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THEY MADE HIM A TARGET. HE’LL MAKE THEM PAY.


When a private jet crashes into the Caribbean sea, diving instructor Michael Gannon is the only person on the scene. Finding six dead men and a suitcase full of cash and diamonds, Gannon assumes he’s the beneficiary of a drug deal gone wrong.


However, it seems one of the passengers was the Director of the FBI – despite the official story that he died of natural causes in Italy. Suddenly pursued by a shadowy cabal of the world’s most powerful and dangerous men, Gannon will only survive if he unravels a terrifying conspiracy.


But those determined to kill him will learn that Gannon’s past holds its own deadly secrets . . . and the hunters soon become the prey.




PART ONE


CATCH OF THE DAY




1


When the sun started to go down, Gannon was out alone on his boat in the Atlantic thirty miles northwest of Little Abaco.


His boat was called the Donegal Rambler, and it was a forty-foot Delta diving boat with covered seating at the back and tank racks that could hold twenty cylinders. But he’d removed most of the tanks when he’d headed out that morning, and in their place he had seven sea rods set up on outrigger mounts.


Up in the slowly chugging boat’s open flying bridge, Gannon stood with his back to the wheel, carefully watching where the rods’ green-tinged monofilament lines trailed back into the boat’s bubbling wake like the strings of a submerged puppet.


The lines were baited with mackerel and squid and jig lures, and he was trolling them along at a steady nine knots to make them appear to be a swimming school of juicy fish.


Or at least that was the game plan, anyway.


Gannon folded his big forearms as the Rambler’s two inboards purred steadily under his Converse low tops.


He’d been out since early morning, stalking the deep Atlantic falloff, and so far hadn’t gotten even a bounce on any of the rods.


A dwindling plastic sleeve of sunflower seeds sat in a drink holder at his left elbow, and he lifted it out and shook a few into his mouth. He was half-turned, spitting the shells into a waste bucket he kept beside the captain’s seat, when he saw that the falling sun was about to depart behind a bank of dark clouds.


Gannon squinted down at the Simrad depth finder.


The best shot for a sword to hit was at the tide changes, especially high to low like it was now.


He looked back up at the sky and frowned.


Time and light were running out on him.


He was pondering this and just about to spit another shell into the bucket in frustration when the closest of the starboard rods whipped down and bounced back, and the air suddenly filled with the sweet zipping sound of eighty-pound test paying out.


Sunflower seeds went flying as Gannon slipped the boat into Neutral and flashed down the ladder without touching the rungs. As he grabbed the big, frantically unreeling rod up out of the mount, he smiled at the heavy tug on it. Swords usually liked to nibble first, but this one apparently had just gone for it.


He gripped hard on the rod and began reeling, rapidly taking up slack, racing the now-quickly-ascending fish to make sure it didn’t get a chance to unhook.


The fish jumped for the first time thirty feet from the boat twenty minutes later. It was a gigantic white marlin, long and shining, with a dark blue bill and a beautiful Mohawk-like blue comb.


Even for an experienced fisherman, it was no small feat to hook a billfish during the day, and Gannon watched in boyish wide-eyed awe as it arced through the gold-tinged air, its body and tail trembling like a sprung diving board.


Then the hundred-pound-plus sport fish slapped back down into a swell with a loud explosion of water, and Gannon got giddily spinning again, sweat pouring off his face, the big rod bowing almost in half as he cranked and yanked.


He was tight on the fish and had it about twenty feet away and closing when it got stupid with panic and ran under the plunging bow. Gannon, pretty hyped up on adrenaline himself, immediately ran forward with the rod so the line wouldn’t get tangled.


“Dammit!” he yelled as the bow of the boat bobbed up, and he felt the line immediately snag on something. A split second later, there was a loud crack, and all Gannon could do was watch as his snapped-free UHF radio antenna hit off the bow rail before it disappeared into the water.


Before he could even begin to deal with that, the fish spurted again and came back around to starboard and resurfaced ten feet from the boat. Gannon blinked sweat out of his stinging eyes and then whistled as he got a good look at it. He’d caught bigger sailfish before, but this was no contest the biggest white marlin he had ever hooked.


He was piecing together how to bring the monster around to the boat’s port-side diving door when it suddenly twisted and went back under. That was when Gannon dropped the rod altogether. The reel clattered against the deck as he grabbed up the thick monofilament line with his gloved hands and began tugging the huge fish in hand over hand.


He had it just off the hull, holding the banjo-tight line firmly with his left hand, and was kneeling down on the deck lifting the gaff with his right when he felt it give one more mighty thrashing spasm.


“No!” Gannon screamed out as the frenzying line gave a funny jerk and the weight suddenly and completely disappeared on him.


He groaned as he stood and lunged over the gunwale with the gaff. But the huge fish was already gone. Gannon watched brokenhearted as its immense beautiful tail, already ten feet deep and counting, waved bye-bye down in the clear water as it dived.


Spit the hook a foot away! Gannon thought in agony as he slammed the gaff down loudly against the deck.


He glanced forward at the jagged, now-useless piece of metal clamped to the bow rail that used to be his radio antenna.


After busting up his boat!


He lifted the sea rod and reeled in nothing and shook his head in furious disgust as he stared at the empty hooks.


“Fish one. Gannon less than zippo,” he said and after a moment began laughing as he looked for a towel.


He’d been a fisherman all his life, and it was either that or weep, he knew.
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The sunset sky was glowing like a sheet of gold leaf by the time Gannon reeled in everything and got all the gear and tackle packed up and stowed tight.


After he washed up in the head, he went back up into the flying bridge and set the GPS for Cooperstown on Little Abaco to the south. Cooperstown was actually a little out of his way as he lived farther south and east out on Eleuthera Island. But with the radio antenna MIA, he wanted to be near shore by the time it got too dark.


He slipped his face shield up and his Costa polarized shades on and opened the boat wide to about thirty knots. Through the breeze, the sky began to lose its glow, and the endless plain of water took on the dark metallic tone of tarnished silver. Even for a Monday, the fishing lanes northwest of the Bahamas were deader than normal, the horizon empty in every direction. In fact, the only other vessel he got a glimpse of all day was a faint outline of a container heading west to Florida that morning when he started out.


His thoughts drifted to dinner. There was leftover lasagna in his fridge that he could nuke. Instead of fresh-grilled swordfish, he thought, shaking his defeated head in the rush of the wind. Oh, well. At least the beers would be cold.


It was about fifteen miles due east of Cooperstown when he saw something low in the sky off in front of the boat. He thought it was just a shine of light off a cloud. But then he saw that the light was moving, and he jacked up his shades onto his forehead, cupping his hands above his eyes.


Out from the postcard-Caribbean gold of the sky to the left came a plane, a small corporate jet plane, sleek and shiny and pale white. He watched it coming steadily due west at a right angle to the bow. He gauged it to be about four miles to the south. It seemed to be flying quite low. He waited for it to pull up, but it didn’t. It kept zipping westward going fast, low and straight as a line drive.


He eased off on the throttle and grabbed his binoculars, putting his elbows up on the console to steady the view. Then he thumbed in the focus and something in the pit of his stomach went cold.


The plane was too low, flying maybe a hundred feet off the deck. It was also going way too fast like a stunt jet plane at an air show. It almost looked like a guided cruise missile rocketing just above the surface of the water.


Where had it come from? Gannon wondered, turning at the waist to keep it in the glass. There weren’t any airports to the east. Hell, there wasn’t anything east of the Bahamas. Maybe it had just left out of Marsh Harbour Airport?


It was directly off the front of his bow when he realized he couldn’t hear its engines. Instead of a rumble, there was only a kind of whistling, a low whisper very faint in the distance of metal scratching air.


Gannon watched as the plane descended even lower. It had to be twenty feet off the water now. Maybe the pilot was being a hot dog, and in a moment, it would pull up, he thought hopefully.


Then the eerily whispering plane finally ran out of sky.


Its left wingtip touched down first, sending up a huge fountaining spray of water. In another moment, he watched as its belly struck down. Through the white water it threw up, you could see the fuselage vibrating violently. As it skidded along, a rough crunching, grinding sound started in the distance, like denim tearing. Fragments of metal began to shed off into the air behind it.


Even as Gannon watched this, he hoped dumbly that maybe it would be okay.


Like the Sully guy in NYC, he thought, as the back of the plane suddenly began to fishtail.


It swung all the way around backward and kept going. It was about to complete a full three-sixty when there was a rise in the tearing sound’s pitch, and the plane went airborne again.


In the frozen silence, Gannon winced as he watched the spinning hundred-foot-long aircraft wobble up through the air sideways like a boomerang flung by a drunk.


Then there was a sound like a bomb going off, and all he could see in the binoculars was a hanging column of pure blinding white.
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“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!” Gannon called into his radio as


he immediately throttled up, wheeling toward the crash site. “This is Donegal Rambler, Donegal Rambler, Donegal Rambler. VA number three eight seven five. I am at GPS heading twenty-seven point one-four-nine by seventy-seven point three-one-five. A plane is down! I repeat. A small commercial jet plane has crashed. How many people involved is unknown. Send help. Donegal Rambler is a forty-foot diving boat. Over.”


He let off the handset’s thumb key. There was nothing but choppy static. He checked to make sure that he was on the Channel 16 distress band then spun the volume dial as high up as it would go. The static only came in louder.


“Mayday! Mayday!” he was saying again when he remembered the snapped antenna.


He cursed as he roughly clipped the useless handset back into its holder. When he glanced forward over the dip and rise of the console, he made out the plane’s tail fin on the horizon. Seeing that it was upright, a brief flutter of hope rose in his chest.


Then he looked with the binoculars.


No!


The plane had snapped in half. You could see its pale white tail section with its huge high fin and about twenty feet of it. Other than that, there was nothing. He panned over the water left and right. There was no nose, no wings. The whole front part of the aircraft was completely gone.


He was still trying to reckon this terrible fact when he began to encounter debris. A cluster of water bottles went by. A white garbage bag. A snapped piece of varnished wood paneling with drink holders in it. A man’s black Nike sneaker.


On the other side of a swell to starboard appeared a huge white drumlike object. It was bouncing up and down in the water like a giant fishing bob. He couldn’t think what the hell it was. Then he came close enough to smell the jet fuel and see the glistening steel turbofan blades still rotating inside of it.


A football field beyond the ripped-free jet engine lay the plane’s dissected rear fuselage. Gannon eased the throttle back. He looked up at its aerodynamic rear stabilizers as he came alongside it. G550 was written in high-sheen blue paint upon its pale side.


He slipped the boat into full idle as he came around to the front, where the cross-sectioned fuselage had breached asunder. From its top hung a spaghetti of aluminum framing and electrical wiring and tattered fiberglass. Yet through these ragged streamers, the rear interior of the aircraft was almost perfectly intact. There was cream-colored carpet on the floor, a window seat covered in bungee-corded luggage, a highly varnished wood sideboard.


Behind the sideboard was the open doorway of a restroom. Gannon stared into it, mesmerized. The white marble sink basin within it looked like something from a five-star hotel.


“Hello!” Gannon called into the fantastic floating ruin. “Hello! Is anyone in there?”


Gannon closed his eyes, listening intently. Thirty seconds passed. A minute. There was nothing. The only sound was the low chugging of his diesels.


He retrieved his binoculars and pointed them to the south. Far off beyond the wreck at ten miles or more, he could just make out the dark coast of one of Little Abaco’s tiny uninhabited outer islands.


“What in the hell?” he said angrily as he scanned a three-sixty.


Why were there no boats in the water? he thought. Or choppers in the sky? Hadn’t the pilot called in a mayday? Hadn’t the airport in Little Abaco seen it disappear off the radar?


He went back up into the flying bridge and did another slower, tighter sweep with the binoculars. About another football field north of the tail section, he spotted a thick clump of objects floating in the water. It was quickly getting darker now, so it was hard to know what they were. Just five or ten black lumps bunched together, rising and falling in the calm swells.


“Please don’t be what I think you are,” he said to himself as he levered at the throttle and turned the wheel.


He’d chugged the Rambler in close enough to see that the items were only a cluster of floating pillows and seat cushions when he spotted something below in the clear water beneath them.


It was something large and pale.




4


Gannon came down the ladder and threw off his shirt and


grabbed a diving mask from his equipment locker. The diving door was port side rear, and he swung it open and extended down the telescoping diving ladder with a loud clack and plunged feetfirst into the warm water.


In the darkening water below the hull of his boat there were some undersea limestone ridges at a depth of about fifty feet. In the murk, about fifty feet farther down their crusted slope, was the entire front of the jet with its huge wings and most of its forward cabin resting on a coral plateau.


He searched the plane and the coral all around it through the mask until he couldn’t hold his breath anymore. Then he scrambled back up and stripped off the mask and kicked off his wet sneakers as he raced across the deck for his tanks.


It was three minutes later when Gannon plunged backward into the water. He clicked on all his lights and thumbed at the buoyancy compensator as he spun himself around and down into the dim water.


He was geared up with everything he could think of. His double 120 tanks, his flippers and wrist dive computer, his brand-new BCD vest. The light was almost gone now, so he’d also grabbed his powerful hand-strap Sola flashlight along with his GoPro camera diving mask because the camera had another light.


Descending along the crusted ridgeline toward the plane, he swung the powerful flashlight back and forth at the wreck, hoping to see air bubbles. But all he saw were bits of fiberglass and a couple of gray angelfish that came out of the coral, attracted to the light.


He finally came flat and level with the plane two long minutes later. The first object he made out inside the torn tube of its opening was the back of a large beige luxury leather seat. To the right of it across the narrow aisle was an empty leather couch of the same creamy beige color. A few feet in front of the couch beneath a porthole window was a low wood desk with a large black TV monitor on it that blocked his view farther in.


There was a brief moan in the plane’s metal as Gannon floated there, considering his options. He checked his depth gauge with his flashlight. It said he and the plane were at one hundred fifteen feet.


He looked back at the plane through his mask. The ripped opening of the front half of the plane was strung with even more tatters of wire and shredded metal than the floating half above. But there was ample room for him to swim in as long as he stayed low.


He trimmed some more air out of his buoyancy compensator to get his horizontal balance even better, then went in slowly, careful of his hoses. He arrived at the beige chair and grabbed on to its armrest to pull himself forward.


He immediately face-planted down into the carpet as the chair unexpectedly swiveled on him. He lost his balance, and his light and his mask went askew. He had just cleared the mask and was turning, pushing up off his knees, when he bumped into something with his chest, and he swung the light around.


And came nose to nose with the revolting open-eyed corpse sitting in the chair’s seat.


Bubbles spewed, and he almost lost a flipper as he reared back in full-blown blind panic and terror. His mask went askew again and completely fogged into a gray mess as he clonked his head off the plane’s low ceiling.


He turned and twisted and lunged away out of the plane as fast as his kicking flippers and fear-crazed windmilling arms could take him. He didn’t stop swimming until his hand finally found his neon dive rope he’d dropped twenty feet to the wreck’s south.


He cleared his mask again and floated there beside the faintly glowing rope. The hiss and gurgle of the regulator loud in his ears, his heart hammering.


Of course the people are dead, you idiot, Gannon thought angrily as he glanced back at the wrecked plane. What the hell else would they be?


He needed to stop this silliness, he thought as he looked past the plane into the immensity of the rapidly darkening ocean in front of him.


Diving alone in the open Atlantic was suicidal by itself without going into some coffin-sized wreck filled with who knew what. He was almost certain to get himself killed in another minute if he kept this nonsense up.


The rasp of his breath calmed a little as he fussed with his mask strap. He looked at the time on his dive computer. Then he glanced back at the wrecked plane again.


Oh, whatever. One more try, he thought, already swimming back toward it.
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The dead man belted into the swivel chair back in the plane was a tall and lean distinguished-looking white-haired Caucasian male somewhere in his midsixties.


He looked polished, Gannon thought. Expensively groomed. With his white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and his gray suit slacks, he could have been a doctor from a daytime TV commercial.


When Gannon looked more closely in the flashlight beam, he could see there was actually something wrong with the man’s photogenic face. There was a horribly pale bluish cast to his skin especially around his open eyes, and from his nose to his chin, there was a thin stripe of what looked like dried blood.


Behind his diving mask, Gannon squinted, perplexed.


How could his blood already be dry? he thought.


Gannon swam in a little to the right of the corpse. In two more leather swivel chairs on the left-hand side of the aircraft’s tight cabin sat two more dead men.


Like the first man, they were both white, both wearing business clothes. The one closest to him was about thirty-five or so. He had a closely cropped haircut and was stocky and rugged-faced. The other one seated farther toward the front of the plane was younger. He was bony, in his early twenties. He had longish hair and the wisp of a blond beard and was wearing white earmuff-style headphones.


Gannon passed the light from one to the other. Like the first body, they, too, had the same strangely pale bluish tone to their faces.


When Gannon finally turned to the right-hand side of the cabin beside them with the light, it took the entirety of his restraint to not rear back in another panicked bubble-spewing


jolt.


In the forward galley before the cockpit was yet another dead man. He was floating upright as if standing. Unlike the others, this dead man was black and was dressed in jeans and a gray hoodie. Gannon watched as the corpse rotated around in a slow, horrid lifelike turn. There was the same blue sickly look to his features as well, and his nosebleed had been so bad, it had stained the top of his sweater black.


When Gannon pointed the light into the cockpit behind the body, he could see that there were two pilots in white-shirted airline-like uniforms still seated at the controls.


He tried to look to see their faces more closely, but the upright floating hoodie-wearing dead man in the galley was blocking the view.


And the chances of him moving the floating dead man out of the way or going any farther into the claustrophobic undersea mausoleum even another inch, Gannon thought, were exactly none at all.


Six dead. No survivors, Gannon thought with a nod. There was nothing to be done.


Time to go, he thought, flippering around in a hectic rush to finally get the hell out of there.
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After what seemed some very long, slow minutes of following


the coral ridge back up through the ten-story depth of the dark water, Gannon finally hauled himself back aboard his boat.


After he pulled himself up through the dive door, instead of sitting on one of the benches, he spit out the regulator and knelt and lay facedown on the deck in the sluice of the water.


He’d shrugged out of his clanging tanks and was still lightheaded with the ebullient joy of breathing through his nose and being alive when he finally stood a long minute later.


And still, there is no rescue effort! he thought as he looked over the wreckage to the now-dark horizon.


Nothing. Not a boat. Not an aircraft. Not even a light anywhere in sight.


The boat pitched hard port to starboard in a swell as he peeled off his dripping gloves. As it baby cradled back and forth, he turned to the left and saw that the floating rear tail section of the shattered jet was lower than it had been. It had foundered to one side a tad, its pale cruciform tail fin slightly tilted.


In a moment, it would sink, too, Gannon thought, shaking his head at the absurdity of the whole crazy thing. In an hour, the dark Atlantic would swallow it like it had swallowed the first half of it. And but for Gannon’s memory, it would be as if the plane had never existed at all.


Gannon had just pulled up the dive rope and was clacking up the dive ladder a minute later when the boat pitched again, and he heard the clatter to starboard.


He walked over and looked over the gunwale and saw some luggage there in the water, bumping up against the side of his boat.


The first piece Gannon brought aboard with the help of his gaff was a little dark green hard case that looked like something you’d put a camera in. He laid it on the deck and went and got a penlight. He clicked the light on, put it in his mouth, undid the case’s clasps and flipped up the lid.


Inside of the case, sunk into the hard gray packing foam, was a gun. He could tell by its distinctive shape and black matte texture that it was a polymer Glock pistol. There were some large magazines and a suppressor half-buried in the packing material beside it. He peered at the length of the magazines then tilted the light at the pistol barrel. A thin number 18 was engraved along the side.


A Glock 18? Gannon thought with a whistle.


He’d heard of them. They looked like a regular pistol but they were actually small yet extremely powerful handheld machine guns with a rate of fire twice that of an Uzi.


A fully automatic machine gun pistol, he thought, looking at it curiously. But weren’t only people in law enforcement or the military allowed to legally possess those?


He was still staring down at it with a hand to the back of his wet mind-boggled head a full minute later when he heard some more knocking and clacking against the boat.


The second hard case he pulled aboard was silver and far heavier than the first. He actually had to gaff it around to the diving door and almost threw out his back as he lugged it up over the lip. It had to be about seventy pounds or more, he thought as he brought it over and thumped it onto the deck next to the gun case.


He stood, chewing at his lower lip as he stared at it. Then he finally knelt down and opened it up.


And felt his breath exit his lungs in a mad-dash rush.


Gannon tracked the columns and rows. Right to left and up and down. And then he did it again.


The case was jammed tight with money. They were all hundreds. Packets and packets and packets of United States of America Benjamin Franklin one-hundred-dollar bills.


They were wrapped tight in red rubber bands. He edged one out. He thumbed at the cloth-like paper. He held it up to his face and smelled it and riffled its soft edge against his wrist.


“Seventy pounds,” Gannon whispered as he stared.


But that’s not all, came a TV game show host voice from somewhere in Gannon’s mind as he noticed a huge lump in the cloth webbing on the underside of the case’s lid.


Inside the flap, there was a big butter-soft black leather bag about the size of a laptop case. The word Cross was embossed along its bottom. He lifted it out and unzipped it and unfolded it on top of the pallet of money.


He was no jeweler, but inside of the leather bag was what appeared to be rough uncut diamonds. Some were grayish and some had a yellow tinge, but most of them were as colorless and clear as broken car glass.


They had been separated into clear plastic sleeves by size. A grouping of about ten of them in one sleeve section along the left side of the sheet particularly captured his attention.


He’d seen diamonds before. Just never ones the size of Jolly Rancher hard candies.


There were about enough diamonds to fill a cereal bowl, Gannon thought, shaking the bag. Hell, more. Several bowls. He bit at his lower lip some more as he began nodding idiotically. He was staring down at the damn entire box of cornflakes, wasn’t he?


Seventy pounds of worn US hundred-dollar bills plus a fat satchel of uncut diamonds, he thought as he stood. Plus a fully automatic law enforcement–only machine gun pistol.


He glanced back at the sinking tail section.


Plus six dead men in a multimillion-dollar crashed luxury Gulfstream jet.


He knew what it was now. He had thought it already, but now he knew.


It was a drug deal. Some kind of crazy high-level drug deal. Down in South America. In Colombia or Bolivia or somewhere with the cartels. But it had gone super loco apparently.


Gannon blinked at the piled treasure.


He looked up at the dark vault of the sky, the first faint silver sprinkling of stars that could be seen there.


The opportunity he had here. All that money. Like a Powerball hit.


Only the kind you could never tell anyone about.


He slowly passed a hand over his scruffy jaw. He looked at the water, turned in every direction. All still dark. Still nobody coming. He looked at the cross of the listing tail section about to sink.


What would the Bahamian government do with it? Gannon thought. Lower the tax rate? Give it to the poor?


Sure they would, he thought as he took a deep breath.


Then he decided.


Was it even a decision at all? he thought as he went and found his gloves again and pulled them on.


Gannon hurried up to the bow and clicked on the electric anchor winch. As the chain began to chatter against the bow roll, he came back and dumped the money out onto the deck and tossed the bag of diamonds on top of it. He wiped down the empty suitcase with a wet towel before he brought it back to the diving platform and filled it with water and made it sink.


He thought about keeping the gun before he closed its lid and wiped its case down and heaved it into the sea from whence it came.


He tossed the diamonds and money into a dirty blanket he used as a pad when doing engine repairs and locked it in the head before he went forward and secured the anchor.


Gannon could feel butterflies in his stomach and his heart pounding crazily in his chest as he came back and climbed the ladder up into the dark flying bridge.


“Caught something after all,” he said to himself with a crazy laugh as he turned off the running lights and slammed the twin diesels to full reverse, keeping his eyes on the dark horizon.
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Coming on eleven at night, there was an accident on Miami’s Palmetto Expressway that was backing up traffic just west of the I-95 on-ramp.


Pressed up against the left side window of the coast guard C-130 Hercules on approach to Miami Coast Guard Air Station, navy lieutenant Ruby Everett squinted down at the commotion.


In the police blue-and-red bubble light glare, she counted three vehicles involved, a pickup truck and two cars. She craned her neck back as the thunderous aircraft zoomed over the highway. She looked for debris, telltale skid marks. But it was fruitless. They were too far away.


Easy, tiger, she thought as she felt the aircraft’s landing gear hum beneath her toes.


You’ll have more work than you bargained for in about five seconds flat.


“Hey, can I ask you a question?” said the pilot in her earphones.


She turned away from the window and came forward in the jump seat. The pilot was leaning out of the cockpit, smiling back at her. There were two other crew members sitting behind her, but they both seemed to be sleeping.


Ruby listened to the roar of the engines behind her in the big cavernous cargo plane as she looked forward at the pilot and the smile on his face. There was something creepy about the guy that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He seemed normal enough. Plain looking. Midthirties. Very neat.


But maybe that was precisely it. He was too neat, too plain. He looked like one of those blend-into-the-woodwork, plain-looking neat guys from one of those Discovery Channel shows where women ended up floating in the Everglades after the first date.


“What was that?” she said as she pulled her blue camo utility cap down tighter over her dark brown pulled-back hair.


“What division are you in?” he said.


“Office of Naval Safety,” she said, tugging at her matching blue camo blouse to make it as baggy as possible.


As usual, she’d changed immediately into her navy blue utility working uniform and boots when she’d gotten the call. She actually had to gun it back to her apartment up in Ensley to change and to grab her gear. She’d only just gotten back in time to hitch this cargo flight out of Pensacola Naval Air Station, where she was based.


“Naval Safety?” the pilot said, glancing at his instruments then back at her.


“I know. It makes us sound like hall monitors,” she said. “We’re basically the NTSB but for the military. We investigate aviation mishaps.”


“Ah, a toe tagger,” he said with a nod. “That’s wild. You must have seen some real freaky stuff.”


Ruby smiled back politely.


She’d been backup for plenty of accidents in the four years she’d worked at Safety but had only been on-site to two real ones. The biggest was an air force cargo plane that had gone down in upstate New York the year before.


It was a NATO base resupply plane coming back from an overseas deployment somewhere. It needed to refuel in Canada, and there had been some screwup with the liters-to-gallons ratio. They’d also eventually surmised that the gas tank low-level alarm never went off due to a burnt-out transducer.


She remembered finding the black box herself on the bank of a frozen creek in Chittenango State Park near Syracuse. She most definitely remembered the pilots’ screams from it. Both pilots and the 140-million-dollar aircraft had been completely obliterated on impact.


“You like it?” the pilot said.


She glanced out at the lights of Miami-Opa Locka Executive Airport coming at them hard and fast in the aircraft’s windshield.


“It’s a job,” she said.


That wasn’t true. Ruby loved it. The engineering, the math, the detective work, the excitement. Not being chained to a desk.


Well, at least usually, she thought, squinting down at the floor.


For the first time in her professional life, she had been actually disappointed when her boss had called her in for a job.


It was because of her sister. Her little sister, Lori, was due any minute to give birth to her second child. When Ruby’s phone rang two hours before, she’d actually been hanging out at Lori’s place in Lake Charlene waiting for her water to break so she could drive her to the hospital.


It had been Ruby’s hope to ride out her last night of being on call into her upcoming leave. She’d been pretty much banking on it actually. With Lori’s husband, Mitch, in the marine corps on active deployment in the Middle East, there was no way Ruby wanted Lori, her only sibling, to have to give birth alone.


Ruby winced as she thought about her sister, big as a house, on the sofa with her little three-year-old son, Sean, running around like a monkey.


Hopefully, she could get the preliminaries started on whatever the hell this was and then pass it off to the other members of her team and skedaddle.


“What kind of plane crash you going to?” the pilot said, absently flicking off the autopilot on the console as he sat forward again. “A navy plane? Some arrogant navy Tomcat pilot seen too many Tom Cruise movies and became tarmac pizza?”


“I don’t know yet. We do all branches. They didn’t tell me much. They just said they needed me in Miami ASAP.”


“One other question,” the pilot said, looking back at her with his creepily plain grin.


Oh, boy, here we go, Ruby thought.


“Shoot,” she said.


“You married?”


“Engaged,” she lied.


She saw the spinning chopper right away as they landed. To the left of the big coast guard hangars was one of their famous rescue helicopters seen in the recruiting commercials, red with the white stripe. There was a crewman in a helmet and a dark blue flight suit sitting in its open side door.


What was it called again? she thought as she unbuckled her seat belt. A Dolphin, she remembered as she stood and shouldered her gear bag. An MH-65 Dolphin.


“Lieutenant, your chariot awaits,” said a chief petty officer with a ruddy face and a beer gut on the other side of the Hercules’s dropped ramp.


“What’s going on, Chief?” she said.


“No rest for the weary, Lieutenant,” he said over the wind rush and rotor whine as he led her through the humid night air toward the Dolphin.


“We have a cutter on scene, the Surmount, out of Miami Beach. The bird will take you straight out.”


“Are there any other members of my team here?” she said.


“No. There’s no one. Are you supposed to wait for them?”


“I’m not sure. I keep texting my boss, but he hasn’t gotten back. Did you send anybody else out?”


“No, but my orders are to get you out there right away. I recommend you just head out now, and I’ll send out your friends later if they show. This one’s a four-alarmer, from the sound of my boss.”
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