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         Dear Reader,

         You’re about to experience a revolution in reading—BookShots.

         BookShots are a whole new kind of book—100 percent story-driven, no fluff, always under $5.

         I’ve written or co-written nearly all the BookShots and they’re among my best novels of any length.

         At 150 pages or fewer, BookShots can be read in a night, on a commute, even on your cell phone during breaks at work.

         I hope you enjoy Stealing Gulfstreams.

         All my best,
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         James Patterson

         P.S.

         For special offers and the full list of BookShot titles, please go to

         BookShots.com
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            Chapter 1

         

         “Gentlemen, find your formation.”

         The pace pilot’s voice crackles over the radio, but John Flynn can barely hear it.

         The retired Navy lieutenant can barely hear anything. Including his own thoughts.

         He’s strapped inside a T-2 Buckeye warbird, hurtling through the air at more than two hundred miles per hour. Its four-ton steel-alloy fuselage is rattling like a million tin cans. Its engine, a modified GE J85 turbojet, is churning out three thousand pounds of thrust, rumbling louder than thunder.

         Below him, the scrubby Nevada desert whips by in a blur of green and brown.

         Above, the clear blue sky stretches on forever.

         And on either side, eight other high-speed performance aircraft are positioning themselves, wing to wing, in a flying starting line.

         Each is being flown by one of the top sport pilots in the world.

         And today John plans to smoke them all.

         Or die trying.

         “Gentlemen, prepare to engage.”

         Welcome to the National Championship Air Races, the fastest and deadliest motorsport competition on earth.

         Make that “above” the earth.

         Since it started here at Reno Stead Airport in 1964, twenty-one pilots have lost their lives along with ten unlucky spectators. Tragic, but not hard to understand why. Circling the eight-mile oval race course at more than five hundred miles per hour, aviators train a lifetime for an event that’s over in minutes—with precisely zero room for error. One tiny false move, one minuscule miscalculation, one accidental nudge of the yoke a millimeter in the wrong direction, and it could mean the difference between finishing in second place and finishing in a ball of flames.

         But right now, John isn’t thinking about any of that. After so many years of hard work, after all the crazy shit he’s done to get here, there’s only one thing on his mind.

         Victory.

         At any cost.

         John tightens his grip on the thrust lever. He scans his instrument panel: all systems go. He lets out a long exhale, trying to clear his mind.…

         And thinks about his two sons, one nearly a man, the other still a boy.

         John knows both are somewhere in the crowd below, watching him, cheering him on. Jack and Cole. His “little wingmen,” he calls them. The lights of his life. It’s a small miracle they turned out the way they did, what with their mother—

         John pushes those thoughts aside. He has to focus. It’s almost time.

         His opponents are nearly settled into their cruising aerial “lanes.”

         The pace pilot will soon speak his famous starting command.

         And the contest of John’s life will commence.

         In three…two…

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “Gentlemen, you have a race!”

         John slams the throttle, and his T-2 surges forward like a rocket.

         He’s thrown back against his seat as his airspeed, in mere seconds, shoots past three hundred miles per hour. Then three hundred twenty. Three hundred forty. The g-force is so intense it feels like an elephant is standing on his chest.

         John quickly pulls toward the front of the pack, but three other jets edge him out. He banks hard to the left, cutting off one of them on his flank, which forces that pilot to ascend and sacrifice speed.

         Then John does something insane.

         He tilts his T-2 into a four-hundred-mile-per-hour nosedive.

         John’s adrenaline surges. He can feel the blood rushing from his head. His vision starts to tunnel. He could black out at any moment.

         But he pulls up and evens out just in time, whizzing past another plane and moving into second place.

         John is barreling along now at four hundred thirty miles per hour—and flying less than eighty feet above the ground.

         His lips curl into a little grin. The race has barely started, and he’s already neck and neck for first place.

         Best of all, he knows that Jack and Cole must be down there cheering their little hearts out. He wants to make his boys as proud of him as he is of them.

         John rides the tail of the first-place jet for a whole lap. He can’t quite find a way to pass the guy, so he decides to slingshot around him at the next turn.

         John rolls horizontal, pulls away, and starts to climb, when suddenly—

         Chunk-chunk-chunk-chunk-chunk!

         Hitting a pocket of choppy air, his plane starts to tremble and sputter.

         The yoke rattles like a woodpecker as John frantically tries to regain control. He knows he could just decrease his speed, pitch up, and coast out of it, a textbook emergency procedure he could pull off in his sleep.

         But there’s no question it would cost him precious time. And maybe the race.

         Everything he’s been working for.

         So instead, John takes a major risk. He steadies the trembling control column with all his strength and jams the throttle to the max.

         The afterburners kick in, and the T-2 shudders horribly, then finally starts to straighten out.

         It worked! With the wobbling subsiding, John refocuses on the race.…

         Then he smells it. A pilot’s absolute worst fear.

         Smoke.

         And in an instant, he’s surrounded on both sides by searing-hot flames.

         John’s control panel beeps and blinks like mad, but he can scarcely see a thing inside the cockpit. It’s starting to fill rapidly with black exhaust.

         Coughing and gagging, John fumbles to yank the lever that releases the windshield. The glass hatch goes flying away—and he’s blasted in the face with four-hundred-mile-per-hour winds.

         Smoke still billowing, John looks down at his instrument panel. He’s desperate to learn his speed, pitch, and altitude, hoping to regain some semblance of control.

         Because he knows he’s going down.

         The fire is really spreading now. John feels his flame-retardant flight suit engulfed in white-hot heat. Behind his flight mask, his eyes are stinging. His skin is cooking.

         He’s too low to eject safely, so he jerks the yoke hard to try to level out as best he can. It’s a last-ditch attempt to make his crash landing just slightly less horrific—for his sons, not himself. He knows his own life is as good as lost. The only question now is, how awful will it look? How terribly will it scar his precious boys?

         The ground is coming up faster and faster. John can start to make out rock formations, scraggly desert trees, little shrubs.

         He shuts his eyes. He says a prayer, asking God to watch over Jack and Cole, begging the Holy Father to be a better one than he was. John braces for impact.

         
              

         

         And I wake up with a gasp.

         I open my eyes and look around. I’m in a dark motel room, sitting up in bed, dripping with sweat and panting like a dog. My heart is thudding behind my ribs.

         It was all just a goddamn nightmare.

         The same one I’ve been having for nearly half my life, ever since my little brother and I watched that fiery crash in Reno some fifteen years ago.

         I was only seventeen at the time. Cole had just turned twelve.

         The man who lost his life that day—our father—was a legend in the air-racing community. A successful commercial pilot and decorated naval aviator. Driven, dedicated, determined. A truly brilliant flier who loved excitement and lived for danger.

         Just like we do.

         I guess madness runs in the family.

         I check the clock on the nightstand: 3:48 a.m. I’m too amped to go back to sleep, so I might as well get up. I have to head to work soon anyway.

         My name is Jack Flynn. I’m a pilot.

         What else would I be?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         “Brother,” I say, “you look like deep-fried shit on a stick.”

         I’m standing near the entrance to Easton State Airport, a sleepy single runway tucked away in the lush Cascade Range foothills, seventy miles southeast of Seattle.

         Cole has just parked his Harley on the shoulder and yanked off his helmet, revealing bloodshot eyes, a greasy nest of brown hair, and a few days’ worth of scruff. He looks older than his twenty-seven years, thanks to plenty of hard living. Still, the kid is handsome. He gets his good looks from our old man. We both do.

         “And you, Jackie,” Cole says, staggering toward me, “look like a goddamn Boy Scout. But what else is new?”

         He means that as an insult, but I take it as a compliment. I’m already wearing my dark-blue pilot’s uniform, freshly pressed. My shoes are spit-shined. My face is cleanly shaven. My hair meticulously combed.

         Cole, meanwhile, has on shredded black jeans and a stained gray T-shirt. His pilot’s uniform is slung over his shoulder in a wrinkled heap. He looks like he closed down a local watering hole last night and hasn’t slept a wink since.

         As I catch a whiff of bourbon on his breath, I worry that I’m right.

         “Jesus,” I say, wrinkling my nose. “Pop an Altoid or something.” Then I add, with real seriousness, “Cole, are you fit to fly? Be straight with me.”

         My brother smirks and stabs a Marlboro between his lips. “I might look drunk. I might smell drunk. I might even still be a little drunk.” He holds out his hands to show me how steady they are. “But I could still pull a perfect double wingover at six hundred knots right now with my eyes closed. And you know it.”

         That’s my little brother for you. Never short on confidence. But he’s such an ace pilot, the son of a bitch is probably right. I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually tried that crazy maneuver during our flight this morning, if only to prove a point.

         And just in case he screws it up? Well, I’m such a damn good pilot I could get us out of it with my hands tied.

         We start to walk together along the tarmac. It’s the crack of dawn and still mostly dark out, but in the glow of Cole’s cigarette I notice some red smudges on his chin.

         “For God’s sake, wipe off that lipstick. Can you at least try to look professional?”

         Cole claps me on the back. “Don’t be jealous, man, just ’cause some of us like to get a little action more than once a decade.”

         This time, I don’t take it as a compliment.

         We finally reach the twinjet Gulfstream IV parked at the end of the runway. Damn, is she a beauty. Only a few years old, perfectly maintained. The early-morning sunlight sparkles off her polished white fuselage like a diamond necklace.

         “Get changed,” I say as I unlock the side cabin door, twist open the hatch, and pull down the retractable stairway. “And clean yourself up. I mean it, Cole. Then look over our flight plan one last time. I’m going to do a walk-around.”

         Cole offers an ironic salute and heads up the stairs. I flip on a flashlight and start to give the exterior of the aircraft a final visual safety inspection.

         And that’s when I notice something.

         Pulling into the airport’s entrance is a black Cadillac Escalade.

         “Jesus Christ,” I mutter. “The Malones are here.”

         “Those jackasses are early,” Cole says, even more annoyed than I am.

         “Okay, baby bro. Big smiles. Show those pearly whites. Let’s do this.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         The massive SUV comes to a stop near the plane, then out step four of the most obnoxious “one-percenters” I’ve ever met. I’ve done homework on the family members on the passenger list, just so I know who I’m dealing with. But in person they’re even worse than I imagined.

         Rick Malone exits first. A hedge-fund bajillionaire from nearby Seattle, he’s got the brain of Warren Buffett and the body of Danny DeVito—with none of the charm. He’s wearing a leather jacket that I’m sure cost at least five thousand dollars, in a desperate, obviously midlife-crisis-inspired attempt to look cool. Unfortunately, it’s two sizes too small, and all it does is accentuate his bulging gut and lack of style.

         “Let’s go, already!” he yells at the rest of his family climbing out of the car. “I want to be in the air in two minutes, do you all hear me?”

         “Actually, Mr. Malone,” I gently interject, “we may need a bit more time than that to finish our safety check and—”

         “Listen,” he barks right in my face, “I’m paying a goddamn fortune for this jaunt to Aspen. When I say we’re taking off in two minutes, we’re taking off in two minutes. Hear me?”

         I grit my teeth. No point in arguing. Not yet, anyway. “Very well, sir. My name’s Jack, by the way. It’s a pleasure to meet—”

         Rick ignores my extended hand and stomps up the steps into the Gulfstream.

         Next, RJ Malone and his sister, Emily, exit the Escalade. Ten and seven, they’re cute kids. Too bad they’re cut from the same annoying cloth as their father.

         “It’s my iPad, give it back!” whines RJ, yanking the device from his little sister and giving her a shove for good measure. “You suck at this game anyway.”

         Emily’s little lip starts to quiver.

         I get an idea and kneel down beside her. “Hey, your name is Emily, right?” I ask. She nods, surprised I already know it. “Well, I’m the captain. Can I trust you with a secret, something very important?”

         I remove the golden wings pin affixed to my lapel and hold it out to her.

         “Think you can keep this safe for me during the flight? And help be my navigator?”

         Emily’s frown turns into a big, bright smile. “Cool!” she says.

         “Excuse me,” comes a shrill female voice. It belongs to Cynthia Malone, Rick’s bleached-blond second wife. Though she can’t be more than forty, her face is already heavily Botoxed.

         She’s gesturing to two gigantic Louis Vuitton suitcases that their driver has set down on the ground, each one about the size of a washing machine.

         “Are either of you going to take care of these?” she snarls.

         I’m about to reply when Cole jumps in first, his voice thick with irritation. “We’re pilots, ma’am. Not skycaps. If you’ve got a problem with that—”

         “We’d be more than happy to help,” I interrupt, trying to play peacemaker.

         “Hold on,” says RJ, finally glancing up from his iPad and looking at me, then at Cole, then back to me, then back to my brother. “Are you guys, like, related or something? Weird.”

         “Nothing weird about sticking by your family,” I say, unlatching the Gulfstream’s rear luggage compartment and heaving Cynthia’s enormous bags inside. “Family’s the most important thing in the world, actually. Don’t ever forget that.”

         RJ’s eyes are already on his screen again. “Whatever.”

         When the entire wonderful Malone family is finally on board and their chauffeur has turned the Escalade around and driven away, Cole and I take our seats in the flight deck. We run through our final system check and prepare for takeoff.

         “What is taking so long?” Rick calls to us from the cabin.

         I look back to see that he’s reclining in a plush leather seat with his feet up. He’s also cracking open a tiny bottle of Grey Goose from the minibar—probably not his first drink of the day.

         “Any time now, if you two don’t mind. Aren’t you guys supposed to be pros?”

         I can tell Cole is about to lose his cool, so I touch his arm.

         And give him the look. It’s time.

         My brother whips out the black SIG Sauer P229 tucked into his belt.

         “We are professionals,” Cole says to Rick, aiming the pistol right at him. “Now, get the hell off our plane.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Rick gasps in total shock, spilling the vodka all over his expensive leather jacket.

         When Cynthia sees the gun, she starts shrieking like a hyena.

         Emily and RJ are too stunned to make a peep.

         “You heard the man,” I say. “Malone family? Time to deplane. This flight’s leaving without you. We’re taking your Gulfstream.” I open the door.

         “Bullshit you are! I’m not getting off this fucking plane. This is bullshit!”

         I look at the source of that exclamation—not Rick but little RJ. The cojones on this kid.

         “Now, let’s…let’s all j-just…” Rick stutters, his swagger replaced by fear. “RJ, be quiet. Of course we’ll get off, nice and easy. Plane’s all yours, guys. No problem.”

         “Dad, no!” RJ says again. “It’s our plane, not theirs!”

         Cole cocks his gun’s hammer. He’s running out of patience.

         “If you know what’s good for you,” my brother says, “you’ll listen to your old man.”

         “He—he’s just kidding!” exclaims a panicked Cynthia, growing almost frantic with concern. “Aren’t you, RJ? Tell him. Now, let’s go. Quickly.”

         Cynthia, Rick, and Emily scramble to their feet and head for the hatch.

         But RJ tightens his seat belt and defiantly crosses his arms.

         “We don’t have time for this shit,” Cole says—as much a command to the Malone family as a warning to me.

         He’s right. Every second we sit on the tarmac, we’re pushing our luck.

         But pinching a plane is one thing. Kidnapping a spoiled boy is another.

         Part of me wants to deck the little brat and knock him out cold for delaying our plan. But then I get another idea.

         “Come here, kid,” I say, standing up and marching right over to RJ. In a single move, I unbuckle his seat belt with one hand and yank him to his feet by his arm. He squirms in fear and discomfort, and as I twist his arm behind his back, I note the tears coming into his eyes.

         “Please, don’t hurt my son!” Rick pleads.

         “Just teaching him a lesson.”

         Before RJ realizes what’s happening, I drag him to the door, ready to eject him with force.

         “Oh!” Cynthia cries.

         RJ yelps—not from pain but from shock and humiliation.

         “Now, let’s try this one more time,” I say. “Are you ready to go?”

         “Yes…yes, sir,” RJ whimpers, his eyes filling with tears. I release him, and he scrambles down the steps.

         Part of me feels bad for embarrassing him. But the little twerp had it coming. And I’d do anything to make sure we get away with this plane.

         Without another word, the Malone family shuffles off. As they stand on the tarmac, the pneumatic stairs automatically folding back into the craft, Rick’s pudgy face flushes with rage.

         “You bastards!” he bellows. “You aren’t going to get away with this! You can’t just steal somebody’s freaking airplane! Are you nuts? You’ll never—”

         But his ranting is cut off as the hatch closes with a click.

         His voice is drowned out even more by the rumble of the Gulfstream’s twin engines as Cole and I fire them up.

         “Flight transponder?” Cole asks me, flipping switches and turning knobs, making the final preparations for takeoff like a good copilot should.

         I locate the piece of equipment he’s talking about. It’s about the size of a shoebox and looks like a fancy car radio.

         First I turn it off. Then I literally yank it right out of the console, wires and all. No way anyone on the ground is going to be tracking this flight.

         “Deactivated. We’re flying dark.”

         “Roger that, Captain,” Cole replies with a wide grin. “Now, how’s about we blow this joint?”

         “Brother, I couldn’t have said it better myself. Prepare for takeoff.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         Taking charge of the controls, I carefully taxi the Gulfstream into the center lane of the runway. Through the windshield, I glimpse the Malone family. I can’t help but snicker. Sorry, suckers.

         Slowly I ease the throttle forward, and the plane starts gaining ground speed. I begin to pull up on the control column. Gently at first, then a bit more…a bit more…

         At last, I experience my favorite feeling in the world. I’ve felt it hundreds of times in my life, but it never, ever gets old.

         The freedom, the thrill, the pure joy of liftoff.

         “And this bird is ours!” Cole exclaims, slapping his knee with excitement. “Steady climb to fifteen thousand, heading two-nine-zero, then it’s straight on home.”

         Cole loosens his seat belt, shuts his eyes, and clasps his hands behind his head. He looks so relaxed I almost expect him to crack open a cold one.

         Me? I’m not kicking back quite yet.

         I’ve flown practically every kind of aircraft you can think of, including military during the years I spent in the Navy. Still, every plane handles a little bit differently, even identical models and years, so I want to take a minute to get a feel for this one’s controls. I tilt the yoke forward and back a bit, noting how the craft responds. I flutter the ailerons. I flap the rudder.

         “I still can’t get over that snot-nosed kid back there,” says Cole. “But that arm twist? Just painful enough to be effective. How’d you think of that?”

         I debate whether to answer honestly. I don’t want to dampen the cockpit’s celebratory mood. But since my brother asked…

         “It’s what Dad used to do to us sometimes. Remember? Like that day we found his old flight suit in the attic and played dress-up, then spilled Kool-Aid all over it.”

         I notice the smile on Cole’s face fade. It’s a bittersweet memory.

         For him, at least. Me? Growing up, I idolized our father. A few months after he died in that championship race crash in Reno, I enlisted in the Navy to follow in his footsteps. I wanted to achieve in his honor what he died striving for.

         Cole saw things differently. My brother spent the next five years bouncing from one grim Nevada foster home to another. He dropped out of high school and got into all kinds of trouble. Yet, despite his own wild streak, I don’t think he ever forgave our old man for being so reckless. For turning two kids—whose mother was already out of the picture—into orphans, all because he was chasing some crazy dream.

         A dream that’s now become my own.

         It’s the whole reason I’m doing any of this.

         Maybe I am a little crazy.

         “Look starboard,” I say to change the subject. “Gorgeous, huh?”

         We’re flying north by northwest. Through the distant fog, Puget Sound comes into view. It looks like a sheet of dark glass stretching on forever.

         Then I ask, a little mischievously, “How close do you think I can get to it?”

         Cole opens one eye and looks at me, knowing exactly what I mean.

         Before he can respond—or retighten his seat belt—I push the throttle and pitch up into a steep arc. Leaning on the yoke hard, I execute a grueling “rolling scissor.”

         A series of looping barrel rolls.

         Cole whoops with excitement as we twirl upside down, again and again, the Gulfstream groaning and rumbling as I push it to its limits. It’s just a boring old transport jet, not built for such punishing tricks.

         But when the Flynn brothers are behind the controls? Any aircraft can be a stunt plane.

         I level out and see we’re just a few miles away from the water now. So I push the throttle even more and dive-bomb directly toward it—shedding hundreds of feet of altitude per second.

         Cole and I break into thrilled laughter as we soar over the verdant woodlands northeast of Seattle. Soon we’re flying even lower, over its outer suburbs. Then lower still, over beachfront properties and commercial ports.

         I angle directly toward the water now. It’s getting closer and closer.

         Out of the corner of my eye, I see Cole white-knuckling his armrest—not something my cocky copilot normally does.

         “Watch your descent rate, man,” he says sharply, barely hiding the concern in his voice. “We’re coming in a little steep, bro. Ease up!”

         As if on cue, a warning alarm sounds in the cockpit. Shit—Cole was right!

         I realize I overshot the dive and know I only have a few precious seconds to fix it. I carefully ease up on the throttle and pull up, trying to time it just right.

         At the last second, the plane levels out, zooming barely one hundred feet above Puget Sound, churning up wild waves in our wake like a flying Jet Ski.

         “Hot damn!” Cole exclaims with a nervous chuckle as I lift us back into a safer cruising altitude. My brother is white as a sheet. All his earlier bravado has vanished. “You kinda scared me there, Jack.”

         “That was the plan,” I answer.

         Which is the truth. Cole can get cheeky sometimes. Or sloppy, like when he snapped at Cynthia Malone back on the tarmac. So I wanted him to feel some real fear. I love my little brother more than anyone, but sometimes what he needs is tough love.

         “We’re in a no-margin-for-error business,” I remind him. “Don’t ever forget it.”

         Cole rolls his eyes. He’s irritated with me but contrite, too.

         Point made.

         I bank left and start to head back toward our original flight path.

         Cole touches my shoulder, his eyes wide with worry again.

         “What now?” I ask.

         “We got company. Nine o’clock. Look alive, bro.”

         I glance over my shoulder and see it.

         Oh, shit.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         A green and white Bell 206B3 helicopter—KING COUNTY SHERIFF emblazoned on its tail—is hurtling straight toward us on a direct intercept course.

         “We gotta lose it, now!” I say, pitching up into a temporary evasive maneuver.

         Sure, that chopper’s max speed is only about a hundred fifty miles per hour. This Gulfstream could top three times that, no sweat, even in a gale-force headwind.

         But the Bell is a lot quicker and more nimble than we are, able to stop and spin on a dime. And you can bet its pilot is going to use that to his advantage.

         Because he doesn’t need to beat us in a chase. All he needs to do is “buzz” us—do a quick flyby, close enough to see our faces or, hell, just read our tail number.

         If that happens, our plane will be ID’d and our cover blown. We’ll be tracked by every radar tower from here to Denver. There will be no escape. We will be totally, royally screwed. Everything we’re working for—lost.

         “He’s closing in fast, Jackie,” says Cole with growing concern. “Heading one-nine-zero, matching our ascent rate spot-on. What’s the play here?”

         That’s a damn good question. And I don’t have an answer.…

         Until I notice the sun just peeking over the eastern horizon.

         And I get an idea.

         Hammering the yoke down and to the right, I send the Gulfstream plummeting into a “split S”—a visually confusing half-loop roll. I grit my teeth as the g-force slams Cole and me against the sides of our seats, hard.

         As I pull out of it, I watch the chopper—just as I’d hoped—changing course, wrongly anticipating where we’re going to end up.…

         Until it’s just where I want it.

         My wild maneuver complete, the Gulfstream has flipped around completely and is now flying due west, facing the helicopter straight ahead, with the sunrise at our back. Even if he’s wearing aviators, that pilot has to be squinting like crazy right now. No way he can read our tail number or see our faces or even make out our livery.

         Just to make extra sure we’re safe, I quickly pull up on the control column so our plane climbs steeply into the clouds—then keeps going. Up, up, and away.

         “Suck it!” Cole shouts, waving his middle finger at the chopper now a thousand feet below us. “Nice job, bro. That was close.”

         “Too close, if you ask me,” I say. “See what I said about getting cocky? Guess it applies to both of us.”

         Neither of us speaks as we head toward a comfortable cruising altitude and reset our course to our original destination.

         Until we land, no more tricks.

         Just business.

         There’ll be plenty of time for speed and danger soon enough.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         Big crowds make me nervous. Always have.

         Maybe it’s because they’re prime targets for terrorist attacks. Maybe it’s because I crave the solitude of flying. Or maybe it’s because I was standing in a massive crowd fifteen years ago when I watched my father die.

         Whatever the reason, parades, concerts, sports arenas—they’re just not my scene.

         Too bad our biggest “client” always insists on meeting in crowds.

         “It looks smaller in person, wouldn’t you agree?” asks Cole.

         We’re walking through Space Needle Pavilion in downtown Seattle. It’s our first time in the city, and my brother is staring up at the massive structure like a little kid.

         But my focus is at ground level. I’m scanning the hundreds of people all around us—tourists, picnickers, bikers, dog walkers—looking for our contact without looking like I’m looking. I’m trying to control my jitters, too. It’s been more than twenty-four hours since we lifted the Malone family’s plane, and I’m getting anxious to unload it.

         “They said one o’clock, right?” I ask Cole.

         We switch off from job to job, but this time, I made all our flight arrangements while my brother liaised with our “buyers” to set up this little rendezvous.

         “Yup,” he says, cool as a cucumber. “Relax, Jackie. They’re never late.”

         I check the time on my iPhone. The screen says 1:01 p.m. My brother’s right; these guys have always been as reliable as an atomic clock.

         Which is precisely why I’m getting nervous.

         We continue walking along the grass. We pass some teenagers goofing off and taking selfies. A nerdy tech type blotting a coffee stain on his shirt. An Indian woman covered in henna tattoos plunking out “Smells Like Teen Spirit” on a sitar, an odd homage to Kurt Cobain here in his last home.

         “Hola, pilotos.”

         A man’s familiar voice behind us. So deep and gruff it makes even that simple greeting sound ominous.

         Cole and I spin around to face him. He’s Hispanic—Colombian, we think, but we aren’t sure. He’s about fifty, average height, a little stocky, with a thick, flowing mane of salt-and-pepper hair.

         The name he gave us is simply Mr. León. Which is pretty much all he’s told us, about himself or his operation.

         And that’s A-OK with me. Stealing and reselling private airplanes isn’t like boosting car radios; it’s the big leagues. With big players. Some buyers strip the birds for cheap parts, and others export them around the world, selling them under the table to shady foreign business tycoons or dirty government officials.

         Cole and I have our theories about what Mr. León does with the crafts we lift. But we don’t dare ask. He exercises discretion, and he always pays on time, in person, in cash. The less we know about each other, the better.

         And oh yeah. He never goes anywhere without half a dozen beefy bodyguards encircling him.

         Even more of a reason to keep our mouths shut.

         “Hello, Mr. León,” I say. “Always a pleasure to see you.”

         “Yes. A shame our visits are always so brief. Do you have it?”

         I look over at Cole, who produces a single Post-it note from his pocket.

         On it are written two numbers: 48.258163 and -121.609573.

         These are the latitude and longitude coordinates of Darrington Municipal Airport, a secluded runway about eighty-five miles to the northeast, where we parked the Malone family’s stolen Gulfstream late last night. The keys, as always, are tucked behind its rear left wheel.

         León nods contentedly, then says simply, “Two fifty. Final offer.”

         Cole grows instantly enraged. “What? That’s bullshit!”

         “Easy,” I mutter. This isn’t the time or the place for tempers to flare, especially not with seven heavily armed thugs staring us down.

         “Mr. León,” I say calmly, “as I’m sure you’re aware, on the open market its value is closer to—”

         “Then feel free to sell it on that market,” he replies with a smug smile.

         He knows he’s got us over a barrel here. But what choice do we have?

         “Cheap bastard,” Cole mutters, taking a step forward. “Trying to screw us like—”

         I grab my brother’s arm and give him a vicious look to stand down.

         “We’ll take it,” I say.

         León nods at one of his goons, who plucks the Post-it from Cole’s hand and replaces it with a thick sealed envelope. It looks a little light to be holding that much cash, but again, I’m not going to argue.

         “Gracias, Mr. León,” I say, but the man and his entourage have already disappeared back into the teeming crowd.

         Once we’re alone, Cole exclaims, “Can you believe that piece of shit?”

         “Cool it,” I tell him. “Not here. Not now. Don’t make a scene and blow it.”

         As we walk calmly out of the park, I notice Cole subtly tear open a corner of the envelope and peek inside.

         “What the hell is this? Play money? It’s purple!”

         For a moment my whole body goes tense as a rock. León definitely lowballed us back there, big-time. But he couldn’t have ripped us off completely…could he?

         I glance inside the envelope myself—and chuckle with relief.

         The cash is real. But it’s not the hundred-dollar bills we’re usually paid in.

         It’s a stack of five-hundred-euro notes.

         So that’s how León managed to fit a quarter-million bucks into a single envelope. Smart.

         “Listen, Cole, I know you’re pissed off—”

         “Damn right I am!” he says, stuffing the envelope back into his coat pocket. “That plane was worth twenty million!”

         “Think of it this way,” I say. “We just made two hundred fifty large for a single day’s work. Not too shabby, brother. Not too shabby at all.”

         Cole shakes his head. He knows I’m right.

         But we both know our real work is only just beginning.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         And that’s when he smells it. A pilot’s absolute worst fear.

         Smoke.

         In an instant, John’s cockpit is engulfed in flames. He pulls the windshield-release lever, and the glass top goes flying off. But the smoke is still billowing too much for him to see a thing—except for the ground, coming up fast.

         John yanks hard on the yoke, trying desperately to soften his crash landing, praying fervently that his two sons will be taken care of.…

         
              

         

         My eyes shoot open. My breath catches in my throat. My hands are clammy, each one gripping the sheets like a vise.

         That goddamn nightmare again!

         I feel my father’s presence every day. In every plane I fly. Why won’t he let me have peace when I sleep?

         I dab my sweaty brow and force myself to take some slow, deep breaths. At least I’m in my own bed this time, not some fleabag motel.

         The clock on my nightstand tells me it’s a few minutes past five a.m. Might as well get to work and start my day.

         It’s going to be a long one.

         After a thirty-minute drive on US-6 through the barren Nevada desert, I pull my beat-up black Camaro into the rear service entrance of Tonopah Airport, a barely used public airstrip in the middle of the state—in the middle of nowhere. The runway is cracked and potholed. Most of the hangars look like dilapidated wooden barns.

         It’s the perfect home base for our operation.

         I unlock my “office.” It’s a tiny mobile trailer with a faded sign on the door: FLYNN FLIGHT SCHOOL & AIRCRAFT MAINTENANCE, LLC. The cramped suite inside is stuffed floor to ceiling with papers, navigation charts, flight manifests, repair orders, and airplane deeds of sale (most of them forged). All part of our legit business cover.

         I flip on the ancient coffee machine and give it the good whack it needs to start brewing. Then I take a look at the calendar hanging on the wall.

         Shit! I forgot. This morning I have a new student.

         An hour later, I’m shaking hands with Hal Stauber, a husky, good-ol’-boy-type from a cushy Vegas suburb, a recent college grad and Air Force ROTC dropout. Just promoted to VP at his father’s nearby plastics factory, Hal is looking to get his pilot’s license so he can “take hot chicks 4 the ride of their life. LOL!”

         Not that he’s told me any of this. But it’s amazing what you can learn spending a few minutes googling somebody and checking his Facebook profile and Twitter feed.

         “Yeah, this is mostly gonna be a refresher course for me,” Hal says with a smirk as we walk along the tarmac. “I did a little preflight training back in the Air Force.”

         Is this punk for real? Claiming you’re an airman because you spent a year in college in ROTC is like saying you played in the majors because you used to be in Little League. It’s an insult to everyone who truly serves or served in uniform.

         But of course I bite my tongue.

         “That’s great to hear!” I say cheerily. “We can probably skip ahead then to some more advanced maneuvers. If you’re feeling ready for it, that is.”

         Hal’s grin wavers a bit, but he’s too arrogant to say no.

         We climb inside the red-and-white twin-seat Beechcraft T-34 parked alongside the runway. She was a rickety Navy training jet from the 1980s that Cole and I saved from a scrapyard a few years back, then stripped and put back together, piece by piece, till she was good as new. Better. Part of Flynn Flight School’s appeal, after all, is that our more advanced students get to fly in souped-up military jets, not dinky turboprops.

         Let’s see if my new friend Hal here can handle it on day one.

         After I walk him through the cockpit’s control array and preflight checklist, it’s clear he doesn’t know an aileron from his elbow.

         Oh, this is going to be fun.

         I taxi and take off, then transfer control of the bird to my student.

         At least, I tell him I do.

         “Okay, Hal. Let’s climb to four thousand feet, heading one-two-niner.”

         “Uh, copy,” he says, fumbling with the control column, trying to comply. “But isn’t that a little low for cruising? I mean, I’m sure you know what you’re doing and all, but—”

         “Trust me. I do.” When we’ve reached the altitude I want, I say, “Wow, nice work. You really are a well-trained pilot. Let’s try a simple stall/spin recovery. Sound good?”

         Before Hal can protest, I tug the yoke back and yaw to the left. The plane begins to stall unevenly, and a warning buzzer blares.

         Hal starts to scream as our T-34 starts to shudder and twirl wildly. “Are you nuts, dude?” he exclaims. “Do something!”

         I take both my hands off the control column. “Nah, it’s all you, dude.”

         Outside, the horizon line starts spinning like a pinwheel. Inside, poor Hal is paralyzed by panic. His eyes are shut tight. He’s pressing his palms against the cockpit roof to brace himself, hanging on for dear life.

         I have to chuckle at the sight—until his cheeks puff up like a blowfish. No way is this big guy about to lose his lunch all over my pristine plane.

         So after one more spin, I even out the ailerons, rudder back to center, and easily level us out. Then I pitch sharply up and climb fast—so when Hal finally does puke seconds later, the g-force sends it all over his face and shirt, not my plane’s controls.

         “You all right there, pal?” I ask.

         Hal is wiping his face and shirt in shame. He doesn’t answer. In fact, he never says another word to me, not even after we’ve landed. He simply stumbles out of the plane in silence and staggers back to the airport parking lot.

         As I watch him peel off his vomit-soaked shirt and get into his car, part of me does feel a little bad for the guy.

         “Hey!” I shout. “Hal, I’m sorry, man! I really am! Come back!”

         But Hal puts his car in gear and drives off.

         Oh, well. A jerk like that? He had it coming.

         They always do.
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         “It was one of the dumbest things I ever did. I’m lucky to be alive.”

         Cole is solemnly addressing a circle of nine eager young faces, each person hanging on his every word. It almost feels like my little brother should add, My name is Cole, and I’m an alcoholic. He is—but this isn’t that kind of meeting.

         “At twelve thousand feet, my engine started sputtering,” he continues. “Then it went kaput. After I’d just finished rebuilding it that morning! By the grace of God, I set her down on a bumpy patch of dirt twenty miles from home. When I got her towed back here and opened her up, I realized my mistake. I hadn’t clamped the induction hose to the metering assembly right. I’d used the wrong-size bolts.”

         Cole pinches his thumb and index finger together in the air.

         “Five millimeters too small. That was it. I came half a centimeter away from death that day. All because I messed up. Got careless. So when my brother and me get on you guys about the details, about double- and triple-checking your tools and parts and practices, it’s not ’cause we’re assholes.”

         Cole pauses. “Well, maybe a little bit.” Then he carries on.

         “It’s ’cause we aren’t messing around here. This is serious shit. You want to work for our company? On our planes? You do it right. Every time. Or you go back to wherever the hell you came from. Clear?”

         The hangar echoes with a chorus of affirmations.

         “Good. Now, back to work.”

         The group splinters off. They’re the latest batch of aviation-mechanics-in-training Cole and I hired and have been teaching for the past couple of months. All local kids in their teens and early twenties. Most of them high school dropouts or ex-cons or both. Good folks from bad backgrounds who just need a second chance.

         Like Cole did when he was their age.

         Starting this apprenticeship program was my brother’s idea, actually. And I’ve got to give him credit. I was skeptical, but it’s been working out like a dream. We get a small army of top repairmen for dirt cheap—who are loyal enough to keep their mouths shut.

         “You know, the last time you gave that pep talk,” I say to Cole as we head over to the corner of the hangar to inspect our most prized flying possession, “it was the bearing boss you clamped wrong. Is your memory starting to go already?”

         My brother chuckles. “That whole damn story’s bullshit, man,” he says. “It’s the sentiment that counts.”

         We arrive at an aircraft resting on maintenance stilts covered in a thick gray tarp. Carefully we slide the cloth off…

         Revealing a half-built T-2C Buckeye. Gleaming polished silver with blue trim.

         She still takes my breath away, every time.

         “Those new CMX turbine blades are gonna work out nice,” Cole says, inspecting the latest component of the twin engines we just started installing yesterday. “Of course, since you let León pay us pennies on the dollar last week, we’re basically sixty grand in the hole again. But hey.”

         “Drop it, already, would you?” I snap.

         I climb up the stilts and run my hand along the smooth, chilly metal of the fuselage.

         In my mind I can hear the engines purring. The wind screeching past. The pace pilot speaking over the radio: “Gentlemen, you have a race!”

         This right here is a modern, souped-up version of the T-2 Buckeye we watched our father die in fifteen years ago at the National Championship Air Races in Reno.

         It’s the whole reason Cole and I do what we do. Why we steal private planes for a shady lowlife. So we can afford to build a top-of-the-line racing jet of our own.

         It’s the bird I’ll be flying in that exact same race later this year.

         “Pop would be proud,” Cole says, as if he can read my mind. “Real proud.”

         I shake my head. “Not yet.”

         I climb down off the stilts and start preparing to head home for the day.

         “Right now, brother,” I continue, “all we are is a pair of criminals. But soon…soon we’ll be winners.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         It’s high noon at Tonopah Airport, and the inside of my office feels like an oven.

         I’m sitting at my desk doing paperwork, but my shirt is drenched with sweat. The trailer’s AC died a few weeks back, and Cole and I have been a little too busy—not to mention short on funds—to get it fixed. I make a mental note to take care of that.…

         When I feel something strange.

         My entire little trailer starts to rattle. Books and papers tumble off shelves. My flimsy desk chair vibrates beneath me.

         What the hell? Is this an earthquake?

         As the tremors grow stronger, I hear something: a low, distant rumbling that I recognize immediately. It’s a vintage propeller engine on full blast.

         From the sound of it, the bird is flying low—but coming in red-hot.

         Way too fast for a safe landing.

         Uh-oh.

         I leap to my feet and burst out the door. Cole, a handful of our mechanics, and some other airport patrons have stepped outside to get a glimpse of this mystery plane in possible distress.

         And here she comes.

         Looks to me like a fully restored P-51 Mustang, a workhorse fighter-bomber used in World War II and Korea. I see a row of angry shark teeth painted around its nose cone. I’ve only flown a Mustang a few times myself, but she’s one hell of a warbird. Nimble, versatile, one of the fastest old propeller planes around.

         And she’s dive-bombing right at us!

         The sound of the engine grows deafening. I almost run for cover, but the Mustang finally pitches up and veers over our heads into a series of rapid barrel rolls.

         We watch, impressed, as the bird twirls like a top, climbing higher and higher toward the clouds, before finally slowing…to a total vertical standstill.

         Next, it enters a tail slide, a controlled backward fall.

         At least, I hope it’s controlled. Because a P-51 definitely wasn’t built to do that.

         I feel my heart slide into my throat as I watch the Mustang plummet straight back down toward the ground, tail first, getting faster and faster.

         This fall is eating up altitude. The pilot is really pushing his luck. Even our team of mechanics can tell this trick is going on a little too long for comfort.

         Finally, at the last possible second, the Mustang tips all the way backward into a stunning reverse loop, before the pilot regains control and pitches up again—not more than fifty feet from the ground!

         We all let out relieved sighs as the plane curves back around, decreases speed, and comes in for a landing.

         The mechanics cheer and applaud. Cole rolls his eyes, snuffs out his cigarette, and heads back to our hangar.

         I find myself marching over to the taxiing prop plane. I want to meet this cocky stunt flier, who showed up unannounced at “my” airport and almost gave me and my staff a heart attack. Who exactly does he think he is?

         The windshield slides open, and the pilot climbs out. He pulls off his flight helmet…and a silky blond ponytail tumbles out.

         Well, damn. Looks like this ace is actually a woman.

         Pretty, too.

         “You practically gave us a haircut back there with that nosedive,” I call out to her.

         The pilot pulls off her leather gloves and gives me a once-over as I approach, getting close enough for me to notice her green eyes.

         “A little grooming might do you some good.”

         She chuckles, and I’m immediately self-conscious. Cole and I have been practically living inside our hangar installing the new turbine blades we just bought for the T-2. It’s been days since I shaved or ran a comb through my mop. Or even changed out of my grimy, sweat-soaked clothes.

         And here I am talking to a pretty girl who just stepped out of a 110-degree cockpit looking fresh as a daisy. Great.

         “I’m Jack” is all I manage to say. “Nice flying back there.”

         “Natalie,” she responds. But instead of shaking my hand, she gives me a stiff salute. “Or maybe I should say, ‘I’m Lieutenant Hammond…Commander Flynn.’”

         I do a terrible job of hiding my shock. “How do you know who I am?”

         “Did my research. How do you think I knew about this airport?”

         I’m even more taken aback now. How did she know about it? The anonymity of Tonopah is why we like it. But I try to act casual.

         “Then you probably know I left the Navy a couple of years ago. So you can drop all this rank and ‘commander’ business.”

         Natalie nods. “I’m former Air Force myself. Got tired of stealth bombing runs over Baghdad and Ramadi, night after night. I didn’t reenlist.”

         She begins to circle her aircraft, placing wheel chocks around the landing gear. I’ll admit I don’t mind watching.

         “Now I mostly work air shows and trade events,” she says. “Not my dream job…but you couldn’t pay me enough to teach newbies to fly. Or work maintenance? God. I don’t know how you stay sane out here. What’s your secret?”

         Okay, now I’m really getting suspicious.

         Who the hell is this woman? Why is she here?

         “That just pays my bills,” I answer. “I hardly even think about it anymore. What’s your secret?”

         Natalie simply turns and starts heading toward the airport’s main hangar.

         Without breaking stride, she glances back and offers a beguiling smile. “Good question.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         The sun is setting on Tonopah Airport, and the scorching heat has finally started to break.

         A few recreational pilots have flown in and out, along with a crop duster or two; but compared with Natalie’s death-defying air show, the rest of the day was pretty quiet.

         From behind the stacks of paperwork on my desk, I’ve been catching glimpses of her tinkering away on her Mustang all afternoon. Recalibrating the engine, tightening bolts, topping up the fuel tank, polishing the fuselage. Somehow she makes routine plane maintenance fascinating.

         I did some research and found her Air Force public-service record. Some blurbs on a few aviation blogs about her flying skills. But that’s about it.

         Which is why I’m wary of her. Intrigued—okay, attracted—but uneasy. What’s her deal?

         I glance out my trailer window and notice Natalie’s Mustang is now covered by a tarp. Shit.

         Good thing I’m just about done for the day myself. What a coincidence.

         Grabbing my keys and iPhone off my desk, I hurry out of the office and walk casually yet briskly toward the airport’s rear parking lot.

         Sure enough, I spy Natalie unlocking the door of a vintage fire-engine-red sports car, a 1965 Ford Mustang. Cute.

         “We meet again, Commander,” Natalie calls, flashing me another little smile.

         “Nice car,” I say, heading toward my own late-model black Camaro. “So you fly an old Mustang, and you drive one, too? I gotta give you points for consistency.”

         “Funny. My friends would tell you I’m full of contradictions.”

         And with that, she slips behind the wheel, revs the engine, and peels out.

         I watch her head down the airport service road and turn westbound along US-6. I live to the east, but something inside tells me to follow.

         So I do.

         I stomp the gas and hook a left. Soon I’m just a few hundred feet behind Natalie, both of us speeding down this long, barren stretch of highway. I’m doing eighty, but she seems to be slipping farther away.

         Damn. She can fly and drive.

         Fine. If it’s a drag race she wants, that’s what she’ll get.

         I accelerate up to ninety now, then ninety-five. I blow past a sign informing me the highway is about to merge with US-95. Two hundred and fifty miles north is Reno; two hundred miles south is Vegas. Where are we going? I don’t want to lose her as we go around the next bend, so I jam the gas even more. My Camaro grumbles as I hit one hundred. Then one ten. One twenty.

         Finally, I start to gain a little ground on Natalie’s Mustang. I can make out its shiny red exterior glinting in the moonlight.

         But I realize I don’t see any brake lights. Which makes me worried.

         We’re approaching a pretty sharp highway T-intersection. Natalie better slow down.

         But she doesn’t. So I lean on my horn. I flash my brights.

         Nothing.

         If she’s playing chicken, she’s playing with fire. And I want nothing to do with it.

         I reluctantly tap my own brakes, decelerating to just under eighty-five.…

         And I watch in shock as Natalie’s Mustang keeps speeding forward—and barrels clean off the level highway and straight out into the open desert.

         This woman’s even crazier than I thought!

         No way I’m giving up now. I pound the gas and follow her. My Camaro skids hard off the pavement, then begins bumping and rattling along the rocky dirt.

         I’m trying hard to keep my shuddering steering wheel steady. But I quickly realize that’s pointless. Natalie has started swerving wildly from side to side.…

         Kicking up a massive dust cloud in her wake. Deliberately, I’m sure.

         I can’t help speeding right into it—and suddenly I’m driving blind, surrounded on all sides by a swirling wall of dirt as thick as pea soup.

         Damn it.

         I hate to do this, but I have no choice but to slow down even more for my safety.

         I strain to listen for the Mustang’s engine over my own. I try to make out where it’s heading. But it’s impossible.

         By the time I reach the other side of the dust cloud and the dirt has started to settle, I realize that Natalie has looped around me and driven back onto the highway.

         And she’s heading back the way we came.

         She’s already put a good half mile between us. Wherever she’s going next, there’s not a chance in hell I’d catch up to her now.

         I pound my hand against my steering wheel and slow the Camaro to a stop.

         “Well played, Natalie,” I say through gritted teeth. “Well played.”

         But then I remember. She parked her plane back at the airport. She has to come back for it. Right?

         Maybe I haven’t seen the last of this wild woman after all.
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         To me, reconstructing a racing plane is both a science and an art. It takes passion, expertise, patience, finesse.

         To Cole, it’s nothing but a major pain in the ass.

         “Come on, let ’er rip, already!” he whines. He’s standing, puffing on a cigarette, behind a tower of diagnostic equipment hooked up to the underside of our Buckeye.

         I’m the one lying beneath the eight-thousand-pound plane. Drenched in sweat, my neck stiff as a board, I’m finishing the latest round of painstakingly tiny adjustments to the new turbofan we’ve spent the entire miserable morning trying to install.

         “Cool your jets!” I yell back to him. “That’s what I’m trying to do down here.”

         Some of our maintenance-men-in-training, who have been helping us out, chuckle at my cheesy joke. But Cole ignores me. He’d rather be doing pretty much anything else right now than calibrating a finicky jet engine.

         I don’t blame him. The process is awfully tedious. But if we’re going to win that air race in Reno in a few months, there’s no cutting corners. Gotta focus.

         I wonder sometimes if that’s what happened to our father. If he was stretched so thin, working as a private pilot and raising two boys on his own, that he got sloppy on race day and missed something while inspecting his plane. Maybe that’s why he went down.

         I’ll never know. But that sure as hell won’t ever happen to me.

         “Okay,” I call, “I’m firing it up!” I slide out from underneath as the half-built engine rumbles to life. After a few seconds I yell over the noise, “How’s she looking?”

         Cole doesn’t respond. He’s too focused on the diagnostic monitors, watching the readouts to see if we’re getting the right thrust and internal temperatures we want. From his expression, I think we’re finally in the clear.

         “Shit!” he suddenly exclaims. He kicks the tower of machines so hard they nearly topple over. “Still running too hot. Kill it, kill it!”

         With a sigh, I shut down the engine. I start to slide back underneath, ready to return to work, but Cole has had enough. “Screw this!” he says, throwing up his hands.

         “Maybe I can take a look?”

         I swivel my head. It’s Natalie, standing in the hangar’s open doorway. She’s wearing an old navy-blue University of Nevada T-shirt and low-rise jeans. Before I can tell her not to, she’s marching up to our Buckeye.

         “Look, but don’t touch,” Cole warns her.

         Natalie doesn’t seem intimidated. She sticks her nose right into the shell of the engine, not flinching one bit from the scorching heat it’s still giving off.

         “A modified aftermarket TF37 turbofan,” she says, her forehead wrinkling. “I’ve heard they can be a little fussy. You try dialing down the axial compressor rates?”

         I have to admit I’m a little impressed. This woman doesn’t just know how to fly planes, she knows what makes them tick, too.

         I explain to her that of course we tried that. We’ve been working on the stupid engine for the past four hours.

         “Seems like an awful lot of thrust for such a little plane,” she says. “Lemme guess. You’re racing it.”

         That’s not something I want to talk about. “Maybe,” I say.

         “Wow. Following in your old man’s footsteps. I’m sure he’d be—”

         “We gotta get back to work,” I snap, more than a little edge in my voice.

         I look over at Cole. I can see Natalie’s last comment got under his skin, too.

         It’s one thing for a stranger to fly in unannounced, show off with some aerial stunts, then smoke me in a highway chase. Fine. But this woman has no right to even mention my late father. That’s where I draw the line. And she crossed it.

         “Hey, Jack, I’m sorry,” she says, contrite. “All I meant was—”

         “Yo, boss. Phone call.”

         Arturo Salinas—compact and muscled, one of the first guys we hired onto our maintenance team a year or so ago—has poked his head inside the hangar door.

         “Tell ’em I’m working,” I say. “Take a message.”

         “I tried,” Arturo answers. “But the dude won’t take no for an answer. He said something about…a lion?”

         Oh, shit.

         Mr. León—calling me—here?

         For security reasons, we’ve always communicated through an anonymous, encrypted online message board, never over the phone. How the hell did he track down my private office number? The guy doesn’t even know my real name! At least, I don’t think he does. And I doubt he’s just calling to say hello. This is bad news.

         Tossing Cole a nervous glance, I excuse myself and scoot to my trailer. For a moment I think about ripping my desk phone right out of the wall. But I know that would only delay the inevitable. So instead, I steady my nerves and pick up the receiver.

         “Hola, Mr. Flynn,” comes a deep, familiar voice—but one that has never said my name before. It sends a chill down my spine. “I am sorry to bother you like this.…”

         “How can I help, Mr. León?” I say, trying to swallow my unease.

         “I just wanted to tell you what a pleasure it has been doing business with you. In fact, it has been so pleasurable that I wish to do more. A great deal more.”

         I open my mouth to respond, but León beats me to it.

         “Do not speak, Mr. Flynn. There is no need. I already know what you are going to say. You are too busy. The work is too…challenging. That may be true. But please understand, I am a very important customer. Who does not take no for an answer.”

         Jesus almighty. Is this guy threatening me?

         I know exactly what León is implying. He wants more stolen Gulfstreams. He wants them now. And he’s not asking.

         That’s why he called my office instead of messaging me online. To show his reach. To demonstrate just how resourceful and dangerous and deadly he really is.

         And let me tell you, it worked.

         “M-mr. León,” I say, stammering, “I…I do understand…but you have to realize—”

         “I will be in touch, Mr. Flynn.”

         I hear a click, and the line goes dead.

         Great.

         All I ever wanted was to make some quick cash to build a fast plane to win a big race. Now I might not even still be alive on race day.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         “Damn, the Flynn hermanos clean up nice!”

         Arturo and a bunch of our other maintenance crew are already milling around the entrance of the glittering Meridian Resort and Casino as Cole and I stroll up. All of us are dressed to the nines: dark suits, flashy ties, spit-shined shoes.

         “Thanks, pal,” I say. “You boys don’t look too shabby yourselves.”

         “What a shame,” Cole says, “you had to wipe off all that grease that was covering your ugly mugs. Try not to scare any small children in there.”

         As we head in, I look back at the valet stand. A uniformed attendant is pulling away in my beat-up black Camaro. Still covered in dirt and grime from my drive through the desert chasing Natalie last week, it looks pretty out of place next to all the glistening Benzes, Bimmers, and Bentleys everywhere.

         But if anybody’s snickering at me, I don’t care.

         Tonight I plan on cleaning them out.

         Next to the casino doors is a giant placard: 7TH ANNUAL MERIDIAN WORLD POKER TOUR—SPONSORED BY RED BULL. We all step inside.…

         And it feels like we’ve been transported to another planet.

         Rows of marble columns stand as tall and wide as redwood trees. A massive, jewel-encrusted, rotating chandelier dangles from the ceiling. A ten-foot-high aquarium teems with exotic fish. Music pulses. Beautiful people move this way and that.

         Cole, Arturo, and the others are mesmerized—the crew by all the glitz, my brother by all the glamorous women walking around.

         But I, as always, am trying to stay focused. Sure, we’re here to unwind. Let loose. Meet some ladies. Maybe win a few bucks.

         But my main reason is business.

         Red Bull is also sponsoring an air-racing qualifier here in Vegas next week. I won’t be flying in it myself, but plenty of my competition later this year at the national championship in Reno will be—and many will be playing and partying here at the Meridian tonight. So I’ve come to scope them out. Get a read on them.

         After all, air racing is as much a psychological sport as anything else. If I can outthink my opponents, I can outfly them, too.

         We all pick up our chips and get our table assignments, then head over to the main game floor. It’s a soaring atrium even more packed and dazzling than the lobby.

         To get players amped up before the hands begin, scores of sexy cocktail waitresses are passing out flutes of top-shelf vodka mixed with—what else?—Red Bull. We each grab one. Then I propose a toast.

         “Listen here,” I say, holding up my glass. “You boys have been busting your asses for us for quite a while now. You’ve learned a whole lot. You’ve come a long way. You’re like family now, and Cole and I are proud of you. So tonight, don’t let us down. I expect each and every one of you…to win some money. But more important, to have some fun!”

         They laugh and cheer and split off toward their tables.

         Before I do the same, I take a few more minutes to stroll around the floor to see who I can see. Soon I spot a couple familiar faces. Like the first runner-up at last year’s Reno race, Ryan Villareal. He’s bearded and broad-shouldered, wearing flip-flops and mesh shorts in this sea of suits. But his expression looks focused and determined. I make a note.

         Next I notice K. C. Graf, a two-time Reno winner who flies out of San Antonio. A minor legend in the community, he resembles a slightly pudgy, grizzled Tom Cruise. Rumor is Graf’s been dealing with some demons lately—pills, booze—and isn’t the pilot he used to be. Seeing a floozy on each arm and a drink in each hand, I suspect the gossip might be true. I mentally file that away as well.

         Then I see another familiar face, one I almost don’t recognize.

         Natalie.

         She’s got on a stunning sleeveless black cocktail dress. Her long blond hair is swept up. And her lips are sparkling red.

         I had no idea she’d be coming tonight—not that we’ve spoken much since she first landed at Tonopah Airport a week ago. But I thought she was just a stunt pilot, not a racer. Is she flying in the Red Bull qualifier? She’s full of surprises.

         I have to stop myself from staring as Natalie flirts shamelessly with pilots, Red Bull reps, even the dealer at her table setting up for the first hand.

         Or maybe I just think she’s flirting. For a moment I feel a flicker of jealousy.

         I think about going up to her. Maybe here, away from the grime of the airstrip and with a few vodka Red Bulls in her system, she’ll finally let her guard down, finally open up. And who knows? Maybe we might even—

         “Feeling lucky tonight, Mr. Flynn?”

         A heavy hand grips my shoulder. I spin around.

         And there he is.

         Mr. León.

         In the flesh.

         His mane of salt-and-pepper hair is slicked back. His gaze is narrow and steely. His smile sinister.

         If León is truly a major player in the aviation world—legal or otherwise—and not the drug-smuggling kingpin Cole and I are afraid he is, it isn’t crazy that he’d be here. It’s an industry event, after all. And with all these witnesses and security cameras everywhere, I know I’m not in immediate physical danger.

         Still, I feel every muscle in my body tense up. I don’t know much about this man, really, but I do know I’m staring evil in the face. And it leaves me speechless.

         So once again he does all the talking himself.

         “Relax,” he says sarcastically. “I simply wanted to say hello. And remind you. That whatever you do, wherever you go…I am watching.”

         Just as suddenly, León slips back into the crowd.

         I look all around, yet I can’t see him anywhere.

         But like the man said, you can bet he can still see me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         My father used to say only a fool plays poker; a wise man wins.

         Three hours into the evening, I’m doing my best to live up to those words.

         The Red Bull Meridian World Tour isn’t one of Texas hold ’em’s bigger tournaments. Not by a long shot. The event is basically a nightlong party and marketing ploy, an excuse for pilots and fans alike to drink and mingle before next week’s big air show. The buy-in is low, and the prize pool is meager.

         Still, my Buckeye needs at least another six figures’ worth of parts before it’s race-ready. Maybe more. So to me, every penny counts. I figure it’s worth a shot.

         Especially with León breathing down my neck—wherever that maniac went.

         I’m one of just five players left at my table now, down from nine at the start. Cole went broke at his table hours ago and has been hovering near mine ever since, drinking and chain-smoking and cheering me on. So have a few other men from our crew.

         I’ve only got a modest stack of chips left, but I’m not giving them up without a fight. Not when I’ve just been dealt pocket queens, a very solid pair to start this next hand with. But like every advantage in life, I know I have to use them right.

         Two players fold right away. A third checks. The fourth—Peyton Ritter, a sharp and talented if wily biplane-racing pilot I’ve met a few times before—raises.

         Now here comes the flop, three cards face-up on the table: a seven, a four, a jack. Two of them are spades, which could be setting up one of my opponents for a flush. But I think I’m still in the best position, so I raise the stakes accordingly.

         Next comes the turn, one new card dealt into the mix. A six of spades. Now the game starts to get interesting. A third player folds, but Peyton places a gigantic bet, worth everything I’ve got. Damn it. Is he trying to knock me out? Or is it a bluff?

         I’m still feeling good, and I know statistically the odds are in my favor.

         So to stay in the game, I go all in, betting every chip I have left. This is a huge gamble. The spectators around our table whoop and cheer.

         “Got some big balls, big brother!” Cole calls to me, lifting his umpteenth vodka Red Bull high in the air in support.

         There’s one final card left, the “river.” It’s a king—of diamonds. Phew.

         I breathe a cautious sigh of relief as I flip over my own two cards. I’m almost positive my queens are going to beat…

         “Pair of kings,” the dealer calls out when Peyton shows his hand.

         Are you kidding me? What are the odds he had a monarch up his sleeve this whole time?

         Well, I guess that’s why I’m a pilot and not a professional gambler. I don’t like leaving anything up to chance, however slim.

         And now I’m out of the tournament. Well, shit. I muck my cards, shake Peyton’s hand, and try to stand, a little shaky after so many hours of sitting and sipping.

         “Ah, don’t sweat it, man,” Cole says to me, slinging an arm around my shoulders and thrusting a fresh drink into my hand. “If you two were in the air instead of at a table, you woulda smoked his slow-ass four-winger.”

         Cole, Arturo, the rest of the crew, and I mill around the floor for a little longer, watching as more and more players go bust. When we get bored, we move to the bar.

         By two a.m., I’ve bought my brother and crewmen more shots than I can count. We’re all pretty sloppy and are having a ball. But I’m sober enough to notice that taking a seat at the late-night winners’ table…is Natalie.

         I order a cup of black coffee and keep my eyes glued to the bar’s TV monitors, which are playing live closed-circuit footage of the final round of the tournament.

         I can tell right away that Natalie is a skilled player. An aggressive risk-taker but smart—just like she is in the air. And behind the wheel. I watch as she hangs in there, almost to the bitter end, until an unlikely full house beats her flush and knocks her out, landing her in third place overall, which is pretty damn impressive.

         It’s well past four a.m. now. With Arturo passed out on a barstool and Cole trying to close the deal with not one but two tipsy young ladies, I start closing out our tab.

         That’s when I feel someone beside me: Natalie.

         “I didn’t know you played,” I say to her. “You really cleaned up out there.”

         “I don’t,” she answers, holding an empty glass of what looks like bourbon up to the bartender, signaling for another. “And I didn’t. Third place gets just twelve percent of the prize pool. That’ll barely cover my fuel costs next week.”

         “So you’re flying in the Red Bull qualifier,” I say. Natalie nods. “Well, no one ever said our hobby was cheap.”

         “No shit,” she answers. “How you and Cole can afford to do it on a pilot-for-hire and maintenance supervisor’s salary beats the hell out of me.”

         I gulp. If only she knew the dark truth. Unless…she somehow already does?

         The bartender hands Natalie her bourbon. She downs it in one go, then wipes her mouth with her bare arm. Not very ladylike, but she sure looks sexy doing it.

         “If you’re not working next week,” she says, setting her empty glass down on the bar, “you should come to the race. Watch me. Maybe you’ll learn a thing or two.”

         What I really want to learn is more about this woman. Maybe this is my way in.

         “Let me buy you another drink,” I offer. “We can talk…strategy.”

         Natalie just laughs. “Good try, Jack. Maybe another time. I’ve got to head home and get some shut-eye. I have a race to win. And don’t forget, you do, too.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         It’s a picture-perfect afternoon at the packed Las Vegas Motor Speedway—but there isn’t a stock car in sight.

         Instead, the giant racetrack is decked out with pylons and air gates, tall inflatable markers that the day’s aerial racers have to navigate through.

         It’s the Red Bull Las Vegas Qualifier, and the stadium is bustling with pilots, plane aficionados, military aviators, adrenaline junkies, and loads of kids and families.

         I’m up in the stands with my own extended family: Cole, Arturo, and a couple of our crew guys. We’re guzzling some overpriced frosty beers and fanning ourselves with our programs to try to stay cool under the sweltering Nevada sun.

         All afternoon we’ve been watching some of the very best stunt-racing pilots in the world as they roll and spin through this challenging obstacle course, one by one.

         That’s the biggest difference between this event and the one I compete in. Mine is a group race, a test of pure speed—and guts. Natalie’s is an individual competition. A fast time means nothing without high technical accuracy and performance points.

         Which makes for one hell of a thrilling spectacle. The pilots might be flying solo, but they come within inches of death on each lap and must defy it every time—or else.

         I’ve got my eyes on my phone, looking up stats on a previous pilot, another competitor I expect to encounter in Reno, when Cole nudges me with his elbow.

         “Heads up,” he says. “Your girl’s next.”

         On the horizon, I spot a noisy little prop plane, its livery tangerine orange and white, barreling straight toward us.

         Then comes the booming voice of an announcer over the PA system.

         “Ladies and gentlemen! Now approaching the track in a Zivko Edge 540, pilot number thirty-six, from Charleston, South Carolina, Natalieeee Hammoooond!”

         The crowd whoops and cheers. But they’re quickly drowned out by Natalie’s thunderous engine as her plane nears the race’s starting point.…

         And she’s off!

         She blasts through the first air gate, then uses the early straightaway to push the throttle and gain speed.

         She’s gotta be going more than two hundred miles an hour when she reaches the chicane, a tricky trio of pillars she has to weave through.

         I expect her to ease up a bit to make the rapid turns easier. But instead—wow!—she accelerates, flipping her plane horizontal and snaking through with ease.

         She banks hard around the following turn and then—as she’s required to—snaps her plane back horizontal a split second before passing through the next air gate.

         Natalie rounds the final bend, then pulls up on the yoke hard, shooting toward the clouds to get some height and prepare for the second lap. I know she’s feeling six, maybe a grueling seven g’s right now. Just watching her is making my stomach churn—because I know how dangerous her flying style really is.

         As she approaches the starting gate again, Natalie points her nose almost directly at the ground. She’s trying to gain maximum speed by plummeting—fast.

         Too fast, it looks to me.

         Is she crazy? “Pull up, pull up!” I yell, leaning forward in my seat.

         But she doesn’t. She keeps speeding toward the earth. Dear God…

         Until at the last possible moment, Natalie pulls up.

         I exhale with relief as she evens out, zooms through the gate at what must be two hundred fifty miles per hour, then nails the chicane once again.

         I can tell she’s giving this last part of the race everything she’s got. Her final few turns are sharp, her banks brutal. A spinout—or worse—lurks at every turn.

         Which is why the crowd is loving it. The entire stadium is yelling their heads off.

         As Natalie comes around the final bend, I’m digging my nails into my palms and holding my breath again. She’s making incredible time. Definitely sub-fifty seconds, maybe even sub-forty-eight. That would easily put her in the lead.

         She’s got just one obstacle left. She’s almost done.

         Shit! Her left wing scrapes the top of one of the inflatable pylons!

         The crowd groans in shock as the tip of the pylon floats harmlessly away and the remaining bottom wrinkles and deflates—as Natalie’s plane whips past the finish line.

         “Number thirty-six, Hammond!” the announcer’s voice booms over the PA. “At 50.847 seconds, including a three-second penalty for the pylon hit.”

         Ouch. I know that’s gotta hurt. Natalie was doing so well—until the wind or pilot error, or probably a little of both, snatched it away.

         Still, I see N. HAMMOND pop up on the leader board…in third place—again. A very respectable standing. She’s also the only woman up there, even more impressive.

         When the afternoon’s final flight is done, I wander over to the press tent to congratulate Natalie on yet another bronze-medal finish.

         But she’s not there.

         I ask around, but no one seems to know where she is. Strange. Finally, one of the race volunteers tells me she’s still in the competitors’ area. Sure enough, that’s where I find her. She’s rolling up her flight suit and packing up her gear, visibly angry.

         “I don’t want to hear it, Jack,” she snaps. “I screwed up out there, plain and simple. No bullshit you can say is going to change that. So don’t insult me by trying.”

         Truth is, I was thinking of reminding her that placing third out of sixty-two competitors is damn good by anyone’s standards, especially with a big penalty. Or that she’ll still be awarded a nice chunk of Red Bull qualifying points.

         But I’ve been starting to realize more and more how similar Natalie is to me. She doesn’t want false praise.

         She only wants to win.

         At any cost.

         “You’re right,” I say. “You flew like shit. You got lucky at the start, cocky at the end. You can do better, Natalie. And if you want to be a champion, you have to.”

         Natalie finally looks up at me. Her face is tight with shame—but also respect.

         “Thanks, Jack.” Then she adds, softly, “A couple of the other pilots, we’re meeting at a sports bar two stops south on I-15. If you still want to buy me that drink…”

         Hang on. Now Natalie’s asking me out?

         I want to go, but I decide to deploy a bit of reverse psychology. I don’t want to make things that easy for her.

         “Nah,” I say. “I’m kinda wiped. Maybe another time.”

         I duck out and rejoin Cole, Arturo, and the others by the stadium entrance. I’m still thinking about Natalie, wondering if I made the right move, as we head to our cars…

         And a silver Lamborghini Aventador suddenly screeches to a halt centimeters in front of us.

         We leap back, barely avoiding being struck.

         “Hey, watch it!” Cole exclaims. He bangs his fist on the shiny hood.

         Then the driver’s window rolls down.

         Behind the wheel, wearing dark sunglasses…is Mr. León.

         You’ve gotta be kidding me!

         Cole shuts up fast. But I’m pissed.

         “What the hell do you think you’re—”

         Mr. León simply puts a finger to his lips. Ominously. Then he rolls up his window and peels out.

         I’m left furious and rattled and confused—even though his message couldn’t be any clearer.

         Keep quiet, or I’m a dead man.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         I spend the rest of the weekend fretting over this latest run-in with Mr. León.

         Because it just isn’t making sense.

         First he calls me at work, to spook me and tell me he’s going to need some more planes—soon. Next he shows up at a poker tournament, to make it clear he’s watching my every move, no matter where I go. But then he almost mows me down outside the stadium, just to remind me to keep my mouth shut or else?

         Right—because I’d been planning on blabbing to the whole world that I’m guilty of multiple counts of felony aircraft theft.

         I’m still thinking about all this as I speed down US-6 toward my office on this warm desert morning. All the windows of my Camaro are down, and the highway air feels refreshing and invigorating as it blasts my face.

         I take the exit for Tonopah Airport. I pull into the main entrance.

         And I immediately slam on my brakes.

         Oh, my God. I can’t believe what I’m seeing.

         Parked in front of my hangar is a black SUV—with government plates. Arturo and some other crew guys are being interviewed by a man and a woman in dark suits, with gold badges and holstered sidearms clipped to their belts.

         The feds?

         Stay calm, Jack. If the government was raiding the place, taking us down, even just executing a search warrant, there’d be a whole throng of them. Right? A SWAT team. A chopper. But I only see two. Asking questions, looking around, taking notes.

         Not a great sign, don’t get me wrong. But way better than the alternative.

         I consider pulling a U-turn and driving away. Coming back later after they’ve left. But one of the agents turns and sees my vehicle. Oh, well. It’s probably smarter to act cool and cooperative anyway rather than edgy and evasive. So I pull my Camaro up to the hangar, put it in park, and casually step out. Don’t screw this up, I tell myself.

         “John Flynn?” the male suit asks, sizing me up. He’s fairly tall, trim, with square-rimmed glasses framing a stern oval face.

         “John was my father,” I say. “I go by Jack. How can I help?”

         “I’m Special Agent Aaron Laurito, FBI. This is my partner, Special Agent Jessica Weiss. We’re investigating a string of private corporate jet thefts over the past few months. Most recently, one was taken outside Seattle. At gunpoint. Witnesses say the two pilots bore a striking resemblance to you and your younger brother.”

         Oh, shit. Maybe this is why León warned me to keep my mouth shut?

         “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, cool as can be, “about the plane and the coincidence. I can assure you, Cole and I had nothing to do with it.”

         I gesture to Arturo and the others. Many of them have served time in prison and understand the value of a solid alibi. I know they’ll have my back in a heartbeat.

         “Ask any of these guys,” I continue. “They’ll tell you I’ve been working alongside them just about all day and night for months.”

         “Yes, your employees have been very helpful,” Agent Laurito replies. “Still, we’d like to take a look at all your maintenance and flight logs for the two weeks before and after the incident. Your landline and cell-phone records as well, if you don’t mind.”

         Wow. That’s an awful lot to ask for without a warrant. How do I play this?

         Turning down their request could look suspicious. And Cole and I did cover and re-cover our tracks meticulously. It’s still a huge risk, though. But I have to take it.

         “If it helps your investigation,” I say with a grin, “I’d be happy to provide them.”

         “We appreciate it, Mr. Flynn,” Agent Laurito says. “And any security-camera footage from that period would be great, too. Frankly, if we can get your faces on tape during the time the theft occurred, we can clear you two lickety-split.”

         My smile falters. We don’t have any security cameras installed. I explain as much to the agents, not mentioning that this is precisely the reason we don’t have them.

         Agent Weiss finally pipes up. “Is that so?”

         She gestures toward the hangar’s open doors. The inside is packed with spare plane parts and electronics, not to mention the unfinished Buckeye up on the rack.

         “There must be a few million dollars’ worth of equipment in there,” she says. “You’re really telling me the only security system you’ve got is a lock and key?”

         She’s correct. About both. But I just shrug.

         “Like I said, ma’am, I practically live here. Maybe some folks have trouble holding on to their planes. Not me.”

         Agent Weiss nods, but she’s clearly not convinced. “Yes…tell me about that plane of yours. Building and maintaining it can’t be cheap. And by the looks of it, your aircraft-repair business isn’t exactly booming. How can you possibly afford it?”

         Damn, these agents are sneaky. But I know I can’t let them see me sweat.

         “I make money all kinds of ways. Private flight lessons. Pilot-for-hire jobs. Race winnings. You’re welcome to look at my books and see for yourself.”

         Agents Laurito and Weiss look at each other instead. The former hands me his business card. “Send me those logs and records when you can. We’ll be in touch.”

         The two climb into their black SUV and drive off, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them.

         “Hijo de puta!” Arturo exclaims, finally showing his nerves. “What now, boss?”

         That’s a damn good question.

         The answer could mean the difference between freedom and prison…or worse.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         In an instant, John’s cockpit is engulfed in searing flames.

         He pulls the windshield-release lever, and the glass top goes flying off. But the smoke is still billowing too much for him to see a thing—except for the ground, coming up fast. He yanks hard on the yoke, trying desperately to soften his crash landing.…

         When he hears a strange digital trilling somewhere inside the cockpit.

         In all his years of flying, John has never heard this warning buzzer before. It’s getting louder, louder, drowning out all the other instruments and alarms. Where the hell is it coming from?

         Outside, the ground is getting closer, and now the entire plane is starting to vibrate. The trilling is almost deafening. His plane is about to crash.

         
              

         

         I let out a piercing scream as my torso shoots up in bed, drenched in sweat.

         That nightmare about my father’s death again!

         It’s haunted me my entire adult life—but it’s never ended like that before, with that strange digital noise filling the cockpit and the body of the plane buzzing. I start to wonder what it could possibly mean.

         Then I figure it out.

         On my nightstand my cell phone is ringing and vibrating.

         It’s after three a.m., so I know it’s either a very wrong number…or a very bad sign.

         I look at the screen: Unknown Caller. What a surprise.

         I decide to let it go to voice mail. When the ringing stops, I see I already have four other missed calls tonight from that blocked number. Then the phone starts ringing yet again.

         I know I can’t ignore it much longer.

         Fearing the worst, I answer it.

         “Buenos días, Señor Flynn.”

         It’s—who else?—Mr. León.

         My fists clench tightly. And not just because of the low growl of León’s voice. Dialing my public office line during business hours is one thing. But now, at this ungodly hour, he’s somehow got hold of my personal, unlisted cell-phone number?

         My mind starts racing along with my pulse. I’m filled with dread—but also rage. This guy has finally crossed a line. I’m sick of being pushed around by him.

         “Listen, León, or whatever the hell your name is,” I say, startled but encouraged by the toughness of my own tone, “I don’t know what you’re doing to me. Or why. But this is not how our relationship works. Showing up everywhere I go, calling me in the middle of the night on my private number, almost killing me and my friends with your fancy car! It all stops now. Do you hear me? Or maybe I’ll tell the two badge-toting visitors who stopped by my work the other day all about our arrangement. How would you like that?”

         There’s a long pause on the other end of the line.

         For a moment I worry that I’ve pushed León too far. That I’ve just bitten the hand that’s been feeding me—and it’s about to slap me hard.

         Instead, I hear León begin to chuckle. It’s soft and menacing.

         “You are a funny man, Señor Flynn. It is good that I like you as much as I do.”

         The feeling is definitely not mutual.

         “Just spit it out,” I say, resigned. “What do you want with me?”

         There is another long pause. I start to get the feeling that León isn’t used to other people dictating the pace of his conversations.

         He finally speaks.

         “The CJ3 at oh-six-niner in thirty-six hours.”

         Huh?

         “The CJ what at oh-six who?” I ask. I’m still a little groggy and very confused. “What are you talking about? León?” But of course the bastard has already hung up.

         I hear nothing but static—and the thumping of my heart.

         I grab a pen on my nightstand and scribble down what León just said directly onto the palm of my hand so I won’t forget it—even though I have no idea what it means.

         But I do know I’d better figure it out. Fast.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         “Slow down, brother,” says Cole, punching me in the shoulder like he used to do when we were kids. “If I can’t see it, what’s the point?”

         “I’m going as slow as I can,” I reply. “Any slower, and we’d look suspicious. If they catch us trying to see it, we’re toast.”

         We’re cruising along a narrow service road that runs beside Petaluma Municipal Airport, a single, dual-direction runway tucked near the foothills of Sonoma Mountain, about forty miles north of San Francisco.

         Cole is in the passenger seat beside me, peering through a pair of binoculars. I’m behind the wheel of an ancient Ford Taurus with a salvage title and false plates. I bought it earlier this morning at a chop shop outside Reno for a few hundred bucks, cash. It barely survived the four-hour drive here. I’m keeping my fingers crossed that it’ll last just a little bit longer until we ditch it for good.

         I’m also hoping we can actually pull off this crazy plan.

         After León called me two nights ago, I was way too wired to fall back asleep. So I put on a pot of coffee and racked my brain, trying to make sense of what he said.

         The thirty-six-hours part was easy enough. So was the CJ3 part. That’s a type of Cessna Citation, a corporate jet costing in the neighborhood of eight million bucks.

         “Oh-six-niner” took me a little longer. The FAA gives major airports a three-letter identifier, like JFK and LAX. Smaller ones get a mix of letters and numbers. I looked up O69 and saw it was assigned to Petaluma Municipal, a tiny airport used mostly as a depot for private corporate jets owned by wealthy Bay Area tech executives.

         That’s when I realized exactly what León was telling me.

         He was giving us our next “assignment”—our hardest one yet.

         No details. No prearranged flight paths. And no way out. Just an order to steal a plane in broad daylight—or face his wrath.

         So no pressure or anything, right?

         “The way we’re doing this one, it’s mental,” Cole says as we pass a tall chain-link fence surrounding the airport. “I take it back. It’s suicide.”

         “Quit your whining and keep your eyes open,” I say.

         Numerous private jets are parked—or tied down, as the expression goes—up and down the strip of concrete running alongside the tarmac known as the apron. We’re looking for a CJ3 in particular. I hope there’s only one of them.

         “Okay, I see it,” Cole says. “November five-two-seven victor.”

         N527V. Bingo. That’s our target aircraft’s tail number, which should be pretty much all the information we’ll need to get past the front gate. No joke. Security at Petaluma, like most non-towered, non-commercial airports, is usually scarily lax.

         I pull our sputtering Taurus into the staff parking lot and cut the engine. Cole and I peel off the latex gloves we’ve been wearing the whole trip so as not to leave any fingerprints in the vehicle. Next, we get fresh pairs ready to wear inside the plane. Then we don our black and gold pilot jackets, visored caps, and polarized aviator sunglasses. We give each other a final once-over.

         “We look pretty ridiculous,” Cole says, gesturing to our ensembles.

         “Try to imagine how good we’ll look with all that cash in our hands,” I reply. Just like I thought it would, that quiets him up fast.

         We stroll confidently toward the security booth beside the airport’s main gate. It’s the only barrier between us and our prize. A bored, heavyset private security guard shuffles out to greet us. With sweat stains seeping out from under his armpits and a dusting of potato-chip crumbs on his shirt, he doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence.

         Which right now is a beautiful thing.

         “Good afternoon,” I say with a friendly smile. “I’m Captain Carl Sundlof.” I gesture to Cole. “This is First Officer Andrew Boudreau. We’re flying number N527V.”

         The guard runs his stubby finger down his clipboard. Finding the plane, he nods.

         But then he says, “Just need to see your credentials and nav logs.”

         I try my best not to react—even though an alarm bell is going off in my head. The guard is perfectly within his rights to ask to inspect our documents. It’s just very unusual. And it tells me this guy might be more suspicious than he’s letting on.

         Good thing I prepared an expertly forged set.

         “Not a problem,” I say, making my smile even friendlier. From my briefcase I pull a thick binder filled with documents and hand it to the guard.

         He thumbs through it a bit—transferring some potato-chip grease from his fingers onto the pages, I notice—then gives it back to me.

         “Safe flight,” he says with a grunt. Then he putters back into his booth and opens the gate.

         Trading quick, relieved looks, Cole and I walk through it.

         We soon make our way to the little Cessna tied down on the far apron. She’s gleaming white, with swooping blue trim and seven oval windows on each side. Gorgeous.

         Believe it or not, most planes don’t have much physical security on them, either. Most ignitions are push-button, and most cabin doors can be opened with a simple metal key—or in this case, a skeleton key and a tiny metal lock-picking tool.

         While I walk around the aircraft to do a visual safety check, I also keep scanning up and down the tarmac, just in case anyone’s looking at us funny. I’m thankful to see no one is. To them we’re just another pair of private pilots getting ready to fly.

         I hear the familiar metal clunk of the cabin door unlock as Cole manages to pick it open. We climb in, settle into the cockpit, and fire up the dual turbines.

         “I believe we’re ready for liftoff, Captain,” Cole says with a little smirk.

         For such a last-minute steal, this whole thing is going pretty smoothly—so far, at least. But I never like to celebrate until we’re airborne. So as soon as I see a break in the line of planes taxiing onto the runway, I fall in and get into position.

         Announcing our takeoff plans for safety, I say over the radio, “Petaluma, all traffic, Cessna two-seven victor, departing runway one. Please advise, over.”

         Hearing no disputes, I move into position in the middle of the tarmac. Slowly the plane starts to pick up speed. And within seconds we’re flying.

         I let out a sigh of relief. We did it!

         Or so I thought.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         “Wooooo-eeee!” Cole exclaims as our Cessna soars higher and higher into the wispy clouds. “The Brothers Flynn for the win!”

         “Keep it together,” I say. “I’ll adjust our heading, you knock out the transponder.”

         “Already on it,” Cole replies. Having located the small metal box between our two seats, he’s unscrewing the clamps on either side. Then he rips the whole thing clean out of the console, making our GPS signal untraceable to the outside world.

         Meanwhile, I’m flicking a few knobs and dials, setting our course.

         The rough flight path I’ve planned takes us south over San Pablo Bay, loops around Oakland, then banks east toward Modesto. We’ll be landing this puppy at Hawthorne Industrial Airport, a dusty little runway just over the Nevada state line that’s less than a hundred miles from our home.

         I also decided that if León was going to change up the way we do business, so was I. Instead of waiting for him to contact me to arrange our next meeting place, I sent him a brief note via the encrypted online message board we use to communicate. It read, simply, “HTH”—Hawthorne’s airport identifier—followed by “$$$$$$$.”

         I doubt he’ll have much trouble figuring out what I’m asking for.

         “Nice job back there at the gate,” I say to Cole. “I’ll admit I was a little worried.”

         “I’ve been worried since you told me about this yesterday,” he answers. “León is getting pushy. He’s bending the rules. I know we need his money, bro, but—”

         “We won’t for much longer,” I say. “The big race is soon. Once it’s over, we—”

         “Holy shit,” Cole says urgently. “Bogey at our six!”

         I turn my head to look out the side window—

         Just in time to see a gunmetal-colored jet roar past us at light speed!

         I realize right away it’s not just any old plane.

         It’s military.

         Cole and I are both too stunned to speak as the craft zooms ahead of us, then cuts a sharp semicircle directly in our path.

         Next, a stern voice comes over our radio: “This is a United States Air Force armed F-16. You are in violation of a TFR. You have been intercepted. Please acknowledge or rock your wings.”

         “TFR? A temporary flight restriction?” Cole asks incredulously. “That’s impossible.”

         I agree. When I plotted our flight path last night, I specifically double-checked it against all previously announced FAA no-fly zones. Twice. The vice president was scheduled to give a speech at UC Berkeley this morning, but the TFR was set to be lifted five hours ago…unless his schedule changed and the FAA extended it?

         Oh, Jesus.

         Whatever the reason, we’ve apparently just crossed into federally restricted airspace.

         And now we have one of the most advanced fighters on the planet on our ass.

         “Let’s just play it cool,” Cole says, reaching for the radio frequency knob. “Tell ’em we wandered in by mistake, we’re changing course—”

         “Are you insane?” I snap, literally knocking his hand away. “The feds just scrambled a goddamn fighter! You think they’ll let us off with an apology? They’ll escort us until we land. They already know our transponder’s off. As soon as they run our tail number, they’ll realize this bird was stolen. There’s gonna be an army of cops waiting for us on the tarmac. This is it, Cole. Either we run…or we’re done.”

         My brother’s expression darkens as the full weight of our awful situation starts to sink in. I can see he’s still hesitant.…

         Until suddenly, the F-16 reappears on our flank and performs a stunning “head butt,” soaring straight up into the sky less than five hundred feet in front of our nose.

         Again the radio crackles: “I repeat, this is a United States Air Force armed F-16. This is your final warning. If you do not comply—”

         If the pilot was trying to intimidate us into submission, that just backfired.

         Cole switches off the radio entirely.

         “Let’s smoke this bastard,” he says. “Any idea how?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

         

         I increase the throttle, bank hard to the right, and turn our Cessna to the west.

         We’ve been flying south over San Pablo Bay, but soon we’re over land again, specifically the coastal beach communities and redwood-covered hills of Marin County.

         Then I bank to the left and start heading south.

         Toward San Francisco.

         “Jackie, you’re not about to do what I think you’re about to do, are you?” Cole asks, sounding uncharacteristically nervous.

         “I’m in a corporate jet trying to outrun a fighter jet—with a top speed three times faster. I’m gonna do whatever it takes.”

         “You’re putting innocent lives at stake!”

         “No,” I say, jerking my thumb behind us, indicating the Air Force pilot. “He is, the longer he keeps pursuing us. Now, strap in.”

         I feel my palms start to get clammy as, below us, through the midday fog, one of the most iconic landmarks in all of North America comes into view.

         The Golden Gate Bridge.

         I hesitate for just a moment. My plan is nuts, even for us.

         But seeing the F-16 fast approaching us from behind, I realize I have no choice.

         I push forward on the control stick. The Cessna tilts downward.…

         And plummets toward the big red bridge at three hundred miles per hour!

         I know there’s zero chance the F-16 will pull a crazy move like that. Sure enough, I hear it roar overhead and straight past us.

         I stay focused and quickly level off—just a few hundred feet above the bridge—and follow it over the bay. I’m hoping to use the swirling fog for cover and all the metal and vehicles below as a kind of radar-confusing chaff.

         I pitch up, gaining a bit of altitude, but I’m still speeding dangerously low toward the city. I whip past the stunning mansions of Sea Cliff. They’re so close they look like fancy dollhouses. Unreal. Then I loop around and start to fly east, across the San Francisco peninsula, just barely above the rolling meadows of Golden Gate Park.

         Which is when I see that the F-16 has looped back around. It’s now flying straight at us, on a direct intercept course.

         If we were over water or a less populated area, I’d be worried it was setting up to try to ram us. But the pilot wouldn’t dare do that over a major city…would he?

         Just to be safe—a very relative term here—I swoop down even lower.

         The Cessna is now practically skimming rooftops, close enough to see that row of colorful Victorian homes known as the Painted Ladies, above the grungy Tenderloin district…

         And then we’re over San Francisco Bay again, the glistening blue water below.

         “Did we lose him?” asks Cole, his head scanning the view.

         Within seconds, we get our answer when we hear the rumble of the F-16 approaching us again, now from straight ahead. And since we are over water, it might very well try to slam us out of the sky.

         The fighter jet’s speed is incredible. I know I have to outmaneuver it, and I only have a few seconds to do so.

         I jam the stick back and to the right so the Cessna executes a “high yo-yo.” This reverses our direction and just barely gets us out of the F-16’s path as it whizzes by.

         With Alcatraz Island behind us, I guide our little plane back toward the city…and nosedive directly toward downtown San Francisco.

         I home in on a major thoroughfare—Van Ness Avenue—and start to follow it, zooming along barely fifty feet above the trees and streetcar wires.

         Spotting a major intersection up ahead, California Street, I bank sharply to the left, rolling the Cessna completely on its side so I can make the narrow turn, then continue following the road. We’re approaching the financial district now, so the buildings are getting taller. It feels like I’m speeding through a canyon of skyscrapers.

         When I spot the famed Transamerica Pyramid tower, I know I’m running out of city, so I start to pull up. Once again I shoot out over the quiet bay.…

         And once again I see the F-16 swooping around, still in pursuit. Damn it!

         “He’s just too fast!” Cole insists. “We’re never gonna shake him!”

         That’s when it hits me: there is one place in San Francisco that jet wouldn’t dare to follow us. It’s just too risky. Too dangerous. Too absolutely crazy.

         So that’s exactly where I’m going.

         I jam the control stick and bank hard to the right. I swing the Cessna around, back over the city, and start following the 101 freeway south along the coast. I whip over the midday traffic, past gritty industrial Bayshore, the rocky hills of Brisbane…

         Behind us, the F-16 is quickly gaining. But then it abruptly pitches up and hangs back, disappearing high into the clouds.

         It’s giving up the chase! My plan worked!

         “Oh-my-God-watch-out!” Cole cries, grabbing onto my arm as tight as a vise.

         Not a thousand feet ahead of us is a gigantic 737 coming in for a landing!

         That’s right. I’m flying our Cessna toward SFO, the Bay Area’s major airport and one of the busiest in the country. I knew that would get the jet to back off—fast.

         Now we’re in the clear. Once I avoid a major midair collision.

         I yank on the control stick with all my might and simultaneously crank the rudders and ailerons, putting the Cessna into a grueling “hammerhead,” a twisting vertical stall. It’s the only way I can think of to keep from colliding with that passenger jet.

         And by the grace of God, we don’t.

         The enormous plane thunders past us, deafeningly. I frantically pull out of the stall, then bank hard and climb high, trying to get the Cessna out of this incredibly dangerous, crowded airspace.

         Soon I’ve flown back over the bay, and the Cessna is heading southeast again toward Modesto, then on to Nevada, like our original flight plan called for.

         But best of all? That F-16 is nowhere to be found.

         For quite a while, neither Cole nor I say a word. We’re both out of breath, sopping with sweat, adrenaline still coursing through our veins.

         “After all this,” Cole finally whispers, “brother, you better put on a good show in that race.”

         I look ahead out the windshield for a moment at the rising mountains and the vast California countryside stretched before us. So much space. So much possibility.

         “I will,” I reply. “When I win.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

         

         About an hour later, I hear that familiar, satisfying rubber squeal as our wheels touch down at Hawthorne Industrial Airport.

         I’ve never been so happy to land a plane in all my life.

         This place sure is a far cry from SFO. A couple of old crop dusters and biplanes are tied down along the single runway. Otherwise the airport looks deserted.

         But as we taxi the Cessna toward an empty slot on the far side, I notice a convoy of silver BMWs speeding through the front entrance.

         The feds typically don’t drive luxury vehicles.

         Which means it’s gotta be León.

         When I sent him the encrypted message saying where I’d be stashing his plane, I mostly did it as a kind of insurance policy. I decided that if León was going to start accosting me in public and giving me coded orders over my open cell-phone line, I was going to start subtly linking him to the crimes as well.

         I didn’t think he’d actually risk showing up.

         At least, not personally.

         I get a bad feeling as Cole and I shut down the engines, peel off our latex gloves, remove our pilot outfits, still damp with sweat, and climb out of the Cessna.

         The three BMWs are just pulling up in front of the plane, kicking up a cloud of dust. As we climb down the retractable stairs, León and his entourage of burly bodyguards get out and approach us.

         “Hola, gentlemen,” León says with his usual Cheshire-cat grin. “What a nice coincidence this is.”

         “I see you got my message,” I say.

         “I did,” he answers. “I believe you asked for this?”

         One of the bodyguards standing near Cole tosses my brother a small sack. He unzips it. Inside is a heap of cash—but clearly less than Cole was expecting.

         “This is a joke, right?” he snaps. “You’re stiffing us again?”

         Normally I’d intervene and tell Cole to calm down. But if León really is fleecing us a second time in a row, especially after all we went through…

         “I am being more generous than either of you deserve,” León replies calmly.

         Then, in a flash, he pulls a handgun from his belt and aims it right at us, a silver Desert Eagle that glints in the scorching Nevada sun.

         “You goddamn fools!” he yells.

         Cole flinches, drops the bag, and holds up his hands.

         I’m just as terrified—but I don’t move a muscle. I refuse to.

         “First you risk exposing me online,” León hisses. “Then you take a joyride in my plane through the streets of San Francisco? You are lucky I don’t kill you both right here!”

         “I promise you, Mr. León,” I answer, “we took no joy in it. If you’d gone through the usual channels, given us more time to prepare—”

         “Bullshit!” he barks.

         He cocks the hammer of his pistol, ready to shoot.

         “Go ahead,” I say, struggling to keep my nerves at bay. “It won’t matter. Dead or alive, we’re never stealing another plane for you. Never. We’re through.”

         With a huff of rage, I throw down my pilot uniform, grab the bag of money, and start marching toward the airport’s main gate.

         I’m hoping to show this maniac I’m not afraid of him.

         But I’m also hoping he’s too much of a man to shoot me in the back.

         “Flynn!” León bellows. “You know you cannot walk away from this!”

         Part of me does know that. We’re in too deep. León is too powerful, too invested in us, to let us off the hook that easily.

         But that doesn’t mean I can’t try.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

         

         That night I don’t sleep a wink—and for the first time in years, it isn’t because of my recurring nightmare about my father’s death.

         I keep thinking about León and his chilling words.

         About the upcoming National Championship Air Races, just around the corner.

         About FBI Agents Laurito and Weiss, now surely working overtime to find us.

         About Cole, whom I’m dragging along on my quest to win this race.

         About Natalie, still an alluring mystery.

         About Arturo and the rest of my maintenance crew, the closest thing to extended family I’ve got.

         About my business, which would barely break even without León’s dirty money.

         And about my life—now under threat from all sides.

         When the clock on my nightstand hits five a.m. and the sun is just starting to rise, I decide to get out of bed and head to Tonopah. I want to tinker with my Buckeye. Or maybe I’ll just push some papers around in my office.

         Anything to keep my hands busy while my mind races and churns.

         I pull up in my Camaro and am surprised to see Natalie’s red vintage Mustang already parked in front of my trailer.

         Then I see Natalie herself. She’s wearing oil-stained jeans and a ratty black tank top. Her silky hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail. She’s sitting on the steps of my trailer…waiting for me?

         “Sorry, ma’am,” I say. “We don’t open for another few hours.”

         But Natalie isn’t in a joking mood. At all. She rises and gets right in my face.

         “I know it was you. You and your jackass brother. You’re both idiots!”

         “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say, trying to calm her down. “What are you talking ab—”

         “Cut the shit, Jack. It’s all over the news. Look.”

         She holds up an iPad and plays a YouTube clip. A redhead is standing on a bustling city street, speaking into a microphone.

         “I’m Colleen Taylor, reporting live from downtown San Francisco, where earlier today a private business jet, believed stolen from a nearby airfield, led an Air Force fighter on a jaw-dropping chase across the city, causing panic on the ground and chaos in the skies, especially in the airspace above SFO.”

         “Yeah, I heard about that,” I say. “Pretty wild. But what does it—”

         “Shut up and watch.”

         “News Channel Nine has obtained this exclusive eyewitness footage showing the fugitive daredevil pilots in action.”

         My heart skips a beat as a shaky cell-phone video starts to play.

         Taken by an office worker, probably, inside a tower, it shows our Cessna zooming wildly between buildings, with just a few feet on either side of our wings.

         Then the video freeze-frames.

         On a grainy but unmistakable close-up on the windshield.

         Of me and Cole.

         Uh-oh.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

         

         “The two are believed to be retired military aviators,” the reporter continues, “or possibly stunt pilots, in their mid-fifties to early sixties. If you have any information…”

         I know Cole and I have done our share of hard living, but we don’t look that bad.

         Maybe I forgot to mention it, but before we got out of our car and strolled up to the Petaluma security gate, we didn’t just put on pilot uniforms. We also donned some heavy, realistic “aging” makeup. Salt-and-pepper beards. Even fake bushy eyebrows.

         And judging from the video, our disguises look pretty damn good! I’ve been staring at my mug in the mirror for thirty-something years, and even I don’t recognize myself.

         “Wow,” I say, still trying to play it cool, “they can really fly.”

         “Gimme a break,” Natalie snarls. “There are only a few dozen people on the planet who could have pulled off that kinda flying. You and Cole are two of them. And I was here all day yesterday. Neither of you showed up once. How do you explain that?”

         I still try to stay casual. Who knows if I can trust this enigmatic woman? Who knows who she really is? I’m definitely not taking any chances.

         “I bet Arturo and the gang would say otherwise,” I reply.

         “Yeah, I bet they would,” Natalie answers, resigned. She kicks some gravel, more disappointed than angry. “I thought you were a racer, Jack. You lied to me.”

         “Hey,” I say, grabbing her bare arm and spinning her to face me. “I am.”

         “Why would you risk throwing your whole life away?”

         “This is my life!” I cry out, startled by the passion in my voice. I think Natalie is, too. “It…it’s who I am. I don’t have a choice.”

         “You do, Jack,” Natalie says, placing her hand on top of mine. “Just like your father did. He made his own decisions. And you can make yours.”

         “You don’t understand!” I snap, brushing her hand away.

         But Natalie doesn’t back down.

         “I do understand, Jack. I really do. I know what it’s like to devote your life to something bigger than yourself.” Then she adds, “So if there’s ever anything I can do to help…”

         For a few seconds I’m speechless. The way she’s saying it…is Natalie serious? Maybe I’ve misread her yet again. Whoever this woman is, and whatever she really wants, she’s getting more mysterious by the day.

         More alluring, too. With the glowing sun rising behind her, I’m tempted to lean in and give her a kiss.

         Instead, Natalie steps back. Turns. And starts walking toward her car.

         “Catch you ’round, Captain Jack,” she calls, climbing into her Mustang.

         Then once again, this puzzling creature is gone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

         

         Bang bang bang!

         A pounding at the door of my cramped, sweltering apartment jars me awake.

         After a long day at work on basically zero sleep, I left early, entrusting Arturo and the gang to finish repairing the engine of an old Piper PA-25—our only legit gig so far this whole week. As soon as I got home, I cracked open a beer, flopped down on my sagging couch, and turned on the Cardinals game. My father was born in St. Louis and raised me to be a loyal fan.

         But I must have dozed off. Because the game is long over now; the TV is playing the evening news. And I’m still holding a full beer in my hand—except it’s warm, and it’s left a giant wet spot of condensation on the cushion next to me.

         Bang bang bang bang!

         The knocking continues. Then I hear a man calling out:

         “Flynn, open the door! FBI!”

         Ah, shit.

         I take a tiny bit of comfort in knowing that they’re probably not here to arrest me or even search the place. Otherwise, they’d have already busted down the door and cuffed me. If they’ve got a warrant, the feds definitely don’t knock.

         So what the hell do they want?

         “Yeah, all right, I’m coming!” I holler back.

         Groggily, I stagger to my feet. I set down my warm beer, shuffle over, and look through the peephole.

         Sure enough, standing outside are Agents Laurito and Weiss, wearing the same dark, cheap suits they probably sleep in. Looking serious. And angry.

         I take a deep breath. Then I unlock and open the door.

         “Evening,” I say. “What brings you two to my humble home?”

         Laurito peers inside at my dingy furnishings and practically recoils. “‘Humble’ is putting it mildly.”

         For a second I consider telling him how with all the money I’ve made from León over the past few months, I could afford better.

         But what I actually say is “I’m a pilot, not an interior designer. So to what do I owe the pleasure?”

         “Cut the bullshit, Jack,” Weiss snarls. “We know everything. What you and your brother have been up to. Stealing planes. Laundering money through your phony business. And that dogfight over San Francisco? You two aren’t just criminals. You’re psychopaths!”

         As Agent Weiss speaks, I struggle to keep as neutral a face as possible. When she’s done, I reply, “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about. In fact, I heard the two pilots of that Cessna were practically geriatric.”

         “You’re a funny guy, Jack,” says Laurito. He takes a step closer to me so his gruff face is just inches from mine. I can literally see beads of sweat on his upper lip on top of his five o’clock shadow. “Let’s see if you’re still laughing when you and Cole are sharing a cell for twenty years at Victorville.”

         His partner picks up the thread again: “We’re here as a one-time courtesy. Be straight with us. Come clean. Help us, and we’ll help you. We’ll make a deal. Otherwise we’ll be back. And you and your brother are going away.”

         On the inside, I’ll admit I’m freaking out a little. Make that a lot. These guys don’t have enough to bust me yet—but they’re obviously starting to put the pieces together.

         On the outside? I just smile and shake my head.

         “Agents, I think this is all a big misunderstanding.”

         “You know what? Maybe it is,” Laurito says, “if you think we actually give two shits about the Flynn brothers. Use your head here, Jack. A pair of thieves baking out in the desert? The only thing the Bureau cares about is the man you’re selling to.”

         “We’ll do whatever it takes to get him,” Weiss says. “And he’ll do whatever it takes to get away. Even if that means taking out his number one supplier.”

         “Especially if he thinks you’re on our side,” Laurito adds. “You’ll be begging for a death as short and painless as a plane crash. You get me?”

         I quietly simmer over that last line, a deliberate reference to my father. But I refuse to take the bait—even though I know he’s right. Me and Cole, we’re just pawns. To the feds and to León. Either one would screw us—or kill us—in an instant.

         “Nice talking to you both,” I say, then literally slam the door in their faces.

         I watch through the peephole as Laurito and Weiss exchange a look, turn, and march back to their black SUV parked in my driveway. They get in and drive off.…

         And I let out the longest exhale of my life.

         I’m so screwed.
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         “One bourbon on the rocks…and one Flaming B-52.”

         The bartender sets down two drinks in front of Cole and me. Mine is in a tumbler, simple and classic. My brother’s is in an oversized shot glass, multicolored, triple-layered, and quite literally ablaze.

         Cole lifts his and, with a flourish, blows out the blue flame on top. I roll my eyes.

         “Named after an airplane on fire,” I say. “As if we needed more bad luck.”

         “Hey,” answers Cole with his trademark smirk. “When in Chrome…”

         Chrome is the name of the trendy bar and nightclub we’re in, just a few blocks off the Strip. I’d wanted to spend the weekend in the hangar, fine-tuning our Buckeye’s air-brake servo actuator, which hasn’t been sealing properly. But after I told Cole about my nerve-racking visit from the FBI the other night, he insisted we do something fun on Saturday to take my mind off it. So, despite my protests, we piled into his car and drove the few hours to Vegas.

         “I don’t even want to think what this night is gonna cost us,” I say. “Forget that surf-and-turf dinner. These drinks alone are probably—”

         “Can’t you quit worrying about money for one minute?” Cole demands.

         “Sure,” I say, “if we had more of it. Sorry for not wanting to make it rain when we still need to buy that new igniter box and some new inner fan ducting. And don’t forget, we should probably lie low for a while. If we get any more special requests from you-know-who, I say we tell him no. Which means cash is about to get even tighter.”

         Cole shrugs and takes a sip from his ridiculous cocktail, giving himself a thick mustache of Irish cream that he doesn’t wipe off. I can’t help but smile, despite myself.

         But then I say, “I’m serious, Cole. What are we gonna do?”

         “I said I’d help you,” says a chipper female voice behind me.

         I spin around on my barstool. It’s Natalie, wearing a tight black dress and glittering emerald earrings. As always, dressed up or down, she’s a knockout.

         She gives me a cute wink hello. Then she greets Cole with a kiss! Hard to tell if it’s on his cheek or lips—and if it’s genuine affection or she’s just trying to get a rise out of me. Either way, it’s startling. And I try my best to hide my envy.

         “Of all the gin joints in the world…” she says, gesturing to get the bartender’s attention and mouthing her order.

         “What are you doing here?” I ask.

         “Cole told me you guys were coming out tonight. He invited me, too. Sorry I’m late. I just drove in from Mojave.”

         The Mojave Desert? That’s where another Red Bull qualifying air race was being held this weekend. I’d decided to skip it.

         “I didn’t know you were going,” I say. “Were you competing or just watching?”

         “Neither,” Natalie says with a cheeky little grin. “I was winning.”

         “No shit!” Cole happily exclaims.

         “Yep. Imagine that. A girl at the top of the Red Bull championship board.”

         “Congratulations, Natalie,” I say. “Really. Well done. You should be proud.”

         “Thanks, guys,” she says. “And you will be, too. When you win.”

         “Yeah, yeah.” I wave my hand dismissively, not wanting her to jinx anything.

         “I mean it,” Natalie insists. “And I meant what I said before, too.”

         I give Natalie a curious look. She can’t be serious about wanting to help us, can she? Because I have to wonder, What the hell is in it for her?

         The bartender sets down Natalie’s drink. It’s a pale lavender color in a martini glass, with a bright red cherry at the bottom. I recognize it right away. Made with gin and violet liqueur, it’s called an Aviation.

         “You two with your clever drink orders.”

         Natalie savors a long sip of her purple concoction. “Think about what I said. You don’t seem to trust me, and I get it. I showed up out of nowhere, and you have an operation that works. But I want the same things you do—I might even want them more. That’s why I’m here. You can take my help or leave it.”

         This is the second tempting but dangerous deal I’ve been offered this week.

         Except that this one I might actually accept.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

         

         Another scorching, sleepless night. Another predawn drive to Tonopah Airport. Another vain attempt to calm my anxious mind by working on my beloved plane.

         I pull up outside my office trailer just as the sun is rising. This time Natalie isn’t here waiting for me. In fact, I don’t see another soul on the whole airfield.

         After flipping on the coffee machine, I wake my desktop computer from sleep mode to check my work e-mail—and my stomach drops.

         On my screen is a notification from the encrypted online message board I use to communicate with León. (When he’s not calling me in the middle of the night or showing up to scare me in person, that is.)

         The time stamp tells me it arrived around two a.m.

         The subject line informs me I have yet another unread note from him.

         This is the third notification I’ve received in the last week—and I’ve ignored each and every one of them. The guy just can’t take a clue!

         I’ve decided to lay low for a while. Let the heat we’re getting from the San Francisco debacle cool off. Let the FBI investigation lose some steam. I am not stealing another plane for that madman anytime soon. I don’t care how badly I need his money. Cole and I—and maybe even Natalie, too—will think of something else.

         After pouring myself a cup of sludgy joe, I unlock the hangar and slide under my Buckeye. The national air race is around the corner, and she’s still not ready to fly.

         Let me clarify. She can fly just fine. Better than fine. I took her for her first test flight in months just a few days ago, and she did great.

         She’s just not ready to win.

         I glance at my watch in between tightening the bolts under the crossflow duct. I’ve been at this for almost an hour now. My employees should be arriving soon.

         A few minutes later I hear the hangar door open, followed by footsteps.

         “Arturo, buenos días,” I call. “Hey, can you pass me a five-eighths spline socket wrench when you get a—”

         “Buenos días, Señor Flynn.”

         That’s definitely not my employee.

         I quickly slide out from under the plane—and immediately get grabbed by two brawny, burly bodyguards, each a good foot taller than me. They yank me to my feet and hurl me against the metal fuselage. They release my arms and step aside…revealing León.

         He’s aiming his silver Desert Eagle handgun again.

         Directly at my forehead.

         “You have become a very hard man to get a hold of,” he growls.

         I do everything in my power not to tremble, not to appear weak—even though I know full well that León has probably come here to put a slug or two in my brain.

         “You should have called,” I reply. “You have both of my numbers. Hell, I was in Vegas last weekend. You should’ve tried to hit me with your car again.”

         “You do not tell me what to do,” León replies. “It is the other way around, yes? And you have been ignoring my orders. Why?”

         I can’t play it cool anymore. I just can’t.

         “Why the hell do you think?” I exclaim. “Between you and the feds up my ass, I’m surprised I’m still—”

         “The federales?” León asks sharply. “The FBI, they have talked to you?”

         “Yeah. Twice. I kept my mouth shut. I don’t snitch on business associates. But you’re starting to make me reconsider that policy.”

         León scowls, as if he’s reconsidering his next move as well.

         He lowers his weapon to his side, still thinking.

         Then he quickly raises it again—to fire. I hear three deafening cracks.

         “No!” I shout, flinching in absolute terror.

         When the gunfire ends, I realize I’m unharmed.

         But I see León has completely shot up my Buckeye’s left engine and cockpit.

         No!

         All those months of work, all those thousands of hours, all those hundreds of thousands of dollars—gone.

         “I am sorry about your little plane,” León says, snickering. “And about this.”

         Before I can get another word out, León marches up to me and hammers the butt of his gun against my skull. Crack! I cry out in pain and stumble to the ground, but León strikes again—crack! Then a third time—crack!—clocking me right in the jaw. Then a fourth time, crushing the bridge of my nose—crack!

         In blinding pain, I slide down the Buckeye’s fuselage and collapse in a heap onto the concrete…right in a puddle of jet fuel leaking out of one of León’s bullet holes. My head is pounding. My vision is tunneling.

         “I sent you three messages, Señor Flynn,” I hear León say, although he sounds distant, fuzzy, almost like he’s under water. “You owe me three planes.”

         I stay conscious just long enough to see him and his goons walk out.

         Then—darkness.

         “Jack? Jack! Wake up!”

         As I groggily regain consciousness, I realize that Natalie is kneeling beside me, frantically tapping my cheeks.

         “I called an ambulance, it’s on its way,” she says. “What the hell happened?”

         Roiling with humiliation and rage, I struggle to get my bearings and sit up. My clothes are soaked with a mixture of engine fluids and blood. My tongue finds a gap where two bottom teeth used to be.

         “Y-you…you were…right,” I manage to stutter.

         “About what?”

         “I think I am gonna need your help.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

         

         Some say Southern California is a paradise. Perfect weather year-round. Lush palm trees as far as the eye can see.

         Not this slice of SoCal, that’s for sure.

         It’s been hours since the sun went down, but the inland desert air is still as hot and thick as gravy. And every palm tree I see is dry, brown, dying.

         Let’s hope that’s not some kind of omen.

         “All clear,” Cole whispers, lowering a night-vision scope from his eyes. “This is gonna be like stealing candy from a baby—about forty million bucks’ worth of candy.”

         Dressed completely in black, we’re crouched in some bushes a few dozen yards away from the rear service entrance of Flabob Airport, a quiet airstrip in the middle of suburban Riverside County some sixty miles east of LA. According to public flight records, it’s home to a nice little cache of corporate jets.

         Sure, the airport has a control tower. Plenty of security cameras. And a fair amount of daytime flight traffic. But at three o’clock in the morning? The tarmac is deserted, and the surrounding neighborhood is a ghost town.

         Which is exactly the way I want it.

         Because we’re about to pull off our most daring plane heist ever.

         “Ready to roll?” I ask, mentally psyching myself up as well.

         “Damn straight I am” comes the reply—from Natalie. She’s in the shrubs with us, too, readying a giant pair of bolt cutters.

         My little run-in with León a few weeks ago put me in the hospital for two days, then laid me up in bed for nine more. Which gave me plenty of time to think.

         That son of a bitch not only shot up my precious Buckeye, but now he is demanding a trio of new birds—or else. When I finally went back and read all the messages he’d sent me that I’d ignored, I saw he’d specified three different planes from three different airports in three different states.

         Yeah, right.

         I knew I had no choice but to give León what he wanted, and fast, but I was going to do it on my terms. Especially with the FBI still on my ass, the last thing I needed was to wander into restricted airspace again. Even a tiny slipup could ruin me.

         So I did research. Found three similar-model planes tied down at Flabob. Made a plan to steal them all simultaneously. And asked Natalie to pitch in.

         Time will tell if that was a stroke of genius…or suicide.

         I slip a black ski mask over my face, prompting Natalie and Cole to do the same. “All right,” I say. “Let’s do this.”

         We scurry from the bushes to the outer chain-link fence. While my brother uses his night-vision scope to keep lookout, I hold the fence steady as Natalie cuts a small section open. When I bend it back, I scrape my gloved hand on one of the jagged metal edges. It hurts, bad, but nothing compared with the beating I got a few weeks ago.

         The three of us slip through the fence and dash across the tarmac to our respective planes, just like we’d planned.

         Cole heads to a Learjet 75, a recent-model eight-passenger craft, its body as white as fresh snow.

         I go for a Gulfstream G280, a slightly larger plane, a workhorse. Its fuselage is aquamarine, with swooping green and pink trim—an unusual corporate livery that León will probably have to repaint to avoid drawing undue attention. (But hey, that’s his problem.)

         Natalie’s plane is a Bombardier Challenger 300. Built in 2001, it’s the oldest craft we’re lifting by almost a decade. But I figure if she’s used to flying stunts in vintage bombers from the 1950s, she can handle a cushy business jet from the early aughts.

         I reach my Gulfstream, kick the wheel chocks out of the way, then quickly set to work breaking in. Using a pair of lock-picking tools, I jimmy the hatch open in seconds.

         I’m already sweating under my wool ski mask—from both the heat and nerves—as I hurry up the stairs and into the cockpit. Normally, I don’t even like to fly a kite without doing a safety inspection first, but tonight I’m making an exception. We all are.

         After setting down the encrypted two-way radio receiver I’ve brought along—the same one as Cole and Natalie, so we can communicate away from official aviation channels—I disable the GPS transponder and start up the twin engines.

         Then I mutter a quick prayer.

         Natalie’s voice crackles from the radio: “Mustang is hot and ready to fly, over.”

         “Copy that, Mustang,” Cole answers. “So is Freebird. Over.”

         I review my instrument panels. Fuel and fluid levels look good. All systems go.

         “So is…Mama Bear,” I say with a grimace.

         At our final planning meeting, Natalie joked that this should be my call sign since I was being so meticulous and protective, so maternal. I protested, but the name stuck.

         Now I hear them both chuckling on the other end.

         “Hey, quit messing around,” I snap. Our plan is going smoothly so far, but we’re a long way from celebrating. “Gimme a rapid one-two-three takeoff to the northeast. Bank hard, heading one-zero-niner, then it’s straight on home.”

         “Roger that, bro,” says Cole. “Coast looks clear. See you two on the ground.”

         We all start taxiing toward the runway, but I let Cole arrive at the top first, followed by Natalie, again just like we planned.

         As soon as he’s in position, my brother slams the throttle. His Learjet’s landing gear screeches as the plane races along, getting airborne in a flash.

         Before he’s finished banking out of her flight path, Natalie guns it and takes off in her Challenger, timing her ascent perfectly. I’m relieved—and impressed.

         Once she’s clear, I maneuver my Gulfstream onto the runway and accelerate briskly. Within seconds, I get that familiar awesome rush of flight.

         “Wahoo!” Cole cries over the radio. “Three planes, no waiting!”

         As I fall in line behind him and Natalie, I rip off my ski mask to get a better view of the two other jets in front of me, climbing higher and higher into the clear night sky.

         I finally let myself relax a bit. And smile.

         “Not bad, team,” I answer. “Once we reach eighteen thousand feet, increase speed to—”

         “Shit, shit, shit!” Natalie suddenly exclaims.

         I’ve never heard such panic in her voice. It sends a chill down my spine.

         I look over to see her plane slowing a bit and wobbling precariously.

         And puffs of black smoke are trickling out of her left engine.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 29

         

         “Natalie!” I scream into the radio. “Jesus Christ—port side—you got smoke!”

         The first rule of any emergency flight procedure is to stay calm.

         Right now, I’m breaking it. Miserably.

         “No shit!” she barks back. “Probably a blown fuel pump, maybe a compressor surge.”

         “Well, cut the fuel line!” I exclaim. “Seal the air valves, shut off the—”

         “You don’t think I don’t know protocol?”

         I bite my tongue. Of course she does.

         Which means she also knows she should be looking for a spot to set her flaming plane down right about now.

         Except we both know there isn’t any.

         For miles.

         Before pretty much every flight—from a commercial 767 to a one-seater biplane—pilots are taught to chart out a viable emergency landing site in the direction of takeoff, in case there’s trouble and they have to abort below ten thousand feet, an altitude considered too low to safely turn back to the airport.

         When Cole, Natalie, and I plotted the flight path we would all take tonight, we decided to throw that safety measure out the window.

         We chose to turn sharply and fly almost immediately over a dense residential area. And skip the preflight safety inspections, too. We figured the chance of catastrophic engine failure in well-maintained corporate jets was so slight the risk was worth what we’d gain in stealth and speed.

         I’ve never regretted a decision more in my life.

         “Shit, Natalie, it’s spreading!” I cry, watching in horror as her old Challenger’s engine belches more and more smoke. “You gotta land!”

         “Great idea. How about on that busy freeway over there? Or that quiet cul-de-sac? Or the Riverside County Sheriff’s Department goddamn parking lot?”

         I read her loud and clear. She’s got nothing but awful options. And even if, by some act of God, she did land safely, she’d have a wave of cops on her in seconds.

         “Doesn’t matter!” I exclaim. “I’ll take all the heat, say I masterminded this whole heist, forced you to be an accomplice. Look, if you don’t land soon, you’ll crash!”

         “Wrong,” Natalie answers, stabilizing her burning craft and tipping its nose upward. “If I don’t put out this damn fire, I’ll crash. I’ve gotta blow it out!”

         Oh, no.

         “Natalie, I know what you’re thinking—and it’s insane! It only works on small fires, as a last resort. Natalie, don’t…Natalie!”

         But my pleas are ignored. I can barely watch as Natalie pulls back the yoke, jams her throttle to the max, and, using her one good engine, rockets skyward.

         Her ascent is dizzying as she climbs thousands of feet in just seconds.

         Next, she sharply dives—and it’s absolutely terrifying.

         Hurtling toward the ground at full blast, she’s trying to use thrust to burn up any remaining carburetor fuel, with rapid airspeed to cut off the fire’s oxygen supply. It’s a wildly risky maneuver with a blaze of that size. She could blow her second engine or lose control of her descent or go too slow and worsen the fire—or…or…

         “Got it!” Natalie exclaims triumphantly, leveling off at the last possible moment. From the looks of it, she’s just a few hundred feet above the suburban sprawl below.

         When I finally refocus on her Challenger…son of a bitch, her engine fire is out.

         “God damn, girl, you’re crazier than me!” Cole says, laughing.

         I’m not entertained, but I’m certainly relieved.

         “Glad you snuffed it, Mustang,” I say. “You good to keep going on just one engine?”

         “No, sir. I’m great. Over and out.”

         The remainder of our three-hour journey is beyond dull, and I’m thankful for that. The sun is starting to rise when we fall into a tight formation for our final approach into Cochran County Airport, a barely used, tumbleweed-choked strip of asphalt right across the New Mexico/Texas border. Cole lands his Learjet, Natalie sets down her hobbled Challenger, and I follow right behind in my Gulfstream.

         We all taxi over to the side, shut off our planes, and climb out. It’s only when I’m this close to Natalie’s bird that I see the full extent of the fire damage. Her left turbine isn’t just burned to a crisp, but a good chunk of her fuselage is also badly scorched and warped. It’s a small miracle she survived. I guess asking for her help was a smart move after all.

         “Jesus, you could set your watch by these bastards,” Cole says, gesturing with a lit cigarette to the airport entrance. “Here we go, gang.”

         A familiar convoy of silver BMWs is racing toward us.

         It’s our good pal León, of course.

         Right on time—for the last time.

         At least, I hope so.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 30

         

         With a mini-tornado of West Texas dust swirling all around them, the shiny cars come to a stop right in front of us.

         Multiple doors swing open, almost perfectly synchronized.

         A horde of gruff-looking men step out, unarmed but very intimidating.

         They form a semicircular perimeter around Cole, Natalie, and me, our backs to the planes. No way out.

         Only then does León exit. He takes a few steps toward us. A simple cloth backpack is slung over his shoulder.

         “Good morning, Señor Flynn,” he says. “You are looking…better.”

         Then his gaze turns to Natalie, and the corner of his mouth curls into a chilling smirk. His eyes focus on her like a predator stalking its prey. He looks like, well, a lion.

         “And good morning to you, señorita. I don’t believe we have been—”

         “León,” I interrupt, maybe more brusquely than I should, “this runway opens to the public in half an hour. We’ll do introductions another time.”

         Instead of being offended, León seems to get a kick out of my new attitude.

         “Ah. Finally, you are focused on business. So am I.”

         He partially unzips the backpack and shows us the contents: stacks and stacks of crisp hundred-dollar bills.

         “One-point-three million. Sound fair to you?”

         It doesn’t. Not by a long shot. Together the three planes we lifted are worth about forty-three million.

         Still, that’s a ton of cash. It’s life-changing. So I’m not going to complain—and I’m not going to let Cole complain, either. I simply nod, trying to stay as cool as possible, but on the inside I’m jumping for joy.

         Until León takes out a blue Bic lighter and flicks the spark wheel a few times.

         “What the hell are you doing?” Cole exclaims, taking an ill-advised step forward.

         “These are not the planes I asked for,” León answers darkly. “And look at that Challenger. You burned it to a crisp! It’s only right I should return the favor, no?”

         Once he’s sparked a tiny flame, he holds the lighter under the backpack.

         Is this guy serious?

         “Damn it, León!” I shout. “Don’t!”

         I’ve had it with this maniac! That money means everything to me right now. After all I’ve been through, I will not see my dreams—literally—go up in flames.

         With a sinister cackle, León lowers the lighter.

         “All right, all right,” he says. “I won’t burn your cash. I’ll just keep it.”

         Wait—what?

         Before Cole, Natalie, and I even realize what’s happening, his small army of bodyguards has whipped out an arsenal of automatic weapons, aimed right at us.

         “Step away from my planes. Or all of you die.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 31

         

         No…this isn’t happening!

         I trade scared glances with Cole and Natalie. Both are too shocked to move.

         “You-you…” I stutter. Then I explode: “You double-crossing piece of shit!”

         I feel my adrenaline surging. My heart pounding. A scalding fury bubbling up in my gut. This bastard has cheated me, toyed with me, lied to me, assaulted me, shot at me one too many times.

         “I said, step away from my planes, Señor Flynn. Do not make me ask again.”

         I know my life is on the line here, but steam is practically shooting out of my ears.

         I just can’t take it anymore. It’s time to end this. Now.

         If León wants to screw us like this, I’m going to make him go all the way.

         “No,” I reply, standing a bit taller, gulping back my nerves. “You’re paying up, León. Who the hell do you think—”

         “¡Jefe, escucha!”

         One of León’s heavies is holding up a finger, the universal sign for shut up and listen.

         Then I hear it, too. Some kind of mechanical thumping, audible in the distance.

         “What the hell is that?” I ask Cole and Natalie. They both shrug.

         Whatever it is, and whichever direction it’s coming from, it’s getting nearer.

         León and his goons begin to murmur among themselves with concern as the thip-thip-thip-thip noise gradually gets louder.

         Until it’s unmistakable.

         A military-grade helicopter.

         Accompanied by approaching police sirens.

         “¡Policía! Ándale!”

         With a thunderous crash, four black SUVs with their red bubble lights flashing, filled with armed guys in navy-blue windbreakers, burst through the old wooden doors of a hangar alongside the tarmac and begin barreling straight toward us.

         “This is the FBI!” a voice booms over a megaphone. “You are surrounded! Lay down your weapons or we will open fire!”

         Fat chance.

         Almost instantly, a fierce gun battle breaks out between León and the feds, turning the quiet runway into an all-out war zone.

         “Get behind the planes!” I scream to Cole and Natalie. “Go, go!”

         We dive onto the hot desert ground and scramble to take cover, then watch in horror as the two sides trade increasingly vicious fire.

         León’s BMWs are peppered with bullets. Tires pop, and glass windows shatter. His men are felled left and right.

         A few gunshots even ricochet off the stolen aircraft, missing Natalie, Cole, and me by mere inches.

         The FBI’s vehicles are taking heavy fire, too, but they keep coming, getting closer and closer. And the roar of that helicopter is practically deafening now, wherever it is.

         Seeing that he’s trapped in a losing battle—and having taken a nasty bullet wound to his shoulder, which caused him to drop the cash-filled backpack and lose it in all the chaos—León barks what appear to be retreat orders to what remains of his crew.

         Some frantically crouch, others literally crawl on their hands and knees into their shot-up vehicles, then hastily peel out.

         I’m thrilled that León was shot and routed. I’m overjoyed to be alive. Plus, that one-point-three million bucks is literally sitting on the runway twenty feet in front of me!

         Wiping some dust and grit out of my eyes, I see that instead of pursuing León and the fleeing BMWs…

         All four black SUVs are rumbling directly toward Cole, Natalie, and me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 32

         

         “Hey, maybe they’ll let us share a cell,” Cole says with a grin as he picks himself up off the ground.

         “What’s our play here?” Natalie asks, her voice frantic, desperate.

         “Hands in the air!” comes the megaphone voice as the SUVs begin to slow.

         “I’d start by doing that,” I answer, lifting my arms to the sky.

         “You know what I mean!” she snaps, doing the same. Natalie is almost on the verge of tears. I’ve never seen her so worried, so vulnerable. It’s moving. Almost…alluring. “They have us linked to the planes, Jack! To León—who got away! We’re gonna take the fall!”

         “It’s all going to be okay, Natalie,” I tell her. “I promise. I won’t forget how you helped us.”

         The four black vehicles—two with cracked windshields, all of them pocked with bullet holes—finally screech to a stop ahead of us on the runway.

         “Keep ’em high!” the voice says, as its owner and the other agents start to get out, guns pointed at us.

         “By the way,” I lean over and say to Natalie, “as someone who’s been to a few air shows in her day, did you happen to actually see that helicopter?”

         As she considers my question, I watch Natalie’s expression morph from confusion to disbelief to epiphany…to joyful astonishment.

         “No way,” she mutters. A gorgeous grin beams across her face. “No freaking way! Really?”

         “Looks like they’re gone, boss,” says one of the FBI agents, tracking León’s convoy with a pair of binoculars as it disappears down a highway in the distance.

         The “agent” is Arturo. One of my many loyal mechanics, all of whom I’m jubilant to see.

         I told you these guys are like family, didn’t I?

         My crew is all dressed in aviator sunglasses and navy-blue windbreakers we bought at Walmart, then used a stencil and yellow spray paint to write FBI on the back.

         They’re armed not with standard-issue assault weapons but with a hodgepodge of pistols and shotguns and even sport rifles we acquired and stashed away over the years.

         They’re driving not typical GMC Suburbans but a mix of SUVs that look similar enough from a distance—like a Ford Explorer and a Jeep Grand Cherokee—which we reinforced with steel-plate siding and wheel covers for added safety and equipped with strobing red disco lights we picked up at a party store in Lubbock.

         And the “helicopter” that started the assault? I have to give Cole credit for that idea: nothing but a Hollywood sound-effects MP3 file he downloaded, played through a set of powerful wireless Bluetooth speakers bolted to the rear of the lead vehicle, aimed in opposite directions to throw off the source of the sound.

         “Damn, are you pricks a sight for sore eyes!” I exclaim, wrapping Arturo in a giant bear hug as if he really were another brother, nearly lifting him off his feet.

         “Pulled it off without a hitch,” my actual brother adds. “Bravo, guys. Bravo.”

         There’s much more embracing and laughing and backslapping—especially after I make a show of picking up León’s discarded backpack, brimming with cash.

         Then I walk over to Natalie, who is finally starting to accept the fact that this was all a setup, all a ruse to get some extra stolen-plane parts, make off with a million-dollar payday, and scare the pants off that jackass León.

         “Incredible,” she says, throwing her arms around me and burying her head in the crook of my neck. “I mean, I hate you and Cole right now, don’t get me wrong…”

         “But you kind of love me, too?”

         Natalie shakes her head and chuckles but doesn’t disagree. Then she pulls away and gazes at me with her piercing green eyes.

         “What happens now, Jack Flynn?”

         “Maybe I’ll see you in Reno. If you feel like cheering on a winner.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 33

         

         “Gentlemen, find your formation.”

         Those four little words, spoken by the pace pilot in my headset radio, tell me the start of the race of my life is just seconds away.

         It’s the moment I’ve dreamed about—and had nightmares about—for years.

         This. Is. It.

         I let out a long, slow breath, trying to slow my jackhammering heart.

         I readjust my helmet and retighten the straps of my safety harness, aware that neither will provide any real protection in the event of a catastrophic crash.

         I scan the instrument panel of my T-2C Buckeye, my pride and joy. It was completely rebuilt from the ground up with León’s dirty money—along with our team’s blood, sweat, and tears. Its souped-up engines are purring like an army of kittens. Music to my ears.

         Satisfied that all systems are looking good, I maneuver my plane into the flying starting line alongside my competitors, wing to wing.

         There are just eight other pilots I have to beat to win the Reno national championship, all of whom are among the top in the world.

         There are two I have to impress, watching from below: Cole and Natalie.

         There’s another I need to make proud, watching from above: my father.

         But really, there’s only one pilot I consider my true competition.

         Myself.

         “Gentlemen, prepare to engage.”

         Okay, here we go. Gotta focus. Gotta push. Gotta win.

         I tighten my grip on the throttle lever with one hand, the yoke with the other.

         I go over the challenging aerial course in my mind one final time, picturing every blind twist and hairpin turn, visualizing the risky path to victory that I plan to take.

         I can barely hear myself think over all the wind and engine noise, but still I whisper out loud: “I love you, Dad.”

         “Gentlemen, you have a race!”

         I slam the throttle forward, and I’m off.

         Careening through the air—at two hundred fifty miles per hour…two seventy-five…three hundred…three twenty-five…the g-force excruciating…

         I’ve made it into the middle of the pack—good but not great—when I enter the start of the actual racecourse. When we pass the first guide pylon and I’m allowed to switch lanes…

         I bank hard toward the innermost one, getting hurled to the side of the cockpit as I cut off two very angry pilots. But screw ’em, I’ve just moved into third place.

         The three of us whip past the first turn, neck and neck. These guys are good! I try to pass one at the next pylon, but I can’t find an in and have to ease up on my speed.

         I recover and try again at the next bend, but I still can’t find an opening. Damn it!

         The first lap is nearly over already, and I’m nowhere near the lead.

         So I decide to go higher—earlier than I wanted to, but I have no choice.

         Pushing the throttle, I yank back on the yoke and soar upward.…

         Which is when I notice a jet below me pulling ahead, knocking me down to fourth place. Shit!

         But that’s okay. Still plenty of track left. And I have a plan.

         Instead of leveling out yet, I get even more altitude. My Buckeye is starting to groan. My head is starting to throb. I’m pushing both of us to our absolute limits.

         Once I’m higher than every other plane on the course and with just a few turns remaining…

         I dive-bomb.

         I tip my nose almost straight at the ground and plummet downward at three hundred seventy-five miles per hour…four hundred…four twenty-five.

         The Nevada dirt is coming up fast and blurry, but I see that I’ve overtaken the fourth-place jet, then the third-place jet. I gotta keep going.…

         But the g-force is like nothing I’ve ever experienced in my life. My peripheral vision is closing in. My stomach is doing loops. I can barely tell up from down.

         No, don’t black out, Jack! Keep it together! Almost there!

         As soon as I move into second place, I jerk back the yoke, violently leveling my plane out so close to the ground that I feel a brief bounce as my exhaust strikes it.

         I’m riding the ass of the lead jet now, but there’s only one turn left.

         So I hammer the throttle to the absolute max. I flood the engines with fuel. I trigger the afterburners. I grip the rumbling control stick steady with all my muscle.…

         Then a cockpit alarm starts to beep. Huh?

         My engines are in the red. That means they’re dangerously close to overheating.

         I know I should back off. One little spark and I’m toast.…

         But I don’t.

         Not when I’m gaining on the first-place pilot as we approach the final turn.

         Gritting my teeth, I bank sharply up and out. I flip my Buckeye totally horizontal. I nearly lose control as I whip back down and try to get around him, our wings so close.

         Shit, did I mess this up? Is this it?

         But with just inches to spare, I pass him!

         Pulling into first place, I whip by the final pylon.

         I won! Son of a bitch, I did it! I really freaking did it!

         I honestly don’t remember the next few minutes. It’s all a happy haze.

         Somehow I land my Buckeye. Without thinking, I unbuckle myself and climb out.

         Amid all the chaos on the ground, I see Arturo and the rest of my crew rushing over, carrying industrial fire extinguishers. They quickly engulf both my engines with thick white foam. Apparently, my plane had begun to smoke. I didn’t even notice.

         Then I feel two sets of arms wrapping tightly around my trembling body and icy, bitter liquid running down my face.

         It’s Cole and Natalie. Shouting their heads off. Jumping up and down like kangaroos. Dousing me with bottles of Dom Pérignon.

         As we all scream and laugh and celebrate, I happen to glance up at the sky and notice a tiny spec disappearing into the wispy clouds.

         It looks like a plane. An older-model T-2 Buckeye, actually. The same jet my father crashed on this very track all those years ago.

         It’s probably just the pace pilot. Or maybe a drone filming the race. Or a bird.

         Or maybe it’s my dad, finally flying away into the heavens.
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