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				CRISIS IN THE SKIES

				Pilots with no control…

				High above the Adirondack Mountains, a commuter flight to New York City turns into a rolling, twisting nightmare, plunging from the sky before the crew regains control. Then, in London, a jetliner crashes  into the runway, killing fifteen people.

				Investigators with no answers…

				Reporter Kate Page believes something beyond mechanical—or human—error is behind the incidents that have air investigators baffled. But the mystery deepens as teams scramble to pinpoint a link between the tragedies, and Kate receives an untraceable message from someone boasting responsibility and threatening another event.

				A looming disaster…

				As Kate, the FBI and the NTSB race to find answers, the shadow figures behind the operation launch their most devastating plan yet, and time ticks down on one of the greatest tragedies the world has ever known.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for the novels of Rick Mofina

				“Six Seconds should be Rick Mofina’s breakout thriller. It moves like a tornado.”

				—James Patterson, New York Times bestselling author 

				“Six Seconds is a great read. Echoing Ludlum and Forsythe, author Mofina has penned a big, solid international thriller that grabs your gut—and your heart—in the opening scenes and never lets go.” 

				—Jeffery Deaver, New York Times bestselling author

				“The Panic Zone is a headlong rush toward Armageddon. Its brisk pace and tight focus remind me of early Michael Crichton.” 

				—Dean Koontz, #1 New York Times bestselling author, on The Panic Zone

				“Rick Mofina’s tense, taut writing makes every thriller he writes an adrenaline-packed ride.” 

				—New York Times bestselling author Tess Gerritsen

				“Mofina’s clipped prose reads like short bursts of gunfire.”

				—Publishers Weekly on No Way Back

				“Mofina is one of the best thriller writers in the business.”

				—Library Journal (starred review) on They Disappeared

				“Vengeance Road is a thriller with no speed limit!
It’s a great read!” 

				—Michael Connelly, New York Times bestselling author
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				One

				Buffalo, New York

				You’re not going to die today.

				Kayla repeated her prayer as the boarding call for her flight at Buffalo Niagara International Airport was announced. Her thoughts raced as she clutched her boarding pass and ID while inching through the line to Gate 20. After the gate agent had cleared her, Kayla felt Logan’s reassuring hand on her shoulder as they walked along the jetway to their plane.

				“You’re gonna be fine,” he said.

				She offered him a weak smile. Drawing on the advice she’d absorbed from her motivational books and recordings, she fought her fear of flying by repeating her mantra.

				I can do this. I’ve faced worse.

				The jet was a new-model regional aircraft with eighty-six passenger seats, and today’s flight was full. Their seats were in the fourteenth row on the left side. Logan took the aisle. Kayla took the window.

				After they’d stowed their bags overhead Kayla buckled her belt and continued battling her anxiety by attacking her scariest thoughts.

				This plane is not going to crash. I’m safe. My boyfriend’s with me.

				Logan took her hand in his and tried to calm her.

				“Remember how important this trip is? Just think about that.”

				Kayla nodded, concentrating on the reason why she had to get on this plane: because her dream was within her grasp. Tomorrow morning in New York City, she’d be interviewed for a position with a rising new fashion designer, Maly Kriz-Janda. The house had offices in London, Paris and Milan. It had recently opened a Manhattan office and was hiring new designers.

				The jet’s door was shut and locked. An inboard chime sounded followed by an announcement.

				“Flight attendants, prepare for departure.”

				The attendants ensured the overhead bin doors were closed and seats and trays were up as the plane pushed back from the gate. The cabin lights flickered as the engines came on and the plane taxied out.

				“Logan, the wings are bouncing.”

				“It’s okay. They’re built to flex like that. It’s normal.”

				As the attendants gave safety demonstrations about seat belts, flotation devices and emergency exits, for use “in the unlikely event...” Kayla heard the hydraulic moan of the flaps as they were adjusted by the pilot. The plane turned then stopped for several moments. As the engines whined louder another chime sounded.

				“Attendants, prepare for takeoff.”

				The knot in Kayla’s stomach tightened as the plane began rolling down the runway, slowly at first, gaining speed then accelerating faster, the ground blurring beneath them. Kayla struggled to control her breathing as the jet’s nose rose before she heard a thud when the weight lifted from the landing gear and the plane left the ground.

				The thrust was overwhelming as the force of the climb pushed her into her seat. Kayla heard the groan and bump of the landing gear’s retraction. She squeezed Logan’s hand, shutting her eyes for a moment. Somehow, she found the strength to peek down at the earth, the expressways, buildings and suburbs rapidly shrinking below.

				I can do this. I can do this.

				As the plane leveled off, Kayla took a deep breath to calm herself, and the flight attendant made a series of announcements about keeping seat belts fastened, using electronic devices and the upcoming in-flight refreshment service.

				“How’re you doing?” Logan asked.

				Kayla nodded stiffly, smiling, still gripping his hand as he lowered his tray with his other hand.

				“I’m getting some tomato juice,” he said. “What about you?”

				“A diet cola, whatever they have.”

				Not long after they’d received their drinks there was another announcement.

				“This is Captain Raymond Matson with First Officer Roger Anderson. On behalf of our entire crew, welcome aboard EastCloud Flight Forty-nine Ninety. Very shortly we’ll reach our cruising altitude of twenty-seven thousand feet. Everything’s looking good. We have no weather ahead of us and no traffic jams at LaGuardia, so we expect a very smooth flight arriving on time. We should have you in New York at the gate in about an hour and ten minutes.”

				“There you go,” Logan said. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

				Kayla nodded and sipped her drink.

				As the flight cut across Upstate New York, she tried to relax by focusing on the opportunity awaiting her in Manhattan. She’d studied fashion at Buffalo State where a professor, impressed with her designs, had done all he could to help her get noticed.

				But nothing had happened.

				After graduating Kayla had found a full-time position selling women’s clothing at the mall in Cheektowaga, the Walden Galleria. While she was uncertain about her aspirations and her future, she was grateful to have a job so she could start paying off her student loans.

				Then, three weeks ago, everything had changed when, through her professor’s help, Kayla was short-listed for a position with Maly Kriz-Janda in Manhattan. They’d loved Kayla’s designs and the position involved flying to Los Angeles, Miami and Toronto for major conferences with North American retailers. Kayla wanted the job with all of her heart and had begun working on overcoming her fear of flying. But her expected call for an interview never came. The other candidates had been stronger.

				Heartbroken, Kayla had soldiered on at the mall. Then, last week, her professor had learned that the two candidates ahead of her had dropped out of the running. One had accepted a job at Versace, and the other had gone to Givenchy. Two days ago, Maly Kriz-Janda had called Kayla, requesting she be in Manhattan for an interview as soon as possible. They’d pay all expenses—flight, hotel, meals and cabs.

				Logan was thrilled for her. She’d asked him to go with her because she’d never flown before, and was terrified. He’d agreed, using his sister’s points to cover his flight.

				What if I get the job? Kayla had asked him. I’d have to move to New York City. What would happen to us?

				Logan, who was still in law school, had told her not to worry.

				I’ll look into applying and transferring to a school there, he’d said. But don’t think about that. We’ll cross that bridge later.

				Logan was good to her and she knew it. She took comfort in having him beside her now on what was her first—and maybe the most important—flight of her life.

				“Hey, smile,” he said, pointing his phone at her. “I’m making a documentary of your first flight.”

				Kayla waved.

				“I’m really doing it. I’m flying. I’m nervous but I’m doing it.”

				Then she turned to her window to take in the view below.

				“It’s so pretty down there. Where are we?”

				“I think we’re over the Catskill Mountains,” Logan said.

				“Oh, I’ve got to take a picture.”

				Kayla held up her phone to the window but it flew from her hand and her seat belt cut deep into her as the plane suddenly rolled hard, the right wing tipping toward the ground as if the jet was flipping over.

				Bodies bumped over seats as people not belted were tossed to the right wall, along with laptops, backpacks and purses amid shrieks and loud bangs as items thudded and hammered in the overhead bins. The service trolley crashed into passengers in the right rows, spilling hot coffee and raining down cans of soda and juice.

				The jet froze with its wings in a twelve-and-six-o’clock position.

				Kayla clawed at Logan, locking her arms around him as people screamed, cursed and prayed.

				Then the plane lurched hard to the left with the left wing pointing directly to the earth. Again, bodies flew through the cabin, slamming against other passengers, the wall and the overhead luggage bins. The bin doors opened and luggage tumbled like boulders along the left row. Logan reached out to grab an older woman who’d fallen into them but she slipped from his grip as the jet suddenly rolled right until it was almost level.

				Now it began dropping, banking downward, as if it would spiral out of control. Passengers yelled and screamed, some calling out to God before the crew regained control and finally leveled the plane.

				“Please, please, let this be over,” Kayla whispered through her tears.

				In the aftermath, the attendants, despite being hurt and bleeding, took charge. Even as the sounds of crying and moaning passengers filled the plane, people began helping each other. Kayla thrust her face into Logan’s chest, slid her arms around him and sobbed, feeling his heart beating rapidly against her face.

				Logan held her tight as the jet resumed a smooth flight.

				Kayla prayed for the plane to land.

				Get us back on the ground! Please, God, get us back on the ground!

				Her cheek twitched as something wet and warm splashed on her skin; one drop then another. As she pulled back, she saw blood dripping down on them from the little boy who’d been contorted into the open luggage bin above them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Manhattan, New York

				“New York, EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety...declar—an emer—”

				“EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety, transmission garbled, say again...”

				Kate Page, a reporter with Newslead, detected something in the chatter crackling from the news agency’s emergency scanners. More than a dozen of them issued a constant stream of coded bursts across from where she sat in the newsroom. Kate stopped her current work, jotted down the name of the airline, the flight number and listened.

				“...EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety...injur—request—medic—”

				Sounds like “injuries” and a call for medical services.

				She listened as the dispatches continued echoing in the news department.

				It was Saturday and the newsroom was nearly empty.

				Kate had a bad feeling about what she’d heard. She went online. EastCloud 4990 was a commercial flight that had originated in Buffalo and was bound for LaGuardia. It was a new Richlon-TitanRT-86 with a capacity for eighty-six passengers. She quickly checked social media feeds. No one was tweeting about the flight.

				Not so far, anyway.

				She glanced at the corner and the glass-walled cubicle known as the scanner room. Reporters called it “the torture chamber,” because if you were assigned to sit in it you had to endure and decipher the chaotic, simultaneous cross-talk flowing from metropolitan New York City’s police, fire department, paramedics and other responders.

				But no one was there.

				The cubicle door was open, which is how Kate had been able to hear the chatter from the scanner.

				What’s going on? Why isn’t someone listening?

				This broke Newslead’s cardinal rule: never, ever leave the scanners unattended. Emergency scanners were the lifeblood of any news operation, alerting the reporters to the first cries for help, pulling them into stories that would stop the heart of the city.

				Or break it.

				Kate’s years of listening to police radios while working on crime desks in newsrooms across the country had given her the ability to pluck a key piece of data from dozens of staccato exchanges all happening at the same time. She knew the alphanumeric code systems. She could pick out a trace of emotion in a dispatcher’s voice, the underlying tension in a transmission. This was a skill Newslead, the global wire service, demanded from every member of its reporting staff, especially here at its world headquarters in Manhattan, where the competition was fierce. But the incessant noise, the confusion and pressure not to miss anything was torturous for some reporters, making a shift on the scanners the most dreaded job in the newsroom.

				Another transmission from air traffic control crackled.

				“EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety, we can give you Teterboro or Newark.”

				The jet’s response was overtaken by static.

				Damn. There’s a jetliner in trouble with injuries aboard and we don’t know where it’s headed.

				Kate glared at the empty scanner room.

				This is how we miss stories. This is how we get beat.

				She made a quick check of the bank of flat-screen TV monitors tilted down from the ceiling over rows of empty desks. The sets were tuned to news channels with the volume turned low. Most newsrooms in New York subscribed to professional scanner-listening services that sent out alerts. Newslead had cut its subscription years ago to save money.

				Nothing was breaking on TV, either. Kate picked up more dispatches.

				“EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety, repeat—we can give you Teterboro or Newark.”

				“Thank you, New York. We’ve got a visual on the Verrazano Bridge. We’ll keep LaGuardia.”

				“Forty-nine Ninety, stand by.”

				Kate did another online check. No one was tweeting anything.

				This is all happening now.

				Resentment bubbled in the pit of her stomach. She’d come in today on her own time to finish a feature about crime on the subways of the world’s largest cities. She was pulling together files from Newslead’s bureaus in Mexico City, Seoul and São Paulo. But she had to stop. The situation on the radios gnawed at her.

				No way am I taking the blame for us missing a major breaking story because someone else failed to do their job.

				Kate went to the scanner room, looking for the incident log, or at least a note from whoever was on duty. She found nothing. Again, she looked around the newsroom. One person was working in graphics. Other than that, no one was around. A portrait of an industry withering before the internet, she thought. When she’d started, one hundred and forty newspeople had worked here at headquarters.

				That number was now seventy-one.

				Kate went to the news assistant’s desk, just in time to see a girl barely out of her teens returning while drinking from a thermos.

				“Who’re you?” Kate asked.

				“Penny. I’m the new assistant. Todd was here but he went home sick.”

				“Who’s on the scanners?”

				“Sloane. I forget his last name.”

				“Parkman. Where is he?”

				“He told me he was stepping out to get scones and would be right back. Is everything okay?”

				Kate rolled her eyes.

				Sloane was the worst person you could put on scanner duty. All that crash-and-burn stuff is a bit too tabloid for me, but they say everybody has to do their time here, she’d overheard him tell a friend on the phone.

				He’d joined Newslead a year ago between rounds of layoffs. His family was one of New England’s oldest. He had degrees from Harvard and Columbia, had worked at the Washington Post and Forbes, and had boasted about having political connections in Washington and corporate connections on Wall Street.

				He always introduced himself as Sloane F. Parkman and assured you that he knew everyone and everything, right down to the best bars in Manhattan, the best shops and restaurants. He wore Brooks Brothers shirts, had a gleaming, white-toothed grin and never had a hair out of place.

				How he’d gotten a job with Newslead in a time of cutbacks was no mystery. Kate knew that he’d been hired at the urging of her editor because of mutual family ties. There were no secrets in a newsroom. Sloane had half the news-reporting experience that Kate had yet he regarded her as he would an untested rookie, and as a latter-day-Dickensian working-class woman to be pitied.

				I applaud you for what you’ve achieved in your life, he’d told her one day. It’s nothing short of heroic, putting yourself through that community college in Chicago the way you did—sorry I’d never heard of it. In any event, here you are. And raising a child alone. Bravo, Kate. Bravo.

				That was Sloane F. Parkman.

				Kate entered the scanner room with Penny in tow as new transmissions came through clearly.

				“Forty-nine Ninety, this is LaGuardia tower. Are you declaring an emergency?”

				Kate took notes, motioning for Penny to sit in the empty chair and use the computer at the desk.

				“Penny, did they teach you how to listen to the scanners?”

				“No, not yet.”

				“Did Todd show you how to alert the photographers on duty and call freelancers?”

				“Yes.”

				“Okay—wait—listen!”

				More transmissions were coming through. Kate cranked up the volume and took notes.

				“Affirmative. We’re declaring an emergency. We have passenger and crew injuries aboard. Approximately thirty, some pretty bad. We’ll need a lot of ambulances.”

				“Fatalities?”

				“None to report.”

				“Forty-nine Ninety, do you have damage to your aircraft?”

				Kate was writing as fast as she could, trying to make sure her notes were clear.

				“Damage to the cabin, ceiling, galley, storage bins.”

				“Are you citing turbulence?”

				“Negative. Negative on turbulence. We had a sys—” A burst of static drowned out part of the transmission, but the message ended clearly with “—malfunction.”

				“Repeating. You’re reporting a—” more static “—malfunction?”

				“Affirmative.”

				“Forty-nine Ninety, you have priority clearance to land. Runway Four. Crash and Rescue will meet you at your gate.”

				“Roger...visual approach for Runway Four...”

				Penny turned to seek direction from Kate but the older woman had already grabbed her bag and was rushing toward the elevators.

				“Penny, I’m heading to LaGuardia!” Kate shouted. “Alert every photographer and let them know we have a plane in trouble landing now!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Queens, New York

				As the taxi raced through the skyscraper-lined streets, Kate searched for updates on her phone.

				Nothing so far.

				She set up an alert for anything that broke on EastCloud Flight 4990.

				Crosstown traffic was good; there were few double-parkers and unloaders blocking the street, and within minutes they’d entered the Midtown Tunnel. It smelled of exhaust and gleamed gold from headlights reflecting on the walls. As it curved under the East River to Queens, Kate found herself taking stock of her job and her life.

				Wasn’t she living her dream?

				For as long as she could remember, she’d wanted to be a reporter and to get her life on track. In spite of all that she’d endured, she’d managed to work her way up the journalistic ladder to a position at Newslead, one of the world’s top news organizations. The global newswire service had bureaus in every major city in the United States and in one hundred countries. Its reputation for excellence had been solidified by awards it had won throughout its history, including twenty-two Pulitzers. Newslead was respected and feared by its chief rivals, such as the Associated Press, Bloomberg and Reuters. Kate was proud to work for Newslead, but things were changing.

				Fierce competition, the corrosive impact of the internet on the distribution of news and the melting number of subscribers continued to exact a toll.

				Kate had to struggle not to pin her hopes on the rumor that Chuck Laneer, the editor who’d hired her at Newslead before he’d left to teach at Columbia after clashing with former management, was returning to help rebuild the news division. Chuck was gruff, wise and old-school. He could kick your butt and respect you at the same time.

				But so far the news of Chuck’s return was only gossip.

				The reality was that anxiety had gripped the newsroom. Management weighed every financial decision extensively. Staff faced constant evaluation. Performance on every news story was scrutinized. Newslead had instituted a “staff efficiency process,” linking story count and story pickup to individual performance assessments. It was championed by Kate’s editor, Reeka Beck, a twenty-eight-year-old Ivy League management zealot.

				Reeka had a cover-girl face, an insatiable ambition and was convinced that her news judgment was superior to that of seasoned journalists. Reeka had been a junior copy editor at Newslead’s Boston bureau, whose collective work had been a finalist for a Pulitzer. In reality, she possessed little reporting experience. She’d never covered a homicide or asked an inconsolable parent for a picture of their dead child.

				But her moneyed bloodline gave her an advantage. Reeka’s uncle sat on Newslead’s board of directors. However, most people strained to tolerate her—her dealings with reporters were often so curt and officious they bordered on rudeness. Conversations with her nearly became confrontations. Reeka had embraced the staff efficiency process even though it was killing morale.

				Last month twenty people were let go from headquarters. Some were news veterans like Liz Cochrane, who’d covered wars, interviewed Mexican drug lords and escaped being kidnapped by terrorists in Iraq. Liz had sat near Kate and that day had been horrible.

				She’d seen Liz falling apart at her desk while reading her severance letter then tenderly placing her belongings in a box for printing paper—A cardboard coffin for my career, she’d joked while saying goodbye.

				Even though Kate had made it through the latest round of terminations, watching the funereal march of dismissed colleagues had been heart-wrenching. She’d been in their shoes; she was familiar with that soul-shattering feeling, for she’d struggled much of her life.

				She was a thirty-two-year-old single mom with a nine-year-old daughter and she was living with her sister, Vanessa. There were days when Kate felt like she was hanging on by her fingertips but she was still here, doing the best that she could because she was a fighter who never gave up.

				The cab left the tunnel and passed through the toll gates. As it accelerated on the Long Island Expressway, Kate’s phone rang.

				It was Reeka. “What’re you doing, Kate?”

				“Heading to LaGuardia. We’ve got a plane in trouble.”

				“You’re not on today. Who assigned you to go to LaGuardia?”

				“No one. I was in the newsroom working on my subway crime feat—”

				“I just spoke with Sloane. He’s on duty and he assures me that this Buffalo jet thing is minor. He’s been listening to the scanners all day.”

				“No, he wasn’t there when I was there, when things were popping!”

				Sloane’s trying to cover his ass by hanging me out to dry—

				“Kate, were you in today hoping to collect overtime?”

				“No. Reeka, listen, I was there on my own time working on my feature when this broke on the scanners. Sloane was out buying scones.”

				“I don’t think so. I know Sloane and if he says—”

				Anger bubbled in Kate just as her phone chimed with a news alert. The Associated Press had issued a bulletin: “Commuter jet with multiple injuries on board declares emergency landing at LaGuardia.”

				“Reeka, did you see what AP’s just put out?”

				A moment passed before Reeka responded.

				“I see it. Okay, get to the airport and file as soon as you can.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Queens, New York

				Sirens wailed and emergency lights flashed as two ambulances sped by Kate’s cab on the Grand Central Parkway near the airport.

				“We need Terminal C, arrivals pickup area.”

				She directed the driver while keeping her phone to her ear. After four attempts, she’d finally reached Dwayne, somebody with EastCloud’s public affairs. He’d put her on hold.

				She’d already left messages with the National Transportation Safety Board, the Federal Aviation Administration, LaGuardia Airport, the Port Authority and several other agencies. No responses. Her taxi was on the ramp to the airport when the line clicked and Dwayne returned.

				“Sorry, who’ve I got here?”

				“Kate Page with Newslead. What happened to Flight Forty-nine Ninety? Why did it declare an emergency?”

				“We’re still assessing matters. We’ll put out a statement soon.”

				“Are there fatalities? How many injur—?”

				“I have to go.”

				“Can you estimate the number of injuries?”

				“We’ll put out a statement. I really have to go.”

				The call ended as Kate’s cab slowed on the edge of havoc.

				Red, white, orange and blue lights blinked from the police, fire and paramedic vehicles that were jammed outside the Terminal C arrivals area, backing up traffic. Kate paid her driver, who hastily scrawled a receipt.

				Her phone was chiming with news alerts. She saw two news vans parked to the side. Up ahead, TV crews with shoulder-held cameras were shooting footage of people on stretchers being loaded into ambulances. Kate arrived to see one woman, her back raised on a gurney, her head bandaged and tears in her eyes. Microphones hovered near her and reporters hurled questions at her as paramedics placed her in an ambulance.

				“Can you describe the flight?”

				“It was horrible!” the woman said. “Just horrible!”

				A cop inserted himself between the paramedics and cameras.

				“Back off guys, back off!”

				Kate’s phone continued chiming with alerts. Bloomberg and Reuters had issued bulletins on Flight 4990. Finally, she saw one from Newslead. Someone on the desk must have woken up, Kate thought. It sure as hell couldn’t have been Sloane.

				Things were buzzing online, too.

				Pictures were popping up everywhere. Twitter had images of the aftermath in the cabin. Luggage, clothes, books, laptops, food containers and other items were strewn about the interior. In one clear photo she was certain she’d seen streaks of blood.

				Kate scanned the crowd for a Newslead photographer. Not finding one, she went inside to the busy baggage-claim area where more news cameras had encircled passengers who were recounting their ordeal for reporters. She joined one group and extended her recorder.

				“Could you please take us through it again?” someone asked.

				“It was right after they’d served us drinks,” a man with bloodied scrapes on his cheeks began. “Then bam, the plane tilts like we’re going to roll upside down. Like this.” He extended his arms, one hand pointed to the floor, the other to the ceiling as the woman beside him nodded.

				“Everybody and everything not belted or bolted down flew,” the woman said, her eyes still wide with shock.

				“People were hurled like rag dolls. The service trolley smashed around. We were hanging on with all we had,” the man said. “Then the plane rolled the opposite way, tossing people and things around like we were in a clothes drier. People were screaming and praying.”

				“The luggage bins opened,” the woman said. “Suitcases and bags crashed on everyone. Then the jet just dropped and we were plunging, diving down. My stomach was in my mouth.”

				“What went through your mind at this point?” a reporter asked.

				“That we weren’t going to survive. That we were so helpless. That this was the end,” she said.

				“How long did it last?” another reporter asked.

				“I don’t know.” The man shook his head. “Five, maybe eight minutes.”

				Kate glanced around and was relieved to see Stan Strobic, a Newslead photographer, had joined the group.

				“When it was over,” the woman said, “and they got things under control, it got quiet, except for the moans and sobs. People were trying to comfort those who were hurt. I think one lady was a nurse. But the pilot never came on and said what happened. Nobody has told us anything.”

				As the interview wound down, the couple—Connie and Carmine Delvecchio—spelled their names for the reporters. They ran a family towing business on Staten Island. Kate passed them her card.

				Then she saw a woman across the baggage-claim area. She was near the baggage carousels, sitting alone on a bench, her back to the wall, her head raised with her eyes closed in anguish.

				Kate nodded to Strobic to hang back as she approached her alone.

				“Excuse me.”

				The woman looked to be in her mid-thirties. She had a pretty, fresh-scrubbed face and was gripping her phone in her lap with both hands.

				“Yes?”

				“I’m Kate Page. I’m a reporter with Newslead. Were you on EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety?”

				The woman nodded.

				“Can I get your name?”

				“Diane Wilson.”

				“Would you talk to me for a story about what happened on the flight?”

				The woman was trembling as she adjusted her hold on her phone. She swallowed hard.

				“It was the worst thing you could imagine,” she said.

				Kate sat next to her. “Tell me about it.”

				“I was certain we were going to crash and I was going to die.”

				Kate took notes. “And at that moment, what went through your mind?”

				“All I could think about was my family, that I’d never see them again, so I said goodbye.”

				Kate took a quick look around. “Your family was on the plane with you?”

				“No. I was alone. I used my phone to make my last message to my children and my husband.”

				Diane lifted the phone slightly and lovingly from her lap.

				“You texted them?”

				“I made a video.”

				“Did you send it to them?”

				“No.”

				“Has anyone seen it?”

				“No.”

				“Would you let me see it?”

				Diane considered Kate’s request.

				“I’m not sure. It’s private and my family’s coming to get me.”

				“I know, but it might help me to really understand what you and the other passengers went through. It would help readers appreciate your ordeal.”

				Diane lowered her head to her phone, caught her bottom lip between her teeth and her face crumpled. She fought tears as she stared at her phone for a moment, then her fingers began working.

				“You can look at it but I can’t give it to you.”

				The screen came to life with Diane’s face, a mask of fear. Through her tears she struggled to smile as her voice quivered in the cabin.

				“It doesn’t look good. The plane’s in trouble and I don’t think we’re going to make it. No matter what happens, you know that Mommy absolutely loves you. Brandon, honey, take care of Melissa. Melissa, you help your brother take care of Daddy. Del, sweetheart, you’re the love of my life. Be good to each other and remember how much I love you.”

				Kate caught her breath.

				For a second the footage exploded in chaos as the jet tilted at a ninety-degree angle, the image froze before the screen went black.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				Manhattan, New York

				Passengers and crew were tossed “like rag dolls” in the cabin of the EastCloud Airlines flight when it encountered severe turbulence, sources told Newslead.

				What the—? That’s not what I wrote and that’s not what happened!

				Kate had just returned to the Newslead building from LaGuardia and was in the elevator when her phone alerted her to Newslead’s first full story on Flight 4990. She was incredulous as she read. Ninety percent of the item was her work but the story was topped with a single byline:

				Sloane F. Parkman.

				She was credited at the bottom in smaller font.

				With files from Kate Page.

				She cursed. And as the elevator rose, she seethed.

				Calm down and think this through.

				Biting back her anger she checked her phone for responses to the repeated calls she’d put in to the official agencies. Not much had come back to her, except a text from LaGuardia Operations, with a short general timeline from when Flight 4990 first reported a problem to its emergency landing.

				The doors opened to Newslead’s fortieth-floor offices.

				Kate swiped her ID at the security lock and swept through reception, with its wall of enlarged Newslead photos of pivotal points in history—immigrants gazing at the Statue of Liberty in 1901, a child in Africa comforted by an aid worker, a soldier weeping in Vietnam, and Martin Luther King at the Lincoln Memorial.

				In the newsroom she saw no sign of Penny, the news assistant. But when Kate passed by the glass walls of the editors’ offices, she noticed Reeka Beck’s jacket and bag on her desk.

				Reeka was not in her office as Kate went by.

				But Sloane F. Parkman was in the scanner room, on the phone, working at the computer with the door closed. He was hanging up as Kate pulled it open to the onslaught of the radios.

				“Hi, Kate. I’ve just confirmed that they took the injured passengers to hospitals in the area—Sinai, NYP/Queens and Forest Hills. We’re pretty sure they’re all minor injuries, one little boy with a concussion and broken arm, so no big deal on this incident. By the way, thank you for your help on my story. It wasn’t necessary but nice work, much appreciated.”

				“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Sloane?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“You know what I’m talking about. What’s your name doing on my story, and why did you cite turbulence? It wasn’t turbulence!”

				“Sorry, but I’m on duty today, you’re not. Didn’t Reeka talk to you? She’s come in. I think she’s getting a coffee.”

				“Sloane, you weren’t here when this story broke.”

				“I was.”

				“You weren’t. You’d left the scanner room unattended to get scones. Where’s the news assistant, where’s Penny?”

				“Her shift ended.”

				“Penny and I were both in this room when I caught the dispatches from Forty-nine Ninety. You weren’t here.”

				“I was here, Kate, when I heard the dispatches—”

				“What you heard—when you came back—was the aftermath!”

				“I was here! Look, I’m trying to be diplomatic but the truth is you were trying to hijack my story.”

				“Bullsh—”

				“What’s going on?” Reeka stood behind Kate.

				“I told you, Reeka, Sloane was not at the scanners when the story broke and he’s inserted incorrect information into the story I filed.”

				“What’s incorrect?”

				“His unnamed sources said turbulence was the problem. It was not turbulence. It was a malfunction.”

				“What kind of malfunction?”

				“I don’t know.”

				Reeka looked at Sloane then at Kate.

				“He has impeccable sources in the airline industry. Who’s your source that contradicts his?”

				“The pilot.”

				“You interviewed the pilot?” Reeka asked.

				“No, it came over the scanner. There was static but I heard the crew say it was not turbulence, it was a malfunction.”

				Reeka looked to Sloane.

				“Did you hear anything like that?”

				He shook his head.

				“He wasn’t here!” Kate said.

				“Kate, do you have an on-the-record source confirming it was a malfunction? The NTSB? EastCloud? Any official?”

				“Not yet.”

				“Kate,” Reeka said, “we all know that the information we hear on police radios can often be wrong, especially with first reports. When I arrived Sloane was at his post and he had everything in hand.”

				“Oh my God.” Kate shook her head in disbelief.

				“What?” Reeka asked.

				“You actually believe him. He’s trying to downplay this story while taking credit for it and being wrong about it. He lied and you believe him. This could hurt Newslead.”

				“Excuse me,” Sloane said. “I take umbrage at your accusation, particularly after you tried to secure overtime by hijacking a call I was handling.”

				Fury burned through Kate and as she battled to restrain herself she glimpsed the plastic trash can holding a white crumpled take-out bag. She retrieved it and flattened it out. The bag was from Miss Muffet’s Café & Cakes and had “Sloane” scrawled on it in marker. A receipt was stapled to it. Kate circled the date and time of purchase.

				Then she took a picture with her phone.

				“What’re you doing?” Reeka asked, as if Kate had lost her mind.

				Sloane shook his head.

				“This looks like yours, right? You’re the only Sloane in the room,” Kate said, scrolling on her phone, holding it out for Sloane and Reeka to see a text concerning Flight 4990. “And this is the timeline from LaGuardia, proof that when the plane was in trouble, you were at Miss Muffet’s buying scones. Proof that you lied.”

				Sloane glared at Kate, saying nothing.

				“I think,” Reeka said, “given the circumstances, everybody needs to take a breath here.” A long, uneasy moment passed before she continued. “Kate, if you can stay to help update the story, I’ll authorize your overtime. Sloane, I’m assigning you to tie up loose ends and follow up the story tomorrow. We’ll get the night desk to monitor for developments and top off with any updates. Okay?”

				Reeka looked to Kate then Sloane before concluding.

				“As for what happened here—we’ll talk later and sort out what appears to be a misunderstanding. Is everybody clear?”

				“Crystalline,” Sloane said.

				Kate said nothing, and left the room.

				* * *

				Misunderstanding.

				Kate fumed as she worked at her desk.

				There’s no misunderstanding. I caught Sloane failing at his job and lying about it. And Reeka protects him. This is how the one percenters get ahead.

				One thing had been hammered home: Sloane was not to be trusted. That guy was not a reporter—he was somebody’s favor. It was dangerous for Kate and for Newslead but she had to shove it all aside and get on with her work.

				She went back to her subway feature and was nearly finished when she received a text from EastCloud. The airline had just issued a news release on Flight 4990.

				The flight encountered an as-yet-undefined situation on its approach into New York and 28 passengers and 2 flight attendants received injuries ranging from fractures and concussions, to minor cuts and bruising, to nausea. All were evaluated by paramedics at the airport and were transported to area hospitals for observation as a precaution. None of the injuries are considered life-threatening or critical at this time. EastCloud will work closely with the National Transportation Safety Board to determine the nature of this incident. The aircraft will be taken out of service during the investigation.

				As Kate digested EastCloud’s statement, she tapped her finger on her desk. “An as-yet-undefined situation.” What was that supposed to mean? Kate began flipping through her notes from the scanner, looking for the original comments the crew had made.

				New York Center had clearly asked 4990 if it was citing turbulence.

				The crew’s response: Negative on turbulence. We had a malfunction.

				Kate’s phone rang.

				“Paul Murther, spokesperson with the NTSB.”

				“Paul, what happened on EastCloud Forty-nine Ninety? Why did it declare an emergency?”

				“We can’t speculate on that. All we can say at this time is that we’re gathering all the details. We’re looking at the severity of the injuries and for any damage to the aircraft. We’ll analyze the flight data.”

				“Was it turbulence or a malfunction?”

				“We can’t speculate but I can confirm that we’re putting a team together to investigate.”

				Kate alerted Reeka to the new information she’d received then began updating the story with a new lede.

				Mystery surrounds the cause of mayhem aboard an EastCloud Airlines flight that tossed some thirty passengers and crew “like rag dolls,” injuring some seriously, officials indicated to Newslead.

				More than once the Richlon-TitanRT-86 rolled to a ninety-degree angle, causing some passengers to prepare final messages to their loved ones.

				“It doesn’t look good. The plane’s in trouble and I don’t think we’re going to make it,” Diane Wilson told her children and husband in a farewell video she’d recorded on the stricken flight...

				After she’d sent her story to Reeka, she went to the washroom to freshen up. Upon returning, she was glad the updated story had been issued with a solitary byline on top: “Kate Page.”

				She thought of Diane Wilson, the mother from Brooklyn, and her goodbye video. Then she looked at the faces of her daughter and sister smiling back at her from the framed photo next to her computer monitor. Grace and Vanessa.

				What would I say to you in the final moments of my life?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

				Washington, DC

				Jake Hooper kept pace with the rhythmic jingling of the leash as he and his German shepherd, Pax, trotted alongside the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool at the National Mall.

				Pax panted happily. He loved running here. But Hooper was running with a heavy heart. His dog was getting on and his arthritic pain and bone spurs had taken a toll. The vet didn’t give Pax much time before the pain would be unbearable and he’d have to be put down.

				Hooper and his wife, Gwen, couldn’t have children. For them, Pax was a cherished family member who gave them nothing but unconditional love. Hooper was thinking about what life would be like without him when his phone rang and he stopped cold.

				It was from the National Transportation Safety Board duty officer.

				“Jake, it’s Crawley at the comms center. We got one at LaGuardia, an EastCloud Richlon-TitanRT-86. More than two dozen injured. No fatalities. Landed without incident.”

				“Thank God for that. Do we have a suspected cause?”

				“Crew reports a flight control computer malfunction.”

				“A computer malfunction?” Hooper considered it.

				“The RT-86 is a new model. That’s why we’re traveling on this one. I’m sending you a ticket now.”

				“Okay. I’ll get home, grab my bag and get to National.”

				Hooper cupped Pax’s head in his hands, reading the question in his big eyes.

				“That’s right. I gotta go, pal.”

				They caught a cab home to their porch-front row house in Glover Park. Hooper took a quick shower, called a cab and set out bowls of fresh water and food for Pax, who whined a goodbye as Hooper shouldered his prepacked bag and locked the house.

				In the cab to the airport, he texted Gwen, who was at her sister’s in Georgetown. Then he digested the information coming in about the aircraft and the occurrence.

				EastCloud Flight 4990 had originated in Buffalo, bound for LaGuardia, with eighty passengers and five crew aboard. The plane had been twenty-seven thousand feet over the Catskills when it suddenly rolled ninety degrees right, then ninety degrees left, then dropped seven thousand feet before the crew regained control. Result: twenty-eight passengers and two attendants injured, some of them seriously. There was damage to the cabin.

				The crew reported a flight-management systems problem. But there are safety features to guard against that.

				Hooper’s years as an NTSB investigator had taught him that initial information on the circumstances of an incident was often incomplete. He always regarded preliminary data with caution. They had a long way to go yet and a lot to do, like analyze the cockpit voice recorder and the flight data recorder, and talk to the crew.

				He considered the plane.

				The RT-86 had come on stream about two years ago with few problems. The new model had a good safety record with no incidents with significant implications. Bottom line, Hooper thought the RT-86 was a very solid, state-of-the-art commercial jetliner.

				So what could’ve caused the problem?

				Don’t overthink this. Wait until all the facts are known, he thought. But it was impossible not to consider theories. He was a detective. Probing crashes and incidents was all he’d done since he’d got his degree in aeronautical science from Arizona State University.

				Hooper had been among the top graduates of his class. Right out of school he’d been hired as a civilian at Naval Air Systems Command in Virginia, where he’d examined United States Navy and Marine Corps aircraft accidents.

				Along the way, he’d become a licensed pilot, then a flight instructor, and he’d obtained an engineering degree. He’d left Virginia when he’d been hired by the MacCalleb Aircraft Company in Wichita, Kansas, as a flight test engineer. He’d taken part in dozens of accident investigations, providing technical help to Federal Aviation Administration safety inspectors and the NTSB. He’d frequently and successfully challenged their findings.

				Hooper’s exceptional work led to a position as an NTSB regional investigator then, eventually, a job with Major Investigations Division at their headquarters in Washington. His insights impressed seasoned experts and he was not afraid to challenge supervisors. Hooper didn’t care because he adhered to the belief, as did all investigators, that safety was paramount; that with each tragedy, each incident, his job was to find information that would prevent other accidents and enhance the safety of air travel.

				He was obsessed, almost pathologically so, with ensuring that nothing in an investigation was ruled out without being triple-checked and triple-checked again.

				Today, he was anxious because this was his last time on a Go Team as a senior air safety investigator. After this investigation, he’d be promoted to investigator-in-charge, the IIC, and would lead his own team.

				Hooper’s cab stopped at Departures and he headed for the American Airlines desk. The NTSB comms center had sent him an electronic ticket for the next flight to LaGuardia. Tapping his mobile boarding pass and showing his ID, Hooper made his way through security to the preboarding area of his gate, where he recognized members of the Go Team.

				“Hey, Jake, you old tin-kicker.” Swanson, the expert on power plants, shook his hand.

				They were joined by Willet from maintenance. From human performance, sitting off alone working on a laptop, was Irene Zimm. She was known as Good Night Irene, because if she found that a pilot had violated any aspect of safety procedures, it meant a world of pain.

				The one man who didn’t greet Hooper was on the phone: Bill Cashill, a case-hardened veteran. He had no love for Hooper, who’d once corrected Cashill at an investigation, something Cashill had never forgotten and never forgiven. Cashill was set to retire after thirty years as a leading investigator on some of the board’s biggest crashes. He was the investigator-in-charge. He glanced at Hooper then resumed concentrating on his call before he finally stood and surveyed his team.

				“What do you think about this EastCloud incident, Bill?” Willet asked.

				“I think this is overkill, even with a partial team.”

				“But it’s a new-generation aircraft,” Swanson said.

				“I’m aware of that, but my gut’s telling me that this thing has all the indications of an overreaction by the crew to clear-air turbulence.”

				“But the crew said—” Hooper started.

				“I know what the crew said, Jacob.”

				Hooper preferred to be called Jake, and Cashill knew it.

				An uneasy moment passed before Irene Zimm broke it.

				“Bill, would you come over for a second and look at this?”

				Cashill went over to Zimm, who turned her computer so he could see the screen. They chatted quietly. A short time later, they boarded their jet for the one-hour flight to New York. As it leveled off, Hooper took stock, reflecting on Gwen. They’d been high school sweethearts and they had an anniversary coming up. He was going to surprise her with a pearl necklace and matching earrings.

				The soft cry of a baby two rows ahead saddened him, not only because Hooper and Gwen would never have children, but because it pulled him back to the horrors of his job.

				No matter how many investigations he’d done, it never got easier. He’d lost count of how many times he’d found charred remains, dead passengers holding each other at the moment of impact, victims entwined in metal debris
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“/A BLISTERINGLY PACED STORY THAT CUTS TO THE BQNE.
IT LEFT ME RIPPING THROUGH PAGES DEEP INTO THE NIGHT."
~NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR JAMES ROLLINS ON IN DESPERATION.





