters. He gauged this one as an uptight stickler who flew by the book and wouldn’t know an aeronautical instinct if it bit him in the ass. He abided by the rules no matter what. All the rules. All the time. No exceptions.


Dash wanted to strangle him.


Curbing that impulse, he tried again. “You’ll be jockeying the Beechcraft. Just had it overhauled, you know. All the latest technology. New seats. Cushy as they come.”


The pilot stood his ground. “When the weather in Atlanta clears, and the airport reopens—”


“A decade from now!” Dash interrupted in a shout. “If they reopened right this minute, it’d be hours before they work through the stack-up. By then your tuna fish sandwiches will have spoiled.” The client had agreed to pay for a catered box lunch for the “crew.” It had been delivered wrapped up all nice in a white pasteboard box. It, too, sat on the counter behind them.


In an ominous mutter, Dash added, “They’ll have spoiled or been snatched.”


He cast a look across the lobby toward the sofa against the far wall. The couch was an eyesore. Its turquoise-and-tan plaid upholstery was lumpy, stringy, greasy in spots, and stained with not even God knew what.


But its condition seemed not to matter to the man stretched out along it. He lay on his back, hands linked over his stomach, a years-old aviation magazine with curled pages tented over his face while he slept.


Dash came back around to the pilot. Still speaking in an undertone, he said, “We get all kinds passing through here, you know.”


“I’ll guard my lunch until I can take off.”


Dash exhaled with agitation. “It’s not like your cargo is a rodeo bull.”


He had actually flown one such snorting mean bastard from Cheyenne to Abilene in a DC-3. Damn thing had bucked all the way there. The bull, not the plane, which had been a sweetheart. That was 1985, if he was remembering right. Back when he was young and wild and thin. Well … thinner.


He sighed with nostalgia for the good ol’ days then resumed his argument with the pilot. “All you’ll be carrying tonight is this fancy tackle box.”


“The airport is closed, Dash.”


“The big mama, yeah. But—”


“And so is every FBO in a two-hundred-mile radius of Atlanta.”


Dash shifted the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other, then held up both hands in surrender. “Okay. You win. I’ll cut you in for a larger share.”


“I can’t spend extra pay if I’m dead.”


Dash bit off the soggy end of his cigar and spat the wad into the trash can. “You’re not gonna get dead.”


“Right. Because I’m not flying until the fog dissipates and the airport reopens. The plane is fueled and ready to roll when we get the thumbs-up. Okay? Can we drop it?” He pulled himself up taller. “Now, the crucial question. Is the popcorn machine still busted?” With that, the pilot turned and followed the odor of scorched corn kernels toward the hallway that led to the pilot’s lounge.


Dash’s cell phone rang. “Hold on. Maybe this’ll be your thumbs-up.”


The pilot stopped and turned. Dash answered his phone. “Yeah?” When the caller identified himself, Dash held up an index finger, indicating that it was the call he’d hoped for. It was his counterpart who’d brokered the charter at a private fixed base operator attached to Hartsfield-Jackson.


“Yeah, yeah, he’s ready. Good to go. Chomping at the bit,” he added, skewering the pilot with his glare “Huh? Divert to where?” His frown deepened as he listened for another half minute. “No, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.” Even as he said that, he knew better. “No PCL system? You’re sure somebody’ll be there to turn on the lights?”


The pilot flinched. A pilot-controlled lighting system would have enabled him to turn on the runway lights from his cockpit.


“Okay,” Dash said. “Email me the particulars. Got it.” He clicked off and said to the pilot, “We’re in luck. There’s an FBO outside a small town in northern Georgia. The client will meet you there. He’s leaving Atlanta now by car. It’s a two, two-and-a-half-hour drive, but he’s willing—”


“Northern Georgia? In the mountains?”


Dash made a dismissive gesture. “Not big ones. Foothills.”


“Is it controlled?”


“No. But the landing strip is plenty long enough for this aircraft if you, uh, set down at the very end of it, and the crosswinds aren’t too strong.” Reading his pilot’s dubious expression, he snapped his fingers. “Better idea.”


“I wait for Atlanta to reopen.”


“You take the 182.”


The pilot sputtered a laugh. “That bucket? I don’t think so.”


Dash glowered. “That bird was flying long before your daddy was born.”


Which was the wrong thing to boast because the pilot chuckled again. “My point exactly.”


“Okay, so it’s not as young and spiffy as the Beechcraft, and it’s seen some wear and tear, but it’s reliable, and it’s here, and you’re going. I’ll gas her up while you file your flight plan. Name of the place is—”


“Hold on, Dash. I signed on for the Beechcraft, flying into a controlled airport, not chancing it in uncontrolled airspace over mountainous terrain, in pea soup, and landing on a short strip where there’s likely to be strong crosswinds. And hoping that somebody will be there to turn on the runway lights?” He shook his head. “Forget it.”


“I’ll pay you triple.”


“Not worth it. I’d have to be crazy. Up to you to head off the client and make him understand that nobody can deliver tonight whatever is in that box. He’ll get it when the weather improves. I’ll continue to monitor it and get on my way as soon as I can.”


“You pass on this, you’re history with my outfit.”


“Not so. You need pilots too bad.” He picked up the boxed lunch and took it with him as he crossed the lobby and headed down the hallway.


Dash swore under his breath. He’d issued an empty threat, and the smug son of a bitch knew it. He needed pilots rated for several categories, classes, and types of aircraft who could climb into a cockpit and fly at a moment’s notice.


This one was an asshole, but he was a bachelor and therefore more available than the men with families. He was eager to chalk up hours that he could eventually peddle to a commercial passenger carrier.


And, truth be told, to fly into that backwoods airfield under these more-than-iffy conditions, he would have to be altogether crazy. He wasn’t. He was a levelheaded pilot who didn’t take unnecessary risks.


Dash needed the other kind.


He looked across the lobby toward the sofa, shifted his cigar again, hiked his pants up beneath his substantial overlap, and took a deep breath. “Uh, Rye?”


The man lying on the sofa didn’t respond.


“Rye,” Dash said more loudly, “you awake?” The sprawled form remained motionless, but Dash continued. “I’ve got a situation here. Rotten kickoff to the holiday season, and you know that’s when I make half my year’s income. This guy’s turned pussy on me, and—”


Dash stopped talking when Rye Mallett lifted the old magazine off his face. He rolled up and swung his feet to the floor. “Yeah, I heard.” He stood, tossed down the magazine, and reached for his bomber jacket and flight bag. “Where am I flying?”


10:21 p.m.


Rye had opted not to take the Beechcraft for the reasons cited by the other pilot, whose name he didn’t know and couldn’t care less about. Dash had put the Cessna 182 through its preflight check while Rye accessed a computer in one of the waiting areas. He’d gone onto a website that provided aerial photos of airports.


He’d studied the bird’s-eye view picture of the Howardville County Airfield, made note of the lay of the land and how the FBO fit into the landscape, then printed out the photo to take with him.


He called flight service and filed his flight plan using instrument flight rules. He would be relying on instruments from takeoff to landing. Nothing unusual about that, but the fog was.


Wanting to get the skinny, and not from someone in a TV studio with capped teeth and cemented hair, he’d logged on to several flight-related blogs to see what the chatter was. As expected, nearly all the messages posted today had been about the fog and the hell it was creating. The pilots who’d flown in it were warning others about vast areas of zero visibility.


Typing in his user name on one of the sites, Rye had posted a question about Howardville. He’d received a flurry of replies, the first of which was, “If ur thinking of flying into there tonight, what color flowers do you want on your casket?”


Another: “Beware the power lines. If u make it as far as the landing strip alive, brace yourself. That bitch is a washboard.”


Similar posts had followed, words of caution spiced with graveyard humor and the irreverent quipping that was universal among aviators who didn’t wear uniforms. The upshot of the online conversation was that one would be wise not to fly into Rye’s destination tonight.


But Rye often received such warnings, and he flew anyway.


Even Dash had seemed uncharacteristically concerned. The only thing Rye had ever seen the older man get sentimental over was a three-legged cat that had hobbled into the hangar one day. The animal was emaciated and flea-ridden. It hissed and scratched at anybody who went near it. But Dash had taken a shine to it and had fed it until it was strong enough to hobble off. Which it did one night, never to be seen again. When Rye asked after it, Dash had told him with noticeable gruffness in his voice, “Ungrateful bastard run off.”


Rye had gotten a glimpse of Dash’s well-hidden softer side then, and again now as Dash escorted him out onto the tarmac where the Cessna workhorse sat ready.


Dash grunted as he bent down to remove the chocks from the wheels and, after grumbling about his damned trick knee, said, “The box is buckled into the copilot seat.”


Rye nodded and was about to step up into the cockpit, but Dash cleared his throat, signaling that he had more to say. He removed the cigar from his mouth and regarded the unlit tip of it. “You know, Rye, I wouldn’t be asking you to fly tonight except that it’s the start of the holiday season and—”


“You already said that.”


“Well. And, anyhow, you’re the best pilot for this type of flying.”


“In lieu of flattery, how about a bonus?”


“Besides,” Dash continued without addressing the mention of a bonus, “I doubt it’s as bad as they’re letting on.”


“I doubt that, too. It’s probably worse.”


Dash nodded as though he also feared that might be the case. “After you make the delivery, don’t worry about flying right back.”


“You’re all heart, Dash.”


“But if you could return her by noon tomorrow—”


“Sure.”


“I know that’s a quick turnaround, but you don’t require a lot of sleep.”


Rye had conditioned himself to function well on as little sleep as possible, not only because that particular skill made him more flexible when it came to FAA regulations—and cargo carriers appreciated flexibility in their freelance pilots—but also because the less he slept, the less he dreamed.


Dash was saying something about the pilot’s hoarded boxed lunch. “I could weasel a sandwich out of his stingy self if you want to take one with you.”


“Can’t stand tuna.”


“No, me neither. There may be a couple of stale doughnuts left over from this morning.”


Rye shook his head.


Dash worried the cigar between his teeth. “Look, Rye, you sure you’re—”


“What’s with the hand-holding, Dash? Are you working up to kissing me goodbye?”


Dash’s comeback was swift and obscene. He turned and lumbered back into the building. Rye climbed into the cockpit, called flight service and got his clearance, then, after a short taxi, took off.


1:39 a.m.


When he was only a few miles from his destination, Atlanta Center cleared him for the VOR approach. Rye told the controller he would cancel his flight plan once he was safely on the ground.


“Good luck with that,” the guy said, sounding very much like he meant it.


Rye signed off and tuned to the FBO’s frequency. “This is November nine seven five three seven. Anybody home?”


There were crackles in Rye’s ears, then, “I’m here. Brady White. You Mallett?”


“Who else have you got coming in?”


“Nobody else is crazy enough to try. I hope you make it just so I can shake your hand. Maybe even scare up a beer for you.”


“I’ll hold you to it. I’m on VOR/DME approach, ten miles out at four thousand feet, and about to do my first step-down. Go ahead and pop the lights.”


“Lights are on.”


“Descending to thirty-two hundred feet. Still can’t see crap. What’s your ceiling?”


“It’s whiteout almost all the way to the ground,” Brady White told him.


“Got any more good news?”


The man laughed. “Don’t cheat on the last step-down, because there are power lines about a quarter mile from the runway threshold.”


“Yeah, they’re on the chart. How bad are the crosswinds?”


Brady gave him the degree and wind velocity. “Light for us, but it’s a mixed blessing. A little stronger, it’d blow away this fog.”


“Can’t have everything.” Rye kept close watch on his altimeter. Remembering the name on the shipment paperwork, he asked, “Dr. Lambert there?”


“Not yet, but due. What are you hauling?”


Rye glanced over at the black box. “Didn’t ask, don’t know.”


“All the hurry-up, I figure it must be a heart or something.”


“Didn’t ask, don’t know. Don’t care.”


“Then how come you’re doing this?”


“Because this is what I do.”


After a beat, Brady said, “I hear your engine. You see the runway yet?”


“Looking.”


“You nervous?”


“About what?”


Brady chuckled. “Make that two beers.”


On his windshield, beads of moisture turned into wiggly streams. Beyond them, he could see nothing except fog. If conditions were as Brady described, Rye probably wouldn’t see the landing strip lights until he was right on top of them and ready to set down. Which made him glad he’d elected to fly the smaller plane and didn’t have to worry about overshooting the end of the runway and trying to stop that Beechcraft before plowing up ground at the far end. Also, he had near-empty fuel tanks, so he was landing light.


No, he wasn’t nervous. He trusted the instruments and was confident he could make a safe landing. As bad as conditions were, he’d flown in worse.


All the same, he was ready to get there and hoped that Dr. Lambert would show up soon. He looked forward to having the doctor sign off on the delivery so he could raid the vending machine—assuming Brady’s outfit had one—then crawl into the back of the plane to sleep.


Dash had removed the two extra seats to allow more cargo space. To save him the expense of a motel room for overnighters, he’d provided a sleeping bag. It stank of sweat and men. No telling how many pilots had farted in it, but tonight Rye wouldn’t mind it.


The nap he’d taken at Dash-It-All was wearing off. Sleeping wasn’t his favorite pastime, but he needed a few hours before heading back tomorrow morning.


He reminded himself to make sure Brady didn’t lock him out of the building when he left for home. Otherwise Rye wouldn’t have access to the toilet. Assuming there was a toilet. He’d flown into places where—


He saw the runway lights flicker through the fog. “Okay, Brady. I’ve got a visual on your lights. Is that beer good and cold?”


No reply.


“Brady, did you nod off?”


In the next instant, a laser beam was shone into the windshield and speared Rye right between the eyes.


“Bloody hell!”


Instinctually he raised his left hand to shield his eyes. Several seconds later, the piercing light went out. But the damage had been done. He’d been blinded at the most critical point of his landing.


He processed all this within a single heartbeat.


The ground would be coming up fast. Crashing was almost a given, and so was dying.


His last thought: About fucking time.






Chapter 2
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1:46 a.m.


Pilot training, reflex, and survival instinct kicked in. Despite his blasé acceptance of almost certain death, Rye automatically and unemotionally began to think through options and react in a way that would better his chances to live and tell about this.


And he had milliseconds in which to do it.


Instinctively he eased back on the yoke to tilt the craft’s nose up and pulled back the throttle to reduce his airspeed, but not so much that he would stall.


If he could achieve a touch-and-go on the airstrip and stay airborne long enough for his vision to clear, he could possibly do a go-around and make another approach.


He would like to manage it just so he could kill Brady White.


But below him wasn’t wide-open spaces. If he overshot the runway without enough altitude, he would clip treetops. If he gained enough altitude to clear the trees, he would still have to get above the foothills, and he no longer trusted his ability to gauge their distance. With the fog, and purple and yellow spots exploding in his eyeballs, he was flying by feel.


Likely case: He didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell. He couldn’t see his instruments for the frenzied dancing dots in front of his eyes. Without the instruments, his spatial orientation was shot. He could be flying the plane straight into the bosom of Mother Earth.


And then ahead and slightly to his left, he spotted a lighter patch of fog that intensified into a brighter glow that soon separated into two beams of light spaced closely together. Looked like headlights. A parking lot? No, the road. The road he’d noted in the aerial picture of the airfield. In any case, the lights gave him some indication of how close he was to the ground.


No time to ponder it. He went into an ever so slight left bank and aimed the craft toward the lights.


Nose up enough to clear the headlights.


Easy easy easy, don’t stall.


The plane sailed over the lights, stayed airborne for maybe another forty or fifty yards, and then hit the ground hard. The plane bounced back into the air a few feet. When it came down again, it did so on the left and front wheels only. Then the right gear collapsed. The plane slewed to the right, the right wing dipped, and, catching the ground, whipped the craft into an even sharper right turn, which Rye was powerless to correct.


His instantaneous reaction was to stand on the brakes, but if the wheels had been torn off or even badly damaged, the hydraulic line would’ve been cut, so brakes were useless.


The plane skidded off the road and into the woods. A tree branch caught the windshield. The Plexiglas remained intact, but the cracks created a web that obscured his vision all the more.


Then impact.


The Cessna hit an obstacle with such momentum behind it that the nose crumpled, and the tail left the ground before dropping back down with a jolt that made Rye bite his tongue when his teeth clamped.


He was rattled, but cognizant enough to realize that, impossibly, he was on terra firma. The plane wasn’t engulfed in flames. He was alive. Even as that registered, he fumbled for and found the master switch to kill the electrical power and reached down to the floor between the seats to shut off the fuel selector valve.


Then he allowed himself time to catch his breath, slow his heart rate, and run through a mental checklist for likely injuries. The purple and yellow dots were dissipating. He could see well enough. He wasn’t hurting anywhere, only feeling pressure against his torso from the yoke, which the cockpit panel had jammed against his chest.


The plane was so old it didn’t have a shoulder restraint, only a lap belt. He labored to get it unbuckled, but was finally free of it. The door on his left appeared undamaged. He unlatched it and shoved it open. Cold, damp air rushed in. He sucked in a lungful and expelled it through his mouth.


It took several tries and teeth-gnashing effort, but he squeezed himself from beneath the yoke, out of the seat, and through the opening. His flight bag was on the floor in front of the copilot seat, crammed underneath the panel. It was a strain to reach it, but he snagged the leather strap and wrangled the bag free. He pulled it out of the cockpit and tossed it to the ground.


That left only the black box.


In a crash situation, the pilot was allowed by the FAA to take only his flight bag from the plane. Everything else was to be left as it was until an accident report was filed with the FAA and it was determined whether or not an on-site investigation was necessary.


But, remembering the urgency behind this cargo, he released the seat belt, picked up the box, and cradled it in his right elbow. As he backed out, he shut the door of the plane, then hopped to the ground like he’d done roughly ten thousand times over the course of his career.


Only this time his knees gave way. He went to the dirt and was very glad that nobody was there to see his impersonation of a rag doll. Apparently he was more shaken than he’d realized.


He sat up, bowed his head low between his raised knees, and concentrated on taking deep, even breaths. He stayed like that long enough for the dampness of the ground to seep into the seat of his jeans.


Eventually he raised his head and opened his eyes. He was wrapped in fog and total darkness, but his vision was clear. No more dancing spots. He could distinguish the two fingers he held up.


He didn’t realize until then that he’d been thrust forward on impact and had banged his head. Tentatively exploring, he discovered a goose egg at his hairline, but it couldn’t be too bad. His vision wasn’t blurred, he didn’t need to puke, and he hadn’t blacked out, so he ruled out a concussion. He was just coming down from an adrenaline surge, that’s all.


He rested the back of his head against the fuselage and swiped his forehead with the back of his hand. It came away wet with sweat, while inside his bomber jacket he was shivering.


He wasn’t too bothered by it, though. His shakes weren’t anything a good belt of bourbon wouldn’t cure.


Having reached that conclusion, he dragged his flight bag toward him and unzipped it. Fishing inside it, he found his flashlight and switched it on. With the black box still in the crook of his arm, and the strap of his bag on his opposite shoulder, he braced himself against the fuselage and stood up to test his equilibrium.


He wasn’t in top form, but he was okay. He ducked beneath the wing and moved toward the plane’s nose. The freakin’ tree he’d crashed into had to be the biggest one in Georgia. It was massive. With only the flashlight for illumination, he surveyed the damage to the aircraft.


He could see well enough to know that Dash was going to be pissed.


He sat down again, this time with his back propped against the trunk of the tree, and pulled his cell phone from the pocket of his jacket. When he saw that the screen was busted, and the phone wouldn’t come on, he searched his flight bag for his spare. He didn’t recall the last time he’d used it, or charged it, and, sure enough, it was as dead as a hammer. Atlanta Center needed to be told that he was on the ground, but he couldn’t notify them until he got to a working telephone.


Muttering a litany of obscenities, he looked around himself but couldn’t see a damn thing except fog and more fog. The flashlight’s beam was strong, but instead of penetrating the fog, it reflected off it and made it appear even more opaque. He switched off the flashlight to conserve the battery. Left in the dark, he considered his situation.


If he were smart, he would sit here, maybe nap, and wait for the fog to lift.


But he was madder than he was smart. He wanted to go after Brady White and beat the living shit out of him. He’d been so busy trying to avert a catastrophe, he hadn’t had time until now to contemplate why the guy would sweet-talk him to the end of the landing strip and then hit him with a goddamn laser. It had to have been a fancy one in order to penetrate the fog and impact his vision as it had.


Brady White had seemed a likable character, and a bit in awe of Rye. Not like somebody who had it in for him. And what grudge could he be carrying when they’d never even met?


But who else besides Brady White had even known Rye was flying in? Dr. Lambert. But he hadn’t arrived yet, and even if he had, why would he book this charter to get the payload here tonight and then sabotage the plane? Made no sense.


Made no sense why Brady White had sabotaged him, either, but Rye was going to find out, and then teach him a hard lesson in aviation safety, which, for the rest of his natural life, he would remember. Rye wanted to inflict pain and regret in equal portions.


In anticipation of that, he looked around, trying to orient himself. Once he reached the road, he’d be able to find his way to the FBO office. He only hoped that while thrashing through the woods in search of the road, he wouldn’t stumble over a fallen tree and fracture a leg bone, or step off into a ravine and break his neck. Best to get on with it, though.


He shouldered his bag and was about to stand when out of the corner of his eye, he caught a diffused light making a sweeping motion through the woods.


So he didn’t have to go in search of Brady Boy, after all. Brady had come looking for him. Like an arsonist watching the building burn, this sick bastard wanted to gloat over the destruction he’d wrought.


Well, Brady White had no idea what he’d let himself in for.


Moving quickly but creating as little sound as possible, Rye duck-walked around the trunk of the tree and out of sight. Without taking his eyes off the fuzzy orb of light bouncing in the fog, he reached into his flight bag and unzipped the inside pocket where he kept his Glock pocket pistol. He covered the slide with his palm to help mute the sound as he chambered a bullet.


He watched from his hunkered position behind the tree as a dark form materialized in the fog. White’s flashlight wasn’t substantial. In fact its beam was rather yellow and sickly, but on one of its sweeps around the clearing, it moved past the aircraft’s tail, then swiftly reversed and spotlighted the tail number. He froze in place, one foot still raised.


Rye didn’t move, barely breathed. He could hear the hand on his wristwatch ticking off the seconds. After ten, the guy lowered his foot and continued walking toward the plane but in a much more hesitant tread. He moved the light along the fuselage until it shone on the smashed propeller and nose.


Cautious still, he continued forward. The fog made him indistinct, but Rye could tell that he was dressed head-to-toe in dark clothing, the hood of his coat covering his head.


Rye’s first impulse was to rush him, but he savored the guy’s obvious hesitancy. Who would deliberately disable a pilot in flight from a safe distance on the ground? Only a damn coward. It made Rye’s blood boil. His hand tightened around the grip of the small Glock, but he decided not to do anything until he saw what this stealthy son of a bitch did next.


When the guy reached the wing, he bent down to clear his head as he walked under it, then aimed the flashlight up at the window on the pilot’s door. The angle was wrong and the beam too weak for him to see into the cockpit. He seemed to debate it for several moments, then climbed up until he could reach the door latch and open it.


It was obvious to Rye that he had expected a body to be strapped into the pilot’s seat because he reacted with a start and shone the flashlight around the cockpit. Rye could see the beam crazily darting behind the cracked windshield.


The guy pulled back, gave a furtive look around, then hastily scrambled down and started walking back in the direction from which he’d come, no longer hesitant. In fact, he was moving in a big damn hurry.


“I don’t think so.” Rye lurched to his feet and charged.


The tackle almost knocked the breath out of Rye, so he knew his saboteur had borne the brunt of it, and that gave him a tremendous amount of satisfaction.


The flashlight was dropped and landed on the ground a few feet away from where they tussled. White reached for it, but Rye wrapped his arms tight around the torso beneath his, pinning the guy’s arms to his sides and rendering his legs useless by straddling them and practically sitting on his butt.


“What’s the matter, jerk-off? Did you expect to find my bloody corpse in the pilot’s seat? Well, surprise.”


He flipped him over, grabbed a flailing wrist in each of his hands, even as his right maintained a grip on the nine-millimeter. He forced the guy’s arms out to his sides and flattened the backs of them against the rocky ground.


As angry as he’d ever been in his life, he growled, “I want to know just what the fuck—”


He broke off when he realized that the eyes glowering up at him were set in a soft, smooth face framed by a tumble of dark, wavy hair. He said, “Who the hell are you?”


“Your client.”


Rye recoiled in shock and looked down at the chest inches from his face, which was rising and falling with agitation … and was also indisputably female. “Dr. Lambert? I expected a man.”


“Well, surprise.”


Then she kneed him in the balls.






Chapter 3
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2:01 a.m.


Damn!” She’d missed. He had sucked in a sharp breath in anticipation and shifted his hips just enough to prevent a direct hit. Teeth clenched, she said, “Get off me.”


He didn’t. Instead, he secured her legs by pressing them more tightly between his. “You’re supposed to be at the FBO. What are you doing out here?”


“Do you have the box? Why do you have a gun?”


“I asked first.”


Their eyes engaged in a contest of wills, but he was angry, large, strong, and on top of her, all of which gave him the advantage. “Because of the fog, I missed the turnoff. The road came to a dead end at a cyclone fence. I was about to turn around when your plane swooped in from out of nowhere.”


“Oh. You belong to the headlights. I flew toward them.”


“Toward them?”


“So I could land on the road.”


“But you didn’t. You crashed.”


“Wasn’t my fault.”


“No?” The instant the word was out, she realized how snotty her tone had sounded, and it made him mad.


“No, doctor. The fact is, I kept the craft from falling out of the fucking sky, which it would have done if I weren’t such a fucking good pilot. It took a hell of an effort to avoid taking your head off. You should be thanking me.”


“Gratitude isn’t exactly what I’m feeling for you right now. Was the box damaged? What caused you to crash?”


“Someone—” He stopped, rethought what he had intended to say, then said a terse “Power outage.”


“On your plane?”


“The instruments blinked. These kinds of conditions, being able to see your instruments can mean the difference between living and dying. I managed to pull it off.” He continued to stare down at her with mistrust. She forced herself to hold his stare without shrinking, although he looked unscrupulous, and kept her mindful of the gun in his right hand.


“How long are you going to keep me pinned down?” she said. “You’re hurting my hands, and there’s a rock planted in my left kidney.”


He didn’t react immediately, but then he must have decided that the standoff was pointless. He released her wrists, moved off her, and stood. He picked up the flashlight she’d dropped and shone it directly into her face, staying on it until she asked him with curt politeness to get it out of her eyes. He kept the flashlight on, but angled it away from her. It provided ambient light.


She sat up, rubbing the gouge on her back. “What’s your name?”


“Rye Mallett.”


“Mr. Mallett,” she said in a murmur as she started to stand. He cupped her elbow to give her a boost. As soon as she was on her feet, she pulled her arm free and began brushing the dirt and twigs off the backs of her hands. They were nicked and scratched. One had a smear of blood on it. She shot him an accusing look.


“Sorry,” he said. “I thought you were a guy.”


“It would have been nice if you’d made that distinction before coming after me. Armed. Was the gun really necessary?”


“Wasn’t, but might’ve been.”


“Do all pilots carry guns these days?”


“What other pilots do isn’t any of my business.”


She looked over at the plane. The damage appeared to be considerable. He’d been fortunate to walk away from the crash, much less have enough strength to overpower her and keep her pinned down. “You don’t seem to have been injured, Mr. Mallett. Are you all right?”


“I’m fine.”


“Are you sure?”


“I’m fine.”


“I’m glad to hear it.” With that settled, she asked, “What about the box?”


“Do you know Brady White?”


“The man who manages the airfield? I talked to him on the phone tonight. He agreed to be here when you landed, although I don’t think he believed that anyone would actually fly in tonight. He said—” She broke off when a thought occurred to her. “He did show up, didn’t he? He turned the lights on?”


“Yeah. He turned the lights on.”


“Good. He did what he was supposed to, then.”


“According to your directions.” His jaw was tense with what appeared to be cold fury. His eyes narrowed on her again. “What’s in that black box?”


That was a question she had no intention of answering, especially since it had been posed with such suspicion. She said, “I didn’t see it in the cockpit.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


“Your only concern should be its delivery. To your client. Who happens to be me. Is it secured in the back of the plane? Please tell me whether or not it was damaged.”


“Wasn’t damaged.”


“I’d like to see that for myself.”


“Don’t trust me?”


“You have the gall to ask that when you were the one waving a gun around?”


“Didn’t wave it around. But the point here is that the mistrust works both ways. What’s so bloody important that the contents of that box had to get here tonight, never mind the weather?”


She held her silence.


“Hmm? Not even a hint? Come on. What could be so closely safeguarded and time-sensitive? The secret ingredient in Grandma’s candied yams?”


“This is no joking matter, Mr. Mallett.”


“You’re goddamn right, it’s not,” he said, raising his voice and taking a fractional step closer. “How come you were sneaking up on the plane?”


“I wasn’t sneaking.”


“Looked like sneaking. The hood, the—”


“I pulled my hood up because of the mist.”


He held out his hand palm up, inches from her face, waited a few seconds, then said, “Dry as dust. No mist.”


“It was misting when I left my car.”


He waited a beat, then asked, “You’re a doctor?” She nodded. “Medical?” She nodded again. “Didn’t you take an oath to do everything possible to ward off death?”


“Yes.”


“Did you mean it?”


She refused to honor the insult with a reply.


“Reason I asked,” he continued, “when you saw the wrecked plane, how come you didn’t break into a run to see to my welfare? For all you knew, I was one heartbeat away from checking out.”


“I was exercising caution.”


“You were creeping.”


“Because I wasn’t sure it was safe!” she exclaimed. “Crashed planes sometimes explode, catch fire.”


“Yeah, I know.”


His tone had the quality of a death knell, a warning that the topic would be better left alone. But she held her ground and said with stern emphasis, “Give me the box.”


“Trade you for it.”


She huffed a laugh. “I’m sorry? Trade?”


“I need a lift to the airport office.”


She was about to refuse when she realized that he was, indeed, stranded. “Of course.”


“Thanks.”


She’d been so focused on getting what she’d come for, she hadn’t thought of the other repercussions of the crash. “Poor Mr. White,” she said. “You were just about to land. He must be frantic to know what happened to you.”


“Oh, poor Mr. White will know what happened to me. He’ll know I’m down, one way or the other.”


“You should have notified him that you’re all right.”


“Couldn’t. My phone’s busted, and my spare isn’t charged up. So either he’s out searching for me himself, or he’s reporting to the authorities that the plane and I are unaccounted for. In which case, we’ll soon have hillbillies with badges poking around and asking questions, and somehow …” He dipped his knees to bring them eye to eye. “I get the drift that you had just as soon avoid that as much as I would. Doctor.”


The emphasis on her title didn’t escape her. Neither did his pause, which invited her to confirm, qualify, or dispute his “drift.” When she didn’t speak at all, one corner of his lips tilted up marginally, smugly. “What I thought.”


He straightened his knees and returned to his full height. “Whatever you’re up to, it’s no skin off my nose. But I’m anxious to meet Brady White up close and personal, and to demonstrate just how alive and well I am.”


“When you blew over my car, I tried to call him but didn’t have service.” She took her cell phone from a coat pocket, then turned it toward him so he could see for himself that she didn’t have a signal. “Cell service is unreliable up here, especially in bad weather.”


“You know this area?”


“I’m one of the hillbillies.” She gave him a pointed look. “I grew up here. That’s how I knew about the county airport.” Looking beyond him at the plane, she asked, “Are you just going to leave it here?”


“It’s not going to fly off.”


“Is it yours? Do you own it?”


He shook his head. “I’m only a flyer for hire.”


“I see.”


“No, you don’t, but it doesn’t matter.” He continued without a segue. “If the fog clears, I’ll get somebody to bring me out here tomorrow. I have to take pictures to include in my report.”


“To?”


“The nearest FAA office. Depending on whether or not the agent I draw is a real hard-ass, this probably won’t be investigated. No deaths, no injuries. Very little to report, right?”


Again she got the feeling that he was fishing and was curious to hear how she would answer. She fiddled with her phone to avoid looking directly at him. “I don’t know anything about FAA regulations.”


“I know everything.”


She dropped the phone back into her pocket, then gave him a slow once-over, starting at his uncombed hair and working all the way down to his scuffed boots. His jaw was bristly. He wasn’t wearing a uniform, only jeans and a battered bomber jacket. The shirt underneath it looked slept in.


There was a nickname for his sort of cargo pilot, but she couldn’t recall it offhand.


Meeting his cool gaze again, she said, “I rather imagine you also know how to get around FAA regulations, Mr. Mallett.”


“Lucky for you. Nobody else would’ve risked flying here tonight.”


“Why did you?”


He just looked at her, his face a mask. Then, “About that lift?”


“Yes. If we can find our way back to my car.”


“I charted the layout of the airfield. The road you were on dead-ends at the southeast corner of the property.”


He turned away from her and walked back toward the airplane. He disappeared around the tree into which it had nosed and reappeared with a leather duffel bag slung over his shoulder and a padlocked black box. He gave her back her flashlight, then handed her the box. “Delivered.”


She hugged the box against her chest. “Thank you. Truly.”


“We’ll complete the paperwork when we get to the airfield office. And I accept gratuities. Truly.”


He returned the gun to its zippered compartment in his bag, then took a flashlight from it and switched it on. He motioned with his chin. “Back the way you came.” He went past her, assuming the role of leader. Over his shoulder, he said, “Stick close. If you fall behind and get lost in the fog, you’re on your own. I won’t come looking.”


She believed him.


2:16 a.m.


The two men who were hunkered down in the underbrush a few yards away from the wreckage waited until the pilot and doctor were swallowed up by the fog. The cold haze had helped conceal them, but it was also making a complicated situation just that much more difficult.


When it should have been so easy.


That’s what the boss was going to say when Goliad called in to report this royal fuckup.


“What now?” his partner whispered.


“Plan B.”


“What’s plan B?”


“For me to know. Come on.” As Goliad stood up, he looked down with loathing at the man beside him, whom he would gladly throttle here and now. The boss had told him to bring someone with him, someone disposable, to be the fall guy if something should go wrong. Timmy had been suggested.


Bad idea. Timmy had screwed up, and, for him, there would be hell to pay. But not until the time was right. Presently, Goliad was letting him live because he might yet prove to be useful.


Goliad had been born in the Texas town of the same name. It was the name on his baptismal certificate. The name stuck, but the baptism didn’t take. His sainted mother had died clutching her rosary and sobbing over the path he’d chosen for his life. It wasn’t the straight-and-narrow one she’d fervently and futilely prayed for.


Timmy had been inducted into his first gang at the ripe age of eleven after he’d slit the throat of his abusive father and took to the rough streets of Philadelphia, where he was absorbed into the thriving criminal element. Now in his early twenties, he maintained a feral, street-gang mentality.


They made an odd pair. Goliad carried a handgun but was rarely called upon to use it. His height and breadth of chest made him so physically imposing that few men would think of challenging him.


The top of Timmy’s head didn’t even reach Goliad’s shoulder. He was small, wiry, and mean. He liked to provoke and was easily provoked. He preferred blades to bullets and never carried fewer than three knives, well concealed.


As they headed back to where they’d left their car, Timmy asked, “Are you going to tell the boss about the laser?”


“Haven’t decided yet,” Goliad replied, intentionally leaving Timmy to worry. But he didn’t want to get a knife in the back, so he motioned for Timmy to take the lead.


“I can’t find my way back to the car in this shit.”


“Then I guess you’ll stay lost out here in the woods and may never be found.”


Timmy must’ve sensed the underlying threat. Mumbling about how much he hated nature and missed city life, he plowed ahead, but it was Goliad who set the pace, keeping close behind Timmy, giving him a prod whenever he tripped over something unseen or slowed down to avoid collision with a sapling or boulder that took shape out of the fog, often only inches in front of them.


“I just want to know one thing,” Goliad said. “What the hell were you thinking?”


“I’ve got a curious mind,” Timmy said in a whine. “I saw it on TV. A story telling how dangerous lasers were to pilots. Lots of them are getting zapped.”


“So you thought you’d try it out on this pilot, see if it worked to make him crash.”


“I just meant to mess with him some.”


Goliad shook his head over the stupidity. “Where’d you get the damn thing?”


“Saw UPS delivering a package to a house. Stole it off the front porch soon as the truck drove off. Didn’t even know what was in the carton until I opened it. Bonanza!”


“When was this?”


“Coupla weeks ago.”


“You know, they catch thieves like that on home security cameras.”


Timmy guffawed. “I know how to dodge those.”


“You had better hope. Have you shown it off to anybody?”


“No. Never turned it on before tonight.”


“You couldn’t have picked a worse time to experiment.”


“I wanted to see if it would work in the fog. Jesus, what’s the big deal?”


“The big deal is that the people who hired you are waiting for what was in that airplane.”


“I didn’t know it would crash,” he muttered.


“Well, it did. Just be glad that box wasn’t destroyed.”


“See? No problem. It’ll look like this sorry pilot screwed up, missed the runway in the fog.”


Goliad feared that it wouldn’t be dismissed as lightly as that. He feared a ripple effect that could result in serious consequences for the people he was paid to protect.


After having to backtrack only once, they relocated the car. Goliad was the designated driver. Timmy got in the shotgun seat.


As Goliad reached for his phone, he made a split-second decision to be as short on details as possible. Once he and Timmy returned to Atlanta with that black box, any mishaps they had encountered during the undertaking would be irrelevant.


He turned on the speaker so Timmy could listen in and placed the call. After only half a ring, it was answered, not by the boss, but by his missus, who was much more excitable.


In a voice hard enough to chisel granite, she asked, “Do you have it?”


“Not yet, ma’am.”


“The plane’s not there yet?”


“Showed up about half an hour ago.”


“Then what’s the problem?”


“It crashed.”


She gasped.


Goliad said, “The pilot was about to land, overshot the runway, crashed in the woods.”


He gave Timmy a look that said he could thank him later for saving his ass. Timmy gave him a thumbs-up.


“The plane burned, it was destroyed, what?” she asked. “What?”


“No, it wasn’t destroyed. The box made it okay.”


There was a pause, an exhale, a huskily spoken, “Thank heaven.”


“But the doctor beat us to the crash site.” He described the scene that he and Timmy had crept up on. “She and the pilot were talking.”


“He survived?”


“Uninjured, best we could tell.”


“What was she doing at the crash site? She was supposed to meet the plane at the airfield.”


“I don’t understand that, either,” he admitted. “All I know is, she was there. The pilot gave her the box. It’s as described. About the size of a loaf of bread. Padlocked. They struck off together on foot. They were headed to her car. She was giving him a lift to the airfield office.”


“So why didn’t you go after them? Richard will demand to know. How will I explain this to him?”


“They had no idea we were there, ma’am. Tracking them on foot, we could’ve given ourselves away. It wouldn’t have been a smart move.”


Knowing how thin she was on patience, he used as few words as possible to adequately describe how bad conditions were. “You think it’s bad in Atlanta, it’s worse up here. If we came up on them accidentally in this fog and there was an … encounter … this could get botched real easy.”


“It could’ve got messy,” Timmy said, speaking for the first time. “Because he was packing.”


“What’s he talking about, Goliad?”


“The pilot was armed. You, we, nobody took him into account. He wasn’t even supposed to be in the picture.”


“Why would we have taken him into account? We didn’t know he would crash!”


“True. There was no predicting that.” Goliad shot an angry glance toward Timmy, who squirmed in his seat.


“You say he was armed?” she asked.


“Pocket pistol. Nine-millimeter. He’s not a regular pilot. Looked worse for wear, and not because of the crash.”


She didn’t say anything for a while, thinking it over, Goliad guessed.


He said, “The plane going down was a setback, but the box survived it, and the doctor has it. Only a little time has been lost. We’ll catch up with her at the airport.”


Timmy opened his mouth, but Goliad gave a forbidding shake of his head, silencing him before he spoke.


She was saying, “Need I remind you that every minute counts?”


“We know, ma’am.”


“The next time you call, I want to hear that you have the doctor in tow, with the box, and that you’re on your way back to Atlanta. Is that understood?”


“Loud and clear.”


“Good. I’m hanging up now. I suggest that you start immediately making up for lost time. I must go explain to my husband that you’ve been delayed. He won’t be happy. I’m certainly not. I advise you both not to fail us.” With that, she ended the call.


Timmy whistled. “She burns hot, don’t she? Bet she fucks like—”


Goliad’s arm sliced across the console of the car and clotheslined Timmy’s neck. “Remember who you’re talking about.” He pressed his arm against Timmy’s windpipe hard enough to make him wheeze. “Playing with your new laser,” he sneered. “This isn’t a game, you idiot.”


Slowly he released the pressure on Timmy’s throat and resettled himself behind the steering wheel. Out of the corner of his eye, he stayed aware of where Timmy put his hands. His right was rubbing his throat. Goliad half expected him to produce one of his blades with his left.


But he was gulping air and swallowing noisily. When he had his wind back, he croaked, “I was only joking.”


“Wasn’t funny. You work for them. Show respect for both, or this is your last detail.”


“Okay, okay,” Timmy mumbled. “So what now?”


Goliad started the car. “We go to the airstrip, be waiting for them when they get there.”


“That’s plan B?”


“That’s plan B.”


“You think the lady doctor will go along with us shouldering in on her?”


“She will once we tell her that we’ve been dispatched by Mrs. Hunt, personally. We’ll tell her that Mrs. Hunt was concerned for her, driving up here alone in the fog. Mrs. Hunt sent us to make sure she has a safe trip back.”


“She’ll buy that?”


“She’ll probably call and confirm.”


“What if she still doesn’t like it?”


“Let’s wait and see what happens.”


“What about the pilot?”


“Wait and see.” He looked over at the younger man. “We’re up shit creek. What are you grinning for?”


Timmy giggled. “‘Wait and see’ means I might get to kill somebody after all.”






Chapter 4
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2:32 a.m.


A freight dog. That’s what they call you.”


“That’s one of the nice things,” Rye said.


After abandoning the plane, they had trekked through dense forest, made more challenging by the fog. However, they reached the doctor’s no-frills sedan without mishap or getting lost … only to be met there with another problem.


Rye had been about to get into the passenger seat when he noticed that the right front fender had collided with a fence post set in concrete. That side of the hood was buckled, but worse, the wheel was bent up under the chassis. He swore.


“What’s the matter?”


He looked at her across the roof of the car. “Don’t bother getting in. We’re not going anywhere in this.”


She’d walked around the rear end to join him on the passenger side and surveyed the damage with dismay. “I didn’t realize I’d hit it.”


“How could you not realize it?”


As exasperated as he, she fired back. “Something awful must’ve distracted me. Like a propeller in my windshield.”


Cursing under his breath, he’d gone around her and set out on foot. She hurried to catch up before he disappeared into the fog.


Within a few minutes, they’d reached the turnoff she had missed earlier. A sign pointed them toward the Howardville County Airfield. The road leading to it was bumpy, narrow, and enshrouded in fog. They stayed in the middle of it to avoid veering off into the ditches on either side.


He set a brisk pace. His companion had become a bit winded, her breaths escaping as puffs of vapor. But she hadn’t once complained or lagged behind. He supposed her mention of a freight dog was an attempt to make conversation, but he didn’t follow up on it. His thoughts were too focused on how he was going to deal with Brady White.


Why would the asshole offer to scare up a beer or two for him, then blind him with a laser beam?


Like drones, the more sophisticated, powerful, obtainable, and affordable lasers had become, the more of a hazard they posed to pilots and by extension the aviation industry. He’d read harrowing accounts from both private and commercial pilots who, hit by one, had narrowly avoided an accident. Many feared that it was only a matter of time before someone with a laser, either a terrorist or a prankster, caused a catastrophic crash.


Rye was well aware of the threat. He’d just never expected it to happen to him. It had. He’d come to within feet of killing the doctor, and, with just a bit more momentum when he hit that tree, his crash could have been fatal.


But, unless he caught that son of a bitch red-handed with the laser, he couldn’t prove it existed. If he called the cops and filed a formal complaint, it would be Rye’s word against White’s. Stalemate. A waste of time. A hassle that would keep him grounded for at least a few days.


Besides, he would rather skip getting local law enforcement involved and mete out White’s punishment himself.


He would have to include the laser in his accident report to the FAA. It was the responsible thing to do. He would do so with reluctance, however. Agents would be all over him, asking questions, forcing him to fill out countless, time-consuming forms.


On the upside: No damage had been done to property on the ground. Even the tree was still standing. No one had been injured. No one had died. The lack of casualties would minimize the amount of red tape.


The downside: Without proof of the laser, his claim might be discounted as a lie to save face. In which case, he would have to suck it up and let the accident be attributed to pilot error.


That was the most galling aspect of this whole damn thing, and reason enough to pound the living daylights out of Brady White.


“The slang term escaped me earlier.”


The comment pulled Rye out of his angry musing. “Sorry?”


“Freight dog. It just now came to me where I first heard it.”


Because of the exertion, the doctor had pushed back the hood of her coat. Light from their combined flashlights limned her profile. He wondered how he could have mistaken her for a man, even from a distance and in darkness and fog. Maybe the laser had done more damage to his eyes than he’d thought. Because there was nothing manly about her. She was pure female.


Although he hadn’t encouraged her to expand on the topic, she did. “Several years ago I went on a Caribbean getaway with a couple of girlfriends. One afternoon it started raining hard enough to drive us off the beach and into the bar.”


“As good an excuse as any.” His droll remark caused her to smile. Her lips sure as hell weren’t masculine.


“These guys were gathered around a table,” she went on. “Five or six of them, getting drunk and loud and rowdy, talking about airplanes and flying.”


“Which island?”


She named the island, and Rye named the bar.


“You know it?”


“There’s one near every airfield in the world.”


“Where pilots go?”


“Gotta pass the time between flights somewhere.”


“Well, they noticed us and …” She made a rolling motion with her right hand.


He nodded in perfect understanding of what she meant by the gesture. “They sprung for a round, and invited themselves to join you, and you said okay.”


“We had to be polite.”


He gave her a look, and she laughed softly.


“A couple of them were really cute. Anyway, one was wearing a t-shirt with a freight dog logo on it. My friend asked what that was about, and they explained the kind of air cargo piloting they did. As the afternoon progressed, stories of their escapades got raunchier and less credible, all about their maverick lifestyle and derring-do. I guess they wanted to impress us.”


“They wanted to get laid.”


She gave him a quick look, which caused her to stumble.


Out of reflex, Rye took her arm in a steadying hand, and, before he could stop himself, asked, “Did they?”


She reclaimed her arm, turned her eyes downward, and picked up her pace. “Not by me.”


He snuffled. “No surprise there. You strike me as a lady who’s hard to impress.”


“I am, but what makes you think so?”


“Nothing in particular. I just figure you’re too smart to be taken in by bullshit.”


“Was it bullshit? Doesn’t your breed of pilot fly rickety airplanes, in any kind of weather, no matter how bad, at all hours of the night, at a moment’s notice, having had little or no sleep?”


“The planes aren’t always rickety, and sometimes the weather’s perfect. But that’s a fairly accurate job description.”


“Certainly a fair description in regard to tonight.”


“Conditions tonight were bad. But I would’ve made it fine if it hadn’t been for—”


“Hadn’t been for what?”


He tucked his chin into the raised collar of his jacket. “This damn fog.”


She looked at him with keen perception. “That wasn’t what you were going to say.” When he didn’t contradict her, she said, “I haven’t earned your trust yet?”


Not by a long shot, he thought. But he said, “Just wondering what’s going on with you, that’s all.”


“Nothing’s going on with me.”


“Oh, you go traipsing around in the woods alone every night at about this time.”


“No,” she said, dragging the word out. “Only when I witness an airplane crash.”


“Would you have come looking for the crash site if you hadn’t been after the box?”


“Of course.”


His derisive chuckle expressed his doubt. “What’s in it?”


“Why do you keep asking?”


“Why don’t you answer?”


“Do you interrogate all your clients this way, Mr. Mallett?”


“Just the dodgy ones.”


“There’s nothing dodgy about me.”


“Only everything.”


Initially, when she’d arrived on the scene so soon following the crash, he’d thought she might have had something to do with bringing down the plane. He no longer thought so. She wanted that damn box too bad. Since he’d handed it over to her, she’d kept a tight hold on it.


But something was out of joint. She could deny it till her shapely chest ran out of breath, but she had crept into that clearing and approached the airplane in a covert manner, and not because she was afraid it would ignite.


Of course he didn’t really care what the box contained. Let it be her secret. So long as it didn’t affect him, he didn’t care if the Hope diamond had been heisted and she was the fence. His participation ended as soon as they signed off on the paperwork, and he got his pound of flesh from Brady White. Then it was finis, and he was out of there.


“Is Rye short for something?” she asked.


“No. Just Rye.”


“I’ve never known anybody named that.” After a pause, she said, “Not that you asked, but my name is Brynn.”


“Brynn? Never knew anybody named that, either.”


“Very dodgy name.” Again she gave him that smile, and he admitted to himself that if he’d been killing a rainy afternoon in an island bar, he’d have covered her drinks in the hope of covering her. Without a stitch between them.


“You’re staying here overnight, I guess.”


He dragged his thoughts away from the tantalizing prospect of seeing her naked amid damp sheets. “I planned to bunk in the plane, fly back in the morning.”


“Sleep in the plane?”


“Sometimes it’s the only option, so I’m used to it. But now?” He raised a shoulder.


“What will you do tomorrow?”


“Depends on what the FAA agent decides. If he passes on an on-site investigation, Dash, that’s the guy who sent me here, will—”


“Dash-It-All.”


“Right. He may want me to stay here and babysit the plane until he can get an insurance adjuster on it. But I doubt he’ll have me hang around for however long that’ll take.”


“Why?”


“He’ll want me flying. More than likely, he’ll send me to pick up another payload.”


“Where?”


“Could be anywhere. Tulsa. Trinidad.”


“You’ll just … go?”


“I’ll just go.”


She thought on that for a time. “How long have you worked for him?”


“I don’t. I freelance. But Dash uses me a lot.”


“You must like each other.”


He huffed. “Not a bit. We’re just used to each other.”


“Do you live in Columbus?”


He shook his head. “That was just the last place I lighted.”


“So where is home?”


“The last place I lighted.”


Obviously that wasn’t the answer she’d expected, and it subdued her for another minute or more. Then, “It’s Thanksgiving.”


“So I’m told.”


“You don’t have any plans?”
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