
CHAPTER 1


08-12-2003 09:55 Atlantic Standard Time (AST)

“Piper Navajo Two Seven Delta, you are cleared to land on runway eight.” Ferris acknowledged the control tower and lined up for the approach. When you landed at San Juan International you gave it your full attention. Tower blocks stood close to the runways, and lagoons surrounded the airport. Landing a heavy jet would be dicey but in a Piper Navajo it was a walk in the park.

Ferris dropped the flaps and concentrated on putting the Navajo down as gently as a feather.

One of the passengers was Carla, the camera-person for the movie crew who had chartered the flight. She was tomboyish and had not responded to Ferris’s charm. But she wore tight white shorts as if she meant it, so he hadn’t given up hope entirely. Maybe she knew less about flying than he did about f-stops, or maybe the way to a woman’s heart was through a perfect landing.

There was an unusual amount of activity on one of the aprons near the runway, several vehicles driving around a taxiing Curtiss Commando. As the Navajo sank towards the ground the airport buildings obscured that apron.

Fixated on a three-pointer, he didn’t ask the tower to double check before he was handed over. “Navajo Two Seven Delta, switch to Three Four Eight Point Six for ground control instructions.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Ferris caught a flash of movement.

“Two Seven to control – traffic on runway, traffic on runway!” The other plane was flying ten feet off the ground, undercarriage still extended, right across their path. Ferris jammed on the brakes, cut both engines and cut off the fuel, all in one fluid movement. The other plane hit the Navajo, and the impact flung Ferris sideways in his seat and slammed his head against the port side window.

A white flash blotted out his vision. After a second he realised he was still alive, and his hands blurred as he cut all the other switches. He undid the lap harness and turned to his passengers. The cabin seemed undamaged, and the passengers shaken but unhurt.

He forced himself to stand up in an unhurried manner. The dread of fire made his blood pound in his ears but he said in a calm voice, “Okay people, we have an emergency. Everybody out!”


As he edged his way between the seats the dazed camera crew unbuckled their seat belts with maddening slowness. Ferris flung his weight against the door. The Airstair door folded open without resistance, and his momentum nearly carried him out.

He grabbed at the rim of the doorway to steady himself, and yelled at the camera crew again. “Out! Get out! For Christ’s sake, get out!”

He ducked out and looked up at his plane. The collision had ripped the top off the tail fin and spun the Navajo onto the grass. Everything to his left was clear. Several police vehicles approached along the grass, lights flashing and sirens blaring. But no sign of rapid intervention vehicles.

Still trying to be reasonable, he stabbed his finger at a point well away from the plane. “Run that way, hurry now. The plane could burn.”


Three of the four came to life and scrambled out of the plane and ran off in the direction he pointed. Carla hung back uncertainly on the steps. “My cameras,” she said desperately, looking to the nose. Ferris strode out to the nose and unlocked the baggage compartment. His hands shook, but he handed her the aluminium reinforced boxes without dropping any.

“Take the most important ones,” he said. “There isn’t time to get everything. Now get out of here!”

“Aren’t you coming?” she asked.

Ferris looked across the nose at the other plane. He looked back at the girl.

“I have to see why nobody got off that plane,” he said.


A barely recognisable Curtiss C-46 Commando lay on its back ninety yards away, its nose buried in the dirt of the airfield perimeter. The Curtiss had cart-wheeled after the collision. The left wing had dug in and torn away in the crash, lying just beyond the Navajo.

There was no fire, yet.

A shrill whine overhead made him look up to see a 747 climbing away. The control tower was already re-routing the planes behind him.

He could smell a hint of avgas at this distance.

Ferris heard the blare of police sirens, but he ignored them.

He took a deep breath, and started towards the wreck.


The air wavered as the fuel evaporated from ruptured tanks as he approached the Curtiss. The tang of avgas strong enough to taste when he passed the shorn wing.

Up close, the surfaces of the Curtiss looked badly corroded. The Pratt & Whitney Double Wasp engines and the fuel tanks were known for bursting into flames even on well-maintained aircraft. Ferris felt his skin crawl to the tick of the cooling engine metal. But the chances of fire lessened with every second as the engines cooled. The killer-whale snout of the Curtiss had ploughed up the grass at the edge of the field, crumpling the upside-down cockpit. Steeling himself for the inevitable, Ferris knelt and looked into the cockpit. Prepared though he was, his guts lurched at the sight of what had been the torsos of two human beings before the crash. He wanted to run, but still he made sure. He walked back along the twisted fuselage and looked in the windows of the passenger compartment, but there was no-one else aboard. All that he could see was an untidy bundle of plastic packages scattered along the upturned ceiling.


The howl of sirens behind him rose to a crescendo, and Ferris turned around to see the yellow rapid intervention trucks bowling down the runway. He walked back towards the Navajo.


Closer to, the field was teeming with police cars and officers wearing DEA and Policia flak vests, who were handcuffing his passengers. An unmarked Crown Victoria pulled up about ten yards from him, beacon flashing. The doors slammed open, and two stocky Latinos in dark blue DEA flak vests pointed assault rifles at him.


“Manos atras,” The two men shouted at him simultaneously. “Abaco! Hands behind your head, asshole! You deaf?”


Ferris held his hands up and tried to drag his mind back from the grisly sight of the two men in the wrecked Curtiss. “I’m the pilot of the Piper –” he began to say.

“Abaco. Abaco. Get on the ground!”

One of the cops stepped in so close Ferris could have caught the barrel of the rifle. “How many times you need to be told?”

“There are people on the other plane and I wanted to see if I could help –” 

“Shut up! Lie on your face and lace your hands behind your neck.” Ferris started to kneel, but the cop moved behind him and kicked the back of his knee and he went down with a grunt, cut off when his mouth hit the turf.

He twisted his head to spit dried grass and dirt and a foot landed between his shoulder blades and the cop wrenched back his arms painfully and snapped on handcuffs. Then they patted him down, went through his pockets and took his wallet.


“Hey you men, cool it,” a voice said from above. “That’s not one of our guys. Let him up.” Arms under his elbows jerked Ferris to his feet.

The newcomer was a blond guy about thirty with a pink complexion. He was wearing a DEA jacket, but the holstered pistol said desk jockey.

“Who are you sir?”

“Tony Ferris. I’m the pilot of the Piper Navajo.”

“Does he have ID on him?”

One of the other agents looked sullen and handed over Ferris’s wallet.


The blond man flicked through the wallet. “Thank you. Mr Ferris, I apologise but you shouldn’t have gone to the other plane, this is a charged and dangerous situation and my men can’t take any chances.”

He turned back to the two men. “Give me the keys to the cuffs and go check the plane. What did you see?” He asked Ferris.

“Two dead men in the cockpit,” Ferris said. He looked nastily at the other two. “And there’s a lot of fuel vapour so I wouldn’t go shooting guns over there if I was you.”

The two men scowled at him but went towards the Curtiss with their rifles lowered.


The emergency vehicles had stopped fifty yards away, waiting for the police to finish.

“I’m Assistant Special Agent in Charge Matthew Perez,” the blond man said as he unlocked the handcuffs. “You’re free to go, Mr Ferris. I expect the FAA will want to interview you but that’s not a law-enforcement matter.”

Ferris rubbed his wrists where the handcuffs had already cut welts into his skin.

The two agents finished making a circuit of the plane and nodded to Perez who in turn waved the fire-fighters forward.


Ferris tried to ignore the curious glances of the fire-fighters as they went past. He felt a little better as the immediate image of the dead men faded. An ambulance drew up nearby, a safe distance from the crash. Ferris wanted to get as far away from the crash as possible. Then the reaction hit him, and he started to shake violently, and before he could control himself he bent double and vomited. Seeing his condition, the ambulance crew came forward and helped him into the back of their vehicle.


Accident report facsimile page (redacted)

 

NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20594

 

AIRCRAFT ACCIDENT REPORT

RUNWAY COLLISION

 

 

CURTISS C-46 COMMANDO

AND HARVEY AIR PIPER NAVAJO

LUIS MUNOZ INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

SAN JUAN, PUERTO RICO

AUGUST 12, 2003

 

PRELIMINARY REPORT

On August 12, 2003, at 1001 Atlantic Standard Time, Curtiss C-46 Commando N----- collided with a Harvey Air Piper Navajo PA-31, N-----, flight 3428 at Luis Munoz International Airport, San Juan, Puerto Rico. Flight 3428 was completing its landing roll on runway 1, and the Curtiss was on its takeoff roll on the same runway. The collision occurred at the southern end of the runway. The two occupants of the Curtiss C-46 Commando were killed, and there were no injuries on Flight 3428. Flight 3428 was a chartered passenger flight operating under 14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 135. The flight was operated by Harvey Air Transport Inc. The Curtiss was operating under 14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 91.

The National Transportation Safety Board determines that the probable cause of this accident was the failure of the pilots of the Curtiss to effectively monitor the common traffic advisory frequency or to properly scan for traffic, resulting in their commencing an unauthorised takeoff roll when the Piper Navajo PA-31 (Harvey Air flight 3428) was landing on the same runway.


CHAPTER 3


Ferris took a bus to the Sheraton. Without an income, he could no longer afford taxis on a whim.

Chad Schroeder was in the lobby talking on a cell phone. He waved to Ferris and said into the phone, “I’ll call you back.”

He folded the phone and smiled at Ferris. “Hi Tony, Vic is just finishing up. He said if you came in after 2 p.m. would you like to join him in the conference suites?”

Ferris nodded. Bad news travelled fast. He wended his way through the hotel to the conference suites and held the door for a couple of hotel staff carrying audio-visual equipment. Vic Schroeder was sitting at the end of a conference table fussing with a briefcase. He had the tanned and healthy look of a retired gym instructor or multi-millionaire and looked about fifty although Ferris guessed he was over sixty.


Schroeder looked up and smiled. “Hiya kid,” he said. “Tough hearing?” Ferris grinned back. Here was the older brother he never had.

“Much as could be expected,” he said. “It was Frank afterwards that ticked me off. He told me to take an unpaid break for the good of my nerves.”

“Uh-oh,” Schroeder said. He looked slightly uncomfortable. “And?” 

“And I may have told him to take a hike.”

“Well, it’s been coming a long time, hasn’t it. If the cell-phone contract comes through I’ll be in the air-freight business myself. You have a couple of hundred hours on Beech 18s, right? I’m trying to lease one.”

“Thanks Vic, but I was thinking of going out on my own.” Schroeder looked dubious. “Have you thought that through? I know they’re laid-back on St. Marc, but you will find you can’t just wish yourself into business.” Ferris felt a twinge of irritation but kept his voice level. “It was on the spur of the moment. But I think it’s been on my mind for some time. It didn’t come out of nowhere.” 

“Think about it. It takes time and money to set up a business, why not do a few jobs to get you up and running, ease into it.” 

“Frank said I won’t be able to find a broker.”

“There are ways around that,” Schroeder said, and slapped him on the shoulder. “Cheer up Tony. Let me talk to some people.”


“So in the meantime let me show you my amazing plan.” Schroeder turned until he was facing a diorama taking up most of the conference table. Ferris recognised the layout of the harbour from the aerial view he had seen so many times. It was a model of the area of St. Marc around the town.

“Tony, do you remember the whole idea of the hydrofoil that the last government had?” 

“Oh yes. De Hydro-folly, they call it.”

“Yeah, that’s the one.” Schroeder smiled. “Somebody told the tourism minister about the hydrofoil from Kowloon and Macau. The idea was sound, the only trouble is, the glamour is there because the high-rollers use the hydrofoil to get to the casinos in Macau. You can rent a VIP cabin for a hundred dollars, eight people, much cheaper than a plane or a helicopter for a serious gambler on a budget. But...”

“But it wouldn’t work here,” Ferris said.

“It wouldn’t work here,” Schroeder agreed, “because we don’t have a casino. So...” He grinned and gestured at the diorama. “Why not build our own casino?”

“Two words,” Ferris said. “Cuba and Bahamas.”

Schroeder grinned. “Give that man a cigar. Ask anyone, they’ll say the competition is already in Florida, the Bahamas and Cuba. I think some of the competition is with Las Vegas, if you add it all up. So this is what my meeting was all about.”

Schroeder paused and registered mild regret. “You just missed Arnaud and the people from Spearpoint Inc. I think I told you about him before, I met him at the melon growers conference in Tampa.”

Ferris hid a smile. Schroeder’s obsession with melon growing was a standing joke.

“He’s a really amazing guy. Ex-French Army, Foreign Legion, I think. You know I’m developing a country club and extending it into luxury homes, and he’s got an idea to set up a bodyguarding and security training school business on St. Marc, it’s all part of building up the infrastructure to attract the big money, so I’m going to put him together with the St. Marc government.”

Schroeder picked a laser pointer off the table and played the red dot over a part of the diorama with an unfamiliar kidney-shaped green area near the town.

“So here is phase one of the plan – the St. Marc Golf and Country Club. Full eighteen hole course, to be designed by the cheapest retired big name we can afford.”

“So that’s what the construction work is all about.” 

“Yeah. So, whaddya think?”

Ferris liked St. Marc as an unspoiled island and not as a ‘destination’.

“Jeez Vic,” he said lightly. “You won’t get that model to fit inside your chopper.” Schroeder pretended to cuff him on the ear. “Smart ass. I came on the Turbo-Goose. Besides, I got real architects to do this. It comes apart in sections. We can stow it on the plane no problem, show it off to the bigwigs in the new government.”


“You got a pilot?” Ferris asked. The Turbo-Goose was a modernised nineteen-forties amphibious sea-plane and finding a qualified pilot was one of Schroeder’s preoccupations.

“Yeah,” Schroeder beamed. “I lucked out, Arnaud came across an amphibian pilot called Luis Garcia who just happened to be looking for a new gig. Cocky kid. I thought at first maybe too cocky. Had an expert sit in with him and he knows how to not let the Goose get away from him, which is good.”

Ferris grinned. The Goose had a reputation of being tricky to fly.

“Anyway, he should be here any minute,” Schroeder added. “Might as well introduce you.” A tall guy with a Latin look swaggered in. He wore a leather jacket and jeans and cowboy boots and he had a shock of bleached hair.

“Luis, this is Tony Ferris, also a pilot. Tony – Luis Garcia.” 

“Pleased to meetcha Mr Ferris,” Garcia said. He had a wide grin and firm handshake.

“You guys should get together for drinks at some stage,” Schroeder said. “Right now, I want to get this stuff back onto the plane. See you later, Tony. Unless you want a ride back to St. Marc?”

“No thanks Vic, I need to unwind a bit first. No disrespect, but being a passenger on a flying boat isn’t a relaxing way to start my break.”

***


Ferris was still mad at Harvey. He resisted the temptation to go back to the airport and have words, instead he headed to the hotel bar.

On the way he checked his wallet. He had an American Express card and he never left home without it. But he was a cash guy and it was strictly for emergencies.

He had one hundred and fifty US dollars and about two hundred East Caribbean Dollars. It was enough to kick his heels up a little before figuring out how to get back to St. Marc.

It was too early for an indoor crowd, so he walked out to the beach-front bar. He enjoyed a margarita or four and the company of a well preserved if slightly stringy woman from Armonk, New York, who liked his jokes and wanted to show him the view from her room in the Marriott. By the time Ferris had admired the view the evening was wearing on and he felt mellow enough to face the future back in his own hotel.


When he got back, reception asked him to ring Chris Turner in St. Marc, reverse charges, or put it on Schroeder’s bill. Chris was an old crop-duster who serviced a lot of the islands. Intrigued, Ferris made the call. St. Marc was behind the times so he had to ring the international telephone exchange who made the call, and eventually told him yes, the reverse charge call was being accepted by the callee.


“I have an Ag-Cat that needs collecting,” said Chris. He sounded even more hoarse on the phone than in real life. “I got my leg smashed so I can’t fly.”

“Good God, what happened?” Ferris asked. “Did you crash?” Chris wheezed a chuckle. “No, a kid on a motor scooter knocked me down on market day. All those years in a crop duster without a scratch and then I step into the street without looking and I get my old bones broken. Anyhow, I’m stranded here and Schroeder tells me you’re stranded there. Can I interest you in a working passage?” Ferris laughed in turn. “You mean like washing the dishes on a tramp steamer?”

“Exactly. I can only pay you a pittance, but if you can keep from bending the ‘Cat into the ground, we have a deal.”


CHAPTER 4


Out of the corner of his eye, Ferris caught a flash of movement.




Ferris had a slight nagging pain over one eye when he went to the airport the following morning. After Chris’s offer he celebrated with ‘just a couple’ of Bourbons in the hotel bar. Apart from the phrase “traffic on runway” repeating in his dreams he had a good night’s rest.

As he walked across to Apron 5A, he couldn’t stop himself looking towards the scene of the crash. He still did that every time, despite knowing that the police forensics people and crash investigators had done their thing in less than twelve hours. The wreckage had been cleared away, and runway 8 re-opened as if the crash had never happened.


He saw a boy called Paco peering into the canopy of a parked Cessna 172. Ferris walked over quietly and yanked the boy off the plane and held him aloft by the belt. It was easy, because Paco was a slight twelve-year-old.

“Paco,” Ferris said sternly, taking Paco’s right ear in his free hand, and twisting it painfully. Paco rolled his eyes and screwed up his face.

“Si, Señor Tony?” he said resignedly.

“You’ve been told about this, Paco,” Ferris said sharply. I know you’re into planes, but somehow I get the idea that you’d like to joy-ride one of these. Wait till you’re older Paco, and stay away from the planes.”

“But I have watched the planes so much señor Tony,” Paco said excitedly. “I know all about them. It would be so easy –”

“Thirty hours instruction,” Ferris cut across the rush of words. “When you’re sixteen or seventeen, Paco. Come back then. Now get off the field and watch from the road.”

Ferris released his grip on ear and belt, and the boy twisted lithely to land on his feet.

As he straightened, Ferris kicked him lightly in the seat to start him on his way. “Go!” he said with feigned anger. “!Largo.”

The boy darted off with an impish grin. Ferris shook his head ruefully. Paco was very like he had been twenty years before, a plane-mad nuisance pestering the local flying club. With the distinction that Paco had an unhealthy habit of trespassing in the light aircraft parks and tampering with the planes.

One of the airport policemen snatched ineffectually at Paco as he twisted past, and growled after him. He shoved his cap back and grinned sheepishly at Ferris.

“Falling down on the job again, Hector,” Ferris said. “That kid could get a prop through the back of the head some day, and we’ll all be very sad.”

“Hell, I know that, Tony.” Officer Hector DeJesus looked more like a country policeman from when Ferris was young than from a tough big city department. “Some containment operation if we can’t keep kids out, never mind terrorists, but I’d need to be in four places at once to keep up with that little delincuente. His friends are hassling some plane-spotters at the perimeter and I was out there with my partner backing up the security guys and I started to suspect it was just a diversion so I came in here on the off-chance. It’s just as well he don’t break or lift anything or I’d be looking for another job. Anyway, speaking of security, how come you’re here, with no plane and all?” He said this a little cautiously, looking Ferris over, taking in his security badge and airline bag.

“Chris Turner wants me to fly his Ag-Cat out to St. Marc for him. They told me it’s parked over here.”

“Oh yeah,” the cop said, relaxing visibly. “The yellow bi-plane, right? Have a good flight.”

“Thanks, Hector.” Ferris went past the row of parked aircraft, marvelling as always at the number of older planes that he saw in the Caribbean. And yet the old Grumman Ag-Cat, a stubby tall biplane, stood out like an ugly duckling.


As he walked around the Grumman making the preflight safety checks, he wondered if he had been wise to put himself forward. When he first met Chris, talk had inevitably turned to flying.

“Surprised you haven’t done crop dusting, but for an Ag-Cat you need hours on a biplane. You’re a jet guy right?”

“I did my elementary training in a Tiger Moth.”

“No kidding?” Chris’s voice had risen in pitch to low baritone. “Surely it should have at least been a Chipmunk?”

“Our flying club was a bit old school.”

“I’ll say.”

“I still have the log books on the yacht.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Hot damn, a Tiger Moth. You really are one of the old-timers,” Chris said approvingly.

Nonetheless, Ferris had been needled enough to come back the next night with his log books, kept lovingly in biscuit tins on the boat.

Chris had peered at them in silence for a moment, then said, “One hundred hours on a Tiger Moth. Jeez you still keep your school lunch money too? Damn Tony, you look too young to be a biplane guy – keep using the Oil of Ulay!”


After that, Chris had challenged Ferris to fly an Ag-Cat, and allowed him to do a few circuits of the airfield, since they stood idle except early in the morning. Now, that half-joking instruction was paying off.


The cockpit of the Ag-Cat was encased in a frame of steel tubing so strong that the pilot could survive a crash that destroyed the rest of the aircraft. If he did crack up, Chris would have a canary and the NTSB would just love seeing him again so soon.

But a plane was a plane. Monoplane, biplane, jet, turbo-prop, piston-powered, you learned their quirks and if you were even half a pilot, away you went. And the Ag-Cat was a viceless aircraft, with a much better safety record than his beloved Super Cub.


His hands squeaked as he climbed into the cockpit, leaving greasy wet trails on the coaming. He wiped them away impatiently, and noticed a slight tremor in his hand.

He stowed the airline bag among the rollbars behind his seat and strapped himself in, checked the instruments, set the flaps and trim tabs, switched on the fuel, ran up the engine and asked the control for permission to take off. He received permission, and taxied out, praying that he hadn’t confused the trim procedures.


He took her off gently, the flight to St. Marc was one hundred and eighty miles which was on the edge of the range of the Ag-Cat.

Because she was a biplane and lightly loaded, the Ag-Cat soared away from the runway after an incredibly short run. The thrill of the short take-off took Ferris back to the heady days when he had flown solo in a Tiger Moth.

He opened the canopy and let the wind stream past his face, ruffling his hair. He was flying again, and in a plane older than he was. At that thought, laughter bubbled out of him in the joy of the moment.


CHAPTER 30


Ferris noticed suddenly that oily smoke was rising over the roofs ahead of them. Davern noticed too, and his voice became a little vague as he watched the sky ahead. “I can’t go into details, Tony –”

The car rounded the bend onto an intersection, and Davern broke off and braked to a halt. People thronged the road ahead. Beyond them, the petrol station burned fiercely. A ragged howl came from the mob, and they surged towards the car, brandishing cudgels and machetes.

“Shit,” Davern said and twisted in his seat as he put the car into reverse. A rock bounced off the windscreen, leaving a white impact scar. The mob howled again, and Davern said, “Jesus wept,” and jammed on the brakes.

Ferris looked around to see another mass of people push a delivery van out onto the road behind them, blocking their escape. “There’s a revolver under the seat,” Davern said calmly. “If worst comes, the lever on the back of the butt is a grip safety. All you do is press the lever with the ball of your thumb, hold the gun normally, point and pull the trigger. Double action only. Got that?”

“Yeah,” Ferris said hoarsely, his throat dry. Davern’s matter-of-fact acceptance of the situation disturbed him more than the threat of the mob. “Hold tight,” Davern said and reversed the car slowly trying to butt his way through the crowd.

The mob howled derisively, and bottles and stones rained on the car. The two parts of the mob converged.

“Lock your door,” Davern ordered.

The mob pressed in on the car, and some of them rattled the door handles while the rest jeered and beat on the hood and roof with their hands and sticks. They rocked the car, trying to use the momentum from the soft springs to unstick the wheels from the road. Davern kept the car moving, and the power of reverse gear slowly pushed the crowd aside. With a collective disappointed groan, they seemed content to rap at the car with their hands or weapons.

A thick-set man pushed his way through the crowd. Unlike the others, he had his face partly hidden behind a scarf.

He shouted in fast dialect, and the mob surged forward, and Ferris felt the car tilt, as the rear wheels lifted off the ground. The engine whined as the rear wheels spun uselessly in the air.

“This is it,” Davern said, and reached under his seat and when he sat up, he put the revolver in under the dash.

Then the windscreen exploded inwards as the mob attacked the glass. Ferris grabbed at the door handle as the car rolled over, and he held on as the car turned over onto its roof, then rolled over again onto its wheels.

The crowd howled in glee and surged at the car again. The window on Ferris’s side shattered, and as he ducked and brushed off the broken glass, a huge grinning black man reached his arm in and tried to open the door from the inside to neutralise the child lock. Without even thinking, Ferris drew his fist back and drove it into the man’s nose, feeling cartilage crack and seeing blood squirt out under his hand.

The man withdrew his hand as if he had been burnt, and staggered back, drawing frustrated howls from the mob. But the car was being attacked from both sides, and Ferris glimpsed a man wrench open the rear door on the driver’s side, while Davern struggled grimly with two men who simultaneously tried to strangle him, the revolver lying forgotten under the foot pedals. Davern’s door jerked open, and they were dragging him out, kicking savagely. One of his assailants fell to a swift karate chop to the throat, but then the crowd swallowed him up, and Ferris saw clubs rising and falling viciously. His own door snatched open, and he dived under the steering column and grabbed the revolver, and twisted quickly to show his attackers the gun. Even in their glazed, feral thirst for blood, he could see the will to survive assert itself briefly, as they drew back momentarily, but Ferris realised in despair that he could not use the gun, because they were caught up in the rage of blood and didn’t really know what they were doing. One of those nearest to him seemed to realise this, and broke the spell with an inarticulate yell, lunged at the gun.

Ferris desperately raked the barrel across his face, but the mob were screaming for the kill again, and they closed in and Ferris could see machetes wink in the sun. He fired the revolver twice, into the roof of the car, and the crowd broke and ran instinctively.

As the crowd opened, Ferris saw Davern lying only a yard from the car, and he took his chance and got out, still brandishing the revolver, and grabbed the leg of Davern’s trousers and dragged him one-handed back to the car. The mob were closing in again, cautiously but menacingly, growing bold when they saw that no one had been killed. As Ferris bent and used both hands to lift Davern into the car, they rushed forward again. This time, the sound of the gun only caused them to flinch and duck a little, and Ferris felt his guts turn to water as he waited to die. The mob, screaming exultantly at their invulnerability, rushed the car and turned it over again.

Deeper than the screams Ferris heard the rumble of a heavy truck, and the howls became yells of alarm. The myriad legs outside the overturned windows shifted and retreated and milled, and mixed with booted feet and combat fatigue trouser ends, and the howl of the mob faded to the sharp bark of orders and the crack of riot sticks.

A few of the rioters fell into Ferris’s view, and then he lowered himself gingerly to the ceiling and looked out. The street cleared fast, as the rioters ran pell-mell, harried by a detachment of police, who were cutting little groups and individuals from the crowd, like sheep-dogs at a herd. The terrible knot in his stomach loosened a little, and he forced himself to look at Davern’s battered body for the first time.


                                


CHAPTER 42


When Ferris landed the Beech 18 back on St. Marc, it dominated the deserted airfield. Tuffy the dog came out of the shade to look at whatever had the unfamiliar engines, and panted back out of sight. Wally Brunkard came to the doorway and mopped himself with his handkerchief. Ferris signed a long form, which he presumed would be used to soak Schroeder for landing fees.

Ferris locked the Beech and looked around doubtfully. Supposedly there was a night watchman for the airfield but he had never seen one and with the rioting lately he felt the plane was vulnerable. And he missed his Super Cub.

He shrugged it off and drove into the town in the Veep, leaving Wally to lock up.


His first stop was at the hospital. Davern had come out of his coma, and his brother had come to visit and spoken to him. He was very weak but out of danger and asleep.


Then Ferris drove up to the Schroeder villa.

Kun showed him into Schroeder’s study. The chaos of the builders was completely gone.

Schroeder was pacing the room talking on his sat-phone, while Luis Garcia sat at the desk, shuffling through a sheaf of papers spread on a maritime map of the Antilles.

“I’ll call you back when I have a solution,” Schroeder said and hung up. “Bad news Tony, the ship carrying the cellphone equipment has run aground on Wilson’s Cay.”

Ferris shook his head. “They’re weeks behind and now they run aground? This is turning into a nightmare.”

“It’s in the Turks & Caicos,” Garcia said helpfully and pointed at the map. “I looked it up.”

“What the hell Vic, that’s over six hundred miles away,” Ferris said.

“Six hundred and twenty,” Garcia said with a grin. “Easy trip in the Goose.”

“Goddamn it,” Schroeder said in frustration. “I’m don’t trust the Goose to go island hopping. It’s still leaking.”

“Hey Mr Schroeder, no fair,” Garcia said. “I have to defend the old dame’s honour. Water gets in anyway even at the best of times.” Schroeder went over to the map. “The good news is that Flat Cay is right beside Wilson’s Cay, and it has a runway.”

“Yes, but from the nineteen fifties,” Ferris remembered. “Destroyed by a hurricane, wasn’t it?”

“It was back in the news three years ago,” Schroeder said. “It was going to be billionaire hideaway, they cleared the ground and then ran out of money. The old airstrip could still be used, right?”

“Do you realise what abandoned means, Vic? It’s not like St. Marc where the airfield has been kept clear down the years. We’re talking a desert island here, gone back to scrub fifty years and the waves probably took away the surface decades ago. Landing nearly four tons of aircraft on an unapproved strip at eighty miles an hour? One big tree root and we’re stuffed.” 

Schroeder shrugged. “Same for the Goose with underwater obstructions,” he looked at Garcia meaningfully.

“Hey, I have 30/20 vision,” Garcia said. “For real. But if I had Tony along as a second pair of trained pilots’ eyes, I could be very sure of landing in clear water.”

“Landing the Goose on water is far safer than taking a chance on a strip cleared by some cowboy developers,” Ferris said forcefully. He looked at the documents he’d moved off the map. Some were fax paper.

“Luis asked me to get the weights and dimensions of the cargo,” Schroeder said, following his gaze. “You could have a quick look in case we need to do the same for the Beech.”

“Manifests,” Garcia said. He vacated his chair. “I did a loading plan. The stuff you want is marked in red.”

Ferris sat and shuffled through the papers. Ministry permits, customs declarations, and inspection reports, all listing the same cargo, “GSM base-station equipment.” The relevant manifest had marks against seven boxes, six boxes of one hundred and thirty pounds and one of one hundred and twenty pounds, the six boxes were small and the final one was five feet long. As an exercise, Ferris visualised the interior of the Beech 18, and saw not too much of a challenge to arranging a balanced load. It would probably end up tail-heavy but he could trim the plane to counteract that. It was a small load for a Beech 18.  He noticed that the small boxes were much heavier for their dimensions than he would have expected, and the large one much lighter.


Schroeder cleared his throat. “You’ll ah be taking another couple of passengers.” Ferris was nonplussed. Garcia was a perfectly competent pilot ... the far end would have strong arms and backs needed to hump the heavier boxes, but sending anyone else was over-kill and micromanagement. It was Garcia’s call as pilot, but Ferris couldn’t help saying, “Is that necessary?”


He looked at Schroeder quizzically.

Schroeder coughed. “Dry throat,” he apologised. “All this phone talk. Luis, you know your way to the kitchen. Go ask Kun to get us some beers, will ya?”

“Sure thing Mr Schroeder,” Garcia said and jingled out in his cowboy boots.

“Juanita Cardénas has to go,” Schroeder said firmly, when the door shut behind Garcia. “And Arnaud.”

“Oh Come on Vic! You know I don’t like that woman, and you know why.” Schroeder wrinkled his nose. “Lighten up Tony, it’s about getting the job done. I really want this job to go smoothly. I want to be able to say yes, I made a lot of money but then I invested in things that would last – the new hospital wing, and the mobile phone network. I don’t know what hold Juanita has over Arnaud but she worked with these people from Telefónica and that seems to be a key part of the deal. And you know these things are all about relationships. It seems like a shit deal to me, but it’s the only one on the table that fits the time frame, you can’t just drop into the nearest Radio Shack and buy the base stations for a cellular network.” And what happened to making Mizz Cardénas go away, Ferris thought, but out loud he said, “And what about Arnaud? Why another one hundred and eighty pounds of deadweight?”

“The Goose is a big plane. It’s a good idea to send somebody of Arnaud’s stature. Whether it’s the freighter or the shipping company, somebody is screwing the pooch. I’d go myself to light a fire under them, only ... I have a lot to do here.”

“You don’t really need me to go, Vic – come on, Garcia is a good pilot.” 

Schroeder grimaced. “Is he? I don’t trust Garcia any more. Those the scratches on his face … ” He trailed off irrelevantly. “Since he hit that log, I mean,” he added more coherently. “I’d be happier if you went along. You can babysit his navigation and all that stuff. I know that the Goose is a hard plane to fly, maybe just having somebody a bit older along will keep him steady.” Ferris felt his determination wilt. Schroeder was so resolved to go through, and he couldn’t care less what objections Ferris raised.

“I dunno Vic, I don’t trust Arnaud, and that tattooed guy gives me the creeps.” Schroeder gestured as if waving added power to his words.

“Just this once Tony. As a favour to me, and it’s not just about me. Truly. I’ll explain it to you after ... I know you think Arnaud is a shady character, but that’s all taken care of, I can handle that.”

“Chris says never shit on your own door step,” Ferris said.

Schroeder nodded vigorously. “And he’s right. He’s right. It’s just, the timing. This deal has to go through and it has to be from here, and now, and I don’t like it any more than you do. Trust me, I can make this right. Hang in there.”

Schroeder was so animated, Ferris wondered if he was entirely sane.

On the other side maybe he, Ferris was making too big a deal about Arnaud. Schroeder was paying the bills after all.

A knock on the door, and Garcia entered and held the door open for a disapproving Kun, carrying a tray of beers.

“Sure, Vic.” Ferris said.

“That’s settled then.” Schroeder beamed and saluted him with a beer. “ASAP,” he added. “I can phone and fax through VFR flight plan right? Just give me the details when you’re ready.”

Ferris realised that he had lost the initiative, and was back taking orders.


CHAPTER 47


If Schroeder hadn’t lent Ferris the Veep, he would have enjoyed himself at the party.

The big grey motor cruiser was called “Sans Souci”, and he should have been without a worry. He had done his work for the day, and everyone was happy and he could relax. The crowd swarmed all over the cruiser and spilled over onto the dock. Ferris had a fixed grin and a double-gibson, and he listened to the willowy blonde, Faun who claimed to be a corporate lawyer and spoke animatedly of wind-surfing. Ferris fancied her in an absent-minded way, but he kept thinking of overly heavy packing crates.


If Arnaud was in to anything illegal, then he, Ferris, was an accessory to the crime, no matter how he looked at it. In that case, the best way to get around it was to expose the illegality. If government officials such as Mr Wally were involved, it was doubly dangerous, but doubly creditable to blow the whole thing wide open. If he wanted to be a citizen of St. Marc, he had to be public-spirited. Legett could hardly do anything without proper suspicion, but as a person with access to the airfield and a vehicle – it always came back to that, no matter how often he went over it in his mind, Ferris had to go to the airfield and see what was in the crates. The shed might be guarded, he had no excuse to be there, but he could deal with that when he got there.

Faun was puzzled, and the next time somebody interrupted her, Ferris excused himself to go to the head, and slipped off the boat unnoticed. Looking back as he went up the pontoon, he marvelled at the number of people on the cruiser, and the noise they were making.


At the airfield the night was warm and soggy. Ferris had hoped being inland would make a difference but the island was too small to have a variation in humidity.


There had been no sign of the young man on the moped, and Ferris was glad. The drive was interminable in the dark with no street lighting out of the town, the lamps on the Veep being largely ornamental.

He switched off the lights and engine at the turnoff for the airfield and coasted the rest of the way, enjoying the silence after the sewing machine clatter of the Volkswagen engine.

The Veep sighed gently as he braked it to a halt just short of the clubhouse.

Ferris picked up the torch and screwdriver he had taken from the toolbox and got out.


The moon came out from behind clouds, which Ferris hadn’t noticed. The weather was getting worse. The flatness of the airfield in the moonlight made it seem that anything that moved would be seen, unless in the cover of the deep shadows by the buildings.

Ferris stood still for what seemed like a very long time, listening to the night, and straining his eyes to see if there was anyone on the airfield.


The lack of noise was a little eerie, as if the tree frogs and crickets were also holding their breath. Ferris told himself that he was being jittery. Nobody lived within a mile of the airfield, the fields were given over to crops with no houses.

There was no sign of Tuffy, or any other life form. He decided that there was no one, but walked over to the shed as quietly as possible, and stopped every now and again to listen and search the darkness.

He reached the customs shed without encountering anyone, but by then he was breathing shallowly and bathed in sweat.


He stepped to the door, and tried the handle.

He rattled it unthinkingly for a moment, then realised the noise he was making, and again stood silently and listened, conscious mostly of the beating of his heart.

He turned on the torch and placed it lens up under the ground below the padlock.

He knelt and studied the padlock in the torch light. He had never paid it much attention before, just smiled at the joke about Brunkard’s simple-minded trust in a faulty lock.

The door was like the door of a shipping container. The lock itself was attached at an awkward angle, but after some tinkering he got purchase on the shackle. He jiggled the shackle, varying the angle and pressure of which he pressed down on it with the screwdriver. He felt the click as the lock gave.


After a long moment, he grunted and inhaled, aware that absurdly he had held his breath again in the concentrated moment of jiggling the lock.

He unhooked the padlock, swung open the handle, picked up the torch and pushed open the door.


CHAPTER 48


Ferris shone the torch around the shed briefly, and resisted the temptation to turn on the lights.

A workbench stood against the inside wall, littered with non-Customs tools including a crowbar.

Despite having no windows, the shed didn’t feel any cooler than outside. And it smelled peculiarly of over-ripe fruit, saw-dust and mould.

He shone the lamp in a slow arc, and found the crates.

The crates looked untouched, no new customs seals or anything of the sort, but also no sign of how to open them in a way that would not be noticed.

He was too wary to turn on the lights, but the narrow beam of the torch hardly gave enough light to make out which parts of the crates were the lids. He picked the crowbar off the bench.


He hit his first snag. He hadn’t paid attention to the construction of the crates on the plane, more their weight and size and it hadn’t sunk in that the large crate was made with screws rather than nails and levering off a couple of planks without causing noticeable damage was not really an option. The number of screws securing the lid was myriad and although the screw driver had a pump ratchet action, it would be a long job.

So first he turned to one of the smaller crates, which were more crudely constructed. Faced with the enormity of what he was doing, Ferris hesitated, the blood pounding in his chest and ears, and the sweat dripping off him. He swallowed the lump in his throat, and sat the torch down carefully. One edge of the crate bottom seemed to be nailed on a little roughly, so Ferris tried to lever the nails on that plank, and they straightened a little, and lifted out when he levered with the flat-edged head of the crowbar. He repeated the process at the other end of the plank, and then tried to lever the plank out. The wood started to tear under the blade of the crowbar, so he switched to loosening the second plank. This was nailed in with greater skill, and took longer. Ferris paused frequently to wipe the sweat out of his eyes, and to look at his watch. For some reason, he felt short of breath. The second plank finally lifted off with a long creak, and Ferris froze again, but then rushed on in a frenzy, levering the two planks out without regard to noise or damage.


Then he dropped the crow-bar, and shone the torch into the four inch wide gap. There was slightly smaller crate inside. He saw elaborate stencilling of this-way-up icons and more “Alcatel” markings but Ferris was not deceived. It was a US Army ammunition shipping crate, of the size designed to hold two M2A1 ammunition boxes. He was so sure he tapped the two planks back into position without looking any further.


Ferris got the screwdriver and went back to the large crate. He pumped it as hard as he could and although his hand ached so much that he had to switch hands, he got the screws off one of the short sides, and levered off the panel it off. Inside was a block of styrofoam packing, and he levered that out to reveal a large steel box inside, painted camouflage green, with yellow stencilled writing on it. He could make out some Cyrillic lettering. For a moment it made no sense and then he had sick feeling in the pit of his stomach when he recognised the serial number for a Strela 3 anti-aircraft missile.

So Arnaud was some kind of weapons runner. How much did Schroeder know? Ferris felt sick as he looked at the missile container. Ferris started to screw the side panel back into position, but he felt a draught, and the lights came on.


“You can keep right on fixing the crate,” Braun said.

Ferris looked around, feeling his knees turn to water. Quintero was pointing a pistol at Ferris’s stomach. In his big hand, it was as solid as he was, unwavering, like it was part of him.


Ferris didn’t know which one of them to be more afraid of. He wished he was elsewhere.

He wished he hadn’t left the party that evening. He could be entertaining the willowy Faun, if he had minded his own business.

“I can see from your expression that you are putting the screws back not taking them out, unfortunately.” Braun added.


Ferris’s stomach felt very hollow, and the sick empty feeling went all the way to his throat, and his skin crawled as he waited for the first bullet.

“Well, go on,” Braun said impatiently. “We don’t want anyone else to see in there, do we?” Ferris nodded dumbly. Still crouched over the crate, he put back the rest of the screws.


He gestured to the doorway, and Ferris followed him numbly, Quintero bringing up the rear.

“What about the jeep?” Quintero asked.

“It’s safe enough here,” Braun said. He walked off, not even looking back to see if Ferris followed. Ferris saw how he had been surprised, they had parked their car back near the turnoff from the main road, so that the engine noise hadn’t carried. Quintero gestured Ferris into the rear passenger side seat, and settled himself before Braun got in to drive.


They passed no traffic on the road to the town, and the streets were deserted.

To Ferris’s surprise, Braun drove past the hotel and up the hill to Schroeder’s house.


CHAPTER 51


“Without Garcia, the aircraft is of no consequence,” Arnaud said. “Your men did not stop the servants?”

“No,” Braun said. “They escaped.”

Arnaud looked at his watch. “No matter. In fact, the fire may cause a certain amount of confusion. The boat is ready?”

“Yes, patron,” Braun said.

Arnaud looked at Juanita. “There is just about enough time to drive to the airfield and load the aircraft before dawn. I will stay here to make a diversion.”

Juanita looked stonily at Ferris. “What about Ferris?” Arnaud smiled. “I think he will do what he is told. Won’t you, Captain?”


A spray of sparks showered off the eve of the roof at the side of the house as they drove off, and highlighted the smoke of the fire.

As before, Quintero sat in the back with Ferris while Braun drove, Juanita in the front clutching her briefcase.


At the bottom of the hill, a police cruiser passed going the other way. “It begins,” Braun muttered. But he continued to drive normally.


Dawn was a very pale sliver on the horizon when their rental car pulled up beside the Veep.

Braun looked around at Ferris. “We will need you to help with the load, Captain. Miss Cardenas will cover you so please don’t try to run away. We need you alive but she can always shoot you in the leg which would stop you from running and be a nuisance for flying, I imagine. And if that is not enough deterrent, Quintero is very good at hurting people.”

Quintero nodded and slitted his eyes. It should have been ridiculous but it wasn’t.

“Okay,” Ferris said hoarsely, “You’ve made your point.”


It took the two cars to carry the crates out to the plane, because Braun wanted to do only one trip.

They loaded the plane by headlights, but by the time the load was tied down securely, it was bright enough to see inside the fuselage without them.

“It is bright enough to fly now?” Braun said, it wasn’t really a question.

“I have to do the preflight checks,” Ferris said. “Are we going back to Flat Cay?” Braun smiled. “I am not going anywhere, Captain Ferris.”

“We are going to Colombia, Captain.” Juanita opened her briefcase and shoved papers at him. At a glance, Ferris could make out a hand-written flight plan and a faxed meteorological forecast.

“Garcia had a map also. You will see it in the air.” 

With Quintero and Braun trailing him watchfully, Ferris walked around the aircraft, checking through the preflight check ups, seeing that the tail planes and fins were free, the ailerons and flaps, and the tyres still inflated.

Ferris looked at the sky. The storm building up was more than a thousand miles out, halfway across the Atlantic, but a weather system could move a vast distance in a few hours. The sky was reasonably clear, though not the usual way when it was good flying weather. It was almost like back in Europe, you thought in terms of weather rather than seasons. There was bad weather on the way alright, and not too far away. They might even have to fly through it.


He reached up and started to pull on the port propeller.

“What are you doing?” Juanita demanded. She looked like she was going to pull a gun again.

“Rotating manually,” Ferris grunted. “To prevent hydraulic lock.”

“How long will this take?” Braun asked impatiently.

“Nine full rotations,” Ferris puffed. “Thirty seconds each.” Braun and Quintero went to the starboard propeller and cranked the blades. They finished before him, but he was glad of the help. He was sweating already. The dawn was only four degrees cooler than the rest of the day.

Ferris stood back, satisfied.

“Ready to go now?” Juanita said.

“Yes,” Ferris said. As he spoke out of the corner of his eye he caught movement beyond the airfield perimeter. He looked around, and saw a truck bouncing along through the scrub, and he recognised the direction as being from the plantation track off the main road. The truck was dark green, and he could make out men riding in the back, being jolted about by the motion of the truck.

A tannoy-boosted voice echoed across the airfield. “This is the police. Stay where you are. Raise your arms above your heads and do not move.”


CHAPTER 84


“I must inform the police,” said the nurse on the desk. Ferris didn’t recognise her. The nurse didn’t look much put out at having a shirtless bloodstained white guy shouting at her. Just another night at the emergency room.

“You can do that later,” Ferris said. “He’s not going anywhere. Right now he needs a doctor.”


She made up her mind and pressed an intercom button and Ferris went back out to the pickup and half carried a sagging Lincoln into the lobby.


By then, Hank Sanders had arrived in a mixture of scrubs and combats, accompanied by two orderlies with a trolley.

Hank gaped at Ferris, “My God Tony – your face needs treatment right away.”

“I’m alright,” Ferris said impatiently. “See to Lincoln.” After one look at Lincoln, Sanders shouted orders. Many hands lifted Lincoln on the trolley and rushed him into the emergency room.


Ferris was left facing the nurse on the desk. “You’d better ring for an ambulance to go to Angelique Gaillard’s house. There are two more people suffering from gunshot wounds and yes, do also send the police.”

“I don’t know the address,” the nurse said imperturbably, although she might have become paler.

“3 New Street, The Hill,” Ferris said, to his own surprise. He didn’t consciously know the address.


The nurse picked up a phone and spoke rapidly, relaying what he had said.

Ferris relaxed a little. He didn’t care what Rolle had said, all hell would break loose now, the police couldn’t ignore the trouble that had brewed up.

The doors of the emergency room opened and the nurse who had treated him before came out. Recognition dawned on her face. “Mr Ferris, you’re bleeding all over our floor. Get in here at once.”

She ushered him into a cubicle and as she did so, Ferris caught sight of his reflection, and it shocked him. His face was streaming blood.

The nurse dabbed the blood away from his face, and concentrated on staunching the flow from the gashes on his forearms. As she gently put on dressings Ferris felt the full searing pain of the cuts.

“This looks like glass, again,” the nurse said accusingly “Window glass this time,” Ferris said lamely. “It’s different.”

“Oh I can see it is,” the nurse said gravely. She worked very efficiently and only a couple of minutes later Ferris was trussed up.


“You should probably wait to see the doctor,” the surgery nurse said.

“Alright,” Ferris said. “I want to know how Lincoln is too.”

“Well you certainly can’t sit out front in that state. You’ll upset the other patients.”


Ferris looked down. He hadn’t noticed that Rolle’s jeans were streaked with blood.

“Wait a minute,” she said and went out. She was back almost immediately, carrying a green scrubs tunic. “You can borrow this for the moment.”

Ferris put on the tunic and suddenly felt self-conscious of the blood stained jeans, but the nurse just said. “There, you won’t cause a stampede now. Just don’t pretend to be a doctor.”


He went into the washroom and tried to wash the blood out of jeans and stopped when the worst of the redness rinsed out.

Ferris went to sit out in the waiting room and this time the duty nurse did raise an eyebrow at his appearance.

He sat down on a row away from the queue and looked out the window. Dawn had begun to lighten the sky. He felt the urgency of the adrenalin begin to fade.


He glanced out the window again, and a dark blue Toyota Camry swung in through the gates of the hospital. The parked ambulance blocked his view, but when the car pulled around to beside the Ram, the doors swung open, and he saw Braun leap out of the Toyota.
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