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      When a political conspiracy targets the White House’s aircraft—only the nation’s #1 air-crash investigators can save the country.

      The White Top helicopters of HMX-1 are known by a much more familiar name: Marine One. The S-92A, the newest helicopter in the HMX fleet, enters service after years of testing.

      When their perfect safety record lies shattered across a shopping mall, Miranda Chase and her team of NTSB air-crash investigators go in. They must discover if it was an accident, a declaration of war, or something even worse.
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        Naval Air Station Anacostia

        Elevation: unlisted for security reasons

        Washington, DC

        Six days ago

      

      

      

      Major Tamatha Jones forced herself to breathe calmly. Marine Corps helicopter pilots were not supposed to be nervous under any conditions, but today was proving to be the exception to the rule. Within the next thirty minutes, she’d be flying the President aboard his Marine One helicopter for her first time.

      She worked her way through the preflight walkaround—a wholly redundant activity here at HMX-1. Their mechanics were the best in the world and the squadron’s birds reflected it; they had to. And none more so than her helo. When the President of the United States stepped aboard and it became Marine One, everything had to be perfect.

      But she still always did a full preflight inspection after the crew chiefs were done.

      Then she took one more circle around her brand-new VH-92A Superhawk just…because. Sixty-eight feet and six inches of executive transport muscle. Marine green below, white top above, and, block-lettered in white down the sides, “United States of America.” The only bright colors on the entire bird were also the ones that mattered most—the blue-and-yellow Presidential seals affixed below both pilots’ side windows.

      For her passengers’ sake, the Superhawk offered luxury seating, including a pair of armchairs for the President and a guest, couches alongside, and more seating to the rear. Less obvious were the armor, attack evasion gear (both passive and active), a fully isolatable air system, and a communications suite that could run a war—at least a small one. This wasn’t Air Force One after all.

      During the last four years of testing and certification of the VH-92A, Tamatha had made the landing on the White House’s South Lawn over a hundred times in the simulator. She’d also made it in the real world seven times—always when the President was not in residence so that he wouldn’t be disturbed.

      But today was the first transport of President Roy Cole aboard the Marine’s newest bird. And unexpectedly, the first Presidential “lift” in a Superhawk had fallen to her—carrying him from the White House for the ten-mile flight to Air Force One waiting at Andrews Air Force Base.

      Normally, HMX-1 commander Colonel McGrady was the President’s pilot. But he was already prepositioned at Tel Nof Airbase in Israel, the first stop of the President’s whirlwind global tour. The colonel would fly more than twenty-seven hours with the President aboard—and many more without him—during the next six days.

      She’d be aloft for approximately six and a half minutes.

      It didn’t matter.

      McGrady had tapped her for the Number Two slot, and she would be the first to fly the Commander-in-Chief aboard a Superhawk. Life just didn’t get any damn better than being a Marine Corps pilot.

      She trailed a hand over the shining paint job, after wiping her fingertips on the leg of her dress slacks to make sure she wouldn’t leave any smudges. The dark green paint was mirror-bright enough for her to check the set of her short-sleeved Service C—or more commonly Service Charlie—tan uniform shirt. Even the hubs of the wheels shone. Not a spec of grease would dare blemish a Marine One helo, not when it was prepared by the Marines of HMX-1.

      At the nose of the bird, Tamatha turned to face her helo directly and saluted sharply.

      “Seriously, Major?” Her copilot strolled over from the ready room. Vance “Tex” Brown was from Texas rather than the great state of Colorado, so there was no accounting for him. They’d flown together back in the VMM-265 out of Okinawa, and he knew full well that she always saluted any aircraft she was about to fly. It was a connection to her grandfather, who had told her stories of doing the same.

      Always thanked my birds for getting me home safe—before the flight. Musta worked. Then he’d laugh that glorious laugh of his. He’d flown three tours in Vietnam and come home to Boulder alive. As a little girl, she’d eaten up every story he’d tell. He was so proud, she was actually afraid he was going to die the day she told him she made HMX-1.

      “Here be Dragons!” Vance practically shouted the VMM-265’s motto.

      “No longer a Dragon, Captain. You’re a Nighthawk. Though I still don’t know how you fit your Texan ego in the cockpit.”

      “I turn it down so it doesn’t shame your mere Coloradoan past. Besides, once a Dragon, always a Dragon,” Vance insisted. The emblem of the VMM-265 was very cool and she’d worn it with immense pride—a green dragon wound through the heart of the Japanese kanji for dragon. The dragons flew primarily out of Okinawa.

      But now she wore the crossed rotor blades of HMX-1 and there was no prouder patch in the Corps except for the Presidential Pilot patch they’d both be cleared to wear after this flight.

      She ignored Vance and circled to the right forward stair. Unlike the prior HMX-1 helos, the entry door was on the pilot’s side. Whenever one of those landed on the White House lawn, the newsies were always photographing the copilot. Her big Superhawk would land facing the other way and she would be the one in the photographs.

      Because of that, she double-checked that the Presidential Seal below her window was perfectly clean. Crew Chief Mathieson caught her at it and just grinned. Not a chance he would have missed that. There was an entire special protocol for cleaning and maintenance of the right front quadrant of the Superhawk. It, along with Sergeant Mathieson, would be the two most photographed Marine Corps assets for several years to come. Times ten today, as this was the first Superhawk flight.

      It was only fitting that he was the one photographed while he waited to salute the President at the base of the stairs. It was really his bird; she simply was allowed to fly it.

      They’d pre-staged at Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling at the juncture of the Anacostia and Potomac Rivers close by downtown DC early this morning. A sea fog was rolling in to their main base at Quantico near the mouth of the Potomac, and she hadn’t wanted to risk being grounded.

      At Anacostia, the Marines kept the HMX-1 hangar and the sixty-thousand square feet that made up the squadron’s seven helipads as a forward operating base, so that a Marine helo would always be within three minutes of the White House. The rest of the old Flying Field had long since been consumed by office buildings, primarily the headquarters of the Defense Intelligence Agency.

      Give her a helo cockpit over a desk any day of the week.

      Once in and seated, she took that crucial moment to switch her brain over. The thousand worries from overseeing her section of the squadron—training new pilots and making sure every action or decision was properly updated in both the training and the logged procedures—all of it went away.

      For the next hour or so, she was just a pilot and nothing else mattered.

      She and Vance buckled in and started down the checklists. They could do it by rote, but they followed every step in the standard call-and-response that had kept pilots alive since the beginning of flight.

      To her left and right, two identical birds were doing the same. HMX-1 always flew in flights of two or three—one designated primary and the others as decoy birds. In flight, the three of them would shuffle about the sky so that no one could guess which carried the President.

      “Package ready?” she keyed the mic.

      First, the two decoys acknowledged, then the two Night Stalkers’ gunships that were already aloft in a high guard position. The black helos of the 160th SOAR typically flew overwatch of the official “lift package” as the Marine Corps flight was known.

      Last of all, the White House Military Office confirmed. The WHMO was responsible for the scheduling of White House flights, and their call meant the mission was still a Go.

      Tiny wisps of fog that had wandered this far up the Potomac were blasted aside as the three big VH-92As took to the sky for their first-ever Presidential lift.

      Her world condensed even further. The key to flying at this level was to be completely present. And she was.

      Two hundred feet above Anacostia, she sliced over the golf course that divided the Anacostia and Potomac Rivers and turned upriver.

      The route was the most highly guarded air route in the world. The P-56 Prohibited Areas surrounding the White House, the National Mall, and the Vice President’s house were all tucked tight beside the incredibly restricted approach to Reagan National Airport. Except during an emergency evacuation, no one was allowed to fly the P-56 except the Marine Corps helicopters of HMX-1.

      Just one more reason Tamatha was proud to be a Marine.

      Hard right past the Jefferson Memorial.

      Maintain altitude across the National Mall, well below the top of the Washington Monument.

      That perfect instant when everything lined up. The Washington Monument and the Capitol building to the right; the World War II Memorial, the Reflecting Pool, and Lincoln to the left.

      She always allowed herself a three-second glance to either side—to check that the airspace remained clear, of course. Unable to take her hands from the controls to salute the marble President, she always gave Lincoln a respectful nod.

      No one except an HMX-1 pilot, not even the President, was privileged to have such a view of the nation’s capital as she had through the wraparound windshield of her high-visibility cockpit. For now, she stayed focused. She could cheer later when she watched herself tonight; she’d been careful to set Record on CNN for the next two hours, plus the nightly news.

      She and Vance did, however, trade grins.

      Sergeant Mathieson had left his seat directly behind her own to stand between the seats and watch the city with them. It wasn’t regulation, but no one deserved it more.

      One of the decoy helos slid in front of her and headed for the South Lawn. At the fifty-foot treetop level, he peeled up and to the right, coming to a hover over the Treasury Building to the east. The other decoy was close on her tail until she began the final descent. He too peeled off to take up station above the Eisenhower Executive Office Building to the west. The two decoys and the two overwatch birds hung back far enough that rotor noise wouldn’t disturb the President’s departure.

      First, she flattened the spray from the South Lawn fountain with her rotor downwash. Ducking down between the trees, the approach always looked impossibly small. But practice had taught her that the helo fit, as long as the pilot was perfect. A deep breath prepared her for the final move.

      At twenty-five feet, she hovered directly facing the White House. A hundred cameras were focused on her, but the press corps was irrelevant and she ignored them.

      She eyed the three six-foot aluminum disks, doing her best to fix their positions in her mind. As the White House ground crew had pre-placed them in the proper layout for her bird, all she had to do was hit the marks.

      No ground crew, because HMX-1 Marine pilots didn’t need them.

      Instead, her guides were two six-inch-wide, twenty-foot-long strips of canvas tacked to the lawn.

      The first step was to move directly over the disks. She wouldn’t see them again until she was down.

      “L marks the spot,” Tamatha muttered to herself as she slowly twisted the helo to face to the left so that the entry door would be facing the West Wing and the President’s route of arrival.

      If she turned to look over her shoulder, she’d be able to see part of the disk that had to end up beneath her right wheel, but practice had taught her that was a distraction.

      Head up, face front when flying. Colonel McGrady had made it clear what he expected of his Marine Corps pilots, and she’d given everything she had to getting it right by the McGrady Bible.

      Must have worked; she was here.

      She lined up the two canvas strips, one dead ahead of her nose and the other at ninety degrees to the tip of the nose, and eased down on the collective control with her left hand.

      The wheels kissed down.

      A nice tap onto a hard surface: no soft, missed-the-disk-and-hit-the-grass feel.

      There was also no secondary jolt; she’d nailed the magic of putting down all three wheels exactly level. With a wheelbase that measured ten-six wide and twenty feet long, that was as much luck as skill, but she was glad Lady Luck was on her side this morning.

      Set the parking brake. Engines to idle. Brake the rotors to a stop.

      She was here.

      Parked on the White House South Lawn. She glanced right as Sergeant Mathieson lowered the door, descended, and moved to guard the stair. Unlike the old Presidential helos, the Superhawk possessed only the one entrance—no back stair for everyone other than the President and his family.

      Tamatha checked the clock, precisely five minutes early.

      Exactly when she wanted to be.

      Though she could do without the news-pool photographers who, for the next five minutes, would have nothing to photograph except her aircraft, her crew chief, and herself.
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      “You’re both with me. Let’s move.”

      “Are you sure it’s not too late to resign, Mr. President?” General Drake Nason pushed back from the Situation Room table and rose to his feet.

      An orderly somewhere blanked the display screen of the recent clashes map of the Middle East they’d been studying along with the National Security Advisor.

      President Roy Cole laughed, which had been the point. “If you resign, you have to give me notice so that I can quit first.”

      “I knew there was a catch.”

      “Between you and Sarah, I’ve got to find myself better help.”

      “Hey, I’m Jewish,” NSA Sarah Feldman protested, “whining is part of the heritage. Just listen to my mother and her three sisters for five minutes and you’ll know. I have no idea what his problem is, Mr. President.”

      The three of them had practically been in each other’s pockets all week in preparation for this trip; few vestiges of formality beyond the President’s title had survived such an effort.

      Drake was actually looking forward to the trip. As a four-star general and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he rarely left the circuit of the Pentagon and the White House anymore. Spending a week aloft aboard Air Force One was a welcome break—and even the chance to ease global political problems was exhilarating.

      The Middle East was always a nightmare. Hopefully this trip would dial it back some…maybe…not likely. At each stop, while the President was meeting with a country’s leaders, he and Sarah would be meeting with their counterparts in a three-pronged attack—executive, security, and military—which they’d agreed not to call an attack but definitely was.

      The second part of the trip around the globe to Southeast Asia had much more potential for success. After two days of meetings in Singapore, then Hanoi, and brief stops in Australia and New Zealand, they’d fly to western Canada for the nightmare of the G-7 meeting.

      It was going to be a brutally long week.

      “How did this become my life?” He teased the President as he picked up the beautiful Berluti leather satchel that Lizzy had bought him for their one-year anniversary—which had probably cost as much as the pearl necklace he’d bought for her.

      The President headed out the Situation Room door. “You both made the same damn mistake: you said ‘Yes’ when I asked you to serve.”

      “Damn it! I knew it was something,” Sarah gathered the final files off the Situation Room table and slipped them into her own briefcase. She fussed with her pantsuit jacket.

      “You look fine, Sarah…” Drake let the sentence drag like a tease.

      “But what?” she glanced up at him as they followed the President up the stairs, then headed toward the Oval Office for the President to get his coat.

      “But don’t worry, all they’re going to care about is him and his new helicopter.”

      Roy glanced back. “The new Marine One? About time. I was afraid they wouldn’t be ready for the next President.”

      “The Marine Corps seems to think that being careful means four years of testing.”

      “Well,” Sarah commented, “I for one am in favor of that. Helicopters make me crazy.”

      Through the Oval Office’s bulletproof glass—so thick that everything outside looked like a watercolor that had been caught in the rain—Drake saw the VH-92A Superhawk shining in the South Lawn sun. He loved helos. As a 75th Army Ranger, he’d ridden in many of them. Even ones flown by Marines, God help him. He missed sitting on the cargo deck, kitted up with a band of door-kicking Ranger brothers, and watching the world zip by below his dangling feet. He was sure that the times weren’t as romantic as he remembered them—definitely not the awful years of the Bosnian War—but the nostalgia still wrapped around him at times.

      The VH-92A had been a long time coming.

      It couldn’t have any real relation to this trip, but it gave him hope anyway. Hope that maybe they could turn a few things around in the Middle East.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Major Tamatha Jones watched the President emerge from the Oval Office.

      President Cole was a creature of habit, which wasn’t always a good thing for security, but the Marine in her appreciated it.

      His feet hit the South Lawn of the White House at precisely two minutes before scheduled departure. He took four questions from the gathered newsies. By his gestures, this time they were all about the new helicopter. She concentrated on looking busy, only watching with her peripheral vision.

      At thirty seconds to go, he waved goodbye. When she glanced directly at him after he turned his back on the newsies, she could see the deep exhaustion he’d been hiding from them. Seven years in office had definitely taken their toll. Yet he saluted Mathieson neatly. Then he stopped to shake hands with him before boarding. A leader who treated his underlings as people was far too rare outside HMX-1 in her experience. Marine pilots were nonpartisan, but she knew in that moment that whether she flew one President or several, Roy Cole would always be the one she’d think of.

      And that the President was ready to lift precisely on schedule was a surprise, though McGrady had forewarned her.

      She bit her tongue when a fist thumped on her shoulder.

      “Damn sharp helo you’ve got here,” Roy Cole’s voice was even deeper in person than on television.

      “Brand-new just for you, Mr. President.”

      “I see that you finally shoved McGrady aside. Good to have a fellow Boulderite at the helm. Well done, Major Jones.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She’d never actually met the President before and was shocked that he knew her name and knew they shared a hometown. “He fought against it but it had to be done. I hope you won’t miss him too much, sir.”

      To the President’s left, Vance grinned. Her joke would definitely be getting back to the commander.

      The President chuckled, “Not so’s I’d notice. Going to get me to the airport in one piece?”

      “That’s the plan, sir. Unless you had something else in mind.”

      He squinted at her. “What? Like in two pieces, delivered separately for later reassembly?”

      Vance rolled his eyes in mock panic.

      She should have kept her damn mouth shut.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a sunny day on the Chincoteague shore. We can be there in under forty minutes, Mr. President.”

      “That suggestion, Major, just might get you made a colonel. You’re on…next time.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Go Marine,” he held out a hand and she shook it. That he also shook Vance’s was decent and would probably be the highlight of his mere Texan existence.

      “Semper Fi, Mr. President. Now, if you’ll sit down and buckle up, I’ll see what I can do about the in-one-piece part of that deal.”

      He chuckled again as he turned for his seat, sounding lighter than he’d looked when he’d boarded her aircraft.

      The rest of the flight went precisely to plan.

      White House to Andrews, she departed twenty-eight seconds late but was careful to make up the time so that she landed exactly on schedule.

      After the President had exited her helo and Air Force One was aloft, she lifted and turned for Quantico. The fog had burned off enough that she was able to land without needing her instruments. Once down, she and Vance headed for the mission debrief.

      Sergeant Mathieson was already changing out of his dress blues. Even after so short a flight, the VH-92A would now undergo a full inspection that would take several hours.

      “You’re wackier than a horned toad at a frog-jumping competition, Jones.”

      “Gee, and I don’t have being from Texas as an excuse.”

      “Offering to cut the President into pieces? Go Marine indeed.”

      They were both laughing as they entered the debrief room. Every step from the shift to Anacostia and the thirty-minute test flight that happened before every Presidential lift—called “burning off some fuel”—to the final touchdown would be reviewed in detail.

      This was HMX-1 after all.

      The squadron had a perfect record of never once since its 1947 founding, having an incident while delivering the President and other VIPs. That’s all she ultimately cared about—their record was still intact on her watch.
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        Six days later

        Boeing Field, Seattle

        Elevation 17’

      

      

      “Caravan 34Z, cleared for straight-out departure. Runway 32 Right. Climb and maintain fifteen hundred.”

      Larry Block didn’t answer the Boeing Field Tower. With five hundred flights a day off their two runways, they didn’t want a radio call, they wanted you gone.

      He eased the throttle lever forward, released the brakes, and rolled down the morning-shadowed runway. Right on schedule, they’d be climbing into the sunrise in moments.

      “You’re in for a sweet ride,” he told the passenger in the copilot’s seat. The Cessna 208 Caravan was rated for nine passengers but had ten seats because everyone except the FAA had certified it for all ten. He never flew with a copilot, and therefore one lucky passenger got the sweet seat rather than being stuck in the middle of the cramped triple at the rear. He’d considered ripping it out, but it was a bonus space for the rear passengers. To keep it fair, he always let the passenger with the closest birthday sit up front. It had already gotten him several extra tourists who came back on their birthday to get the seat.

      “Awesome!” Stephen’s thirtieth was only three days away. He was practically vibrating with excitement.

      It was the first flight of the day, “The Sunrise Tulip Tour.” Bless Marie. His wife was great at marketing.

      No plane liked to fly the way a Caravan did. Sixteen hundred feet down the runway at seventy knots, Larry eased back on the wheel and the plane floated aloft. To the left was all Boeing: big hangars and a line of parked jets undergoing customization or awaiting repairs. To the right lay the two flight schools, the terminal building with its tower, and his own little tour operation.

      Larry Block waggled his wings to wave at Marie, who always watched from the office window—no better woman anywhere. She’d stuck with him through the service years while he’d been flying as a crew chief on C-130 Hercules cargo lifters in and out of war zones. Now he’d done his twenty years, gotten his pension, and they were in the good times.

      He and his daughter had earned their commercial licenses together just in time for the spring tours. If business kept building like this, they’d be able to afford a second plane. Then, instead of having to take turns, the two Blocks of “Around the Block Air Tours” could fly simultaneously, even offering personal aerial photos from the other plane—for a fee of course. Another one of Marie’s great ideas.

      “Wow!” Stephen gasped out.

      As they climbed above South Seattle’s light industrial area, the city came into view just as the first sunlight peeked over the Cascade Mountains to light the tops of the downtown towers. Seattle was a shadowed spread, climbing the steep hills, wrapped in a crescent around the most beautiful bay in the world.

      It was one of those crystal blue spring days, the white-capped Olympic Mountains to the west shone as bright as torches, and the even more impressive Cascades still silhouetted to the east.

      He could hear the camera shutters snapping from the passengers behind him.

      So could Stephen in the right seat. He jolted in surprise, grabbed his bag from where he’d stuffed it at his feet, and dug out a big SLR camera with a forearm-long lens. Then he jammed the bag back down.

      Larry glanced over to make sure Stephen had followed instructions to keep it well clear of the rudder pedals as he’d instructed. Stephen had. The knapsack was tucked against the sidewall and he’d planted a foot on it to keep it there. Good man.

      They were at a thousand feet over the Seattle waterfront. Larry eased the nose down to level the plane for a moment so that Stephen could get the best shot of the Space Needle rising from Seattle Center at the north end of downtown. At the moment, only the top saucer shape was sunlit, so it really did look like a UFO hovering over downtown.

      Stephen’s camera made that zip-zip-zip rapid-fire photo sound. Oh God, he was one of those types. Larry made a bet with himself that the guy would shoot a thousand photos in the one-hour flight and never actually look at anything with his own eyes. He just hoped that Stephen didn’t run out of memory before they reached the La Conner tulip fields—the main selling point of this flight.

      Right now, hundreds of acres of tulips color-blocked the Skagit Valley in glorious swathes of color. They weren’t quite peaked yet but they were close enough to wow the customers and ensure that he had four more full planeloads scheduled today. Each one, twenty minutes there, twenty minutes circling over the flowers and the San Juan Islands, twenty minutes back.

      They were over Elliot Bay at the moment, and the curve of the shoreline placed the Space Needle directly ahead—a perfect shot.

      Larry eased back on the controls to continue his climb to fifteen hundred feet as Stephen’s camera continued making its steady buzz of zip-zip-zip sounds.

      Except the control wheel wouldn’t move.

      He could twist it a little side-to-side, but it definitely wouldn’t pull back for a climb.

      Had something broken?

      He hadn’t heard anything, not that he could have over the stuttering barrage of Stephen’s cameras.

      Airspeed was good. Engine RPM was fine. No imminent stall or engine failure.

      He kicked the rudder a little to the right and left, he still had good control.

      But the wheel wouldn’t pull toward him.

      “Something wrong?” Stephen stopped with the camera and looked over at him.

      “Not a thing.” Panicking a customer was never a good idea. But his voice must have given him away.

      “What’s wrong?” Stephen’s voice was loud enough that Larry could hear it being picked up by the passengers behind them.

      Larry shut out their escalating questions and focused on the problem.

      The more he struggled to pull the wheel toward him, the more it moved in and angled the nose down.

      Trim! He adjusted the trim to raise the nose.

      No change.

      From a high point of one thousand feet reached sixty-two seconds into the flight, the Cessna 208 Caravan began descending.

      At seventy-three seconds, Larry Block gave up on trying to climb the plane as they descended toward seven hundred feet.

      They were now exactly even with the top of the Space Needle, which towered six hundred and five feet above Seattle Center’s hundred-and-fifteen-foot elevation. It seemed to be drawing them like a giant magnet and he couldn’t get the plane to climb away.

      If this was a C-130, he’d know exactly what had gone wrong. Every noise and shimmy of the four-engine Hercules was in his blood after twenty years.

      He’d owned the Caravan for less than three months. It was a much simpler aircraft, yet he had no idea what had happened.

      One mile—seventeen seconds—from the Space Needle, Larry knew this wasn’t going to end well.

      Crashing into the Space Needle wasn’t an option.

      He’d turn for the water and do his best there. The plane’s fixed tricycle landing gear would catch the waves and probably destroy the aircraft, but it was better than ramming into a crowd of civilians.

      Except now the plane wouldn’t even turn.

      The wheel was jammed and he couldn’t move it.

      At eighty-seven seconds into the flight and three hundred and seven feet above sea level, he was now aimed at the center of the Space Needle.

      He kicked the right rudder and managed to steer the plane aside and miss the tower, carving a circular arc around the spindly tower legs that looked so impossibly substantial this close up. The flight, captured on video by an early morning jogger, would make national news, and win several photography competitions for its drama and beauty.

      The arc continued.

      At ninety-three seconds and an elevation of two hundred and thirty-two feet, he glanced over at the petrified Stephen braced in his seat. He wanted to apologize that he’d never get to see his birthday. That—

      Then Larry Block spotted what had happened to the controls.

      At ninety-four seconds, two hundred and thirteen feet above sea level, and traveling at one hundred and eighty-three knots—two hundred and eleven miles an hour— the Cessna 208 Caravan slammed into the stage tower of McCaw Hall, Seattle’s opera house.
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      Six thousand, nine hundred and seventy-two pounds of Cessna 208 Caravan impacted the west side of the hundred-and-ten-foot-high loft above McCaw Hall’s stage.

      The thin steel wall and its lightweight supports burst inward like a bullet tearing a hole through a playing card. The fifty-two-foot wingspan cleared the heavy structural beams at the corners of the tower. Had it failed to do so, the fuel-laden wings would have ripped open and a fireball would have consumed the plane, the tower, and destroyed eighty-five percent of the hall as well as the opera and ballet offices to either side.

      Instead the high wing held strong, slicing a wide slot high on the wall. The single hundred-and-six-inch, three-bladed propellor mounted on the nose shredded a large hole directly in front of the fuselage.

      The landing gear were sheared off by a lateral support beam. The three wheels would fall nine stories, impacting the roof over the three-thousand-seat house at fifty-four-point-six miles an hour. Their broken mechanical supports would each impact first, punching into the roof, leaving only the tires exposed to the sky.

      Other than the missing landing gear, the plane entered the building largely intact.

      The sole fatality until this moment was the pilot, Larry Block. One of the lightweight supports, rather than being shredded by the spinning McCauley propeller, was snipped off and heaved through the windscreen like a javelin that slammed into his heart. Little blood spilled as he died speared to his seat. Had he avoided the crash, he would have suffered a major heart attack over the tulip fields and died along with all of his passengers and two entire busloads of Japanese tourists who had flown to America specially to see the blooms.

      But he died in the opera house instead.

      The purpose of the fly loft tower was to allow for scenery, curtains, and lighting instruments to be lowered into view as needed yet stored out of sight above the stage when they weren’t. To achieve this, a hundred feet above the stage and fifteen feet below the roof, a vast metal grid was hung. From this grid, one hundred and twelve pipes dangled horizontally above the stage, each spaced six inches apart.

      Each of those pipes was supported from above by a series of ropes that ran from the pipe, up through the grid and over pulleys, then tracked sideways to the end wall. From there, the gathered ropes for each pipe turned once more to lay against the wall and descend into a vast system of counterweights: a centralized control area thirty feet above the stage.

      The myriad array of ropes—some simply attached to an empty pipe but others from which hung hundreds, even thousands of pounds of lighting instruments and scenery—acted like an aircraft carrier’s arresting wire to assist in a jet landing.

      After the Cessna 208 Caravan punched through the wall, it had lost only twenty-seven knots of its speed at impact. The remaining one hundred and fifty-six knots were absorbed as the plane snagged more and more of the horizontal ropes.

      Pipes jerked aloft as the plane was slowed by not just one-of-three arresting wires as on a carrier’s deck, but by hundreds of heavy manila lines sharing the shock.

      This is when the only other fatality occurred.

      Stephen’s side of the windshield had saved him from the debris, shattering in the process. At the moment of impact, the heavy camera and lens shot forward and tumbled onto the grid. The strap, which he’d placed around his neck out of habit, broke his neck before it slipped free.

      As Stephen’s body went lax due to his severed spinal column, his foot slid off the knapsack he’d been keeping pinned to the floor. The abrupt deceleration of the aircraft was accompanied by a sharp nose-down movement. The knapsack, floating independently in the chaos, flew free and followed the camera out the missing front windshield.

      Though the Caravan was not destroyed, neither were the wings undamaged.

      Highly volatile Jet A fuel spilled from a punctured tank and caught fire.

      Because of the open nature of the steel grid on which the Caravan now rested, the fire spilled down over the set of tonight’s opera.

      To keep the audience safe—if there’d been one at this early hour—several events happened simultaneously.

      Temperature sensors triggered the fire alarms.

      The heat above the stage was sufficient to melt three thermocouples.

      One released a massive deluge of water from the sprinkler system that showered the plane and the set.

      A second opened the large louvers atop the fly loft roof and large fans engaged to suck the fire-heated air up and out.

      The last thermocouple released the fire curtain. A metal-framed wall, covered on both sides in burn-resistant fiberglass, slid down across the proscenium. The sixty-foot-wide, thirty-five-foot-tall opening between the stage and the seating was now fully blocked.

      The surviving eight passengers in the “Around the Block Air Tours” Cessna 208 Caravan—now parked atop the fly grid one hundred feet above the burning stage—began to scream.
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      Miranda Chase always enjoyed a daily walk to monitor her island. Spieden was one of the last of the San Juan Islands before the Haro Strait that divided Washington State from Canada. It had been her family’s since before she was born and hers since her parents’ deaths when she was thirteen.

      Two-point-eight miles long and half-a-mile wide, it was her domain. Her kingdom. And her happy “subjects” were sufficiently exotic that walking among them always made her feel normal, or more normal than she knew she was. Spotted Asian sika deer, big-horned mouflon sheep, a hundred transplanted bird species—all left over from the island’s brief period as a stocked game hunting park. It had been more like a shooting gallery, and she was glad that it was forty years gone. Good riddance.

      For the last twenty-five years, she’d been the island’s queen and sole occupant. Other than her National Transportation Safety Board’s air-crash investigation team, visitors were rare as well.

      Yesterday, the team’s five other members had flown up to the island for a spring picnic. And though they’d stayed up late by the campfire, she’d woken with the sunrise and gone for her walk.

      The island was divided in half the long way. To the west was a long strip of meadowlands. To the east, an equally narrow strip of cool conifer forest. In between, along the narrow crest, was her house, airplane hangar, and grass runway.

      The perimeter trail ran six miles around it all and let her check in with her subjects. No throne room where they must come to vow allegiance. Instead they greeted her as she walked among them. Some special few had names, and often came to her looking for treats of an apple or a sugar cube, but most of them lived their own happy lives. Her favorites were the jesters—the myriad nameless Black-capped Chickadees who always perched on her fingertips whenever she dug a handful of black oil sunflower seeds out of her pocket.

      Today, of course, none of them would come to greet her. She wasn’t alone this morning.

      As she’d left the house, Holly had asked if she could join in. And since her return from nearly dying in a plane crash, wherever Holly went, Mike was sure to be close behind.

      Miranda liked them both, but would miss the company of her loyal subjects. They were so much less complicated than people. And usually happier.

      The three of them had walked the first mile in silence. Was it companionable? Awkward? Were they waiting for her as hostess to speak first?

      She did her best to set all that aside. She knew it was just her autism springing to the fore. Knowing that she couldn’t easily read social situations made her worry about them much more than was justified. Worse, the more she worried about them, the more her fears of not fitting in, because she was on the autism spectrum, rose. And that acted like a heterodyne in a negative feedback loop without an overload regulator. Where was a good capacitor for her thoughts when she needed one? If only—

      “This is such a beautiful place, Miranda.” Mike spoke up. “Thanks so much for letting us come up here as often as you do.”

      “You’re welcome.” Miranda latched onto the rote phrase to dial down her own inner whirlwind.

      “It’s not half bad,” Holly agreed. Her Australian accent was thick enough for Miranda to know that she was teasing. When her accent cleared, that’s when she was dead serious.

      “Not half bad at all,” Miranda matched her and received a smile, meaning she’d read it right.

      A few of the lambs popped their heads up out of the grass. The adults were tall enough to have seen them coming, but the newborns were hidden even in the lower grasses of spring. The herd favored the north end of the island where the growth was particularly lush.

      The lambs watched the human intruders for several seconds before letting out sharp, panicked bleats. As soon as the adults answered, the offspring bounded to their sides. The mothers knew her and went back to eating.

      “How long until they stop needing their moms?” Mike nodded back toward the lambs as they arced over the northern tip of the island and entered the cool woods.

      “They’ll stay close for two or three months. Then they’re off on their own.”

      “So Jeremy must be a late bloomer.”

      Miranda looked to Holly, but her accent was gone. “What’s he supposed to bloom into?”

      Holly looked…uncomfortable? She was suddenly very interested in the surrounding trees, which was something Miranda knew she did herself to avoid having to look directly at others. She looked around herself but couldn’t imagine what here would make a former Special Operations Forces soldier uncomfortable.

      “Holly?”

      It was Mike who answered. “We’ve been talking about it a bit between ourselves. It’s time for you to let Jeremy run an investigation.”

      “But he’s not an investigator-in-charge.”

      Holly took her arm and brought her to a stop. “No, but if he’s ever going measure up—”

      “He’s five-foot-eight; that’s four inches taller than I am.”

      Holly smiled, then started again without explaining her smile, “If he’s ever going to be an IIC, he needs to fail a few times.”

      “Fail? Why would he fail?”

      “Because he’s not ready.”

      Miranda couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Jeremy Trahn knew almost as much about aircraft as she did. His analyses were so detailed that she was often hard pressed to find suggestions for improvements. He—

      “Can you just trust me that he isn’t ready?”

      She looked most of the way up to Holly’s face. Finally stopped at her lips. Holly was six inches taller than her own five-four, so it was a comfortable angle—and she didn’t have to try the difficult challenge of looking at her eyes.

      Believe that Jeremy Trahn could be anything less than excellent?

      She shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Holly. But he’s nearly as good as I am. And you are always telling me I’m the best.”

      “No, Miranda. Everyone, from the President of your United States of America on down, tells you that you’re the best—because it’s true. But think back to the day we met. What was happening the moment before I arrived?”

      “A one-star general was threatening to shoot me and appeared to be sincere in that declaration.”

      “What do you think would have happened if I hadn’t shown up?”

      Miranda thought back to the crashed C-130 Hercules cargo plane deep in the top-secret area of Groom Lake, Nevada. The heat had been oppressive and the general had been so angry that the gun barrel had actually been shaking less than a meter from her face.

      Holly had done…something. Something she’d never understood. Standing barehanded, she’d threatened the general with severe bodily harm and, curiously, an immense amount of paperwork if he shot either of them. She’d somehow made it okay. At least okay enough to have him put away his sidearm rather than shooting her.

      Mike had been there too. He’d taken the general aside and had even convinced him to cooperate—at least briefly.

      Miranda never understood people, but she knew that, as her Human Factors expert, Mike understood them better than anyone she’d ever met.

      “Mike?” Holly was a warrior, but he was the human factors specialist. He’d understand how skilled Jeremy was. “I can’t believe that Jeremy would fail if he’s put in charge of an investigation.”

      “He’d fail spectacularly!” Mike laughed aloud, eliciting more bleats from the lambs.

      She hadn’t meant it as a joke. They resumed their walk to get well clear of the herd.

      “Told ya, mate,” Holly’s Australian heritage sounded more clearly. She too thought this was funny.

      “But…why? He understands aircraft and crash-investigation methodologies very, very well.”

      “And, Miranda,” Mike spoke more gently, “he’s as clueless about people as you are.”

      “But…” Miranda actually looked up at his face for a moment, but he was serious. “But he’s not an ASD like me.”

      “No. No autism, but he’s an uber-nerd with as much understanding of people as… I can’t think of a good analogy. Unlike you, he has the ability, but zero skill. In that, he’s actually less skilled than you because you struggle so hard to learn it.”

      “That makes no sense. He has all of the skills needed to examine a crash.”

      “Because, gal-pal mine,” Holly’s Strine accent grew broader—a sure sign that she was very amused (an easily mapped correlative curve of accent thickness and humor), “because we don’t want some general shooting him in the arse.”

      She never thought about that aspect of an investigation. Then she looked up at Holly and Mike. And…they were the reason that she didn’t have to think about such things.

      Holly might be her structural specialist, but she understood people’s motivations—at least those who wanted to attack her. Mike’s skills in human psychology let him keep everyone calm as well as digging out answers that people would prefer to keep hidden. She was safer for having both of them present at site investigations.

      But there was one more thing.

      “Why should I let him fail? We have a responsibility to investigate and solve every crash.”

      “We’ll all be his safety net,” Mike nodded to indicate the three of them. “He’ll find the answer, because he is that good. But we need to open his eyes about the necessary skills to run a team: interpersonal skills, delegation skills, and project management to name a few.”

      “What about me?”

      “Well, Miranda, you should play the slightly dumb assistant. Don’t do anything unless he directly asks you to.”

      “No, I mean shouldn’t I learn to run a team as well.”

      Mike opened his mouth, then closed it again, squinting at the ground.

      Miranda pulled out her personal notebook and checked the emoticon page Mike had given her. Not angry—his cheeks weren’t flushed. Maybe—

      Holly pointed at “puzzled,” which seemed to fit.

      “Thank you,” she tucked away her notebook.

      “Miranda,” Holly took both her shoulders and faced her directly.

      Miranda shifted her focus to Holly’s left ear just showing from under her long blonde hair.

      “You do great!”

      “But you said that General Harrington—”

      “You make us want to work with you. I can’t begin to tell you how rare a gift that is. We take care of managing strangers because you don’t have any skill at doing that.”

      Miranda huffed out a breath. “Well, why didn’t you say that’s what you meant? I knew that.”

      Holly laughed. “All of us do, except Jeremy. He thinks that you and he can run a team just fine on your own. He needs to learn that isn’t true.”

      Miranda understood now.

      She turned away and pulled out a handful of sunflower seeds, cupping them in her hand. In moments, the birds she’d heard singing their question at her came to eat. They took turns perching on her upcurved fingertips long enough to grab a seed and go.

      When she was alone, they’d often sit and eat several before spooking. But not with Holly and Mike so close by. Even briefly, their tiny claws gave such happy little squeezes on her fingertips as they dipped for seeds that she could do this for hours.

      She supposed that being a team leader was a skill that Jeremy should learn.

      It was hard to imagine that they shared an incompetence, but with the others’ insistence, she was forced to believe them.

      Maybe she’d watch and take notes, then she could try it herself.

      One of the bravest of the airborne subjects took the mad risk of remaining perched with its tiny claws clamped about one of her fingers while it ate one seed. As it reached for another, her phone began to sound like a jet engine spinning up.

      The chickadee didn’t waste an instant, even to look panicked—it was simply gone so fast that it might as well have evaporated. She tossed the remaining seeds widely around her, hoping that the spooked bird would get at least his second seed.

      Then she answered the phone. “This is Miranda Chase. This is actually her, not a recording of her.”

      At Jill’s laugh of greeting, she knew there was a crash.
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      Andi Wu was half awake, maybe even three-quarters.

      If she faceplanted in the bowl of oatmeal on the table, perhaps she’d hit seven-eighths. As usual, she was the last one up. Miranda, Mike, and Holly were nowhere to be found, but their walking boots were missing from the mudroom. Taz and Jeremy had just been leaving for a morning run as she’d stumbled down the stairs.

      What was wrong with morning people? For a decade as a helicopter pilot with the US Army’s Night Stalkers helicopter regiment, she’d lived in a flipped-clock world. “Death waits in the dark,” was one of their mottos for a reason; they lived and flew at night. Vampire jokes abounded inside the regiment. She could make up a rocking short-Chinese-woman-vampire story when she was in the mood.

      Though she’d been out for most of a year, being on Miranda’s team was still screwing with her circadian rhythm.

      And Miranda was messing with her mind.

      She finished her oatmeal, washed the bowl, and placed it precisely where Miranda liked bowls to be stacked. She was very particular about her kitchen layout and Andi did her best to accommodate that.

      Pulling on her own shoes and shrugging into a jacket, she walked up to the island’s midfield hangar. Circling around a pair of sheep that were almost as tall as her own five-two, she opened the people-sized door and went inside.

      The early morning light shone through a high window
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