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Detective Adrien Deluca and his partner have been called in to look at the crash. While Adrien immediately suspects not everything about the case is what it seems, he has trouble convincing his partner. However, soon into the investigation, they uncover a web of deceit which proves the crash was no accident, and evidence points toward a shadowy group of people. Now the detective needs find the proof.

To what lengths will Deluca go to get it?
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HE STRETCHED OUT HIS long legs, his hand toying with the wine glass on the table next to him, and settled into the plush leather seat. They were somewhere over the ocean now, and even if the window shades had been up, there would be nothing to see. Not that he had time to be gazing out the window. This wasn’t a pleasure trip. It was work. They were always about work with him. Work was what made him what he was; without it, he didn’t know what else he would do. At a time when so many of his friends and business partners were starting to retire, he was still going strong.

“Would you like some more wine, Mr. Evans?” the stewardess asked softly, leaning in next to him, her soft blonde curls falling to the side of her face.

He shook his head, smiling at her but waving her away. Silently, she moved on to offer some to his guest, some member of the legal department he’d pulled along to take care of some minor annoyances. He hadn’t cared much who it was, just as long as they did the job. Evans didn’t want anything bothering him right now, nothing that would get in the way of this new big deal. The legal eagle accepted the wine, and looked down at the stewardess as she poured. He watched them, and smirked, shaking his head at the way the other man made it so obvious. If you were going to look, don’t let her catch you looking, because if she caught you, the odds are good your wife caught you too. 

It was then he remembered that he wasn’t supposed to say ‘stewardess’ anymore. It wasn’t appropriate. His daughter was always chiding him not to say it, they were ‘air hosts’, or ‘air servers’, or something equally ridiculous. But he always liked the old word; it sounded better, higher class. It harkened back to a time when flying was a privilege, travellers dressed up and were on their best behaviour, and moving through the airport was something other than a humiliating waste of time. Not that he knew anything about that part; private planes didn’t have to go through security like everyone else, and he couldn’t even remember the last time he had flown commercial. He’d done it once years and years ago, when he was first working to get the company off the ground, but immediately decided private was better, no matter the cost.

They would leave and come back on his schedule, and it gave the illusion of wealth and security. It made other companies want to deal with him. And look where it got him, the very top of industry, and one of the richest men in the world. Besides, it would be barbaric to go back to drinking the swill they served on commercial planes.

He leaned over the edge of his seat, pulling his briefcase closer to him, entering in the numbers of his code. Slowly, he pulled out a handful of files, dropping them onto the table with a slap, making sure the legal kid saw and heard what he was doing. The stewardess stood up straighter and hurried to the back of the plane. The legal guy looked up with a flush; clearly he was some sort of junior member, unused to this kind of travel and work. He was letting it go to his head, though Evans knew the stewardess would never get involved with like someone like that; it wasn’t what he paid her for. If she was going to turn on the charm, it would be to lure in a much bigger fish than some junior member of the legal team.

It should be Rachel here, Evans thought to himself. It was long past time to bring her into the business, give her more responsibility. This was where she belonged; she was an adult now, and it was time to push all those silly teenage notions out of her head. She would have had this kid eating out of her hand, falling all over himself to start their meeting and do what she asked, while he sat back and watched.

“Thanks for bringing me along on this, Mr. Evans.”

He held up his hand, “Just William. We’re going to be spending a lot of time working together for a while, you should get used to calling me William.”

They sat in silence, the lawyer nervously fidgeting in his seat.

“And you?” William asked, though he didn’t need to. He’d researched the man’s background thoroughly before choosing him for this trip.

The other man looked at him, confused for a second, before shaking his head, “Oh, sorry. Tyson Armstrong.”

Tyson leaned over the table, and they shook hands firmly. He sat back down in his seat, opening the buttons of his suit jacket.

“Where are we on that patent thing, Tyson?”

The lawyer grimaced, realizing he was about to give Mr. Evans, his boss and owner of the richest, biggest pharmacy company in the world, bad news. He’d been told going on this trip would be good for his career, would rocket him forward into the company’s upper levels, but he would give up all of that to be somewhere else and have someone else give him this news. He took a deep breath, trying to think of the best way to say it, but the words just stuck in his throat.

“I think the case may be dead on arrival, sir,” he said in a rush. It wasn’t the elegant statement he had planned to make, but the words were out, and the meaning was clear.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Neither company can prove they came up with the idea first. All the evidence I’ve found has lead me to believe both companies reached the same conclusions independently. One may have started the research first, which is a step in their favour, but it looks like the actual discovery was at about the same time.”

Evans breathed heavily and signalled for the stewardess, asking for a drink. He was going to need one tonight. He ordered a scotch, straight up, and the woman nodded, rushing away, taking the wine glass back with her. The look on his face told her she didn’t want to linger and risk getting in the way of his anger. She’d flown with him before, and had seen how quickly he could change. She came back silently, setting the glass down on the table. He nodded at her as she left again, sitting in the back of the plane. She flipped open a magazine and looked at the pictures, looking up as she turned the page, waiting for the next order.

“What is your plan for beating them?”

‘Um, I don’t think we can. It would be a tie at best.”

William eyed the lawyer and frowned. That’s what the problem was with the world today. The young had no drive, no press to succeed. They had to be babied and coddled, all their ideas handed to them on a silver platter. He could even see it in his own children, though they were better than most. He’d made sure they knew the value of hard work, and not getting whatever they wanted. The young people today were slackers and complainers, never happy with what they got. He slammed his glass back down on the table so hard, even the stewardess jumped at the sound, though she didn’t go to investigate. If he broke another glass, he’d let her know. The other girls back home were taking bets on whether he would or not. She was betting he would. They had boxes of those glasses in the hangar in New York, just in case.

“Bury them in paper.”

“What?”

“Send them so many motions and briefs that they’ll be begging us to take the patent. They won’t be able to afford the time and money it takes to go against us. Make up some kind of theory on industrial espionage. Say their scientists got it from ours. That always sends them scurrying to make amends.”

The other man stared at him, obviously not sure if he totally understood the comments. 

Wasting the other company’s money would waste theirs too, and his supervisor had made it very clear wasting money was not acceptable. But maybe it was different when the big boss was the one telling you to waste. 

Evans growled slightly and took a sip of his drink, letting it linger in his mouth, savouring the taste before swallowing. He had to spell out everything for this kid. “This will make us much more than we would spend getting it. Your job is to show them how much better their lives will be if they let the patent go. Even better if you show those researchers how much better their jobs will be if they come to work for us.”

Tyson finally nodded in understanding. That would be his job now. He’d have to spend hours every day doing a tree’s worth of paperwork just to get this thing, and he didn’t even really understand what it was supposed to be for. Maybe his wife had been right: this job wasn’t the best use of his abilities. He’d known the hours would be long and tough, but the work wasn’t even all that interesting, especially now if he was just badgering a company into letting them have their way, with motions no one would ever really read. But the pay was alright, and he couldn’t avoid thinking about that now, not with the baby on the way. He sighed and looked up at Mr. Evans, who brushed him away with a wave of his hand. Clearly dismissed, he stood up and moved back to where he had been sitting, starting his own work. 

Once he was away, William pulled out another file folder and flipped it open. His eyes skimmed over the charts of projections and presentations for studies, making sure everything was in order. This trip to England would be huge for his company; it would leave a legacy that his grandchildren’s grandchildren would be proud of. Once they landed, he would check on all the meeting arrangements. His assistant would already be waiting in London, ready to brief him on what was set up.

He snapped his fingers and the stewardess stood up, nodding to him. She picked up the bottle of Scotch and started walking towards him. She was halfway down the aisle when suddenly the plane shifted, tilting to the left, almost knocking her off her feet. She held onto a table and the bottle for balance, until the plane straightened up again. She always hated turbulence; it was so hard to predict. She’d tried asking the pilots before they took off how bad it was projected to be, but soon learned that pilots had a very different idea of light turbulence than normal people did.

“Must have hit some weather,” she laughed, though her hands shook slightly as she poured. 

Something about it didn’t feel quite right. Maybe one of the flyboys had made a too strong course correction.

“Leave the bottle here,” Evans answered kindly. “We don’t want it breaking if that happens again. It would be a waste of such good Scotch.”

She smiled and started walking back to her seat. Again the plane shifted violently to the left, throwing her against the side, almost onto the lawyer. The angle tipped the paperwork and Scotch off the tables and all over the floor. The stewardess tried to stand, intending to clean up the broken glass, but Evans held out hand to stop her; no use having her get hurt if something else happened. This time the plane didn’t straighten right away. After a few minutes, the angle lessened, but did not go back to being straight. 

Angrily, Evans pushed himself out of his chair. “It’s amateur hour,” he muttered to himself. “Pure amateur hour.”

When they landed, William promised himself he’d get these pilots sent back so fast their heads would spin. There was no place on his plane for anyone who worked like this. He’d make sure there were new pilots in place by the time the return trip was scheduled. Walking towards the cockpit was a struggle. Trying to walk at that angle was bad enough, but, as he moved, the plane started to bump and shiver, each motion threatening to send him falling to the floor. 

Finally, he reached the cockpit and threw open the door. It banged against the wall, but no one gave any indication that they had heard him. “What the hell’s going on in here?” His voice was demanding, shouting as he pushed against it, but his face changed as soon as the door opened. 

Everywhere he looked, things were flashing red on the control panel, vivid against the dark of the night sky, and alarms were blaring. Whatever it was that had made the plane tilt clearly wasn’t something the pilots had done. The pilot’s hands scrambled across the panel, almost faster than he could see, flipping switches and pressing buttons as the co-pilot flipped through pages, reading off checklists. Each of them moved on instinct, trying to get back to normal flight, except it didn’t seem like anything they tried was working. The plane continued at an angle, the bumping and shuddering starting to get stronger.

After a minute, the co-pilot finally turned and looked at him, pulling the headset off one ear. “I’m sorry, sir. We’re not entirely sure what’s happened yet, but we’re trying to get it fixed. Hopefully, it will be alright again soon. Please just take your seat and fasten your seatbelt.”

Evans didn’t. He stood transfixed by what was happening around him. He could hear the pilot talking into the radio, and wasn’t sure of the co-pilot’s confidence in saying things would be fixed. If it was going to be bad, he didn’t want it sugar-coated; he wanted to know right away. 

Quickly after speaking, the co-pilot replaced his headset and turned back to the control panel, not wanting to waste more time talking to someone who wouldn’t be able to help them. They knew their jobs, and knew those jobs had to be done quickly. He may be the client, but there was nothing he could do for them now. The pilot seemed to be trying to adjust something that wouldn’t respond. 

William heard the words the pilots said, ‘spin and dive’, clear as if he had shouted them. His heart thudded in his chest, the color draining from his face, thankful his daughter Rachel wasn’t here.
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THAT NIGHT, ALL OVER the country, people turned on the TV to watch CNN or Fox News, and watched the news of the plane crash as the top story. Something bad had happened to someone rich and important, and they wanted to make sure everyone knew. It was even mentioned by a few local stations, though few showed any of the footage, and even fewer really cared what it showed. Scenes of wreckage floating on the waves filled the screen as the announcer talked, cutting for a few moments to show a picture of an older man, tall and rigid, the hair starting to turn gray, standing next to a chair, looking stern and solemn; a portrait he’d had taken a few years ago that hung in the lobby of Syco head offices. Fox News had even dug out some footage of him with his family, coming out of some charitable event.

“.....William Evans, President of Syco Pharmaceutical, was apparently on the way to England for an investor’s meeting. He left from JFK International, and was over the Atlantic Ocean, when the plane disappeared from radar. The last communication from the pilot indicated they had hit some turbulence, and were hoping to change altitude to go around. The preliminary investigations into the weather and radar reports indicate the pilot may have inadvertently flown into some bad weather, causing the crash. Until the black box is found, there is no way to be sure. Mr. Evans is survived by his wife and two children.”

The show shifted to some shouting pundit, discussing loudly what effect this would have on Syco Pharmaceutical. He proclaimed it a day of celebration for their rivals until new leadership emerged. Another came on after, talking about aircraft safety and other similar accidents. His voice was soothing, hoping to calm people’s fears about air travel. One or two local stations mentioned the lawyer and the air crew, but there were no pictures, and no pundits to talk about them. Most people changed the channel once the pundits came on, the paid experts who would talk about anything except what the people really wanted to know. Somewhere, there was a celebrity doing something, and they wanted to know what it was. For most of the people, especially the ones who drifted away quickly, this news would barely make a ripple in their lives. Most of them probably didn’t know who William Evans was, though they had probably taken one of his drugs at some point in their lives. They made it all, from heart and high blood pressure pills, to allergy medication, and were always looking to expand into other markets. But most people didn’t care about that. All they knew or cared about was what they saw, and if the investigators thought it was an accident probably because of the weather, they weren’t about to disagree. They didn’t care that much.

Yet some people did care. All over the world, Syco employees were sitting frozen in their chairs, looking at the footage in wordless disbelief, wondering about their futures, wondering who would take over the company now, and how safe their jobs would be. Mentally they started practicing what they would say to people, and working on their resumes, just in case, hoping to spare their families any worry. 

There were many families that would be changed forever by this event. But only one would stand at the center of the storm. A family that barely received any thought as inspectors, lawyers, and reporters prepared to converge on their home, hoping to get some scrap of information or toehold in the lives of the family that would rocket their careers forward. The fact that they were there because of a death barely registered on their radar. They only knew something had happened, and they wanted to cash in on it. The family would just have to take care of themselves. 

Fortunately, the Evans family was well-versed on how to take care of themselves.
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SHE FELT HER PHONE vibrating in her pocket, before it started ringing aloud, and sighed loudly. It had gone off twice already, but she’d left it in her pocket, awkwardly pretending it wasn’t going off. The ringtone told her who it was right away, but she dug into her pocket anyway. She pulled the phone out of her jeans, and looked at the screen. It was Eric, and she didn’t really want to talk to him right now. She frowned at his picture on the screen, and pressed ‘ignore’ with one perfectly manicured finger, sliding the phone back into her pocket. 

“Who was that?”

“Just my brother. Nothing important.”

They both lapsed into silence, watching the customers do their shopping, but none came near them. The store wasn’t too busy yet, and they were just getting ready for the after-work rush. It wouldn’t be much longer and they’d be running off their feet, serving all the busy professionals picking up something for dinner before rushing home again. She was a little jealous of them sometimes; they all moved with such purpose and intention.

“Hey, Chelsea! How was your date last night?”

The woman with the sample tray made a face, and walked towards the booth. She slid the metal tray onto the top, and leaned over it. She sighed loudly, and let her head drop theatrically forward.

“That good?”

Chelsea laughed, looking up again. “Oh, Rachel, I don’t know what happened. His profile seemed perfect, but when I got there...”

She shook her head, and Rachel pursed her lips into a small frown. This was definitely not going to be an online dating success story. “It turned out he lied?”

“I wouldn’t say lied. More like he stretched the truth a little. Misrepresented things a little.”

Rachel laughed, and switched on the small grill that sat on the stand, getting ready to cook some more sausages. Once they were done, she would cut them up for Chelsea to take around the store, pushing them on people to buy, hoping the smell would be enough to make the product fly off the shelves. It wasn’t a glamorous job, but it kept her busy and, more importantly, no one would ever suspect who she really was. Why would the privileged princess of the Evans family empire ever be working in a grocery store? Even on the rare occasion her picture was in the magazines, they were so out of context no one ever saw the truth that stared up at them. Sometimes she was so made-up and perfect, even she didn’t recognize herself in those pictures. The light brown hair was always properly curled and pinned in a way that never seemed to work quite the same way when she tried it. Rachel dumped the sausages onto the grill and arranged them with her tongs. She bet that even if the high society dames that she’d grown up with saw her now, they would never know who she was. The sausages started to sizzle, the smell starting to attract a small crowd.

“Maybe you’re just trying too hard.”

Chelsea raised an eyebrow. “Trying to hard?”

“Yeah, you’re forcing love, instead of just letting it come to you. You don’t need set-ups, and dating sites. You just need to go out and meet people, and see what happens from there.”

“And then we can all just hold hands and sing songs?” They both laughed, and Chelsea continued, “No, I think you have to put in some effort. Fate, or whatever you want to call it, can’t do all the work.”

“Look at you. You’re practically a model. Guys should be falling all over themselves wanting to talk to you. You just have to let it happen.”

“Let it happen?” Chelsea smiled, pointing a finger at her. “No, I know what you want. You want a handsome knight to ride up on his white horse, and rescue you from your danger.”

“Danger? What danger?”

She shrugged, “I don’t know. Something that doesn’t involve blood. Bleeding all over the place would not be romantic.”

Rachel’s phone rang loudly again causing some of the customers, attracted by the smell of food, near them to turn and stare. She pulled out her phone and looked at the screen: it was just Eric again. She was pretty sure she’d mentioned she was working today, and even if she hadn’t it was written on the calendar in the kitchen; he shouldn’t be bothering her right now. She told him many, many times before she wasn’t going to leave work early just to deal with his drama. With a frown, she readjusted her apron and stood up straight.

“Is that him again?”

Rachel nodded, and her friend frowned at her. She gave a frown back, but the smile in her dark brown eyes gave away that it wasn’t serious. They dissolved into giggles, attracting the stares of the people around them. After a few minutes, Chelsea made her face serious.

“Maybe you should answer. It might be something important. He wouldn’t keep calling otherwise.”

She waved her hand and picked up the tongs again, turning the sausages. They just needed a few more minutes. “It’s not. And he would.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know my brother. He thinks because he’s older he needs to take care of everyone. He worries and fusses about every little thing, and wants me to worry and fuss with him, and I don’t want to do that right now.” Rachel knew that if she answered the phone now, it would set a precedent. He’d phone her all the time and she’d have to stop working. She didn’t need the money, and it wasn’t a great job, but she still didn’t want to give it up. It was the only time she really felt like she could be herself. Though, she admitted to herself, she wasn’t really being herself; was she?

Chelsea looked at her doubtfully. “I guess. But I don’t think he’d bother you if it wasn’t important.”

“Well, I say he would; and, since I know him better than you do, my opinion counts more. Besides, I want to hear all about this hot date.” She winked at Chelsea.

Chelsea laughed and told her everything, from the moment they sat down to dinner, to when they stood up. 

Rachel never understood why she relied on online dating; she was pretty, fun, and she could meet someone just naturally. Looking at profiles and learning all their information before really meeting them took all the mystery and excitement out of things. She preferred to live in the moment, letting the feelings wash over her, letting them grow or not, as the case may be.

Then Chelsea got to the good part. “In the pictures, he was always wearing a hat. So I thought he just really liked hats. You know, how guys are? But he came into the restaurant, and pulled off the hat. He’s completely bald underneath. I just sat there staring, I was so surprised.”

“You don’t like bald guys?”

“I like them just fine. I just don’t like surprises. If he’d said he was bald straight out, I wouldn’t have minded, but it almost seems like lying not mentioning it.” Chelsea described the rest of the date in great detail, her hands moving as she talked, mimicking how the man had been. 

She was a great storyteller, and Rachel laughed loudly, only stopping the story long enough to pull the sausages out of the pan and cut them into small pieces. They smelled so good, and her stomach growled. She was ready to finish her shift and finally sit down to have a proper meal. They did sometimes eat some of the samples themselves, but small pieces of sausage didn’t make for a very good meal. 

“Well, maybe I’ll have better luck next time.”

“Next time?”

“I have another date tomorrow. He’s in banking, he says.”

Rachel snorted, rolling her gray eyes. “With your record, that probably means he’s a bank teller... more likely a bank robber.”

Chelsea laughed, arranging the small pieces on her tray and jabbing them with toothpicks. She straightened up and starting moving through the meat department, sharing her samples with as many people as she could find, while Rachel took the opportunity to clean the stand a little before starting to cook some more.

No matter what Chelsea said, she didn’t think you needed to hurry love along. Or worse, emulate her father, and not plan on love at all. He thought her feelings on love and romance were just silly teenage follies, and she should grow up, but there was no way she was going to tie herself down to someone she didn’t love. That was the real reason she hid who she was, because people would treat her differently. People probably wouldn’t profess undying love for Rachel Evans, grocery store sample girl, but they would say anything to get close to Rachel Evans, daughter of the president of Syco Pharmaceuticals. She’d learned the hard way, more than once, that people would do and say another thing if they thought they could get to her family’s money through her. Most people didn’t realize that she didn’t want that life; she didn’t want the pressure and stress of having to act the way people thought the rich should act. She didn’t want everyone watching her, evaluating her, wondering when, or if, she would step into her father’s shoes. She wanted to live her own life, to make her own way, and be judged by her own merits instead of her father’s.

Suddenly a raised voice pulled her attention away from her own thoughts. She tilted her head to one side, listening. She couldn’t hear them clearly at first, but it sounded like an argument.

“...I’m sorry, I really can’t do that.”

“I think you can but just don’t want to,” came a voice she didn’t recognize.

It sounded like Chelsea was arguing with someone, or more likely trying not to argue with someone. Chelsea always liked to make people happy, no matter what. Rachel turned off the grill and stepped out from behind the stand. Following the voices, she turned down the next aisle. She stood next to Chelsea and looked at the two women.

“Is there a problem here?”

“There most certainly is. I want some of the apple chicken sausages, but she’s refusing.”

Rachel narrowed her eyes. “Well, she should. That kind isn’t one of the samples we’re offering today.”

The customer glared at her, and she glared back. Something about the woman reminded her of her mother. They had the same way of running right over people, of expecting that everyone else should do whatever they could to let them get their way, knowing that the employees would just let it happen.

“You have a package right here; you can just open it up,” she said smugly, waving the package in her face.

“No, we really can’t. We can’t just take whatever we want off the shelves and give it to people. We can only give people samples of the products we’re allowed to give. That’s not even the same brand.” She was trying to stay calm and keep her voice even, but it was clear she was failing. However, maybe it would do the woman some good to deal with someone who wouldn’t give in to her.

Chelsea took a step back; she was softer and more non-confrontational than Rachel, and didn’t want to get caught up in the fight. But Rachel couldn’t back down. She was getting mad now, and had to see it through to the end.

“I’m sure you could, but you’re just lazy.” The woman glared at Rachel, almost daring her to say something else.

“We’re lazy?!” Rachel was getting up to full steam now. Her small frame held a lot of fight, and she hated seeing someone being unreasonable to her friends. “You’re the one who’s lazy. You want us to take this package, and cook them up so you can have a little piece, while we get in trouble. It’s a package of sausages. Its eight dollars. Just buy some yourself, and see if you like them.”

“Ladies!” The manager came bustling over, putting a hand on Rachel’s arm, making her step away from the customer. “It sounds like you need some help with something.”

“One of us needs help, but it sure isn’t me,” Rachel muttered.

Chelsea frowned at her, putting a finger to her lips. 

The customer’s mouth dropped open, and her face grew red. “Did you hear that? The way she’s speaking to me is simply intolerable.”

“You’re right; it is,” the manager agreed in a soothing voice. “I’ll ask her to keep her comments to herself while we talk.”

He turned to the two women. “You two stay here. When I’m done dealing with this, we’ll talk.”

Rachel and Chelsea stayed huddled together while the manager walked away, talking to the customer. They weren’t sure what he said to her, but it seemed to work. Her face got less red, and she stopped turning to glare at them.

Chelsea bit her nails, watching them together. “What do you think’s going to happen?”

Rachel snorted and ran her fingers through her short black hair. “I think nothing’s going to happen.”

“I don’t want to lose my job.”

“It’s not that great a job anyway,” Rachel muttered but stopped, seeing the stricken look on her friend’s face. She reached over and took her arm. “You’re not going to lose your job. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m the one who was rude.”

“Well, I don’t want you to lose your job either.”

Rachel smiled at her thoughtfulness, but didn’t say anything. Chelsea always thought the best of people. That was probably why her dates always ended so badly.

Finished with the customer, the manager stalked towards them, frowning. “What did you think you were doing? Why on earth did you think that was the best way to handle a customer?”

“We’re really sorry,” Chelsea started.

“Great, but being really sorry doesn’t help things now.”

They stopped talking and looked around. Curious customers were starting to gather nearby, pretending to shop while listening to what was happening.

“Why don’t we move over here?” The manager pushed through some doors into the stock area. Rachel and Chelsea looked at each other, preparing for the lecture. “I had higher hopes for you two. I thought you could handle the pressures of working closer with the customers.”

“It’s that woman. She wanted....”

The manager held up his hand, stopping her, shaking his head. “I don’t care. I don’t want to hear about it. You are here to serve the customers, to let them try the products, see what they like, and then they will want to spend money.” He looked at them both, and his face softened. “You just need to be more diplomatic in how you say things, instead of just running people over with your words. She just came here to shop, not get shouted at. Put yourself in her place: how would you want to be spoken to?” He looked at them both in turn, waiting for their nods of understanding. 

Rachel smiled and nodded along with Chelsea, but she wasn’t happy. It shouldn’t be allowed for customers to treat them like that, and then just expect them to roll over and take it.

“You just have to remember: the customer’s always right.”

Rachel made a face. “But what about when they don’t know what they’re talking about?”

The manager smirked. “Then it counts double.” He dismissed them with a wave of his hand and walked back, further into the warehouse, shouting something at the other workers. 

The women turned and Rachel pushed through the door, almost sending it smacking into the wall as she walked through. As they walked back to their station, her phone rang again.

“Your brother again?” 

Rachel nodded, and her friend made a face. 

“Maybe you should answer this time. It probably is important.”

She snorted and pulled out her phone anyway, ducking back into the warehouse. At the very least this would stop him from phoning her every twenty minutes.

“Catch up after,” Chelsea called out.

Rachel nodded as the heavy door swung shut. “Hello?” She put all her annoyance into her voice, hoping to make it clear, without having to say anything, that she wasn’t happy about this.

“Rachel! Where have you been? I've been calling for hours!”

She shrugged, but then remembered he couldn't see her and answered, “I've been working.”

“You need to get home.”

The manager walked up, leaving the warehouse, and saw her on the phone. He stood in front of her, his hands on his hips. 

She smiled apologetically, shrugging her shoulders at him. 

He tapped the watch on his wrist and waited for her to nod, before he stepped out into the store.

“I can’t, you know that. My shift's not done for another two hours.”

“No, now! You need to come home now.”

“No.”

She heard him sigh on the other end of the line. It wasn’t his usual sigh of long-suffering annoyance, and that made her frown. Maybe Chelsea was right, maybe something had happened.

“I didn't want to do this over the phone.”

“Do what?”

Her heart started to race; something wasn't right. The warehouse guys were looking at her. She glared at them before turning to face the wall. With the phone pressed tighter to her ear, she said it again.

“Do what? What don’t you want to do?”

“Rachel,” he sighed again, his voice breaking. “There was an accident. Dad's plane went down.”

She heard the words, but didn't completely understand what they meant. Her brain went into overdrive; she’d have to run to catch up with the manager, explain what happened, and then find the directions to get to whatever hospital he was in.

“Is he okay? How bad is he?”

The silence on the other end made her heart beat even faster, making it feel like it was about to burst out of her chest. It almost hurt, and she was sure everyone around her must be able to hear it.

“You have to tell me. How bad is it? Is he okay?”

He took a deep breath, and she steadied herself for whatever was going to come. But even when he spoke again, she couldn’t believe what he said. It seemed impossible.

“No. No, he's not okay.”

“What?”

“Rachel, he's dead.”
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Chapter Two
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HE WASN’T EVEN PART of the raid itself, but still felt his heart beating faster in response. The SWAT team moved with precision, pressing against the house, crouching below the windows, hiding from any casual gaze outside. By instinct, his mind went through the countdown, giving himself the same pep talk he always had, waiting for the signal to go. He stood back by the cars on the street, too far to see the signal, but it was obvious when it was given. 

The door burst open, and the men in black uniforms filed into the building. It looked chaotic, like ants swarming around a disturbed ant hill, but each member of the team moved according to their practiced plan. It was complicated and well-rehearsed, each person filling their role to perfection. Anything less than perfect could mean death for any one of them. Part of him longed to be in there again, to be part of the action, his body moving with the instincts of the mission, but that wasn’t his life any- more. He was part of another group now, a group that not only watched the raids, but helped make them happen. He just didn’t actually carry them out.

Though Detective Deluca missed being part of the action, he didn’t miss the equipment. He was already hot and uncomfortable in his bulletproof vest, pulling tight across his chest, chaffing against his muscles when he moved. That would only be a fraction of how they felt, covered head to toe in armour, carrying packs and guns. He rolled his shoulders, waiting impatiently to hear what was happening. The police lieutenant held a radio, so they could hear what was happening. But all they could hear through the radio were shouts and commands as the team brought the group under control. It seemed like an eternity before the words came floating out of the radio’s speaker that they all wanted to hear.

“You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent...”

The men standing around him patted his back, and shook each other’s hands. It was like each of them had been holding their breath, hoping that nothing would go wrong. Most of them would now go back to their offices to file their reports and debriefings. For others, their work was just beginning. This would take down one of the biggest gangs in the state. There would be reprisals and a power struggle until another gang filled its place, until they could be taken down in turn. Evidence needed to be collected and witnesses gathered. They all started walking towards the house; now that the guns were confiscated and the place secured, they could come in and get to work. People fanned out across the yard and building, everyone intent on their jobs, trying to do their part to see this case ended.

There had been some shots, sending his heart racing. His tour in Afghanistan had taught him to be careful whenever the shooting started. Once the bullets started to fly, you could never tell where they would end up. This time, none of the bullets hit home. It was a good raid, everyone did their jobs well, and the DEA had to be careful now to ensure that all the charges would stick. 

He walked toward the house; it had been nice once, probably sheltering many families over the years, before they all moved out and left this area, but it was a wreck now. The gang had not been kind to it; there were broken windows and peeling paint. The inside would be even worse. The city would likely tear it down now, creating another empty space in this already-troubled neighbourhood. It was the last thing they needed here. It was such a waste. Drugs always led to waste. 

He and his partner made a beeline for the front door; they wanted to watch everyone get pulled out and wanted them to see who had caught them. Now that it’s all over, he thought, running a strong hand through his black hair.

He stood on the front porch of the rundown house, his back straight and tall, watching men in handcuffs being led out by uniformed officers. They filed past angrily, shouting insults, but he kept his face impassive. They wanted to goad him into doing something he would regret, but he didn’t want to say or do anything that they could use to get the case dropped. He didn’t want to let any more drug dealers get away on a technicality. Each time it happened, it felt like he let the people down. It made them trust the police a little less, and made their jobs so much harder. He’d done a lot of work getting them busted, and there was no way that was going to be wasted. 

His partner leaned over his arm, thumping his shoulder, and spoke quietly, “Take a deep breath, Deluca. You know what that smells like?”

“Garbage? Drugs?”

“No, no. It smells like a job well done.”

He turned to look at his partner, Chase Hunters. Hunters was grinning, pleased with how things had gone, his white teeth stark against his dark skin. The adrenaline from the raid was still coursing through his veins, and he seemed jumpy and eager for action. This was still somewhat new to him, a sort of novelty. But Deluca knew better; he was used to the effects, and could contain the energy running through him. He had spent a decade practicing, getting his breathing to stay steady and his eye to stay focused. There wasn’t a lot that could get him excited now.

Once the parade of criminals had finished, he and Hunters entered the building. They walked through the house, surveying the results of their job well done. It has taken months of questioning and investigation to get to this point. Now, they could finally savour their victory. Every few minutes, officers stopped to congratulate them on their success. They stepped back, watching the crime scene techs file into the building. This was only the headquarters, not manufacturing, so no one had to wear hazard suits.

“I’m just going to check on something; be right back,” Hunters called as they walked past him.

Deluca nodded. “See you back outside.”

He was probably going to check on that new girl with the crime scene investigators. She’d started a couple weeks ago, and been turning everyone’s head since. He couldn’t blame them; she was hot, and probably smart, but not worth it. Dating in the workplace always ended in disaster. It caused too many problems. She was young, like Hunters. Deluca scoffed. He and Hunters were probably seven, maybe ten years, apart in age. Yet that near-decade felt like a generation in cop experience. He was pushing thirty-five.

He walked out of the house, watching the people scurrying around the lawn, packing away the SWAT gear, and loading people into the waiting vans. The holding cells would be full tonight, and the lawyers would be busy tomorrow. It had been a good morning.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see a tall, dark figure walking towards him. He slowed down his walk, stopping as the other man joined him. 

Police Lieutenant Mitchell was impossible to miss: he was a large, serious man, his presence filling every space he was in. “Everything’s in the hands of the DEA and the prosecutors now. They’ll turn this into a homerun.”

He made a noise of agreement, but didn’t share the same confidence. He’d seen government agents drop the ball enough times before to know that you should never take a homerun for granted. He wouldn’t rest easy until the men were behind bars.

“Where’s Hunters? I need to talk to both of you.”

Deluca looked around the field, running his hand through his black hair. There were still some officers around, but it was mostly the tech guys now, collecting and bagging the evidence, but he didn’t see his partner. “I think he’s still in the house, Lieutenant,” he answered, shrugging.

“Get him. Now. I have a new case for you.”

He sighed. This new case had to be big. He’d been looking forward to finishing up the paperwork and then a couple days rest, before jumping back into something new. He’d already decided that a backpacking trip was in order, but mentally crossed a line through it after the police lieutenant’s words. His half-packed bag would just have to wait a little longer.

With a barely concealed sigh, he turned back to the house. His large stride ate up the distance quickly, and he ran up the steps of the porch. He went through all the rooms, before looking in the kitchen. 

His partner was leaning against the counter, talking to a woman labelling plastic bags.

“Hunters, let’s go.”

Hunters looked up at him. “What’s up?”

“The lieutenant wants us outside. Something about a case.”

The woman smiled at them politely as Hunters said goodbye. 

Deluca waited until they had left the house before saying anything. “Your flirting is wasted on her, you know.”

“I’m just working slowly.”

“I think she’d rather you work someplace else, anyplace other than right near her.”

“Because you’re an expert on women?”

“What would your wife say about that?” Deluca didn’t bat an eye. “How is she anyway? Still pregnant?” 

Hunters opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again. 

The lieutenant’s face was serious, erasing all the jokes from their minds. Whatever he was going to say was big.

“So? What’s the big deal?” Hunters hitched his thumbs on his vest, just under his armpits.

Instead of answering right away, the lieutenant walked down the lawn, away from the activity, waving at them to follow. The two men walked after him, unsure of what was happening.

“We’re trying to keep this quiet,” the lieutenant said quietly, in a gruff voice.

“Why? What’s going on?” Hunters asked, lowering his voice to match the lieutenant’s.

“Apparently we want to keep this out of the press. The family has asked for discretion wherever possible, and that’s why I’m asking you two to do this. The Chief asked for the two of you specifically.”

Hunters and Deluca
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