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In Dominance Unleashed: Unmasking the Monolithic King, we delve into a world where corporate power knows no bounds and where three unlikely heroes emerge from the shadows to confront the very embodiment of corporate excess. Together, they embark on a relentless journey to topple the titan, uncovering secrets, forging alliances, and risking everything to expose the insidious heart of GenaSeed. The battle lines are drawn, and the stakes have never been higher as they stand on the precipice of a world-changing revelation that could reshape the destiny of nations.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of Sandi Brown, whose light was extinguished far too soon. 

Also by Gordon Greene

Echoes of Duty: In Search of Innocence

In the tranquil embrace of the U.S. Virgin Islands, former Green Beret Mark Peltier, code-named Bravo, seeks refuge from a tumultuous past. Amidst the azure waters and gentle breezes, he believes he’s found the solace he desperately craves, a chance to peel away the layers of emotional wounds and rebuild his shattered spirit. But tranquility is a fragile illusion, shattered in an instant when a beloved four-year-old child under Mark’s care is mercilessly abducted. Suddenly, the peaceful oasis Mark has fought so hard to attain is thrust into chaos, and he finds himself confronting the memories of his past with a vengeance he thought he’d left behind. As Mark embarks on a desperate quest to rescue the innocent child, the echoes of duty reverberate through his soul, intertwining the events of the present with the memories of his past. With each step, he delves deeper into the shadows of his history, grappling with questions of identity, loyalty, and the true meaning of redemption. But the abduction of Becky Walsh is not Mark’s only challenge. As he races against time to find the child, he must also navigate the relentless scrutiny of the FBI, who raise troubling questions about his mysterious past. Caught between the forces of darkness and the flickering light of hope, Mark must summon every ounce of courage and resilience to confront the events that threaten to consume him. Echoes of Duty: In Search of Innocence is a riveting tale of suspense and sacrifice, courage and resilience, weaving a tapestry of human emotions and the indomitable spirit of the human heart. Join Mark Peltier on a journey of self-discovery and redemption, where the echoes of duty collide with the quest for innocence, and the true measure of heroism is revealed in the face of adversity.

Quest

When the President of the United States declares artificial intelligence the most significant emerging threat to national security, a covert task force, codenamed “Q”, is formed to combat the unseen dangers lurking in the digital world, under the command of Dr. Alexandra Conner, the CIA’s Director of Analysis, an elite team of experts races against time to predict and neutralize AI-driven threats before they bring the nation to its knees.

Leading the team of experts is Dr. Robert Jackson, an FBI cryptology specialist. Joining Dr. Jackson are Dr. Thomas Allen, a visionary in cybersecurity; Dr. Samir Patel, a mathematical genius who deciphers AI’s hidden codes; and Dr. Lana Harding, a behavioral psychologist tasked with uncovering human motivations. Together, they embark on Project Quest, a top-secret mission to build the ultimate defense against rogue AI.

As the team pushes Quest to its limits, an unsettling question emerges. Have they secured the nation, or created a monster? Their cutting-edge AI engine, Quest, delivers a chilling revelation that the greatest threat might originate from within when the system flags Jackson, Allen, and Patel, the masterminds behind Quest, as potential national security risks.

Dr. Conner, Dr. Harding, and former Green Beret Mark Peltier must uncover the truth. Are these brilliant developers America’s heroes, or its most dangerous liability?

Quest is a high-stakes thriller packed with intrigue, cutting-edge technology, and pulse-pounding suspense. In the age of AI, it explores the razor-thin line between innovation and destruction, loyalty and betrayal.

​

Battle for Lunar Supremacy presents a near-future vision in which the Moon, once a symbol of unity and scientific progress, has become the most contested frontier in human history. As technological advances make permanent lunar settlements possible, multiple nations race to establish bases near the Moon’s south pole—a region rich in water ice. This resource is critical, serving as both a foundation for life support and fuel for deeper space exploration, making it one of the most strategically valuable assets beyond Earth.

Although international agreements such as the Outer Space Treaty officially designate lunar activity as peaceful and cooperative, the reality is far more complex. Beneath the surface of diplomacy, a quiet but intense struggle for influence and control unfolds. Global powers recognize that dominance over lunar resources could shape humanity’s long-term future in space and possibly shift the balance of power on Earth.

In this fragile environment, political leaders, diplomats, and strategists proceed with extreme caution. Every decision carries weight, as even a minor misstep could escalate into a larger crisis. Harsh lunar conditions amplify these risks. Settlements depend on delicate life-support systems, limited supply chains, and mutual cooperation to survive. Yet these same vulnerabilities create opportunities for manipulation, in which disruption can be used as a powerful tool without direct confrontation.

As tensions rise, territorial boundaries are tested, and rival factions begin to challenge one another more openly. The Moon shifts from a shared scientific endeavor to the stage for humanity’s first off-world geopolitical conflict. Control of key locations and resources becomes paramount, with consequences that extend far beyond the lunar surface.
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Wednesday, June 21

The early summer morning was still dark as he traveled on US Interstate 64 West. His destination was Richmond International Airport (RIC) in Virginia. At this time of day, traffic on the highway was sparse. Soon, it would be full of commuters heading to their daily grind. He was glad there was little traffic, which created the ideal condition for him to push his Porsche 911 Carrera past the posted speed limit. He smiled as the car quickly responded to his slight adjustment on the gas pedal. Taillights appeared ahead, and he caught up to the vehicles in seconds, then weaved around the sparse traffic. Glancing down at the speedometer, it read one hundred forty-three mph. He decided to ease off the accelerator, but not too much. 

The top was down on the Porsche, causing the cool morning air to whistle around the car’s interior. The lone occupant’s hair ruffled in the breeze, along with his short-sleeved Hawaiian-style shirt. On the right, the Newport News International Airport zipped by. He’d purposely avoided leasing hangar space at that airport for his aircraft, even though he lived only eight miles away on Riversedge Road in Newport. Instead, he’d selected lease space at Richmond Airport, some seventy-five miles away. The journey to Richmond during regular daylight hours could be an hour and a half or more, depending on traffic and his keeping within legal speed limits. To avoid the traffic snarl, he always tried to leave early in the morning or later in the evening when heading to RIC. It also allowed him to test the Porsche’s performance, which he always enjoyed.

Beside him on the luxurious tan-colored soft leather passenger seat was a black executive leather case containing aviation maps and his iPad, cell phone, laptop, and the briefing notes he’d used at the LAB Conference the previous two days. He promoted and organized the conference on Limiting Agricultural Biotechnology, known as LAB. The conference had gone well, he thought. Yes, there had been the expected opposition, but overall, the reception had been better than anticipated. He was optimistic that many attending would genuinely consider the information he’d brought forward. 

Anthony Russell, or Tony to those who knew him, had made his first million in his mid-thirties. After spending much of his twenties and early thirties in military service, first as a cargo pilot, then later strapped into the seat of fighter jets, he’d left the military and had come up with complicated software algorithms that formed a foundation of what became known as Artificial Intelligence. He licensed that technology to large companies and military institutions seeking more accurate search results from their “Big Data” stores. Tony’s algorithms were used to quickly sort and analyze patterns within these massive data stores that grow exponentially each day. It was like looking for the elusive needle in a haystack.  

He was in excellent shape. At five foot eleven and now in his late forties, he could easily pass for a much younger man, even with the slight graying of his dark brown hair. With hundreds of millions of dollars at his disposal, he invested his time, energy, and money to address severe environmental and economic concerns that appeared to be beyond the reach of the government and the general public. His latest venture, EnvironLife, was bringing attention and hopefully change to unethical practices by several large biotech companies. The LAB Conference caught the attention of several governors of the midwestern states, not to mention a higher-than-expected number of US senators who came in from Washington, D.C. for the event. The news media had also exceeded his expectations, with all major networks headlining their six o’clock news with coverage of the LAB Conference. Although happy that the symposium received the attention of the mainstream media, he felt somewhat embarrassed about how the media had compared his handsome looks and financial resources to those of Hollywood’s leading men. 

Anthony Russell had dedicated the last five years to highlighting several ethically dubious biotech companies. Among them, GenaSeed stood out as the most egregious offender and embodied everything he and the LAB Conference stood against. Thankfully, it was becoming evident that all his tireless efforts were beginning to yield results.

GenaSeed specialized in developing genetically modified seeds; however, the company went a step further by methodically tailoring these GMOs to function exclusively with specific chemicals they manufactured and marketed. These seeds were intricately engineered to establish a symbiotic relationship with the chemicals, promoting growth and providing resistance against insects and other pests. GenaSeed had rapidly ascended to the forefront of such technology in just two decades, now wielding unprecedented control over seventy percent of the global seed market—a feat unimaginable a mere five years prior.

Each year, GenaSeed released new seed strains and the corresponding chemical agents. This, of course, resulted in increased seed and agent prices. The cost had for some time been far out of reach for most third-world farmers. Even the smaller Western world farming operations were unable to keep pace. To counter any loss in sales, GenaSeed provided the seed and partner chemicals at low to no cost to the farming operation. In return, GenaSeed would reap most of the profits from the sale of the crops. The landowner/farmer became more of a vassal, operating in a modern-day feudal system. The farmer would tend to the crop in return for a portion of the returns, which were becoming smaller each year. GenaSeed ensured the farmer made enough to live on, but not enough to escape their perpetual relationship. If the farmer refused to continue under this arrangement, GenaSeed would sue the farmer for payment of the seed and chemicals provided. Since the farmer could never make this payment, the courts, such as they were, awarded GenaSeed their land as payment. Many suspected that GenaSeed was paying bribes to leading political and legal officials in exchange for favorable court decisions, but could not obtain sufficient evidence to prosecute successfully.

For the more extensive Western-world farm operations, GenaSeed ensured these farms continued to purchase GenaSeed products by having contracts in place that required the land to be used only for GenaSeed products for twenty-five years. If a farm operation wanted to use any other product, it had to leave the land crop-free for five years after the last GenaSeed harvest. Many had attempted to fight this battle in court, but with GenaSeed’s massive wealth, none had the financial means to secure a positive outcome. Any ruling against GenaSeed was immediately appealed. The farm operation either went bankrupt while fighting these legal battles or finally capitulated, continuing to operate under these unfair terms.

During the two-day conference, Tony caught sight of at least three individuals from the powerful Agrochemical consortium. True, he’d expected them to be there. He did not expect an invitation from Daniel Bruner, the President and CEO of GenaSeed Corporation, which came after the first day. Daniel had sent the invitation via Roger Cortez, GenaSeed’s representative attending LAB. To his surprise, Cortez invited Tony to meet with Bruner at GenaSeed’s corporate headquarters in St. Louis. 

At first, he thought he was being pranked when Cortez approached him during a break on the first day of the conference and made the offer. The offer was so unexpected that he agreed to the meeting before giving it much thought. As he drove to the airport, he wondered why the President and CEO of GenaSeed, who had tried to discredit him and his research for the past several years, would want to meet with him. While intrigued by the invitation, the thought of meeting face-to-face with the tenacious Daniel Bruner made him uncomfortable. He pondered what they might have to talk about. GenaSeed could not persuade him to stop his crusade against them, and he fully expected they weren’t about to change how they did business. Their practices were, at the very least, morally unethical. Tony and others fighting to see corporations such as GenaSeed disbanded believed these corporations should be prosecuted for crimes against humanity and the planet.

While confused and somewhat uneasy over the invitation, he looked forward to flying from Richmond, Virginia, to St. Louis, Missouri. It would allow him to try out his recent purchase of a Piper Seminole. He’d taken a few short tours locally to get a feel for the plane, but this would be his first real excursion in the Piper. The two Lycoming engines each produced one hundred eighty horsepower, resulting in one hundred sixty-two knots true airspeed (KTAS). With St. Louis being just over six hundred nautical miles from Richmond, VA, and the range of the Piper at seven hundred nautical miles, he hoped to make the journey without a stopover. He expected the flight to take four to five hours if the headwinds were not too strong. 

His meeting with Daniel Bruner was scheduled for ten a.m. Central Time. Accounting for thirty minutes travel from St. Louis’s Airport to GenaSeed’s downtown office and a possible stopover, he’d filed a flight plan to leave RIC at five-thirty Eastern time. If all went well, that would get him to St. Louis around eight-thirty Central time, nine-thirty at the latest. When asked by the GenaSeed representative if they could send a limousine to gather him from the airport, he accepted the offer and shared that he would be flying his own plane to St. Louis. The limo would need to pick him up at the airport’s east-end private aircraft section, just off James S. MacDonnell Blvd. 

With Richmond Airport coming into sight to the left, he slowed the Porsche to the legal limit and took the exit ramp to the right. On South Airport Drive, he turned left, pulled onto Huntsman Road, and exited into the parking lot adjacent to a large, nondescript concrete building. A large neon sign with bright blue lettering was fastened to the front top left of the building. The sign read “Talon Air,” the company he was leasing hangar space from for his Piper. He pulled around the side of the building and into the parking stall marked “Reserved 19.” The company provided this private stall as part of the lease arrangement, but he would later park the Porsche inside the hangar after moving the Piper onto the tarmac. 

He turned off the Porsche, put the top up, took the leather case from the passenger seat, and retrieved his Ray-Ban sunglasses from the overhead sun visor. Exiting the car, he closed the door, which made a solid thud that confirmed the vehicle’s high-quality workmanship. He pressed the auto-lock on the keychain, and the car beeped once, indicating that it was secure and alarmed. 
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At forty-one, Jennifer Bennett was in great shape, something she worked hard to keep. The only man in her life currently was Neil Turnbull, her editor-in-chief. They had a professional relationship, but also enjoyed a close friendship. She’d once been married in her early twenties, but with their jobs requiring constant travel, they soon realized it would never work. Neither one was willing to give up on their career. Thus, the end came after only three years of marriage. There had been other men in her life from time to time, but when these men found out they came second and often last in her life, they exited quickly. Jennifer was never surprised or offended by this. Her work was her life, and it had been that way since graduating from Columbia University with a Master’s in Journalism.

She was still fast asleep this morning when her cell phone alarm went off. Usually, it would revive her from the land of dreams within a few seconds. Today, however, her mind and body fought against being pulled out of the depths of sleep.

The night before, she’d been up until the early morning hours going over her notes from the LAB Conference. She’d returned to Chicago the previous evening from Richmond, where the symposium had been held. It wasn’t the usual story she would typically have covered as the senior investigative journalist for Core Business Magazine. Still, with summer vacation in full swing, many of her co-workers were away, and the only reporter not on assignment had called in sick. While this added to her workload, she’d covered multiple stories repeatedly in her career. Both Neil and Jennifer felt the conference was worthy of coverage by their magazine, but their hunch was more than justified with all the excitement being made over the convention by all the major networks. Neil had called her after watching the news coverage of the event as she made her way home from Chicago Airport. He was eager to receive her report on the conference, hoping to get it into the July edition now due for publishing.

The music alarm on her cell phone finally roused her from her sleep. She had a quirky sense of humor, which showed in the choice of music she used for her wake-up alarm. The song Dream On by Aerosmith had reached its crescendo before she realized it was the alarm that had gone off. She reached over to the nightstand, fumbled for the phone, and shut off the alarm. Sweeping her dark brown hair away from her face, she sat momentarily, rubbing her eyes and gathering her composure before getting out of bed. Finally awake enough to stand, she wobbled into the ensuite bathroom adjacent to the bedroom. Stepping out of her night clothes, she climbed into the shower.

The warm water trickled over her dark brown hair and face, then cascaded down the rest of her five-foot-six frame. Within a few minutes, the water had worked its magic, and she was wide awake, her mind alert. She climbed out of the shower, toweled off, and retrieved the bathrobe hanging on the back of the door. She took the towel and quickly dried her hair. Wandering into the bedroom again, she went to the closet, selected her outfit for the day, and dressed. 

She drew back the dark curtains in the bedroom to reveal another beautiful summer day. Her apartment was on the twenty-fourth floor of the building, and the bedroom had a southern exposure, ensuring morning sunlight when the sun shone. It was a nice-sized two-bedroom unit. The second bedroom she’d made into a home office where she could work when not at the corporate office or on location, which was quite often these days. Today, however, she would go into the magazine’s downtown office in Chicago, located on the ninth floor of a trendy building on East Madison Street. 

She entered the kitchen and retrieved a cinnamon-raisin bagel from the refrigerator. She split it in half and tossed it into the toaster. While the bagel was heating, she gathered her purse from the bedroom and her cell phone from the nightstand. Scanning through the thirty or so emails that had arrived overnight, she noted there was nothing that urgently needed to be dealt with. 

Returning to the kitchen, she grabbed the bagel from the toaster, fetched a sterling silver travel mug from one of the cupboards, and poured herself a cup of black coffee that her automatic coffee maker had just finished brewing. 

Jennifer took the coffee and bagel into her living room, switched on her large-screen TV, and sat on the couch on the opposite wall.

The channel was set to one of the national news channels so she could catch up with the highlights. The first couple of stories were human-interest reports in which she had no interest. She watched as the stories continued, but none piqued her curiosity. As she started to get up to turn off the TV, she overheard the news anchor mention GenaSeed. She quickly sat back down and turned up the volume. 

The man on the screen continued, “A DVD with alarming video content was received at a local St. Louis television station earlier today. According to sources we spoke with at KMOZ, the video shows a grainy image of a man tied to a chair who appears to have been beaten. We spoke with one of the local KMOZ news anchors, and here is what he had to say....”

The image on the TV changed to reveal a male news anchor in his mid-twenties, looking grimly into the camera as he shared the story with his audience. 

“At least three male voices can be heard on the video. However, there is only one image of a man in the shadows, seemingly bound to a chair. The other voices can be heard threatening the man’s life if he does not comply with them. The apparent victim utters a response, but his voice is too low to be picked up on the video. Then, the camera is pointed upward toward a corrugated metal roof with large overhead lights. The image looks like it may be inside a warehouse or large factory. There are sounds of a scuffle that goes on for thirty to forty seconds, and then what sounds like two gunshots can be heard. The video then ends.” 

“Holy crap!” Jennifer exclaimed. 

The news anchor continued, “A note was included in the package containing the video claiming the man in the video is Walter Jenkins, the Chief Research Scientist for GenaSeed. The fifty-eight-year-old Jenkins has been employed with GenaSeed for the last seventeen years and has not been seen or heard from in the last two days. There is speculation that whoever sent this to our station may have some connection with Jenkins. There is no explanation as to who may have taken this video or who forwarded it to KMOZ. We contacted GenaSeed after reviewing the video, but could not speak with anyone who knew of Jenkins’s disappearance. Our station has turned the video and accompanying note over to the FBI, and we are cooperating with the authorities in their investigation of this matter. As more details on this story become available, KMOZ will bring them to you.”

“Holy crap,” Jennifer exclaimed again, gathering her cell phone from her pocket. She hit the stored cell number for Neil Turnbull, who answered the call on the second ring.

“Did you catch the news just now?” she burst in, not waiting for Neil to speak, while hitting the mute button on the TV.

“You mean the story from St. Louis?”

“Yes,” she said, trying to calm her breathing.

“I caught it just a few minutes ago,” Neil said. “I was just about to call you.”

“And... what do you think of it?” she asked.

“Pretty bizarre to send a video of this nature to a local TV station. Obviously, whoever did this wanted it to be broadcast to the general public.”

“I agree. They mention that the guy being beaten supposedly worked for GenaSeed. Kind of a weird coincidence, considering the LAB Conference just wrapped up yesterday.”

“Well, possibly not such a coincidence. The LAB Conference did garner some great airtime from the major news outlets,” Neil observed. “This might be just a coincidence, or perhaps someone with misguided sympathies to the LAB Conference was motivated to do something rash.”

“I need to dig into this, Neil. It’s just too coincidental for my liking.”

“Jennifer, nobody has confirmed the authenticity of the video, nor has anyone been able to confirm that Jenkins is missing. Anyone can fake a video with all that artificial intelligence crap available to Joe Public. With GenaSeed having just been in the news, chances are very likely this is just some crackpot trying to get their moment of glory.”

“Perhaps, but it should be easy to confirm if Jenkins is indeed missing.”

“Jen, I know you want to be involved in investigative journalism, but you cover business news, remember? Not Crime Weekly.”

“Very funny. The last time I checked, GenaSeed was one of my stories, and this is related to GenaSeed.”

Jennifer heard a sigh on the other end of her phone, and then Neil replied, “I need you to carry on with the LAB story, which I anticipate will include a segment on GenaSeed. But the LAB story needs to get into July’s issue, which is less than a week away.”

“Okay, if I get you the LAB story by the end of the day, I can check out the Jenkins story.” It was more a statement than a question.

“I thought you said you already had a full caseload. Where are you going to find the time for another story?”

“I’ll make the time. Here’s what I’ll do: if I don’t get a lead on the Jenkins story within the next two days, I’ll drop it.”

Jennifer heard a muffled groan on the phone.

“If you don’t have a lead on the Jenkins story by tomorrow, it’s back to business as usual. You got it?”

“Come on, Neil. You know I can’t get you the LAB story and follow up on Jenkins in one day. That’s impossible!”

There was a lengthy pause on the line, but Jennifer could hear Neil’s breathing. She could picture him wrestling with this in his mind. She waited as he mulled this over and listened to Neil as he shuffled through some papers on his desk. Finally, he broke the silence. “Okay, forty-eight hours, two days, no longer, then you’re back to investigating business news. Got it?”

“Got it. Thanks, Neil. I’ll work on the LAB story and bring it into the office before five o’clock today.”

“Jennifer? If this turns out to be a real case, and the video is authentic, people in that video won’t like a journalist snooping around. You need to tread very lightly and take no risks.”

“I hadn’t considered that,” she said after a pause, the warning of potential danger tempering her initial excitement. “I appreciate the warning. Thanks, Neil, I’ll be careful,” she said with more conviction than she felt.

She clicked off the phone and then started to think. Perhaps she should forget about the Jenkins story. After all, what did she know about being a crime reporter? While mulling over the pros and cons, she decided that before she lost her courage, she would give it two days, as agreed.

“After all, when I decided to go into journalism, the purpose was to share the truth with the world.”

Jennifer got up from the sofa, turned off the TV, which had returned to the myriad of news minutiae that had little to no bearing on anyone’s life, and headed to her home office. She needed to get the LAB story put to bed so she could dedicate her investigative skills to the Jenkins story.
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After checking in at the main office and filing his flight plan, Tony returned to the Porsche and drove to the back of the building, where the hangar was. Tony parked the Porsche in the hangar, where a Talon Air employee had already moved the Piper to the tarmac. Tony noticed his Embraer Phenom 300 still snuggled nicely in the hangar, looking glossy in the overhead lights. While anxious to fly the Piper, he loved flying the Phenom on most business trips. Stepping out of the hangar, a Talon Air employee named James greeted him. 

“Good morning, Mr. Russell,” James said as Tony walked toward the Piper.

“Good morning, James. Looks to be a nice day for flying.”

“One of the best. I’ll take a few minutes of your time to go over the inspection and prepping we did to your aircraft.”

James pulled out an iPad and reviewed all the inspection points and preparations performed on the Piper over the past few days. Once complete, he handed the iPad and a stylus to Tony.

“If you’re comfortable with everything we’ve done, and it’s to your satisfaction, please sign at the bottom, Mr. Russell.”

“It looks perfect, James. You folks always do everything right. That’s why I like doing business with you.”  

Tony signed the electronic form and returned the iPad and stylus to James.

“I’ll just do my pre-flight checks, and then I’m off to St. Louis.”

“Will you be back this evening?”

“Yes, just a one-day hop. I should be back mid-evening if plans go as expected.”

“Okay, once your return flight plan has been filed, just text the office so we can prepare for your return.”

“I’ll do that, James. Thanks again for all your care and attention.”

“Our pleasure, Mr. Russell. Have a safe and pleasant flight.”

“That’s the plan,” Tony said with a smile.

Tony walked around the Piper, performing the usual exterior pre-flight checks, then climbed into the cockpit and started the final pre-flight checks. Once completed, he started up the Piper, contacted the tower for taxi and takeoff clearance, and within minutes was airborne.

The sun shone brightly through the front windscreen as he made his way toward St. Louis. He’d been flying for over an hour and had attained his cruising altitude of fifteen thousand feet. Reaching into his leather case to take out his iPad containing his electronic flight charts, he noticed a slip of paper he hadn’t seen before and took it from the case. Unfolding the paper, he read the note scribbled on the sheet.

“GenaSeed has killed many who tried to stop them. Be careful with whom you associate.”

That’s weird. How did this get into my case, and who would do such a thing?

Tony racked his brain, trying to remember where his case had been over the last two days. He recalled he always had it close by him—Except when I met with the representative from GenaSeed. 

It had only been for a few minutes during a break. Tony had been reaching for his case when the fellow from GenaSeed approached him and introduced himself. He’d been so dumbfounded that someone from GenaSeed would approach him, he’d forgotten about collecting the case and briefly stepped away from the lectern with the man. 

Someone must have slipped the note into my case while I was gone for a short time. But who?

As he was mulling over the people he’d seen during the conference, he felt a shudder within the Piper. Immediately, his focus was drawn to the odd vibration. Checking over the instruments, they seemed to indicate all was normal, but the vibration grew worse, and the Piper engines sputtered. Tony set the paper on the seat and adjusted the controls. The engines were struggling for some reason, and he needed to find out why... and fast. 

The sputtering engines were causing the Piper to lose power, and without the power, the aircraft was also losing speed and altitude.

Tony quickly glanced over his instruments a second time. Everything seemed to check out, except that the engine manifold pressure on both engines was higher than the normal readings. Why were the engines running rough? Going over his pilot training, he started methodically working through the problem. 

What could be causing this? Bad magneto? No, a mag failure would easily be noticed in flight, but not because of roughness. Is the fuel injector clogged? Possibly, but the cylinder head temperature looks okay. The exhaust gas temperature looks okay as well. Moisture or debris in the fuel? Maybe.

Then, just as suddenly as they started acting up, the engines roared back to life as if nothing had happened.

Tony checked his charts and noticed he was close to Yeager Airport in Charleston, West Virginia. He radioed Yeager Tower and explained the situation. The tower gave him priority landing clearance, directing him to runway twenty-three. All went well until he was making the final turn on his approach. Once again, the engines started sputtering.

Not now! Not again!

Tony radioed the tower, “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, Piper November Six Zero Niner Yankee, engines are cutting out again. At this point, I’m not sure I’ll make it to the airport.”

“Piper Niner Yankee, copy engines are failing. Emergency vehicles will be dispatched. We’re praying for you. Good luck, sir.”

“Thanks, I’ll take the prayers and the good luck. I’ll need both. Piper Niner Yankee.”

With Yeager Airport situated atop a hill, Tony needed to be sure he made the runway. Anything short of that, and he would slam into the hillside. He struggled with his ailing aircraft and managed to line up with the runway. He constantly adjusted the throttles and pitch to compensate for the lack of power. The runway was ahead, and he just needed to keep the Piper in the air for another minute. The engines were now starting to choke seriously. He increased the mixture, kept the flaps off, and continued to aim at the runway’s end while fine-tuning the throttles in hopes of clearing the problem. 

This is going to be fast.

The Piper was losing altitude faster than Tony liked, and he still had thirty seconds before reaching the runway. The aircraft was starting to pitch and yaw in the wind currents coming off the hill, making it very difficult to maintain his glide slope to the runway. He calculated the distance, airspeed, and altitude and determined that if he continued at the present rate, he would not make the runway but slam into the side of the hill. He decided he had enough airspeed for one last attempt to save himself and his aircraft. Forcing the Piper downward for a few seconds, he then sharply raised the nose. The downward motion had increased his speed, and raising the nose now bought him a few more feet in the air, but at the sacrifice of his speed. The stall warning blared in the cockpit as Tony quickly pitched the nose down to level off. Twenty seconds from the runway, he was two hundred feet in the air. His speed was slowing, and his altitude was coming down. Ten seconds... the Piper was now at fifty feet; speed was almost at stall speed. At the last moment, he extended the flaps to lift the plane. Five, four, three, two... the Piper hit hard just as it crossed over the end of the runway. It bounced once before coming into contact again with the runway for good. 

Tony slowed his plane and realized he hadn’t breathed in the last thirty seconds. 

That was too close!

While the landing was rough, he didn’t think it was severe enough to have damaged the undercarriage. He throttled back the engines and braked hard. 

“Piper Yankee, exit the runway when you’re able,” the tower directed. “Welcome to Charleston. That was quite a display of aeronautical mastery, sir. We’re glad you’re on the ground safely.”  

“Copy, exit runway when able. It’s great to be here and on the ground in one piece. Piper Niner Yankee.”

With the Piper slowed, Tony turned his plane onto the taxiway, clearing the runway for other incoming traffic. Halfway down the taxiway, the engines finally sputtered their last gasp and became silent. The plane coasted for a short distance, then stopped just as an emergency vehicle pulled up alongside the Piper. Tony performed his post-landing checks and then exited the airplane.

“Are you okay?” the fellow asked as he scampered from the vehicle.

“I am, but my plane isn’t feeling too well,” Tony replied with a forced smile.

“I thought for sure we were going to have to pull you out of the side of the hill. That was some fancy flying you pulled off back there.”

“The flying wasn’t all that wonderful, and the landing sure wasn’t.”

“You know what they say,” the man said with a smile.

“Any landing you can walk away from is a good one,” Tony responded.

“You got that right. Let’s get your plane off the taxiway. There’s a maintenance shop over yonder,” the man said, pointing to a hangar in the distance. “I assume you’ll want them to check over your aircraft.”

“Yes, absolutely. This wasn’t what I intended for today, but I have no choice.”

“No worries. Don’t forget, you’ll need to file an Emergency Landing report. While I hook up your plane, why don’t you head to the main office and start the paperwork? I’ll get the aircraft over to Sam’s Avionics.”

“Great, Emergency Landing report; that’s the next-to-last thing I wanted to do today. Thanks for all your help; I really appreciate it. My name is Tony, by the way.”

“Eugene is mine.”

“Well, Eugene, I owe you a beer. Perhaps later, if you have time?”

“That would be great, but as soon as I get your plane to Sam’s, I’m off work and heading out of town for a few days.”

The two men shook hands, and then Tony started walking toward the main terminal office, dreading the paperwork that was about to consume an hour of his day. 

“I’d better call GenaSeed. It looks like I won’t be making that meeting today.” 
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The office was as opulent as they come. Exquisite mahogany paneling ran along the front and side walls, gleaming with a reddish-brown luster that spoke of the extravagance of its occupant. Interspersed with the luxurious paneling was costly suede leather with a fine, velvety texture. Delicate artwork illustrating hundreds of varieties of plants was meticulously etched into each of the velvet sections of the wall. The entire back wall was floor-to-ceiling glass that looked out from the thirty-ninth floor of “The Met Building” in St. Louis. The view was spectacular. Down and to the right was the famous Gateway Arch, and just beyond that was a bird’s-eye view of the Mississippi River and East St. Louis.

Daniel Bruner was seated behind the desk in a lush leather chair that matched the color of the walls. The desk looked straight out of a futuristic technology magazine. It had six monitors built into it of varying sizes. It also contained three ergonomically adjustable sections that could be used as a workspace or transformed into a touch-sensitive keyboard with the swipe of a finger. Most of the desk was semi-transparent, composed of a polycarbonate compound that was virtually scratch-resistant, solid, and extremely expensive. The five drawer sections within the desk were made of the same material, but during the manufacturing process, a special dye had been added to the compound, rendering these sections the same reddish-brown as the mahogany wall panels. The dye also made these sections impervious to see through. 

At fifty-eight years old with graying hair, Bruner was the President and Chief Executive Officer, maintaining control of GenaSeed and all its ever-expanding subsidiaries. He started GenaSeed after obtaining his Ph.D. in Biotechnical Engineering from Johns Hopkins University. With a loan from his parents, he opened a tiny laboratory and sold the lab’s time to companies interested in creating disease and pest-resistant crops. The homegrown operation was a huge success, and Bruner took the company public five years after its inception. Over the previous twenty-three years, the company had amassed billions of dollars and successfully bought up most of its competition. As a result, Bruner was a legend in the biotechnical community, and his company became the darling of Wall Street. 

In the room with Bruner was Jeffrey Kruger, GenaSeed’s Vice President and Chief Operating Officer. Kruger was tall at six-foot-four with a full head of brown hair. He looked younger than his fifty-one years, but if one looked closely, a few wrinkles were emerging at the edges of his eyes. He was dressed in an impeccably tailored dark blue Armani suit. The five-hundred-dollar white shirt he wore underneath was from a custom selection offered to the wealthy by a Swedish shirtmaker. His gray silk tie and dark black Italian leather shoes completed the ensemble.

At just past seven in the morning, the sunshine was streaming through the windows, but nobody was noticing. The two men had been in the office for over an hour and were focused in stunned silence on the wide-screen TV embedded into the right-side wall. From the ceiling, the strategically placed speakers broadcast the man’s voice with painful clarity. The news anchor was wrapping up his story. 

“Our station has turned the video and accompanying note over to the FBI, and we are cooperating with the authorities in their investigation of this matter. As more details on this story become available, KMOZ will bring them to you.”

Bruner was the first to break the silence. “What the hell is this all about? I thought Jenkins was off on an extended vacation to Europe.”

Kruger responded, “We’re checking into it and have been trying to reach Jenkins since this story first broke. He left for vacation two weeks ago and was responding to emails and texts until a couple of days ago. Since then, I’m told, he hasn’t replied to any emails or texts, but we figured it was because he was on vacation and decided to ignore them.”

Bruner spoke casually into the room, “Sally, connect Sandra Brown.” The request triggered Sally’s voice-activated communication system.

“Connecting Sandra Brown,” the female voice responded. There was a short pause, and then a woman’s voice was broadcast into the room over the ceiling speaker system.

“Sandi speaking.”

“Sandi, it’s Daniel. Can you come to my office, please? We have a bit of an emergency.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Bruner turned to Kruger and said, “We’ll need to put out a statement to appease the press. What about the FBI? Have they contacted anyone?” 

“Someone from the FBI contacted the switchboard early this morning before most people arrived. Sally handled the call and put the caller through to Jenkins’s voicemail. The caller then must have asked to speak to someone else, and Sally routed the call to me.”

Sally was GenaSeed’s automated telephone system with built-in sophisticated Artificial Intelligence, or AI as it was known. Most people who spoke with “Sally” had no idea they were talking with a complex computer system. A consortium of telecommunication companies had initially developed the system to replace human operators and enable a multitude of other automated switchboard-related duties. The adoption of the system within the business community was slow until GenaSeed bought seventy-five percent of the consortium. With the influx of GenaSeed’s almost unlimited funds, they were able to enhance the AI and then market the system with slick advertising campaigns and promotions. The system was gaining popularity among successful corporations, with millions to spend on this type of high-end system.

“Did the FBI leave a message?” Bruner asked.

Kruger tapped on his smartwatch, then, reading some details, replied, “Yes, Special Agent Javon Morris left a number where he could be reached.”

A knock came at the door as Sandi stepped into the room. Sandra Brown was GenaSeed’s Vice President of Communications. She was in her late thirties, with blonde hair, blue eyes, about five-foot-six, and a lean one hundred fifteen pounds. She’d held the position of VP for the past eleven years after obtaining her Master’s degree in Communication from Washington University in St. Louis. This morning, she wore a floral blouse with a navy skirt that stopped below her knees. On her feet, she had tan sandals that, while looking ordinary, were handmade, costing several hundred dollars.  

“Good morning,” she said, noting the looks on both men’s faces.

“Hello, Sandi,” Bruner acknowledged.

“Hi Sandi,” Kruger said.

“Wow, you two look like your best friend has died. What’s going on?”

Bruner said, “A story potentially involving Walter Jenkins has hit the news. Apparently, a video and accompanying note have made their way to KMOZ. The video allegedly shows a man who’s been tied to a chair and may have been beaten. An accompanying note claims the beaten man in the video is Jenkins. Our last contact with Jenkins was two days ago, so we’ve not been able to confirm if this is real or a hoax.”

“Oh my gosh, how awful!”

“Well, before we get too hasty, as I said, we don’t know if it’s true, and according to our knowledge, Jenkins is just away on an extended vacation.”

“Except he hasn’t replied to any email or texts for the last two days,” Kruger added.

Sandi asked, “Does Jenkins usually respond to his emails or texts when away?”

“Not always,” Kruger replied.

“When did someone last attempt to reach him?” she asked.

“We’ve been trying again this morning, ever since the story was broadcast,” Kruger answered. “So far, we’ve not heard from him.”

“So, as you can imagine,” Bruner interjected, “we’ll need some sort of communication to be compiled for the media.”

“For sure. How do you want this to be positioned?”

Bruner offered, “Since we don’t know the validity of the video or note, we need to be careful not to come across as adopting the story as true. As far as we know, Jenkins is on vacation, and I believe that’s the line we should take.”

“I agree, but we also should state that we would hope the video and note are merely a hoax and Walter is simply enjoying his well-deserved vacation,” Sandi offered.

“I concur,” Kruger added.

“Very well. I’ll get on this right away. Do you want me to run the final through you guys or send it to the usual recipients when I’m done?”

“We trust your judgment on this, but send a copy to Jeff and me just so we have it for our reference,” Bruner said.

“Okay. If you need anything else, just let me know,” Sandi called over her shoulder, leaving the two men alone in the office.

“Why would someone want to threaten Jenkins?” Bruner asked.

“Dan, as you said, we don’t know whether this is a hoax or not,” Kruger said, trying to reassure him.

“Oh, I know. I’m just trying to determine a possible motive for anyone to threaten Jenkins. He knows our formulation secrets and biotechnical patents, but they’re too complex for anyone to memorize.”

“Perhaps they were threatening him to turn these over to them.”

“But everything is kept secret in a highly secured vault. Jenkins wouldn’t even be able to get in there.”

“We know that, but if these people actually have Jenkins, they most likely don’t know that.”

“You’d better get back to the FBI; no sense giving them any reason to wonder why we’re not returning their call,” Bruner said.

“Right, I’ll give him a call from my office. I’ll keep tabs on the story and let you know if we hear from Jenkins or if anything else develops.”

“Thanks, Jeff, and let me know what this FBI agent has to say.”

Kruger left the office and turned down the hall, heading toward his office. Just before reaching the end of the hallway, he quickly exited into the stairwell. He ran down five flights of stairs before entering the thirty-fourth floor. He summoned the elevator using his security pass, and when in the elevator, he pressed the button to the ground floor lobby at the same time he pressed the fortieth-floor button. A retinal scanner was then activated. Looking into the scanner, he pushed the lobby button again, and the elevator descended to the ground floor, bypassing the executive reception on the twenty-second floor. Reaching the lobby, he walked out the front door onto Chestnut Street. He crossed the street, entering the Gateway Arch Trail. He found a secluded spot, took a cell phone from his jacket pocket, and then called the number.

When the man on the other end answered, Kruger asked, “What happened?”

The man on the other end replied gruffly with a slight Eastern European accent, “What do you mean, what happened?”

“I just watched a video that supposedly shows Jenkins tied up in a chair. The video’s been turned over to the FBI.”

The gruff voice replied, “That’s very interesting, but I know nothing about a video.”

“It’s all over the news! Jenkins is tied up in a chair. He’s being threatened, and then gunshots are heard. It looks like he’s inside a warehouse.” 

“As I said, interesting, but I had nothing to do with it.”

“If you had nothing to do with it, who did?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” came the calm reply.

“You were supposed to grab Jenkins and keep him locked up. So why don’t you have him?”

“He wasn’t there.”

“What do you mean he wasn’t there?”

“I’m telling you he wasn’t there. The desk has no record of him checking in. I was waiting for your call to tell you.”

“Look, I don’t like to be lied to, and I don’t like to be double-crossed either. We tracked his phone’s GPS signal to the hotel.”

“He wasn’t there, and I don’t particularly like the tone of your voice.”

“Okay, okay... I’m sorry. I can’t believe this is happening. Everything had been worked out to the last detail. How could he not be there?”  

“Maybe he checked in or out or used an assumed name.”

“I would have expected a man of your expertise would be able to determine if an assumed name was used.”

“I was instructed you would determine his whereabouts and pass that along. When I received the location, I went there. I was merely following the instructions I was given.”

“Yes, but why didn’t you investigate further when he wasn’t there?”

“That was not the deal. You were to provide the location, and I was to go to that location, which I did.”

“I can’t believe this! It was supposed to be easy. Track him using the GPS on his phone and pass that along to you. Why would he not be where the GPS said he should be? And why would he use an assumed name at a hotel while on vacation? Why would he do that?”

“Perhaps he suspected something.”

“Are you suggesting he may have been tipped off?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just putting out a possible explanation as to why he was not where you said he would be.”

“Well, this is just great. Jenkins is missing, and you had nothing to do with it, and it looks like someone else has grabbed him. Now, what do we do?”

“We... do nothing. I’m done. Someone else grabbed him, so I’m done.”

“You have fifty thousand of my money that says you’re not done,” Kruger said with more authority than he felt.

“The deal was fifty thousand for accepting the job, another fifty thousand when the job was done. I accepted the job, so I have my fifty thousand, which is no longer yours. Perhaps you can find out who took Jenkins and pay them the other fifty thousand.”

“You son of a bitch!”

“Yes, you must have known my mother well. Our business is concluded. Do not call me again. While I do not know who you are, I have information regarding your little scheme that I’m sure your authorities would be very interested to hear. I suspect they could determine who you are without too much difficulty. Suffice it to say, if you attempt to contact me again or send anyone after me to collect my fifty thousand, you will regret it. At least for a few hours before you die.”

The man on the other end of the call hung up. Kruger realized he was shaking and sweating profusely. He looked around and, seeing no one, placed the cell phone on the concrete pathway and smashed it under his expensive shoes. Picking up the pieces, he deposited the prepaid cell phone bits in several waste baskets along the path. He then turned and started back to the office, but then stopped. The plan had taken a turn that he could not have imagined. It was supposed to be simple and easy. Now, he would have to think of another way out of this mess.
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An eight-foot metal bar fence ran along the perimeter of the property. It was alarmed, and any attempt to cross over the fencing would be swiftly met by heavily armed security personnel who did not take kindly to any intrusion. The front of the building looked like any other ordinary office building, except for the security outbuilding that prevented unauthorized access to the facility. The green-tinted glass windows along the front and sides conveniently hid all activity that went on inside, while the back of the building looked like a bunker and contained no windows. Inside the facility, the dedicated men and women of the St. Louis FBI field office diligently went about their duties. 

Special Agent Javon Morris was seated at his desk, buried in one of the many rows of cubicles within the building. He was going through his notepad, examining the details of one of his current cases. While he had all the technology he could ever want at his fingertips, he still relied on the handwritten notes he regularly captured on a handy pocket-style notepad. It was one of the common types you could buy at any stationery store, with wire binding along the top of the booklet. Morris was fifty years of age but could pass for a man in his early forties. The giveaway to his actual age was the gray hair starting to overtake his close-cropped black hair. He was a handsome African-American, standing five feet eleven and a half inches tall, and many of the women in the office teased him that he missed his calling as a macho male model. Morris would return the comments with a wink of the eye and one of his customary broad smiles that exposed his gleaming white teeth. This only helped to solidify the women’s assertions. Morris was very bright, quick-witted, physically strong, and gentle in spirit. His career was his life, and the occasional serious relationships he’d been involved in earlier in his years ended with the women stating, “I think it would be best if we were just friends.” He thought it interesting that every woman had said the exact same words to him at the end of the relationship. While he’d been hurt, he couldn’t argue with them. He was a better friend than a potential spouse.

Morris had joined the FBI in his mid-twenties as a Surveillance Specialist, but had worked in many different job assignments. During his career, he also worked as a Violent Crime Analyst, moving to a Behavioral Analyst, which led to his assignment as a Criminal Profiler. For the last ten years, he has filled the role of an Intelligence Analyst. As an Intelligence Analyst, he handled the more complex and uncharacteristic cases that fell to the St. Louis operation. ​

Morris looked up from his notes and checked the clock on his laptop, which read ten-twenty a.m. He picked up the phone and pressed one of the speed-dial buttons. 

“Forensics Lab,” said the man on the other end of the phone.

“Matt, it’s Javon. Do you have anything on the video that came in earlier today?”

“We just finished the first-pass analysis. It looks like it was recorded in one pass; no editing appears to have been done.”

“Were you able to get any prints off the disk or attached note?”

“Lots of prints from the people at the TV station. We had to capture the TV employee’s prints and then run them against all we found on the material.”

“And...?”

“And there were no prints on the media other than the people from the TV station. Whoever packaged this made sure they didn’t leave anything behind. The disk had no other data, and the video was the first and only data to be burned on the disk.”

Morris thought momentarily, then asked, “Where did you say the package originated?”

“It was FedExed from Monroe, Louisiana, two days ago and sent to the news director at the TV station here in St. Louis.”

“Can you substantiate whether the video is real or AI-generated?”

“Not at this time. If it was AI-generated, it was done by some very sophisticated programming. Usually, there are what we call fragments within AI-generated videos that can help identify that it was artificially generated. So far, we’ve not seen these.”

“So, you’re saying the video is probably legitimate.”

“I can’t be sure, but I’m leaning toward this being an actual recording.”

“Okay, please let me know if you get anything else off the disk or note.”

“You’ll be the first to know.... but Javon....”

“Yes?”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. I doubt we’re going to get anything else off these.”

“Okay, Thanks, Matt.”

Morris hung up the phone and sat back in his chair, clasping his hands together. This would be a tough one with so little to go on. He leaned forward and started typing on his laptop computer, which he reluctantly used, but with all the technological changes, he was forced to comply. Using Google, he searched for FedEx in Monroe, Louisiana, and found two FedEx offices in Monroe. After jotting down the phone numbers, he dialed the first number on the list.

“G’morning, FedEx Office,” the woman answered with a slight Louisiana accent. 

“Good morning. I have a package received earlier today, and I’m wondering if you could answer a couple of questions for me?”

“Certainly, sir. Do you have the tracking number of the parcel?”

Morris flipped back a couple of pages on his notepad, then, finding the number, he read it back to the woman on the other end of the phone line.

“One moment, please,” she responded as she typed the number into her computer system. “I show that parcel as having been delivered earlier today, sir,” she said after retrieving the information.

“Yes, that’s what I just said. It was received this morning,” he replied with a hint of frustration.

“What can I help you with, then?” she asked, slightly annoyed at his tone.

“I’d like to know which FedEx location in Monroe this parcel was sent from.” 

“The information shows it was sent from this office two days ago.”

Morris made a fist with his right hand and jerked his arm down sharply while under his breath whispering a muffled, “Yes!” Then, speaking into the phone, he said, “Excellent; I was hoping I had the correct location. My name is Javon Morris, and I’m with the St. Louis FBI field office. We’ve obtained the parcel from the original delivery destination, and it’s now part of an ongoing investigation.”

“Oh, my goodness,” the FedEx woman said, taken aback.

“I’m wondering if your depot has any surveillance equipment that might show who the person was that dropped off this package at your office?” Morris asked.

“Yes, we do have a couple of cameras in our office,” she answered. “We’ve had a few robberies in the past, so the company had to do something to protect us.”

“I understand. Would you still have the captured video from two days ago?”

“I’m not sure how long we keep the data. It’s all captured and stored on a computer. I’d have to check with our manager. She’s not here right now, but should be in soon.”

“It’s vital that we get a copy of that data as soon as possible if you still have it. I’ll call one of our agents in the Monroe office as soon as I hang up from you, so expect someone from the local FBI office to be there shortly.”

“Okay, this is all very disturbing. Can you tell me what this is all about?”

“I’d rather our agent in Monroe respond when he meets with you. Who am I speaking with?”

“My name is Shirley Webber.”

“Thank you for your cooperation, Shirley. We will be in touch.”

Morris hung up the phone. He tapped on his laptop, which brought up the number to the FBI office in Monroe, and quickly dialed the number. Getting the automated switchboard, he dialed an additional four digits into the phone, bringing him to James Tanner’s extension. The phone rang four times, and Morris was just about to hang up when the phone was answered.

“Tanner, speaking.”

“James, it’s Javon Morris in St. Louis.”

“Hi Javon, I haven’t talked to you for ages. How’ve you been?”

“Been good, James. I’m glad I could catch you. We have a case that just came up today that I need some help with. This morning, you may have seen it on the FBI New Case bulletin.” 

“I’ve seen a few on today’s Case Bulletin. Which one specifically?”

“I’m following up on the purported Walter Jenkins kidnapping case.”

“You mean the video that was sent to the TV station?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“I gather you folks have had an interesting morning so far.”

“It’s been a little hectic for sure. The parcel in question was sent from the FedEx office on Louisville Avenue in Monroe two days ago. We want to get our hands on any video surveillance they may have. We hope it’ll give us a clue as to who dropped off the parcel.”

“Sent from Louisville Avenue? Okay, I know where that building is. We’re about twenty-five minutes away, so I’ll go there myself and see what I can obtain.”

“I appreciate that. I hope they still have the data,” Morris said. “We don’t have much to go on, and forensics hasn’t found anything up to this point. If the surveillance data still exists, we might catch a break.”

“Okay, I’ll call you back and tell you what I can find.”

Morris hung up and decided to grab a coffee in the lunchroom while waiting for the Monroe agent to call back. He wished he’d slept better the previous night. The morning so far indicated that it would be a very long day.
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Tony closed his flight plan and finished filing the Emergency Landing report, then made his way to Sam’s Avionics. As he approached the hangar, he saw two men in overalls standing next to another aircraft.

“Good morning,” he called out to the men. “My Piper was towed here a little while ago. Who do I speak with about getting it looked at?”

One of the men looked over while the other sipped what most likely was coffee from a Styrofoam cup.

“That would be the owner, Sam. He’s in the office around the corner.”

“Thank you kindly,” Tony replied.

He walked around the corner and entered the tiny office attached to the hangar. The office was decorated with numerous photographs of different aircraft interspersed with various nicely framed avionics certifications that were proudly displayed. The lone occupant was seated at a desk along the back wall. While talking on the phone, he motioned Tony to sit in one of the two chairs available. Tony nodded and took the seat as offered. 

The man, he assumed, was Sam. He looked to be a man in his mid-forties of African-American descent, with a full head of curly black hair. Sam was dressed in a bright yellow short-sleeved shirt and tan khaki pants. It was evident that Sam no longer worked on any of the mechanical parts himself since his hands were clear of the telltale grease stains that most mechanics wore on their flesh, like tattoos. 

Seeing Sam on the phone, he remembered he needed to call GenaSeed and reschedule his appointment. He was just about to retrieve his cell phone from his pocket when Sam hung up and turned his attention to Tony. 

“Good morning. You the owner of the Piper that just arrived?” the man asked as he hung the phone on its cradle.

Tony got up from the chair and shook the man’s hand. “Yes, I’m Tony Russell; I own the Piper.”

“I’m Sam Ellis. I saw your approach and landing earlier, and I thought for sure you were going to park your plane on the side of that hill. Today must be your lucky day.”

“Well, I don’t feel lucky. I’m supposed to be in a meeting in St. Louis at ten a.m. today, not sitting here in Charleston. I still have four hundred miles to go... another two and a half hours if I were in the air right now.”

Sam got up from his desk and came around to stand beside Tony. “Our day is just starting, but I have another crew that’ll be here in a few minutes. I’ll have them look at your plane first thing.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“Tell me what was going on with your engines. Maybe we can narrow it down and fix whatever caused your problem quickly so you can get on your way.”

“Well, I’d been in the air about ninety minutes, and the flight was going
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