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      Is an attack on the greatest shipping choke point in the world, the Strait of Malacca, a move for economic control…or something worse?

      A Wedgetail, the most powerful surveillance airplane in the skies, goes down—hard. Miranda and her team race to investigate, unwittingly placing themselves in the crosshairs.

      From the world’s greatest shipping chokepoint at the Strait of Malacca to the Malaysian wilderness, from the Australian Outback to the halls of power in Southeast Asia, survival becomes the greatest challenge.

      Can Miranda and her team unravel the crisis before it destroys global shipping and kills them all?
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      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Shira. I need information from your benefactor.” He pictured her, so pretty and perfect; so kept. Even now probably sunning on the balcony of that lovely Tel Aviv flat overlooking Geula Beach and the Mediterranean.

      “My benefactor?” Her voice trailed off but he could hear the shift in tone from cautious to edged…and then into doubt. Smart woman.

      “Benjamin. Aluf Benjamin Muntz.” Aluf was the equivalent of a two-star American general. “Director of Special Weapons Research for the Israeli Defense Forces.”

      They’d all met during a dinner hosted by Muntz half a year ago. Muntz had brought this Shira as his date—more than. Not engaged but that couldn’t be far off.

      “I need to know the locations of all of Israel’s aircraft equipped with the IB-weapon.”

      “Why would I⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s simple, my dear girl. You have a past.” A very dark one.

      “I—”

      “Roskovensky.” The silence over the phone was complete. She had traveled through many changes since then. Perhaps in a prior age that would have kept her past hidden, but the modern one was data-driven and his people knew how to leverage that.

      “You have your little claws into Muntz, and I’m sure you could talk even such an upstanding citizen around to your side.” And, of course, Shin Bet’s security goons would already know or they’d never have cleared her to be with their precious aluf. “However, I’m equally certain the Russians would still be most interested to have a chat with you regarding General Roskovensky’s unexpected demise ten years ago. They have long memories for past wrongs. One question?”

      She didn’t acknowledge.

      “Did you castrate him before or after you drove that kitchen knife under his chin and up into his brain?” He’d been the highest ranking death during the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014. All kept very hush-hush because the Russians couldn’t admit to such a loss, especially at the hands of a pretty little Ukrainian Jew.

      The silence continued.

      “Ah well. I was merely curious. I’ll call tomorrow at this time. You’ll have the precise location of each aircraft for me, won’t you, my dear?”

      He waited a long moment before hanging up.

      Step One: complete.

      Step Two: find a crew.

      Step Three: the plane.
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        39,000’ above the Strait of Malacca

      

      

      “I hate this place,” Nick grumbled over the intercom.

      “Wouldn’t be the strait without you saying so,” she replied as always. Though Royal Australian Air Force Group Captain Rowena McCain couldn’t argue.

      She’d flown more than two hundred patrols in this claustrophobic 737 above the strait. Watching it not through her eyes, because the operational center of the plane had no windows, but instead at the ten stations of tactical displays. She knew the critical seaway below as well as her own hand, though she’d rarely seen it with her own eyes.

      For the last two years, this roaring tube flying over the strait had become her home far more than the base housing at RAAF Tindal in the arid bush of the Northern Territory.

      The Strait of Malacca was a tactical nightmare, which had become like that itch that no amount of scratching eased. It teetered on the verge of collapse at every level: sea, air, and space. Every minor problem could have global ramifications with the amount of trade moving through here.

      “No, I really hate this place.” Wing Commander Nick Nelson completed the ritual that had existed since they’d both been lowly flight lieutenants on their first patrol together along the distant Arafura Sea. When they’d first flown the Strait of Malacca, he’d taught her the sign language for No, really!—the Bruce Willis two fingers pinching down to the thumb, then a forefinger flicked outward from the point of the chin. As if the hand gesture made it more true here than everywhere else he’d ever served. He raised a hand from his keyboard to make the gesture without turning from his displays.

      Nick, atypically dour for an Aussie but brilliant at his job, was a great hulk of a man. She’d chosen him to sit at her left hand as the senior Surveillance Officer the moment they’d bumped her to the command seat—all of last month.

      The Wedgetail—technically the Boeing 737 AEW&C, Airborne Early Warning and Control plane—was the hottest flying command in the RAAF. It was the only plane in the Royal Australian Air Force staffed by a group captain, the equivalent of an American colonel. She had the responsibility and the power to order immediate action if needed.

      “It’s a bit of clutter, mates,” Squadron Leader Grant Felton laughed. “But the place is bound to clear up one of these days.” The diametric opposite of Nick, Grant would be chortling at some joke during his own funeral. Pity he wasn’t as funny as he thought he was—though he was definitely as handsome. But she’d long since refused to fall for that.

      Her promotion to group captain—raising her to be the highest ranked Black Australian in the RAAF—made her twice the target she’d ever been before. Especially in the eyes of a dog like Grant. His conviction of being the best dingo in a shaggy pack didn’t make him the least bit more delightful. He’d hit on her the first day he’d joined the crew. To back him off, she’d finally threatened to recommend him for a lifetime of latrine duty in hisc next review. Which he referred to annoyingly often—as if the year since hadn’t worn the edges off it long ago. He remained convinced it was a bonding joke between them rather than an unvarnished threat.

      They occupied the first three of the ten side-facing consoles in the main cabin of the E-7A Wedgetail patrol jet. Grant’s role placed him at the forward end of the cabin closest to the main entry door and the cockpit. His job was to communicate with the two pilots forward and make sure that the plane stayed aloft and secure.

      She sat next in the command seat, with Nick to her left managing the surveillance team.

      Down the main cabin ranged seven more consoles, each wide enough for two screens, keyboard, keypad, and headset. Three along their port side of the plane and the remaining four to starboard. The count was split because of the large radio cabinets occupying the first two forward positions along the right side of the cabin.

      Each station faced the hull. Not that there were any windows to see out of. Instead, each headset-wearing operator in their comfortable swivel seat stared at a bank of displays showing different aspects of the world around them. They could talk to a nearby jet or access anywhere on the globe via satellite with equal ease. Some flights only called for a few operators, but all ten stations were manned continuously when patrolling the strait.

      Nick oversaw six of the seven down-cabin stations. He had responsibility for surveillance of everything that happened outside the plane. Somehow, he always managed to make sure that she was looking at the right thing at the right time. Nick had always done so, and now she had the absolute faith of experience in him.

      Grant managed his own console and the tech who oversaw communications. Between them, they handled every aspect of the aircraft’s operational integrity, including all the radars and radios that could be squeezed into or hung onto a 737’s airframe.

      Everything either Nick or Grant tagged as critical hit her display. At the moment, she was in overall command of far more than her plane. Security operations for the entire eight-hundred-kilometer length of the Strait of Malacca was hers for the duration of this patrol.

      Which left her in the middle…again. Story of her life.

      She’d been a middle sister with two gung ho brothers. One now a footie star and the other a world-class sailor. Not bad for a First Nations family working the big mines on the edge of the Great Victorian Desert. No longer in their shadows, she still sometimes felt stuck between her brothers’ bigger-than-life personalities.

      Always the quiet one, she now sat between the surveillance officer and the plane’s systems officer. Not to mention being a single woman caught between a pair of RAAF bachelors. One with puppy-dog-sad eyes that saw the world all too clearly; the other convinced he knew far more about her than he did.

      Nick tapped his screen, which highlighted a ship icon on hers.

      Too fast for a fishing vessel, too small for a container ship.

      “Satellite handy?” she asked.

      “UK bird coming up over Sri Lanka. We’ll have a visual five-minute window in three minutes.”

      “Roger that.” Rowena returned to studying other shipping activity while waiting to see if some pirate was unlucky enough to commit his crime within her Wedgetail’s long view of the strait.

      In her two and a half decades of service, Rowena had seen plenty of ugly around these parts. Malacca wasn’t going to be clearing up anytime soon, no matter Grant’s prediction. The only thing that would stop this glut through the strait was war. She’d gamed that all too often at headquarters; one of the ultimate no-win scenarios no matter how they looked at it. Sink a handful of big ships across the gut of the strait and it would be closed. The only real shocker was that it hadn’t happened yet; Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore might need each other, but they certainly didn’t like each other much.

      If the strait ever was closed, the only way to bypass it was a long haul south around Indonesia for the Strait of Lombok or on toward Australia and New Zealand. Ship owners most certainly didn’t want to pay for their deliveries to travel an extra three thousand kilometers before turning north.

      At the three-klick-wide choke point where the Malacca emptied out at Singapore, it wasn’t unusual to have ships three hundred meters long that needed half an hour and six kilometers to stop, lined up two or three abreast. One kilometer apart, with the same passing in the opposite direction.

      And that was merely the big trade boys. Add in more little boats than bugs in an Outback termite mound: local transports, fishermen, and world sailors, along with the occasional US Navy carrier group complete with submarines.

      The real trouble came because where there were countries, there was squabbling.

      And where there was congestion, there were pirates.

      The pressure of eight billion people on the planet made for a lot of poor—near enough half a billion of them within shooting distance of the Strait of Malacca—and a lot of those feeling no qualms about taking from the rich and giving to themselves.

      One poor freighter had been robbed four times in a single passage. The first time for the crew’s cash and valuables. Then someone pulled alongside and cross-pumped a hundred thousand gallons of diesel at gunpoint. Another pirate took twenty thousand more gallons, leaving her almost dry of fuel for her engines. The final pirates, finding the ship stripped, had ridden along for two days eating as much food from her stores as they could before disembarking. Thankfully, that hadn’t been on Australia’s watch.

      As there were no flotillas of military ships passing through at the moment, the pirates were the focus of today’s mission.

      Of course, from up here at thirty-nine thousand feet in the Wedgetail, they could also keep an eye on the pissing match China had turned into the next most likely war zone across much of the South China Sea. And not to forget Myanmar at the other end engaging anyone who’d listen to the latest military junta, which was no one with a pinch of common sense.

      “Never two days the same,” Grant teased.

      “Each worse than the one before,” Nick embraced his moroseness like an art form.

      Unlike her prior commander, Rowena appreciated the banter. A standard patrol lasted twelve hours unless something bad kicked in. Then they’d get a midair refueling and often hit twenty hours aloft. She could rotate some of the operators to the comfortable crew rest seats in the rear, but she never took advantage of that herself.

      That created its own kind of trouble. Being labeled as an overachiever pleased the top levels of command but irritated those immediately above her. They assumed she was after their jobs, which she was. The fact that she was smarter than most of them put together, and everyone knew it, didn’t help matters.

      The man she’d replaced had been aged out. Rather than making the grade to air commodore, he’d been grounded and was completing his final year from the ground. Angrier than a sack full of hornets, he’d turned over the Wedgetail to her command with only the barest of military protocols. She’d known he’d despised her for being better than he was—long since obvious to both of them as well as Command, who had promoted her—but she hadn’t known how much until the handover.

      Now off the plane and out of the No. 2 Security Forces Squadron, he was no longer her problem.

      Neither Nick nor Grant despised her, that she could tell. And neither aspired, both glad to be in straightforward service roles.

      Rowena, however, had her eye firmly trained on trading in the four thin stripes on her uniform for that one wide one of air commodore, equivalent to a US brigadier general. To achieve that, she had to hone her crew and her billion-Australian-dollar plane until they shone.

      Under the Five Power Defence Arrangements—Australia’s key military treaty with Singapore, the UK, New Zealand, and Malaysia—they helped to keep the trade moving as safely as possible throughout the region. Indonesia lay along the other side of the strait. Being too snarled in problems of their own, they cooperated, reluctantly, but did little to help.

      Australia’s Wedgetails had proven to be major assets in achieving smooth flow along this globally critical sea lane and she planned for her plane to be the most effective one in the fleet.

      But now that she was here, sea traffic wasn’t her only mission.

      “Talk to me about the air.” She hit the top right button on the soft-touch pad beside her keyboard to flip her view, relegating the sea to her secondary screen and showing her the surrounding air space on the primary.

      Nick flipped his screen to match. His three maritime staff specialists would alert him if anything went astray.

      “About the same sorry state,” Nick groused.

      They flew at thirty-nine thousand feet over two of the busiest airports in the world: Singapore’s Changi and Malaysia’s Kuala Lumpur International. The horizon lay four hundred kilometers away in all directions due to the Earth’s curvature, and they could see out to nine hundred for aircraft at altitude. Everything from Ho Chi Minh City to Jakarta showed up on the screens—it almost made the clutter down in the strait look rational. At least the shipping remained on the surface of the sea, other than the occasional submarine. The clutter of the air routes crisscrossed at every altitude imaginable.

      But the Wedgetail wasn’t called the most capable AEW&C plane aloft without reason. It specialized in sorting the noteworthy from the mundane at sea, in the air, and in near space out to a thousand kilometers. They might be watching the sea and air today, but if someone lofted a ballistic missile from beyond the horizon, the Wedgetail could find it before it reentered the atmosphere.

      Rowena scaled her view to the closest hundred kilometers in all directions and began identifying the patterns—something she did faster than anyone aboard. Always good to set a high bar for the staff.

      The magic of her view was created in the back half of the plane.

      Past the ten consoles and the small crew rest area, the aft half of the fuselage was closed off. From the wings back to the tail ranged some of the most sophisticated electronics anywhere. They controlled, fed, and watched through the Top Hat radar antenna. The antenna—like a fat-handled dough scraper jammed into the spine of the plane by a giant trying to split the fuselage in two lengthwise—ran from the plane’s midpoint to close before the tail and nearly as tall.

      This was not the thirty-foot-wide black-and-white spinning disk of the fifty-year-old E-3 Sentry AWACS planes. Those updated their radar view with one sweep every ten seconds. The E-7A Wedgetail’s MESA radar—multi-role electronically scanned array—offered a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view: sea low, airspace mid, and space high.

      “What’s the status on our stray boat?” Her internal timer had gone off that the imaging satellite should have cleared the horizon by now and be able to see the boat they’d spotted earlier.

      “Hang on. Hang on.” Nick counted the phrase off in seconds, working his keyboard. “There. The boat’s a service vessel. Registered. Called out to assist with a Saudi’s broken Number Two engine. Liberian registry, of course.” No accidental oil spill that could be traced to the Sauds, at least financially.

      Rowena glanced over at his console and saw a low-angle satellite image, a static picture of the same boat for comparison, and basic registry information. It was one of many kept docked along the strait, like tow trucks pre-positioned on major highways during rush hour.

      “Tell him to turn on his damn AIS.” Ships were supposed to run with their Automatic Identification System transponder operating for just this reason.

      After a quick radio call, the ship’s ID blinked to life on the screen, reporting that the boat was who she said she was.

      “Sounded hungover to me,” Nick said in a voice that sounded that way himself. But then he always did, sober or not.

      At her nod, he cleared the screen. One of his techs would keep an eye on it to make sure that it wasn’t a false-flag operation or, if legitimate, that the ship they were assisting didn’t break the traffic pattern in any dangerous fashion.

      Back to studying the air traffic.

      Commercial and cargo flights clustered in neat lines toward the major airports. Like a high-flying web that connected them to the wider world. Below them, feeder flights appeared like flowers, their predictable patterns blooming outward from major airports to smaller fields, then feeding back the other way.

      Every pattern wove together on her monitor to make clear and predictable forms that⁠—

      “Who’s this?”

      She tapped her screen.

      Nick glanced over at her console, squinted at it for a second, then turned back to his.

      “Small plane,” he reported. “Large bizjet class.” Another pause. “Fifty-five kilometers out. Heading zero-six-zero. Crossing our course in one minute fifty seconds. Flight Level Four-Zero.”

      The Wedgetail flew northwest at thirty-nine thousand feet along the length of the far-below strait; they could sweep it from one extremity to the other every hour. The unknown flight flew northeast at forty thousand feet.

      If it was a feeder flight climbing out of West Sumatra, Indonesia, it would still be far lower. To the southwest, beyond Sumatra, there was nowhere to come from. Nothing except the vast empty stretches of the Indian Ocean where the Malaysian airliner MH370 had disappeared, and not found even a decade later after the largest search-and-rescue operation in maritime history.

      “Forty thousand should be a dead zone,” she reminded Nick. “Verify.”

      “Flight Level Four-Zero verified. Ninety seconds out.”

      Eastbound aircraft should be at Flight Level Three-Seven or Four-One. With their own present westbound course at Three-Nine, it created a two-thousand-foot vertical buffer between planes going in opposite directions—or it was supposed to. Nobody should be at Four-Zero unless they were in transition between flight levels.

      “Identity?” Rowena asked.

      “No transponder. Radar shows…” Nick kept working his keyboard.

      In seconds he’d re-tuned the big Top Hat radar from wide-area survey to threat-sector analysis in the direction of the unknown aircraft. Focusing the entirety of the MESA radar on a single aircraft vastly increased the detail.

      “Bogey is a Dassault Falcon 2000 business jet. Typically, ten passengers and two crew. There’s a belly extension I don’t recognize. It isn’t an antenna.”

      She didn’t like this.

      “Perhaps it’s lost. Or going walkabout. Forty-five seconds out.” At a combined closure rate of seventeen hundred kilometers per hour, distances shrank fast.

      She watched it continue its approach for five more seconds. That earlier itch turned into a burn.

      “Grant. Get us away from this guy.”

      “Roger.” He keyed his connection to the pilots. “Jackson, turn immediate heading⁠—”

      He yelped and slapped off his intercom headset.

      “What the bloody hell?” He was rubbing at his ears.

      “Report?” Rowena asked when he didn’t speak.

      “Pray I’m hallucinating.” He picked up the headset, held it near one ear, then dialed down the volume before pulling it back on. “Jackson? Boller?”

      The Wedgetail pilots’ names.

      Rowena tapped for the cockpit intercom channel.

      Nothing.

      Except a loud roar.

      Like—

      “What did you hear, Grant?”

      “Screams. Like blood-curdling ones. Kind of sound you never want to hear—ever. Jackson? Boller?”

      All she heard was wind.

      Grant undid his seat harness.

      Rowena had been wearing only her lap belt, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Nick pulling on the two shoulder straps to make it a four-point harness. She did the same for herself. When she pulled the strap from the front-edge of the seat to attach all five points, Nick looked pained before doing the same. All down the cabin, she could hear the quiet snick of five-point harnesses being latched into place.

      Grant pounded on the door a few times. Then he keyed in the unlock code on the external keypad beside the cockpit’s safety door.

      After waiting through the long pause that gave the pilots the option to override the unlock request, the three lights turned green, indicating all three locks had opened.

      He turned the handle and tugged.

      Then harder.

      He pulled his hand back and looked at it strangely for a moment, rubbing it. Then he ran his hand around the edge of the door.

      Next, he shoved aside one earmuff of his headset, picked up the intercom phone hung beside the door, and called out the pilot’s names. He listened, then hung it up very slowly and turned to face her.

      “I think we just lost the pilots.”
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      Grant was flight qualified, but that didn’t do him any good on the cabin side of the door.

      He touched the door handle again. Cold, icy cold, changing even as he’d gripped it. That could happen only if the cockpit was open to the outside air at thirty-nine thousand feet—minus fifty degrees Celsius.

      Around the edges of the door, gasketed against possible gas attacks, he’d felt cold metal and the slightest inward breeze at two of the corners.

      If the crew had gotten their oxygen masks on, he’d be able to talk to them. Or at least hear them shouting into their masks.

      No response when he tried the handset again.

      Birds couldn’t reach this altitude. A vulture had once struck a plane at thirty-seven thousand feet, but that had been fifty years ago over Africa, not here. Even if that’s what had happened, a bird strike shouldn’t have taken out both pilots.

      He thought of the 1990 British Airways flight when the front windshield had blown out due to being fitted with the wrong screws. It had dragged the pilot out the windshield. He was only saved by a cabin crewman who happened to be in the cabin, delivering tea. He’d hung onto the captain’s feet for the entire descent and landing, saving the captain’s life while the copilot landed the plane. And that had been from seventeen thousand feet, not thirty-nine.

      The screams. He’d definitely heard two screams—one male, one female.

      Flight Lieutenant Mathilda Jackson. Please let her be okay. After six months together, they’d started talking about getting engaged. Maybe get an off-base house in Katherine, or at least a flat to call home. If she was gone, he’d⁠—

      “Systems, this is comms. We also lost topside TCAS and GPS.” It was his communications tech reporting over the intercom.

      The Traffic Collision Avoidance System had two antennas, one above the cockpit and one below. The GPS antenna perched directly aft of the topside TCAS; they were the first two of the many mounted along the plane’s spine.

      “Cause?” He asked his tech.

      “Unclear. Still have signal from the lower TCAS.”

      “Roger, keep troubleshooting. Report when you have more.”

      He glanced at Rowena. She’d been watching him, but he barely knew where to begin. Mathilda was⁠—

      Focus.

      Focus on duty.

      Report even though Rowena would have heard everything.

      “Pilots apparently incapacitated. Cockpit open to atmosphere at altitude. We’ve lost topside TCAS and GPS.”

      “Whatever took out the pilots probably took out the first two antennas.” Of course. That sharp mind of hers jumped to the obvious conclusion far faster than his ever could. She was absolutely right.

      Which meant⁠—

      Grant keyed his mike. “Comms, this is Systems. Do we still have SATCOM? And if not, how about VHF?”

      “Five-by-five on SATCOM and VHF. Both still show stable signals.”

      “Roger.” He turned back to Rowena. “Forward-most two antennas gone. But we have the others.”

      “With our pilots incapacitated, how do we get back control of the cockpit?” In other words, how was he going to get them flying rather than lofting along on autopilot until they ran out of fuel and crashed into the ocean beside MH370—wherever the hell they had gone to die.

      Grant wanted to wrap himself around all that cool control of Rowena McCain. Not the woman herself, a damned prickly sheila. She’d made sure that he’d heard that message loud and clear from the first time they’d met. But he couldn’t resist poking at that perfect officer material because, damn, was she a major improvement over the last guy.

      She reminded him so much of his best mate in secondary school. They’d been right and left wings on the most mediocre soccer team in Melbourne—never great nor terrible, all right up the middle, despite their best efforts. He’d had a lot of fun but, like Rowena, Bobby took it all so seriously.

      Unlike him and Bobby, she was the most competent officer he’d ever served with. And right now, having Group Captain Rowena McCain sitting beside him forced him to think they might find some way out of this.

      “Uh…we have to balance the pressure between the main cabin and the cockpit. Right now, the door is being held shut by the difference in air pressure. Two-tenths of an atmosphere in the cockpit is about three pounds per square inch; cabin set for standard in-flight lowered pressure, say eleven psi on this side, giving a differential of eight psi holding that door shut.” Some numbers simply didn’t work as well in metric, a hundred kilopascals?

      “Get on it.” Then she turned to Nick on her left. “Get me everything you can on that Falcon jet. I need information to send to Command.”

      “Could it be coincidence?” Nick asked.

      Grant wondered about that himself. The Falcon hadn’t fired at them—the Wedgetail was equipped to identify and avoid a missile, including automatic evasive maneuvers and chaff boxes. Neither of which had happened. The Falcon had still been six miles out when they’d lost the pilots.

      Rowenna tipped her head in consideration. “Just don’t lose track of it, Nick.” Then she was on the radio, reporting the loss of the pilots.

      Focus, Grant.

      He was out in the wind on his own.

      How to break into a cockpit fortified to stop precisely that?

      There would be no lowering the cabin pressure from back here; those controls were in the inaccessible cockpit on the wrong side of the pressure barrier. And that air pressure, so much higher in the cabin than outside at thirty-nine thousand feet, held the various cabin doors shut with…five tonnes per square meter. That’s if they weren’t already locked in place by flight-lock plungers as long as the throttles were advanced. No physical way to open the main or wing doors in flight. He could smash out a window, but he’d save that idea for a last resort.

      Where the hell was Bobby when he needed him? Bobby was the one who could cobble together a working ute out of the parts from three wrecked pickup trucks. Grant’s skills were that he’d been a better driver and could always scare up a couple sheilas to ride with them.

      He’d become an RAAF pilot, and Bobby still worked in his pop’s car shop. How the hell was he supposed to get through that door—fast? Especially if he lied to himself that Mathilda might still be alive on the other side. It had been two minutes since those screams. Brain death from oxygen deprivation at this altitude started at four minutes.

      No sledgehammer would get through that door in time, even if he had one.

      No crowbar.

      How about⁠—

      He dumped his headset and raced down the aisle between the backs of the techs staying focused on their consoles. No one in the crew rest area. He keyed his way through the door at the aft end of the Wedgetail’s cabin.

      Under the Top Hat radar antenna, Grant could feel the power humming from the massive equipment cabinets that lined both sides within the back half of the fuselage. Should he have had them shut down the radar before he came back here? Too late now. If microwaves or something were going to cook him, it simply gave him all the more reason to hustle.

      The MESA radar seemed to loom in the ceiling above his head, as likely to kill him as not. Only a narrow maintenance aisle stretched between the cabinets of electronics necessary to run the beast.

      During his preflight inspection, he’d spotted a toolbox back here, left by a service tech. Grant had figured to teach him a lesson about cleaning up by not returning the kit until after the flight. Now he blessed the man. Twice over, too, after Grant dug out the battery-operated drill and it gave a bright whirr of a full charge when he pulled the trigger.

      Biggest steel bit he could find. Spare battery.

      Then he pictured all the small holes it would take to relieve the air pressure differential enough to open the door. Too long.

      He might have to resort to busting out a window after all. Then he spotted a hank of half-inch rope.

      He remembered the last time he’d ever let Bobby drive. Bobby had dropped two wheels into a ditch a kilometer after they’d picked up the Larkin twins for a seriously hot date. Bobby had made some excuse about not expecting where Betsy had slid her hand while he was shifting gears.

      Grant had been so furious as he watched those two fine girls start walking home in a huff that he’d almost missed what Bobby did. A hank of rope just this size run between the rear hitch and a ghost gum tree. He’d had them out of the ditch in five minutes—five minutes too late in the twin’s eyes when they’d caught up with them halfway to home. They wouldn’t even accept a ride for the last of the hot, dusty stretch.

      Hurrying forward with the drill and rope, Grant closed the heavy door, isolating the radar controls in the back half of the plane.

      “Oxygen masks!” he shouted as he passed the operator stations. “Everyone, masks!”

      Once he reached the door, he tossed the drill and battery onto his seat. Then he prayed that the door handle had been built as stoutly as the door.

      Looping one end of the rope around the handle, he tied the other to the base of Rowena’s chair. His own chair was too close to the door to get the right angle. Then he thought better of it and doubled it around and back to the handle. He had no idea what would happen if the rope broke.

      “Hey! What are you up to, Grant?” Rowena’s voice was barely understandable through the oxygen mask she’d pulled down from the overhead cubby.

      He ignored her. If she wanted to think he was flirting with her legs, she was welcome to. Whatever rang her chimes. Three minutes was coming up fast, and Mathilda would start some serious dying by four.

      Grant stepped to the middle of the tautly strung rope. A glance showed that everyone had their masks on—except him. He yanked on the portable system that hung on the back of the comms cabinet.

      Grabbing the middle of the rope, he pulled it sideways. The power of triangles. A small pull sideways applied a massive amount of force at either end. One end pinned to Rowena’s seat, the other to the door handle. That’s how Bobby had freed the truck from the ditch. Triangles.

      He applied a steady pull sideways. The handle didn’t rip off. That was a good start.

      He keyed the unlock code again, which had automatically reset. The infinite seconds of the entry alarm sounding in the cockpit stretched on and on but elicited no override. Please let her be alive. The lights went green.

      “Shit! Nick!” he shouted through the mask. “I need you to turn the handle while I pull.”

      Rowena was first out of her chair though, shifting to another portable breathing kit. She also grabbed a fire extinguisher, which made little sense. The door was cold with altitude, not hot with fire.

      Stepping past him, she knelt below the line of the rope and twisted the handle.

      Once again, Grant pulled on the rope.

      Slowly.

      Slowly.

      Would the metal in the handle be significantly more brittle for being another seventy degrees Celsius colder than normal? Bobby wasn’t around to ask. It didn’t matter. It would either work or not.

      The scream was different this time. Definitely non-human—wind shriek.

      As he leaned harder and harder against the line, the door cracked open just enough. Cabin air blasted into the cockpit and was ripped away by the low pressure at this high altitude.

      The moment the pressure dropped, additional oxygen masks dropped out of the ceiling. Then the pressurization system kicked into overdrive, pumping even more air into the cabin.

      His ears banged one way when he got the door cracked and the cabin pressure plummeted. They banged the other when it slammed closed again and the air system strained to drive the cabin pressure back up toward normal levels.

      Grant leaned into the rope again, Rowena swung the handle.

      The air’s shrill cry turned into a roar once the door swung open by a hand’s breadth.

      Rowena’s tight hair bun let go and her face disappeared in curls of long black hair whipping forward.

      The wind from cabin to open cockpit slammed her brutally into the gap. She managed to brace herself by squaring her shoulders and hitting one on the door and the other on the door jamb. If the handle broke now, it would chop off her face and most of one arm. Yet he could open it no wider. He already had the rope pulled until his back lay against the closed main passenger-entry door. He’d have gotten another thirty centimeters of pull if he'd stood on the other side of the rope.

      Next time.

      If there was a next time.

      Despite her desperate position, Rowena managed to slide the fire extinguisher into the gap. Damn but she was sharp.

      She waved a hand for him to slacken the rope and dragged her head clear.

      He eased it down until the fire extinguisher took the load. Then he stepped forward to help her out of the door’s maw.

      Rowena’s eyes were rolling back in her head by the time he managed it. Her mask had been ripped off by the maelstrom of air exiting the cabin and rushing into the cockpit. Her forehead had a nasty gash from where she’d smacked it into the edge of the door. Possible concussion too by the way she was behaving.

      He dragged her back to her seat and Nick helped him strap her in and get a fresh mask on. Someone from down-cabin found a first aid kit. Nick wrapped a bandage around her head several times to staunch the bleeding. All they could do for her at the moment.

      Nick donned another portable kit while Grant tightened the rope. Together they finally managed to fully open the door, careful not to get tossed about by the mass of air exiting the main cabin and heading out the missing cockpit windows.

      Grant braced himself against the pull as he eased into the cockpit with Nick close behind him.
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      Both front windows were gone.

      Nick more surged than stepped into the cockpit behind Grant. He managed to dodge sideways out of the wind racing through the door. It died quickly as the cabin pressure equalized enough that the air currents did not drag him straight out the missing windshield. The last of the warm air brushed against his back as the frigid cockpit air washed over his front. He felt like Han Solo caught half buried in carbonite and half sticking out into the world.

      The sound was horrific. Eight hundred kilometers-per-hour of too-thin atmosphere hammered into the plane with an unholy wail. He assumed it would be a full-on roar at lower altitudes where there was more air to tear at them. The windows weren’t shattered. The heavy acrylic had been melted and flowed in uneven gaps until little remained.

      From the relatively stable air pocket behind the pilot’s seat, he could see the entire vista of the Strait of Malacca. The broad, forested plains of Sumatra backed by the Barisan Mountains and its forty volcanoes, though none were erupting at the moment. To the right, the quieter rolls of the worn mountains of the Malay Peninsula reaching above the tree line only here and there.

      In a great stripe before them, like a blue highway fifty kilometers wide, lay the strait itself. Thirty percent of the world’s annual trade, carried by ninety-five thousand ships—one every six minutes, night and day—dotted the waters below.

      Grant turned toward the copilot’s right-hand seat first…

      Nick followed his stare.

      By her long blonde hair, it was Mathilda Jackson. Except there was something odd about its length and coloring, as if parts had been burned away. Grant turned aside and lifted his mask barely in time to barf behind the copilot’s seat. The swirling air plastered half of it on Grant’s clothes and some on Nick’s own.

      Nick fought past Grant as the man struggled for air to heave again, and looked at the pilot in the left-hand seat.

      He had no face. In its place, blackened and shrunken skin stretched tight over the skull. His mouth wide open and his eye sockets empty.

      Now Nick knew what the extension under the Falcon’s belly had been. A laser. Big enough to melt the windshield as it passed close and scorch the pilots’ faces. Fifty, possibly a hundred kilowatts—military grade.

      Definitely not a coincidence. The Falcon 2000 had attacked them.

      Nick checked Mathilda for a pulse.

      It was there, fluttering. Though not as badly burned, Mathilda looked long past caring.

      Nick undid her harness and pulled her out of the chair.

      He dragged her as gently as he could out of the battering wind and toward the cabin.

      Grant weaved on his feet in the small space behind the copilot’s seat.

      Nick lay Mathilda down in the aisle, then reset Grant’s oxygen mask over his face. Rather than trying to shout through the thin air loudly enough to be audible over the shrieking wind, he pushed Grant toward the copilot’s seat. He flopped down like such a rag doll that Nick was half afraid he’d be sucked out the missing windshield to tumble down into the blue waters below.

      But the air pressure had balanced and no wind pushed through from the cabin. Instead it battered and swirled about the cockpit space. Bracing his feet wide against the bitterly cold torrent, Nick clipped Grant into the harness.

      Putting his mouth close by Grant’s ear, he shouted, “Time to save our asses!” Grant was the only other flight-qualified officer aboard.

      Grant nodded once, a second time as if gathering himself together, then reached for the flight controls.

      Nick thumped him on the shoulder, the only kind of recognition that could be felt in the hammering gusts, then dragged Mathilda aft.

      Past the slumped Rowena, his own empty workstation, and the other staff—several bleeding from their ears or eyes at the sudden pressure change, probably desperate for someone to tell them what to do. Several of them were doubled over in obvious agony. The sudden decompression from the normal seven-thousand-foot cabin pressure to thirty-nine-thousand, under twenty percent of what they’d experienced at sea level a few short hours ago, had bubbles of nitrogen forming in their joints. The comms operator lay unmoving on her console with her eyes wide open—something had blown out in her brain.

      Nick tugged Mathilda aft to the crew rest area.

      He should go and check on his commander. He’d never served under anyone like her and knew he’d never again have the chance.

      He should go forward and get the pilot; Nick hadn’t thought to check Boller’s pulse.

      Rowena’s report to Command had only the barest information: location and loss of pilots, a crossing aircraft. Nothing about the Falcon or its laser. He knew far more now and should call it in.

      Yet none of those things seemed more important than sitting beside Mathilda Jackson. He put a ceiling-dropped oxygen mask loosely over her face—but didn’t give it the tug that would start oxygen flowing and prolong the inevitable.

      Nick felt the shift when Grant finally nosed the plane down.

      Not too fast, mate. Not too fast. Get back into the oxygen too soon and her body might survive. Her brain would have already suffered permanent debilitation from oxygen deprivation.

      Nick held Mathilda’s fine hand between both of his, one finger slid onto her wrist pulse.

      An absolute head-turner, he’d skipped lust and jumped straight to gone on her the first day they’d met. That charming lilt leftover from her German immigrant heritage distilled by a generation in Oz. Her amiable smile and trusting ways. She was one of those people glad to share her deepest thoughts if asked. Inviting him to do the same.

      They’d had a couple of friendly lunches together and he’d been gearing up to ask her on a date when Grant had crashed onto the scene. She’d fallen for his charm before Nick realized what was happening.

      He couldn’t begrudge Grant his good fortune; he was Mathilda’s choice. But⁠—

      The small cold hand in his warmed slowly, too slowly. That was good. Little or no heat came from inside her—incongruous with all the warmth that had come from her heart. She’d treated him as if he weren’t some beast of an overgrown water buffalo. But the only joules of energy seeping into her hands came from his two clumsy meat hooks.

      He squeezed her fingers and tried to imagine her squeezing his back, but even pretending didn’t make it so.

      By the time Grant leveled out the plane at a lower altitude, her pulse still beat. The rhythm faltered worse than a child’s attempt to play Für Elise on the piano, but it continued.

      Please, don’t survive this, Mathilda. He spoke to her body, knowing the woman inside was already gone.

      He didn’t know what made him look out the window. It wasn’t a typical habit as there were very few windows on an E-7A Wedgetail: the cockpit, the small circular window on the main passenger door, and the ones here in the crew rest area. Rowena never came back here during a flight except to grab some tucker to take back
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