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      The nation’s #1 air-crash investigation team of sleuths—caught up in a conspiracy, fighting to survive.

      The Antonov AN-124 Ruslan “Condor”—the world’s heavyweight champ among production cargo jets. Russian tanks, American firefighting helicopters, rescue submersibles, satellites, city-sized power transformers...the Condor hauls them all over the world.

      But when one lifts a top-secret payload rated as too dangerous, Russia launches a covert attack on US soil. The government must take action. Untraceable action, politically safe action. Call Delta Force? SEAL Team Six?

      No. They call Miranda Chase, the NTSB’s autistic air-crash genius. Miranda refuses. But as the stakes escalate, she soon may be too late to stop the new Cold War from becoming the final war.
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        Spieden Island, Washington

        1 hour ago

        (9 p.m. Pacific Standard Time)

      

      

      “Favorite airplane?”

      “Oh, c’mon, Jeremy, ask a real one. We all know Miranda’s favorite plane,” Holly chided him.

      “My F-86 Sabrejet,” Miranda answered with an easy certainty that she at least knew this one answer. For twenty years she’d flown the old jet and knew it as well as the back of her hand. She liked its familiarity. Just as she liked the familiarity of this house. She’d grown up here.

      She knew all its ways. The way the old wood creaked when the Pacific Ocean storms roared over Vancouver Island and slammed into the San Juans. The way the air didn’t smell of the sea, but rather so fresh it seemed as if no one had ever breathed it before.

      The high-vaulted living room with its beach cobble hearth, dark beams, and Douglas fir walls could seat twenty comfortably, four as it did now, or be cozy for one as it usually was.

      It was slightly uncomfortable having visitors to her island, thereby decreasing her favoritism for her house over her jet if one were to expand the parameters to “favorite place at this moment in time.”

      No, not uncomfortable. Merely…unfamiliar. Yes, that was a better way to think of it. Even though it was only Friday night and the rest of the chill March weekend loomed uncertainly ahead. Despite the new descriptor, she remained uncertain of her preparations to entertain them.

      “Ehhhh!” Holly made a rude sound like a plane’s stall-warning buzzer. “So not on, Miranda. It’s not your Sabrejet.” Holly’s Australian accent was even thicker than usual as she sipped her second beer of the evening.

      Before Miranda could respond that she knew her own mind—which she wasn’t always sure of, though she was this time—Jeremy raised his hand.

      “Wait! I know. I know!”

      “Don’t have to raise your hand, buddy.” Mike winked at Miranda from his armchair near the fire. He sat as neatly as ever—a slim, elegant man with short dark hair, a dress shirt, and custom-tailored slacks.

      Miranda sat on the sofa with Holly. Actually, she sat on the sofa whereas Holly slouched so low she was almost horizontal—her feet on the coffee table, sticking her toes out toward the fire. Her socks didn’t match.

      “It’s any plane that hasn’t crashed,” Jeremy proudly announced his answer.

      While the others laughed and nodded, Miranda considered. The four of them were the lead crash investigation team for the National Transportation Safety Board. Yes, any plane that was fully functional was a very good thing.

      But still, she liked her old Sabrejet very much.

      “Jeremy’s favorite site investigation tool?” Mike called out.

      Holly giggled.

      Miranda had no idea why.

      Holly whispered to her, “Can you figure him picking out a single favorite tool?”

      “Oh,” Miranda understood the joke now but had learned that laughs that came too late were better not laughed at all.

      Jeremy always had a bigger field pack than the other three of them combined.

      “That handheld military-grade thermite torch he used to slice evidence out of the old DC-3’s wreckage,” was Miranda’s estimation. He had been particularly enamored of its ability to melt quickly through steel though it was no bigger than a two-D-cell flashlight.

      “His hammer,” Holly suggested. “The one he actually offered to that colonel who wanted to bust up his phone for constantly giving him bad news of more planes that had carked it.”

      Jeremy Trahn blushed brightly enough that it could be seen by the firelight.

      “No, his program for reading Cockpit Voice and Data Recorders, even if he isn’t supposed to have one. He secretly wishes he was James Bond,” Mike ribbed him.

      “No,” Holly shook her head hard enough to flutter her rough-cut blonde hair over her shoulders. “He wishes he was Q, Bond’s equipment geek.”

      “No,” Jeremy spoke up a little hotly, “but he wishes you both had fallen into the ocean and been eaten by orcas on the way here.”

      “You’d have been fish food right along with us.” Mike accurately pointed out. He had flown the three of them out to her island in Washington State’s northern Puget Sound for the weekend.

      Holly was the one who’d suggested the spring solstice was a good excuse for a party. Though this March was chilly enough that “spring” didn’t come easily off the tongue yet.

      “Whale food,” Jeremy corrected, then mumbled, “Would’ve been worth it.”

      There was a brief silence in which the only sound was logs shifting in the fireplace. Miranda watched the curious turbulence patterns as the sparks rose up the chimney.

      “What is your favorite tool, Jeremy?” Because now she was curious.

      He looked down, and she was afraid that she’d somehow embarrassed him even further than Mike and Holly had.

      Then he reached for his shirt pocket and pulled out a pen.

      “A pen, mate? Fair dinkum?” Holly turned to Mike. “Have you ever seen him even use a pen? Everything in the world is on his tablet.”

      Mike shook his head.

      Miranda could remember three instances. They’d been together as a team for almost six months, yet three was all she could recall.

      “You gave it to me on the first day I joined your team. It’s everything I ever dreamed of.”

      “Miranda’s pen?” Mike scoffed.

      “Being on Miranda’s team,” Jeremy said softly.

      Holly, who never looked touched, looked touched. She turned to Miranda.

      “He’s so damn sweet,” she whispered, but loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Can we keep him?”

      Miranda didn’t know why she wouldn’t. He was an exceptional airplane systems specialist despite his youth.

      “Holly’s favorite soccer team?” Mike asked in a sudden, bright tone, completely changing the mood.

      “The Australian Matildas,” they all called out in unison. Their four Matildas baseball hats were all lined up on the mantel.

      This time Miranda was fairly sure that her timing was right when she joined in on the laughter.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Helsinki Airport, Finland

        11 hours earlier

        (10 p.m. Eastern European Standard Time)

      

      

      Captain Dmitri Voskov hunched against the March chill and wished he was anywhere else. No matter where he shifted, the hard-blown ice pellets, which only looked like a light snow flurry, kept stinging his frozen cheeks as if he was being shot by a porcupine-quill gun.

      Instead, all he could do was try to stay out of the wind and watch as his plane was loaded—the heavyweight champ for cargo hauling.

      Known as “Condor” in the west, his Ukrainian Antonov AN-124-200 Ruslan could carry up to a hundred and sixty-five tons in a single load. Its lone big brother, the AN-225 Mriya “Cossack” didn’t really count as there had only ever been one in existence.

      For dinner, he’d gone to the restaurant along the Helsinki Airport cargo road for a change of pace from their own onboard cooking. The smell—like week-old cooked cabbage—should have warned him, but he’d been hungry and cold enough to go in anyway. The meat soup could have been century-old reindeer hide—it had certainly tasted like it—and the waitress had been a dour battleax. Not even any fun flirting to break up the monotony.

      At least there was no deadhead this time. As a specialized cargo-hauler-for-hire, too often they flew empty from a delivery to the next pickup.

      Here in Finland, they’d dropped off a geothermal power generator built by the Brits and were picking up a load of Russian helicopters—helicopters that defecting Russian pilots had delivered into Finnish hands. No surprise that the Finns were handing them over to the Americans, so greedy for examples of Russian technology. He hoped that they’d gotten the better of the Yankees in whatever trade deal they’d worked out.

      His real mistake was delaying at the restaurant too long over scorched coffee and the last slice of Brita-kakku pie, which was even worse than it sounded. The fluffy layers supposedly soaked in light cream were like sludge soaked in white grease.

      The loadmasters had started the loading while he’d been at dinner. Now, it was near midnight, his gut was roiling with the heavy meal, and he couldn’t get to the cockpit.

      Much of the Condor’s design had been taken from the American’s C-5 Galaxy, but made bigger. Dmitri rubbed his hands together to no effect, then jammed them back into his pockets. he wished the designers had provided flight deck access during loading.

      The four-engine cargo jet was a massive open tube. At the rear, a ramp folded down from behind towering clamshell doors. In front, the nose swung up like a king-sized garage door to expose the front ramp. The Condor could even kneel—lowering its front landing gear to facilitate drive-on loading.

      However, during loading, the stair up to his cockpit home was cut off. That left him to stand in the biting cold and watch his loadmasters do all the work.

      All he could do was look longingly up at the nice warm living area four stories above him. He should be kicked back on his bunk, sleeping or watching a Scarlett Johansson movie (he had every one of them, at least all the ones she was blonde in, and most of Jennifer Lawrence’s, even The Hunger Games when she wasn’t blonde).

      “How much longer, Portnov?”

      “You whine too much, Captain.”

      “Fine. When we’re done, I’ll leave you here to freeze your ass off.”

      “Then who would unload your helicopters in America?” Portnov slapped him on the back and returned to loading the next helo into the Condor. A painfully slow process even with two of the best loadmasters in the business running the loading team.

      Of course, the least gouge in his hull could ground them for a week. And if everything wasn’t perfectly balanced fore and aft, he’d crash on takeoff.

      Dmitri paced back and forth because it was that or die cold in Helsinki, which sounded like a bad movie that he wanted no role in. He was always amazed at the volume Portnov managed to move in and out of their plane. Somehow it looked so effortless when Portnov was the senior loadmaster.

      Damn but this took longer than a Ukrainian spring.

      With its nose raised, his plane looked like a whale’s maw gobbling up anything they fed it.

      He glared across the field at the now darkened restaurant along the cargo road. She was long gone, but right now even that dour battleax looked like a better option than this.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Helsinki Airport

        23 minutes later

      

      

      Elayne Kasprak, her most commonly used name, had watched the whole operation since the Antonov AN-124 had landed before she’d decided on her approach. It was the return of the captain—conveniently unable to retreat to his flight deck—that gave her the solution to boarding the aircraft.

      It had taken less than five minutes to liberate an airport security car from the Helsinki motor pool. Acquiring a uniform had been harder. Finding a real guard who was small enough that she wouldn’t look ridiculous in his uniform had taken almost twenty minutes. She hoped that the guard woke up before he froze to death in only his long underwear—the one bit of attire she hadn’t needed. If he didn’t, that was his problem.

      On her return, the captain was still there, trying to huddle out of the wind and not even pretending he was in charge. Perfect.

      She parked her clearly marked vehicle close, but not too close. Visible, but in the shadows. Elayne planned her walk carefully. Casual, friendly. Not some sexy slink.

      Just a cop on patrol…and as bored as you. Bored enough to hang out and watch a mundane loading process.

      “Hyvää iltaa,” she wished him a good evening in Finnish.

      “Tak?” Ukrainian.

      She was fluent in Ukrainian, and very conversant in six other languages, but he’d know that her Ukrainian accent was too Russian. With the tensions there, she didn’t want to arouse suspicions.

      “Good evening?” she asked in intentionally awkward English.

      “Ah! Good evening.” He finally focused on her face and most of his shivering went away.

      Elayne knew why she’d originally been recruited by the SVR. The Russian Foreign Intelligence Service needed beautiful spies, especially ones petite enough to appear completely unthreatening, even if she’d proven time and again that she could take down nine out of ten men courtesy of her Spetsnaz colonel father’s years of tutelage.

      But she’d also been raised by a submarine engineer mother. With her own degree in aviation engineering—Elayne’s original life’s plan—her assets had proven attractive to the SVR, and more than merely the physical. She’d quickly found her niche as a military aviation specialist for the foreign intelligence service.

      It hadn’t taken her very long to ascend to the operations directorate. A brief tussle for her between the S (illegal intelligence) and X (scientific) Directorates had been resolved by Zaslon quietly recruiting her while the others argued. No one questioned the most secret and elite black-ops team in the entire Russian Federation. Now, eight years as a Zaslon agent-saboteur, she drew a steady chain of challenging solo assignments.

      Not that the Antonov captain looked to be particularly challenging.

      “Good evening,” he said in a much warmer tone as he stood straight and squared his shoulders.

      “Slow loadings?” She nodded toward his plane.

      “Damned slow. Made the mistake of going to the café down the road rather than hiding in my bunk.”

      “Tell that you did not the eating of Madame’s meat soup?” She had watched him do precisely that.

      At his expected groan, she laughed sympathetically.

      “If you walk three more roads…streets?...there very good steak.”

      He groaned more dramatically, “I didn’t need to know that.” His English was almost as good as hers actually was. Better to let him think she was struggling to keep up with him.

      She removed her hat. After all, Helsinki was tropical compared to where she’d grown up at Polyarny submarine base, three hundred kilometers north of the Arctic Circle. Her long, white-blonde hair fell loose over her stolen parka’s shoulders. Truth be told, she was missing the guard’s long underwear at the moment as the Finnish night wind was quite bitter.

      Elayne paid attention to the six helicopters being loaded. It gave the captain time to look his fill.

      She was glad that it wasn’t her job to hunt down the pilots who had betrayed the Motherland by defecting and delivering these to the West. She’d castrate them slowly, then make them cook and eat their own balls before she cauterized the excision point with a blowtorch.

      There was a hard metal-on-metal bang from inside the Condor. By the lights inside the cargo bay, she could see that it was one of the loaders cursing at a freezing cold pry bar he’d dropped on the deck while tightening a chain. No damage, but the sound had echoed and been reinforced so that it seemed to blast out into the darkness. Her own breath was clouding so thickly that it was blurring her view.

      But not enough to hide what was in the cargo bay.

      A Kamov “Helix” that looked to have all of its Airborne Early Warning system’s electronics still intact. Two Kamov “Alligator” attack helos. One of the brand-new Kazan Ansat multi-role birds. A monstrous Mi-17 gunship that shouldn’t fit inside any aircraft, at least nothing less than the Antonov. And the last was the true prize, an Mi-28NM “Havoc”—newly upgraded and with all of its armament intact. Castration was too kind for the bastard-pilot who’d stolen that aircraft.

      It was an incredible intelligence haul.

      “Sorry, Captain.”

      “What?”

      Elayne remembered herself. “Sorry that you must stand out of sides in such colds.”

      And sorry for you that you were assigned to carry the wrong cargo. Not your fault, but that doesn’t change the bad things coming your way.

      “Would you like to warm up in my automotobile?” She made the offer.

      “That would be most good. Thank you.”

      Very nice, she corrected him in her thoughts. Not challenging at all.

      As she’d left the heater on high, they both soon shed their jackets as planned. He wasn’t the handsomest man, but he clearly worked hard to stay in shape. Seducing him there in the shadows of her stolen but warm car was laughably easy.

      And surprisingly good—once his hands warmed up.

      He was a skilled lover, better than any she’d had in a long time. Best of all, if everything went as planned, there would be no loose ends to worry about—ever.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fort Campbell, Kentucky (final approach)

        1 hour ago

        (11 p.m. Central Standard Time)

      

      

      Dmitri Voskov lined up with the approach vector into Fort Campbell and daydreamed of what wonders awaited him in Kentucky.

      The load of Russian helicopters would go to the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment. SOAR was the US Army’s secret helicopter regiment and no concern of his.

      Kentucky though…

      It wasn’t the land of petite Scandinavian white-blondes, but he’d been in the American South enough to appreciate the seriously built gold-blondes as well—even when it was dyed.

      No one would match the Helsinki Airport security officer who wore nothing under her uniform. That would be asking too much. But she’d left him with plenty to dream about. She’d also left him a phone number and first name—Valery. Valery, a female name in the West and a male name in Russia; it fit her strength well. She had the finest body he’d been invited to plunder since a fiery Irish redhead on a layover in Shannon, Ireland, three years before.

      While finishing the tie-downs and double checks, Portnov had lowered the cockpit stairway and Dmitri had given Valery a tour upstairs.

      Bunks near the back of the compartment—just ahead of the wings. Enough for the two loadmasters and the four-man flight crew to live in comfortably. The Antonov was their home most days of the year. A small lounge, bathroom, and a decent kitchen.

      They’d tiptoed through as the rest of his flight crew were snoring away in their bunks. Normally, he’d be ticked that they’d been so comfortable while he’d been trapped outside, but he had spent a very, very friendly hour steaming up a car’s windows with an exceptionally flexible officer.

      In the cockpit, he gave her the full tour and grabbed a couple of nice feels. He’d spent most of the evening wishing Portnov would hurry up. Standing in the cockpit with Valery, he wished the man would screw up and ground them here for a week.

      “May I use bathing room?”

      “You know the way. Don’t worry about waking the other guys; you could drop a nuclear bomb and they would sleep through it.”

      On her return, Valery had asked in that charming mangled-English of hers as she closed the cockpit door, “Does these doors lock?”

      He’d reached across her, latched it, and tried to take her right up against the surface.

      Instead, she’d guided him to the pilot’s chair. Sliding it to the back of the stops, there was just room for her to straddle him once she stripped.

      Over Valery’s bare shoulder and out the windshield, he’d caught Portnov looking up in surprise from the ground four stories below, then grinning.

      Plenty to grin about here.

      The only thing more amazing than her hair, face, and breasts had been what she could do with her hips.

      She would start a motion somewhere deep inside that built in a slow gyration to—

      The radio hauled him back to the present. “Antonov, this is Campbell Army Airfield. You’re cleared to land Runway 23. Winds light and variable. Barometer two-niner-niner-five.”

      “Roger, Tower. I have the ILS.” Everything looked good.

      Everything.

      Including the updated schedule from the home office that said they’d be back in Helsinki in three weeks. The first moment he was on the ground, he’d text Valery with the good news.

      He rode the big plane down the glide slope into the darkness. They’d flown west all night—a rough ride north of the Azores, but nothing unusual. Here in Kentucky, it was still before sunrise under crystal clear skies.

      Dmitri barely needed the Instrument Landing System; the runway was properly lit and clear despite the busy American Army base wrapped around it.

      Fort Campbell had plenty of runway, but he still placed the main gear on the pavement in the first five hundred feet. Nose gear down at a thousand.

      It would be good to get out of the cockpit and stretch. He might not even go barhopping. Maybe he’d hit his bunk, think about Valery, and count the days until they were back in Finland.
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        * * *

      

      When Captain Dmitri Voskov pulled back to engage the thrust reversers on the four brand-new GE CF-6 engines, a hidden microswitch was engaged.

      It had been placed by SVR Zaslon Major Elayne Kasprak as Dmitri had buried his face in her breasts—so skilled with his tongue that she’d almost missed the proper placement.

      But the switch was in the correct location, and was now pressed by the control lever.

      The switch turned on a tiny transmitter that sent a signal to a receiver she’d placed fifty feet behind the cockpit. Elayne Kasprak had hidden it beneath the rearmost bunk while ducking out of the cockpit to supposedly use the bathroom.

      The receiver was attached to a detonator.

      The detonator had been rammed into the heart of a shaped charge of C-4 explosive. The device—called a Krakatoa and originally designed for the British SAS, which she’d picked up from a UK munitions plant to avoid it being traced back to her—was no bigger than a fat beer can. That had made it easy to hide in her security officer’s parka coat.

      The two kilos of C-4 plastique exploded.

      The copper bullet formed by the device could punch a double-fist-sized hole through a warship’s armor plate at twenty-five meters.

      At two meters, it punched a half-meter-wide hole through the crew cabin’s thin rear pressure wall and the central wing fuel tank close behind it.

      As a by-blow, it also turned the bottom of Loadmaster Portnov’s bunk into a thousand pieces of shrapnel. His body was shredded—along with the Playboy Polska magazine he’d picked up in Warsaw last week, and had been using as a visual aid while he imagined Dmitri’s blonde going down on him.

      The sound had been muffled by the sleeping room door—now blown off its hinges—and the closed cockpit security door. In the cockpit, twenty meters forward, it was no louder than a blown tire on the main gear.

      “Shit!” Dmitri checked the indicators, but no red warning lights. Hopefully not a brake fire or a broken wheel axle. Please let it be nothing worse than the rubber. An Antonov was a rare enough bird that they carried their own spares, but they couldn’t carry everything. With twenty main gear tires and four nose gear ones, and two stashed in the hold, he could lose one with few worries.

      The central wing tank had been run mostly dry during flight. Now it was filled with a shallow pool of Jet A fuel and nitrogen that had been pumped in as the tank emptied to decrease the chance of fire.

      The blast of the Krakatoa not only heated the remaining fuel above the ignition point, but the hole it created allowed oxygen to rush into the breached tank. A small windstorm sucked various detritus into the breached tank.

      Four seconds after the initial detonation, their speed was down to a hundred knots. The massive plane wasn’t pulling to either side, so Dmitri decided the problem might not be too terrible; probably an easily repaired flat tire rather than a frozen axle.

      Two thousand feet of runway gone, eight thousand still clear ahead. Under normal operations, the Antonov would need only a thousand more feet before turning off onto a taxiway—for all their size, helicopters didn’t weigh much, less than a third of the Condor’s load capability though they had filled every square meter of deck space.

      At five seconds, a fireball followed the stream of oxygen and flashed back through the original penetration in the tank and the cabin’s rear bulkhead. Portnov’s bunk had collapsed to partially block the hole. The blockage only lasted a few hundredths of a second against the monstrous pressure wave.

      It ignited the entire crew cabin and killed the other loadmaster, filling his lungs with fire when he breathed in to scream.

      Other than a sudden inward bulging of the closed cockpit door, the active flight crew, including Captain Dmitri Voskov, remained unaware of what was happening behind them. The copilot had opened his small side window to smell the fresh Kentucky air—splendidly warm and lush in the mid-March night—so their ears didn’t even pop at the sudden overpressure.

      Seven seconds after the initial blast, the mounting explosion’s pressure wave inside the fuel tank exceeded critical rupture.

      Both of the central tanks’ side seams failed at a hundred and thirty-seven percent of design maximum.

      Steel shrapnel from the shredded central tank blew through the wing tanks to either side, spilling the three thousand remaining gallons of reserve Jet A fuel into the wing structure. From there, it cascaded down onto the runway through mechanical openings for flaps and landing gear.

      At nine seconds past ignition of the Krakatoa, both wings exploded internally. Bits of fuel tank and wing covering were blown so high that the last of them didn’t return to the ground until well after the rest of the plane was destroyed.

      The flash lit the darkness. The emergency response teams, woken by the blast, were on the move before the control tower could sound the alarm.

      If the wings had broken free, the fuselage might have survived.

      Still marginally attached, they kept spilling fuel and feeding the fire along either side of the plane, turning the fuselage into a furnace that was still being cooked from the inside by the burning of the fuel dumped from the central tank over the helicopters in the cargo bay.

      Captain Dmitri Voskov’s final act fully damned the aircraft.

      He stood hard on the brakes for an emergency stop.

      They worked. All twenty-four wheels locked hard, leaving ten-meter stripes of black rubber on the runway that would be visible for years.

      The Antonov AN-124-200 Condor squatted in the middle of its own inferno and burned.

      Directly below the cockpit and crew area, the armament on the Mil Mi-28NM Havoc helicopter heated past critical.

      An Ataka-V anti-tank missile was the first to go. The blast ignited the three other missiles in the rack as well as the five smaller weapons in the S-13 rocket pod. These in turn triggered the Product 305 air-to-air missile that the West was very eager to inspect for the first time.

      The navigator and flight engineer died instantly from the impact of the multi-headed explosion against the bottom of the crew section. No one heard the copilot’s scream. Instinct had him reaching for escape through his small side window when the force of the explosion severed his arm against the sill.

      The combined blast was sufficient to separate the already weakened connection between the crew section and the wing assemblies. As the sides of the hull blew outward, the cockpit and living quarters were blown upward as a unit.

      Because its attachment at the nose held longer than at the wing, the rear end of the twenty-meter-long assembly arced skyward, trying to fly one last time before breaking free and landing on its back ahead of the fire.

      The inverted cockpit assembly now lay on Runway 23 at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, clear of the shattered fuselage and its raging heat.

      Its escape from the fire didn’t matter.

      The final slam of the cockpit section onto the runway had killed the last survivor.

      It snapped pilot Dmitri Voskov’s neck as neatly as if Major Elayne Kasprak had done it herself.

      She always got her man.
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        Spieden Island, Washington

        10 p.m. Pacific Standard Time

        Now

      

      

      Miranda’s phone interrupted her attempt to make the others say, “Ewan McGregor.”

      It was Charades, but she didn’t know who Ewan McGregor was.

      When she’d asked Holly for help—it was guys versus girls—she’d whispered “Star Wars” as if that explained anything.

      “Timer’s still running,” Mike called out as she stopped to answer the call.

      Good. Maybe it would run out before she was done with the call. No, Mike was tipping the tiny hourglass onto its side to stop the running sand. It was only fair.

      “Hello?”

      “Where’s your team?”

      Miranda had always appreciated that General Drake Nason didn’t waste his time on unnecessary niceties.

      “Holly’s on the couch, Mike is in my mother’s armchair,”—Mike looked down at his seat as if that was somehow shocking—“and Jeremy’s sitting on the floor by the coffee table.”

      Drake’s soft laugh made no sense. “Okay. Where are all of you?”

      “At my house.”

      “Where is that, Miranda?”

      Oh. “I live on Spieden Island in the San Juan Islands of Washington State, United Sta—”

      “Yes, I know that Washington State is in the US.”

      “—States. Okay, well that’s where we are.”

      “How fast can you get to Kentucky?”

      She didn’t need to ask why. There was a major military airplane crash or he wouldn’t have called.

      In fact, though they’d met many times, it was only the second time that the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had called her. The first, the CIA had been using a SWAT team to try and capture her during a crash investigation. She hoped that it would be less traumatic this time.

      “We’ve had wine. Except for Holly, who’s had beer. But she’s not a pilot anyway, so I suppose that isn’t of direct consequence. Neither Mike nor I can legally fly for another eight hours. So, we can be aloft at six a.m. My Sabrejet can make the crossing in three hours and the Mooney in twice that.”

      “I assume there’s a runway on your island. I’ll get a C-21 headed in your direction.”

      “It could land, but it couldn’t take off again. My runway is eleven hundred feet too short for a Learjet’s minimum takeoff roll.” Its required forty-seven hundred feet was almost half the length of her entire island from rocky cliff to rocky cliff.

      There was a long pause before he came back. “What’s the side-to-side clearance?”

      “Two hundred feet.”

      “Good.” Another, briefer pause. “I’ll have a Hercules C-130 out of Joint Base Lewis McChord there in twenty minutes.”

      “I wouldn’t advise tha—”

      “Just get ready.” The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff knew that Miranda hated unfinished sentences.

      “I wouldn’t advise that. No sane pilot would land a C-130 in the dark at a grass strip airport with only thirty-five feet of clearance off either wing.”

      “We have the best combat pilots in the world, Miranda. Be ready.”

      And he was gone.

      “They’re going to send a C-130 Hercules to land on Spieden Island?” Mike was frowning. As the team’s other pilot, he would understand the implications.

      “That’s so cool!” Jeremy sprang to his feet and rushed off to gather his gear.

      Only as they were driving the golf cart through the chill drizzle from the house to the hangar did Miranda remember the problem.

      “The deer!” The sharp pine smell of the Douglas fir trees made her think of them curled up cozily in the field grass, already growing lush despite the cold spring.

      “The deer?”

      “The island has a herd of deer. They’ve been sleeping on the northwest end of the runway lately.”

      “No worries.” Holly dropped the three of them at the hangar to gather the rest of the gear. She always drove when they were together—which seemed to irritate Mike Munroe every time.

      Perhaps that was why she insisted?

      Miranda was never very sure on what made people do things.

      Then Holly raced off into the night beeping the cart’s little horn as she went.

      Good thinking.

      Only as Holly was returning from the far end and the sound of four Allison T56 turboprop engines roared by close overhead did Miranda remember to turn on the runway lights.

      Not quite such good thinking.
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      “I swear to God, I thought they were messin’ with me, ma’am, when you turned on those lights. Telling me to land here? Look at me, I’m still shaking.” The pilot said as Miranda led the others up the plane’s rear cargo ramp.

      He held out his left hand with the fingers spread wide and shook it like a leaf.

      Then he raised a rock-steady right hand, “Thank God this is my flying hand.”

      “I thought it took two hands to fly a C-130?”

      “I’m so good I only need one.” He winked at her for some unfathomable reason.

      Miranda tried to understand how someone could control both the wheel and the throttles simultaneously with only one hand.

      Before she could ask, Holly had tugged her away from the pilot and led her up the ramp.

      “What’s with the yellow hats, you all on the same team?” he called out after them.

      “Yes,” Holly called back over her shoulder.

      “No,” Miranda stopped. “Well, we are, but the hats aren’t relevant to that. The Matildas are the Australian women’s national soccer team and—”

      Holly towed her out of earshot as the pilot turned to Mike and repeated his line about how he’d made the landing one-handed.

      If he was untrustworthy in his speech, was he also untrustworthy as a pilot?

      Miranda considered the landing to have been good work, but turning around a plane with a hundred and thirty-two-foot wingspan between massive Douglas firs only two-hundred feet apart had been even more impressive to watch. The C-130 did have a published turning ability within a hundred and eighty feet; she’d never seen it demonstrated before.

      Her own jet had a wingspan of a mere thirty-seven feet and still it felt cramped to make a full turn. The Hercules transport was by far the largest plane to ever land on Spieden Island. It was a pity that it was so dark, it would have been nice to have a picture of that.

      For now, she would trust the pilot of the Hercules, if not the man who was the pilot.

      She sighed.

      That particular incongruity was going to bother her for a long while.

      Inside, the Hercules transport’s cargo bay was nine feet high, ten wide, and long enough to carry three Humvees. The four of them and their packs took up very little of the space.

      As soon as they were aloft, Holly scrounged up some blankets and ear plugs from the loadmasters. “Get shut-eye while you can.”

      It was good advice. Miranda had stayed up far past her bedtime to play a game she didn’t understand.

      And the game wasn’t over. She could picture the little glass timer still lying on its side by Mike’s armchair. The game was merely suspended.

      A niggling piece of her brain wanted to suggest they go back and finish it first, so that it would be complete and she wouldn’t be thinking about it until they did. But Holly tossed a folded blanket on the steel deck, shoved two more into her hands, and pushed Miranda down onto the first one as the plane reached its cruise altitude and headed east.

      Holly lay down close beside her. The guys were up forward looking over the pilots’ shoulders and asking questions about the plane—Mike about the piloting and Jeremy about how absolutely everything on the plane worked.

      Miranda lay back and pictured the game.

      “Holly, who is Ewan McGregor?” They were close enough that she didn’t have to shout too loudly over the engine’s roar to be heard, despite the earplugs.

      Holly didn’t bother opening her eyes. “Actor. Best known for being a Jedi master. Fights with a light saber. Becomes the second greatest Jedi master ever, Obi-wan Kenobi. At least until Luke. Nah, Obi-wan is better than Luke. Ewan’s way cuter, too. Though my brother was always a fan of Luke’s. Wanted to be just like him…” Holly’s voice trailed away strangely.

      “There are so many things that I don’t understand about that explanation that I don’t know where to begin.” Luke, light saber, Obi-wan, that Holly had a brother…

      “You don’t watch movies.”

      “Not space movies. And most of the action movies are so technically inaccurate that I simply can’t bring myself to continue when I do start one.” Which in itself was decidedly irritating. All of the incomplete movie watchings in her life were a real annoyance. “They’re just…wrong. Did you ever see a movie called Airplane?”

      At that Holly opened her eyes and looked at her. “That’s s’posed to be a laugh, Miranda.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s still wrong.”

      She thought about it a while.

      Holly didn’t say anything.

      “Air Force One and Flightplan weren’t much more accurate and those aren’t comedies.”

      “Sure, but Harrison Ford and Jodi Foster sure kicked ass. He was seriously cute when he was younger. So was she for that matter—though not my type.”

      Miranda wondered what type of man was Holly’s type. “Are you going to sleep with Mike?”

      “Jesus, Miranda!” Holly jerked up to a sitting position as if she’d been electrocuted. She twisted around until she spotted Mike still standing behind the pilots’ seats and released a hard puff of relief.

      “What?”

      “That’s a hell of question.”

      “Why?” She didn’t mind being autistic, it was now such a part of who she was that she wouldn’t change that. But she did wish that it would let her understand people more easily. Their emotions never made sense without a great deal of thought or explanation.

      Holly merely sputtered rather than answering Miranda’s query.

      Mike and Jeremy came back into the cargo bay and began spreading out their blankets. Miranda could hear them talking about flight characteristics and control systems. She liked that they’d been studying that. One never knew when such information would be useful during an investigation.

      Holly probably already knew the plane from her deep military experience—the Australians had a number of the C-130s in their inventory.

      “You still haven’t answered the question.” Miranda didn’t like unanswered questions any better than incomplete sentences or unfinished games. They were all starting to pile up on her and were cluttering her mind.

      “What question?” Jeremy chimed in.

      “I wanted to know if—”

      “Nick off, all of you.” Holly made a show of jamming in her earplugs before lying on her side facing the hull.

      Miranda knew Holly was right. Getting some sleep was a good idea. Tomorrow would start in less than five hours and it was bound to be a busy day.
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      Holly could always sleep on a flight.

      Any flight.

      Loud engines.

      Cold steel decking.

      Crammed up against a pile of combat gear.

      No problem.

      Her years as an operator for the Australian SASR had taught her that. Special operations meant never knowing when you’d get sleep next, so sack out while you could.

      The habit had followed her just fine to the Australian Transportation Safety Bureau when she’d had to leave the Special Air Service Regiment abruptly. And still when she’d opted for a year’s exchange program with the NTSB because getting completely out of Australia had suddenly seemed like a really nifty idea. Not hard for anything to seem that way when your life had been totally flushed down the shitter.

      But could she sleep here?

      Now?

      Mike?

      No way!

      First, she’d seen his taste in women—witnessed it on too many investigations over the six months that the team had been together.

      Mike wasn’t a blonde hound or a tall-and-willowy dog. He was plain and simple a complete female hound dog.

      The 737 stewardess. The captain of a UPS cargo jet. One of the eyewitness passengers from that broken Bombardier commuter jet and one of the air traffic controllers from the same crash—after the passenger had bought a bus ticket home, but still.

      Not that she’d ever actually caught him in a hotel with one, but he sure eased up to them like an old dog, despite being a young dog.

      The man was as deep as a puddle on smooth tarmac. and too…pretty.

      Lousy excuse.

      She liked the pretty ones. Better them than the Spec Ops operators whose egos were even more built up than their muscle tone. beyond imagining. Like, of course she’d want them because she was the lone Sheila on the team.

      They’d learned fast quite how wrong they were.

      It had gotten better toward the end, but not much. An enlightened Australian elite warrior was roughly as evolved about women as Captain Kirk in the original Star Trek series—on a good day.

      The “pretty” ones were still nice to look at, and their egos were far more manageable.

      Besides, she liked Mike Munroe, as much as she liked any man. His Mr. Suave wasn’t only in his looks. He was sharp, funny…

      And she was losing her mind.

      No way on earth was she that desperate.

      Not that she wasn’t up for a pleasant tumble now and then, but she’d rather swim with a great white shark than be another notch on Mike’s brag shelf.

      If anyone other than Miranda had asked, Holly could laugh it off.

      But Miranda wasn’t some shit-for-brains. Though she saw the world in a different way. In strange and incomprehensible ways that allowed her to walk straight into the center of an airplane crash, point at some insignificant fact that no one else saw, and eventually prove it to be the solution’s key.

      So what was she seeing that Holly had missed?

      That question was a game that Holly used to play whether doing survival training in the Outback, rock-and-ice practice up in the Snowy Mountains of New South Wales, or on assignment as Libya ate itself alive during Gaddafi’s downfall. By constantly asking what was she missing, she saw so much more than most people.

      Libya had been a fine time.

      Muammar al-Gaddafi had finally pushed both the West and his own people too far. To give the rebels a fighting chance, NATO had sent in jets to bomb military installations. The attacks were so visible that the protests from other Western governments against them had been almost as loud as the bombs themselves.

      So, they’d sent in the black ops warriors instead.

      No one knew how many elite teams were on the ground, not even the teams themselves. Hers had almost taken on a squadron of French GIGN in Sabha before they figured out they were on the same side. Neither team imagined that anyone else would probe so far in-country.

      Once they’d decided not to kill each other, they’d had a good time disabling, and occasionally destroying, the old MiG-25 Foxbat interceptor jets that had been based there. Gaddafi’s Air Force had started out much larger than the rebels’…and ended up much smaller thanks to their efforts. They’d worked four of Gaddafi’s six air bases. The rebels had controlled the other two.

      There’d also been a French dragoon who she’d done a lot more than talk explosives with.

      But she’d been a young nipper back then. Now Libya was nine years in her past and her world had changed.

      Her job was no longer about some game of survival—identifying and taking out military threats before they took out something themselves.

      The daily challenge now was the slow-and-steady of analyzing wreckage and unraveling what had happened to it.

      Crash investigator was the “new” her. Even after a year with the ATSB and six months more with Miranda at the NTSB, it still hadn’t fully replaced the “old” her. Or had it? Could that be what she’d become?

      Holly tucked aside the edge of the scratchy wool Air Force blanket and rested her forehead against the cold steel clarity of the C-130’s cargo deck.

      This was real.

      The humming vibration was familiar.

      Despite the two previous times that Miranda and their team were called to military air-crash investigations, it was her first time flying aboard a military plane in over a year.

      All too familiar.

      Like she was back home, in so many ways.

      The accents were American and her teammates were crash investigators rather than black ops warriors.

      But it was home.

      Except she could never go back home.

      It was a kindness that Command had merely let Holly fade away. Nobody wanted the embarrassment of court-martialing one of the nation’s most elite warriors. They said it wasn’t her fault, but she knew better.

      Frankly, if she’d been in command, Holly would have taken herself off into the Outback and put a round through her thick skull.
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      “This one is ugly, Miranda.”

      One of the pilots had woken her twenty minutes from landing to take the secure radio call from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. CJCS General Drake Nason didn’t sound as if this was one of his teases.

      “Okay.”

      The sun was rising out beyond the windshield of the C-130 Hercules. The rolling fields and the wooded hills of Kentucky were still deep enough in shadow to all look the same.

      “I need to know what happened and I need to know it fast.”

      “Drake you know—”

      “—that you can’t guarantee results, duration of the investigation, or any of that.”

      Miranda considered her distaste for incomplete sentences. Was it acceptable when someone else had completed her sentence correctly for her?

      Yes, she supposed that it was. Therefore, she allowed Drake’s interruption to stand.

      But was it now his sentence or was it still hers? Was it her turn to speak next?

      Drake resolved the question for her by continuing. “Hurry, Miranda. Call me if you need anything. I placed a Major Swift in charge of protecting the crash site—I trust him implicitly and you may safely do so as well. Shit this thing’s a mess. I’d rather that no one knew about it.”

      “Then why did you ask for this team?”

      “Because, Miranda, I’m guessing that without them you’re of much less use to me. Sorry. That was more blunt than I intended.”

      “Meaning that I’m unreliable.” She didn’t mind blunt; it was far easier to follow than implication or suggestion. But to be called unreli—

      “No! Shit!” Drake groaned. “It came out wrong. Not unreliable. Maybe unpredictable? More… I don’t know. I’ve seen how you function with your team—and without. You’re…better…with them. You and your people are doing things that no military crash team can match. I need that Team Chase magic on this one.”

      “Team Chase?” How would the others react to not having their names included?

      “I need to know if it was a crash or an attack on US soil. And I need to know fast.”

      That was language she finally understood. “I’ll tell the others.”

      As she handed the headset back to the engineer, the pilots slowed the engines for the long descent from their cruising altitude.

      Holly was awake and sitting in one of the fold-down web seats that lined either side of the cargo bay. She’d chosen a seat as far as possible from where the two guys still slept.

      Miranda went and sat by Holly.

      “Something nasty, boss?”

      “That was Drake. He chose the adjective ‘ugly.’ He’s placing a major rush on the cause: accident or attack?”

      Holly whistled tunelessly for a moment as if passing the time. “Sounds like fun. Did he tell you anything else?”

      “We’re to liaison with a Major Swift.”

      “I meant about the crash?”

      Miranda could only shake her head. “You said that it ‘Sounds like fun.’ You always have a strange idea of what’s entertaining, Holly. I can never seem to predetermine what you’ll find amusing.”

      “That’s okay, following your thoughts isn’t exactly a cakewalk either. I’ve been thinking about that…” Holly glanced toward where Mike and Jeremy still slept before continuing softly, “…open issue.”

      “Which one? The Ewan McGregor one or whether you were planning to—”

      “The second one. What? Are you still worried about the first one?”

      “Mike laid the timer on its side. The matter is held in suspension pending completion of that step of the game.”

      “Well, we could play out the last bit of it between now and when we land if that would make you feel better.”

      “No, we can’t. The timer is still in Washington. We’re in Kentucky.” If she’d thought to bring it, would she have been able to keep it level so that the amount of remaining time didn’t change? Probably not. Better that it remained where it was.

      “It’s only a game, Miranda. It doesn’t really matter.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better about not completing my assigned task? Can the pilot really land a C-130 with only one hand? Is all of the teasing you and Mike do only a game?”

      “The first? Mellow out. The second? No, he was joking. And—”

      “Or is it a prelude to sexual relations? Or have there already been sexual relations between you of which I’m unaware and this is part of an aftermath pattern? I don’t understand how to judge that and assess—”

      “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! I have not slept with Mike and I don’t plan on ever doing the old two-step with that boyo.”

      “But—”

      “No, Miranda. I don’t want to know what you observed that made you ask that question.”

      “What question?” Jeremy had come up without either of them noticing.

      “Nothing,” Holly almost shouted. “Girl stuff.”

      Then she grabbed Miranda’s hand and hooked their pinkie fingers together.

      “Girl talk only,” Holly looked so seriously into Miranda’s eyes that she couldn’t look anywhere else.

      Holly spoke so softly that Miranda had to pull an earplug to be sure she heard properly. The engine and propeller noise had abated somewhat for landing or she wouldn’t have heard Holly’s next words even without the ear plugs.

      “Pinkie swear. Girls only.”

      Miranda had never done a pinkie swear before.

      Not ever.

      “Okay. Pinkie swear. Girls only.”

      At Holly’s nod, Miranda felt as if she’d done something right.

      “Do we need to pinkie swear about the security on the crash investigation?” It seemed to fit but she was unfamiliar with the detailed rules governing pinkie swears versus other levels of secrecy classifications.

      “No,” Holly kept their fingers hooked. “Pinkie swears are way more powerful than security clearances.”

      “Oh. Okay. We should probably wake Mike.”

      “I’ll do it.” Holly

      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/bb_logo.jpg
Buchman Bookworks





OEBPS/images/mc03-condor-cvr-ii-fr-2550.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

M. L. BUCHMAN

“TOM CLANCY FANS
WILL CLAMOR FOR MORE"
- Publishers Weekly, Drone

A MIRANDA CHASE POLITICAL TECHNOTHRILLER

J.j H\ M JUR

1

<
.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





