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      When I started planning for book four in the Red Branch, I knew my era was early in 1950,  but I absolutely didn’t want to set any part of the story during the Korean War. Soviet mercenaries would not be welcome there, and it was the US Navy that held the line in those early months, because Air Force jets based in Japan had just enough range to get there, spend about five minutes, then race home.

      It was only after squadrons could be moved to the peninsula that USAF got deeply involved, so early navy jets fought MiG-15s. And got their asses handed to them, because the only thing we really had that was the 15’s peer was the F-86 Sabre. And then only barely, because it was the later D-variant that really earned the legend.

      Early on, the Americans were flying B-29 and B-50 (the upgraded 29 with improvements) and trying to day-bomb targets. They got slaughtered by MiGs, so ended up shifting to nighttime operations.

      As has been noted in previous books by a number of characters, there was something of a revolution in jet aviation every year from at least 1944 to about 1956, when the Brits decided to blow up their entire research capability, instead going all in on nuclear weapons and missiles to deliver them. Khrushchev did much the same thing when he eventually took supreme power after Stalin died and everyone agreed to shoot Beria like the mad dog sex fiend that he was.

      A lot of money will be poured into nukes and missiles, but that’s the latter portion of the 1950s, outside our current scope. (And no, I have no idea at what point I will run out of ideas for the Red Branch. As I write this, I’m in the middle of editing #5 while plotting #6 and realizing that I have notes for what might be 7 & 8. Lots to do, and little of it will be Korea or French Indochina.)

      In 1950, you have only a few countries building capable combat jets, though many are madly trying to keep up. The Swede have always kept their own council and built the Saab 21R (adapted from the piston-driven 21) and the Saab 29 Tunnan (aka The Flying Barrel). The Americans and the Brits built the best kit, but the Soviets introduced the MiG-15 and bottled lightning with that design, something so excellent that only the F-86 Sabre was a match.

      American pilots tended to be better trained than their Soviet (flying North Korean jets) counterparts, so they could compete with slower aircraft. And did, in straightwing piston-driven aircraft like the North American F-51D Mustang or the North American F-82F/G Twin Mustang. The Lockheed F-80C Shooting Star could duel with a MiG-15, but not well, just like the Republic F-84D/E Thunderjet and Lockheed F-94B Starfire were too slow.

      It took the Sabre to win supremacy the air. And they did.

      But again, I didn’t want to be in that war, because too many people know too much about it and will nit-pick every detail I might get wrong. And I’m sure I would. Nature of fiction, where fun needs to sometimes outmaneuver technical.

      At the same time, I’ve been on a research kick.  Learning a lot of South American history that never got taught to Anglos in Norte Americano schools (go figure). Here, I wanted to explore the burgeoning Cold War.

      East versus West, but Tito basically told Stalin to go piss up a rope. Digging in, I came to realize that a lot of folks disagreed with the second Communist Emperor of Russia, but weren’t in a position to do anything about it. Ask Trotsky. Mexico. 1940.

      Tito went neutral. Wanted to actually follow Marxism (the horrors) instead of Stalinism (which had almost nothing in common) and work on the withering of the state. Pushing power down to factory soviets instead of centralizing the entire economy at the capital in a single office, like Stalin and his flunkies had done. Did. Were doing.

      As I researched, what I found was that Tito was an early proponent and participant (with a lot of others) in what would become the Third World/Non-Aligned movement. Folks who didn’t want to get sucked into Soviet-backed communism/tyranny any more than they wanted Imperial Capitalism in the form of Great Britain or the United States. I haven’t come forward past the reunion in ’53 after Stalin dies to see how seriously Tito pursued it, but I know that Yugoslavia was always something of a twilight zone, even in the 1980s when I was a kid and the Wichita State University had Slovenian Zarko Durisic and Serbian Zoran Radović playing on some powerhouse NCAA basketball teams.

      And all the things you’ll see about the Yugoslav Air Force defecting back to the Soviet Union when Tito went neutral really happened. That was where I wanted to have a little fun. Centre (the Soviet equivalent of the CIA from so many bad movies) really was like that. I’ve done too much research on those various organizations.

      But what if the UN could broker a deal whereby ex-Soviet mercenary pilots, flying modern American-built jets, could patrol the skies of Yugoslavia while everyone kind of kept quiet and negotiated deals to figure out what might happen next?

      And, better, Trieste came THAT CLOSE to ending up as another Monaco on Italy’s eastern frontier. Except that Tito wanted to claim it and spall off big chunks of Austria, while Stalin refused to allow any civilian governor to take office under the power-sharing agreements. Eventually, it returns to Italian control, but there’s a huge “What if…?” moment to be had there, and that’s half the fun.

      And I wanted a whole second thread to the story, because each of the first five Red Branch books follow one of the principals: Yuri, Lyuba, Gennadi, Vanya, Yuri.

      Vanya’s turn.

      The man was a NKVD assassin and other things before the war. Then a commissar and pilot. Man of many talents, originally hired by Gennadi to provide the calm, cool, Spock to Sasha’s Kirk, if you will.

      But what’s under that cold, rigid exterior? Who is the man himself, because none of the Red Branch have really gotten to know him. Arkadi is his partner on sniper missions, but that’s marked by long periods of dead silence where you communicate by smell and telepathy more than words.

      Trieste, then, becomes a boiling pot of trouble, with Yugoslav partisans just over the border. Soviet spies and assassins hiding in plain sight.

      And Soviet-trained air forces just over each border, all set to swoop in and commit air piracy and night strikes against Tito’s people and the Red Branch.

      And that’s when things get messy.

      When Vanya’s past walks in the door.
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      A lot of piston-driven aircraft were built just before and during World War 2. The state of the art jumped ahead by tremendous leaps, time and again, especially when you consider that some of the people in charge had been born before powered aircraft.

      Kitty Hawk and the Wright Brothers date to December 17, 1903, after all. World War 1 featured cloth over wooden frames on biplanes. It was only in the 1930s that you get all-metal construction. Monoplane shapes. All the famous technology that becomes the Second War.

      Jet engines actually predate the war, but nobody had sorted things out properly. The Brits had their Gloster Meteor in service as of July 1944 and the de Havilland Vampire doesn’t get introduced until 1946. The Lockheed P-80 was just about to enter service in 1945 when the war ended. The Germans had the Messerschmitt Me 262 from April 1944 and the Heinkel He 162 Volksjäger from January 1945, but not in big enough numbers to matter, regardless of how exceptional they were as individual aircraft.

      Everyone basically flew piston-driven aircraft. Fought the war with them, the Allies eventually forming enormous bomber formations to level Germany and Japan while be escorted by fantastic aircraft like the P-51 Mustang or the P-38 Lightning.

      They won on an economic footing, because if your factories stop working, you stop producing the part needed to maintain a modern military.

      Five years later in 1950, you are now seven years—seven REVOLUTIONS—into the jet age. And the F-90B Strix was designed to be an All-everything fighter-bomber that was as fast as any American aircraft flying. The MiG-15 was generally incapable of reaching Mach 1 and surviving. American and British Cold War bomber tactics were designed originally around the concept of flying higher and faster than any Soviet defensive fighter could stop you. Worked for most of the 1950s, until better jets and better Surface-To-Air Missiles (SAM) were available to shoot down intruding American nuclear bombers.

      That was part of the reason to jump to ICBMs, for both sides.

      But we’re only in 1950, and most of the now-Soviet-dominated nations of what would become the Warsaw Pact in a few years were stuck with old surplus from World War 2. Even new stuff was badly outdated, and a lot of it got sold to South American and newly-independent Asian nations as second-hand gear.

      Put simply, nothing that fought in World War Two in the air could hold its own against a modern jet like the F-86, the MiG-15, or the F-90B Strix. I had a lot of fun digging in to see what Albania and Romania were actually flying in that era. Crap.

      The Soviet Union, of course had the MiG-15, but wasn’t sharing it with folks that might have only joined the cause recently. (Romania was a Nazi ally until King Michael I of Romania led a successful coup against the Axis politicians and joined the Allies, with the Soviets occupying them after the war and putting a firm socialist imprint on the country.)

      The Romanians actually had a few piston-driven, night-fighter aircraft, as noted in the story, but again, desperately out of date by now. Doves, attempting to bother hungry hawks. And about as useful.

      That was why I set up the story encounters the way I did. Letting the reader look at what things would have been like in that era.

      Interestingly, the MiG-15 never got a radar making it capable of operating at night. The MiG-17P (Samolet SP-7, "Fresco B") was the first, but not until much later. And the Yakovlev Yak-25 won’t be introduced until 1955.

      Put simply, the Soviets didn’t have night-fighter capabilities at this point, and won’t for a few years. That let the UN forces operate better during the Korean War, because they had all manner of aircraft that could strike in darkness and hunt.

      And it will make the night skies above Yugoslavia an interesting place, because the only American jet capable of holding its own against the MiG-15 in a dogfight doesn’t have radar or night-fighter equipment either.

      What they have is the Red Branch.
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      Dolga entered the office, noting the raw taste of cheap cigarettes in the air like a smoke cloud. It infected every surface, adding a layer of grease she suspected was entirely in her mind, but she would still wash everything when she left.

      It was a dour office, occupied by a dour man who somehow managed to be half in and half out of shadow, even as he sat at his own deck, a single lamp turned sideways so artfully that the scene might have come from a movie.

      Save that Comrade Morozov was not that type. He was the spider, patiently sitting at the center of a web, listening to every note and vibration as things moved around him.

      In hushed tones, this Moscow building was referred to as The Centre. Certainly the core of the intelligence apparatus of the Soviet Union. Its nerves reached out every which way like spider silk to touch every facet of life and hear every secret whispered.

      Dolga stepped in and came to rest, at attention. Neither were members of the Soviet Armed Forces, but the MGB, the Ministry of State Security, had taken many aspects of military life and adapted them. The Ministry of State Security had once been the NKVD, the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, until it merged uneasily with the GRU, Military Intelligence, though that was wisely being disassembled again today.

      Comrade Morozov studied her for a long moment.

      “Sit,” he announced in a voice that had no more color than his pallid skin. “Close the door.”

      Dolga took the chair and isolated them from the rest of Centre.

      They studied each other for a brief time.

      “You understand the complexities of the mission, Comrade Leninova?” Morozov asked.

      Dolga Leninova. Dutiful Daughter of Lenin. Her parents had been great supporters of the October Revolution, her sister named Oktobriana. They had never been important, but had raised two daughters through civil war, strife, purges, invasion, and peace.

      “I am bait, Comrade Morozov,” Dolga replied with an even nod.

      Dolga knew she did not fit the propaganda image of the New Soviet Woman, being a Golden Horde descendant. Mongolian features and black hair dominated. Short and curvy. Skin more golden than western pale. Dark eyes that she had heard accused of being possessed by a black fire.

      Dolga could not dispute that.

      “Correct,” Morozov replied. “We have not gotten all of the details, but the Red Branch somehow annihilated an entire deep-cover GRU team stationed near Los Angeles, without the assistance of the Americans. Thus far, our own spies in place have been as of yet unable to fill in the details.”

      Dolga nodded primly. Sat primly. Head erect. Spine straight. Hands in lap.

      Quiet and harmless.

      More than one fool had even fallen for such a trap.

      She waited. Dolga was exceptional at waiting. Especially for answers. Especially after a decade.

      “Tito has broken with Comrade Stalin,” Morozov continued after a long beat and his own nod. “Much of his air force defected when he did, taking many of their aircraft with them and flying them to Hungary or Romania before returning here. Loyalty to the Party over the charismatic deviations of a fool. Yugoslavia represents a breach. A hole in that famed Iron Curtain separating East from West. What does that imply, Comrade?”

      Dolga understood that she should have committed the entire mission file to memory in order to answer such a question.

      And had.

      “The Americans, moreso than the British or the French, will seek to exploit such a gap,” she replied. “They will ply Tito with gifts and friendship, especially after failed harvests recently, hoping to peel off that land from Communism and show the world a hollow propaganda victory that they will no doubt crow about to all other nations considering splitting. Or joining the movement. Does my mission engage Tito or his partisans at any point?”

      “It should not, but you must be prepared in case it does,” Morozov said, possibly even smiling so fast that she missed it.

      Dolga presumed that the spider across the desk from her was incapable of such emotion. Of most emotions. Of being human.

      She wondered about herself, but then odd memories would bubble to the surface, bringing with them a rage that had once passed, then been rekindled.

      Betrayal, then and now.

      “I am prepared to contact the Red Branch, once they arrive, Comrade Morozov,” Dolga replied. “There are currently five different contingency plans sketched out for completion, ranging from tactical failure to complete victory.”

      “Kryvenko has proven to be a far more dangerous foe than anyone understood,” Morozov noted dryly. “Iron nerves. Inestimable luck. And comrades that have all been shown to be diamonds hidden in the rough. Whoever recruited that force and funded Nazarenko bottled lightning, as they say in the West. That they have done all these things in less than two years speaks to that. And others have taken notice.”

      “Will Tito really recruit them to defend Yugoslavia?” she asked.

      “They are mercenaries, comrade,” he said. “As ex-Soviet citizens, they are both welcomed there and better equipped to deal with what they find than any American might be. Plus, they are not Americans. Nor British. Exiles and enemies of the State, but it has been decreed that Moscow will use honey to woo Tito back first. We can always resort to the hammer later, if necessary. The Soviet Union will file official complaints, then ignore the Red Branch entirely. There will be some provocations, but none of the friendly neighbors have jet aircraft of any kind.”

      “And the new Strix they are flying is said to be at the cutting edge of such things,” Dolga noted. “Is it better than the new MiG-15?”

      “Without flying against it, we cannot know,” Morozov shrugged. “Kryvenko and Zhidkov have both test flown the MiG, so we must presume that they will have passed along certain things to the Americans. Other departments are currently assigned to discover that information, and it does not impact on your mission.”

      Zhidkov. Comrade Commissar Ivan Zhidkov.

      Vanya.

      It had been a decade. Since before the Great Patriotic War. She had been so young. And thirty today was hardly old. Mature, perhaps.

      Filled with rage and unanswered questions.

      “You were chosen, Comrade Leninova, because of your connection to the Red Branch,” Morozov acknowledged. “A connection that predates the war, and thus affirms that you were not tainted by the betrayals that saw those Red Branch pilots and crew exiled. Are you prepared to confront your old lover?”

      “We were never lovers, Comrade,” she corrected him, perhaps a trifle sharper than necessary. “He was my mentor. My teacher. The one who had begun to shape me into what I am today, before it became necessary to transfer him lateral as a Commissar for pilots and send me to the First Directorate.”

      Morozov watched, cold and implacable.

      “And your feelings on the man today, Leninova?” he asked.

      “I will return Zhidkov to Moscow,” Dolga replied. “Dead or alive.”
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      Sasha found it hard to adjust to a new Radar Operator, but he understood the need. They had added new pilots to the Red Branch and needed to train them as much in culture as technology.

      Here, though, Sasha had the advantage. Behind him sat Alfie Hirano, apparently a fourth generation native of California whose ancestors had come from Japan. Thoroughly American, for all he appeared as a small, thin, Japanese gentleman.

      And smart. Possibly as intelligent as Junior Sergeant Dmitri Yefimov, distant cousin to the war hero and the team’s technical genius. A high bar to clear, but Hirano had been studying for a degree in electrical engineering when Japan attacked and had taken the option to join the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. American Nisei warriors who had been one of the most decorated American units—and soldiers—in the previous war.

      And, being American, he had an almost instinctive understanding of the new radar systems that Kelly had installed on the new Strix jets, the former XF-90 penetration fighter design that had proven inadequate as a high-altitude interceptor, being too heavy when designed.

      Far more than merely adequate at medium levels with the new British engines. Exceptional as attack craft, where the thicker air down low usually made the work so much harder.

      “Coming about,” Sasha announced on the radio.

      Two new pilots today as well. Both recently joined. Both recently certified. Both war veteran pilots with exceptional skills and recommendations.

      Still strangers.

      Sasha kicked the new Red-1 over onto the right wing, accelerating. The old XF-90 design had tried to make do with the Westinghouse J34-WE-15 jets, underpowered and unreliable. The Strix possessed Armstrong Siddeley Sapphires. Nearly double the thrust. Enough to challenge nearly any aircraft in the sky, save for perhaps a MiG-15 in the hands of a top-notch pilot.

      There were not many of those around. At least not yet.

      “Red-4, what is your status?” Sasha asked, still mentally summoning the fortitude to hear someone other than Pavel answer that call-sign.

      “We’re alright, Commander,” Beau answered. “Having a marvelous time today.”

      Former RAAF Flight Sergeant Cecil Warwick. Nickname Beau for the Bristol Beaufighter the man had flown in the South Pacific against the Japanese.

      Australian. A bit loud. A great deal boisterous. Possibly as good at low-level insertion and bombing as Lyuba. Certainly close to her in skill and a welcome addition, once Sasha had decided to expand the ranks of the Red Branch.

      He would need that with the mission coming up.

      They had gotten famous. For all the wrong reasons, but there was nothing Sasha could do about that save keep driving forward.

      Certainly, his ability to hunt Nazis in South America had been limited, at least for now. And the Werewolf Legion had vanished entirely for the moment.

      They would return. Of that, Sasha had no doubts.

      But he had somehow become a symbol of freedom. Of doing the right thing, regardless of personal costs.

      Twice, they had saved America, preventing both New York City and Washington, D.C. from being bombed.

      Now, quiet elements of the American government had reached out and hired the Red Branch to do something perhaps nobody else in the world was equipped to handle. Mercenaries, not beholden to any government, though an Australian and a Brit added to a team of Ukrainians and Russians would potentially be perhaps volatile.

      Speaking of.

      “Red-6, how are you doing?” Sasha asked as he tipped his night owl Strix over and started a slow dive.

      “Jolly good, sir,” Seabrook-Easton replied. “Flies so much cleaner and smoother than the Meteor or the Vampire.”

      UK RAF Flight Lieutenant Graham Seabrook-Easton. Had unfortunately earned the nickname Devonshire, the result of being the third son of the Earl Taleford, located somewhere in western England not far from Exeter. County Devon. Like Beau, a combat veteran of the war, with the added advantage of several years experience flying jets.

      Sasha smiled. He cut the outside line to talk to Alfie Hirano, seated behind him. Beau had Nikon. Devonshire was flying with Ilya.

      “Alfie, your thoughts?” he asked his new back seat assistant.

      “The new experimental AN/APG-36 all-weather radar is really exceptional, sir,” Alfie replied. “Permission to chase a couple of civilian aircraft?”

      “Why?” Sasha asked the man.

      “The mission briefing suggests mostly propeller aircraft, if we run into someone in the sky, sir,” Alfie replied with a grin. “Thus, slower than us. Less maneuverability. Less everything. We have been chasing F-86 Sabres around. And F-94s that form a portion of this aircraft design. I think we’d be well served with practice against older aircraft of a generation or two ago.”

      And that was why Sasha had hired the man. Smart. Insightful. Another one that might make a good team sergeant next to Ilya at some point, though neither seemed to want to pilot today.

      Perhaps later.

      “Excellent idea,” Sasha replied, then opened up the main line. “Red-4 and Red-6, stand by to run a couple of intercept missions. All weapons are to be LOCKED DOWN. Repeat, locked down. This is merely a fly-by for training.”

      He got their acknowledgments and nosed around towards the south. The Los Angeles basin, just over the mountains and not that far away. Several civilian airports, to the west, the east, and the south.

      And Edwards Air Force Base, the former Muroc, behind him, monitoring everything.

      Nobody said anything, so he let his new team members run a little loose.

      Time to better learn who they were.
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      Lyuba generally managed to suppress her disdain for American sexism. To them, it was so systemic that they were generally oblivious of the words coming out of their mouths. Even Kelly, much as she loved and respected the man, was a man in a man’s world, and a bit blind at times.

      So she had evicted him from the room to talk to the new employee that Kelly had brought on. The Lockheed Corporation had its Skunk Works, some inside joke that she still didn’t fully understand. Those teams build special aircraft for the government, as well as designing next generations of things to compete for larger military contracts.

      The Red Branch had upset many plans. Worse, the new American Central Intelligence Agency had decided to get involved, with a seemingly bottomless well of money to experiment.

      The new F-90B Strix was just the first example, with only a dozen built so far and half of those in long-term storage while the team readied to travel overseas. Sasha was wisely growing things slowly.

      As slowly as the Americans would allow him.

      At the same time, the CIA had insisted that Kelly Johnson open a second shop, even more secretive, to try really experimental designs. Things that the Red Branch could test pilot with plausible deniability later as they worked things out.

      Thus, Lyuba and a much younger woman in the base wardroom, with coffee. And the local stewards had been instructed to keep everyone out while she worked. Including Kelly and Sasha.

      Lyuba studied the stranger. Highly recommended. Newly graduated from Purdue University in Indiana. The School of Mechanical and Aeronautical Engineering. A unicorn, as far as all the men were concerned, because Eloise was trained as an aeronautical engineer. Like Lyuba.

      “Dassau, Germany?” Eloise clarified, gesturing to the piles of documents on the table between them. “All of this paperwork?”

      Lyuba nodded.

      “The American Army arrested Brunolf Baade at an outsourced Junkers design office in Raguhn in April, 1945,” Lyuba nodded. “They then comprehensively looted the Junkers library and took every technical document they could lay hands on, along with all the latest aircraft and engines that their soldiers could remove. Those got carted up and shipped off to New Jersey as part of some secret project I have only heard alluded to, but not been given any specific details. I do know that everything the Germans were doing at the end—every aircraft design that had gotten as far as a mockup—was captured, and at least one example shipped home.”

      “But this?” Eloise asked, gesturing to the stack of blueprints, rolled and unrolled at one end of the table.

      “The Junkers JU-287,” Lyuba replied, pulling out one tube and unrolling it. “When the Red Army was awarded control of Dassau, they ordered all of the former Junkers employees to write down everything they could remember, then turned those men into a design bureau and attempted to replicate the 287. The EF-130 was an exact copy from leftover parts and such. The EF-140 was an updated design that they were testing in 1948, before the Soviet government shut the project down.”

      “Why?” Eloise asked sharply. “What went wrong?”

      Lyuba shrugged.

      “Possibly politics,” she said. “The men who run the design bureaus are worse than hens and forever backstabbing one another over personality. I have seen some designs that would have been far better than anything anybody in the world had at the time, but the grand old men of Moscow quashed them. When Kelly mentioned that he had access to the Junkers library, I asked for someone who could take advantage of it. And they sent you.”

      She didn’t mention that she might have yelled a bit about backwards thinking and sexist overtones, but Kelly was generally more ignorant on the topic than malevolent. He wanted the smartest people. That colleges rarely graduated women in technical fields was their fault, not his, but there were still few women. Especially since Purdue was apparently intent on evening the odds.

      Eloise studied her for another moment, then unrolled the tube in her hands. Aircraft blueprints.

      “Forward swept wings,” Eloise mused aloud. “Rear sweep is normally necessary for breaking the sound barrier, because it delays compression. I presume that a forward sweep would do the same. Probably improves control at low speed, so landing would be easier. A few people have talked about variable geometry, wings that move through a full series of locations, allowing you to optimize for the flight envelope.”

      Lyuba pulled out a file folder and rifled around until she found the picture she wanted. Big twin engines hung under the wings. Bulbous nose with a lot of glazing. Tricycle undercarriage.

      Smooth and clean.

      Lyuba sat back and watched the woman work and think, moving back and forth across several other documents, blueprints, and pictures. Finally, Eloise looked up.

      “What are we aiming for?” she asked.

      Lyuba smiled at the we. Eloise Cutter came across as a woman used to fighting for her way. Having to be twice as good as a man to be considered anywhere close to his equal.

      It was a feeling Lyuba understood well.

      “New engines,” Lyuba replied. “I presume that the forward sweep allows a bomb bay exactly at the center of gravity without the wing spar intruding. Some of the designs have many guns, but our own Camel only had a fixed cannon forward and a tail turret.”

      “Power the turret with remote controls,” Eloise said firmly. “Put the gunner up front, possibly paired with the Navigator or make that a joint role. Pilot and copilot. Flight engineer, who might also be copilot. Bombardier, who might be navigator. Crew between three and five, I think. What are my limits?”

      “Your expertise will analyze these designs and see what might be buildable with current technology,” Lyuba replied. “There are notes on wing-warping problems the Germans ran into, but that might be as much poor quality control in the factory as a design failure. How do we offset or fix it?”

      “Fuel in the wings,” Eloise replied instantly. “Maybe wingtip tanks added. Engines in pods under the wings instead of inside the root like the British tend to prefer, so that they can be updated later as better become available. And pods means I can move them around as we start wind-tunnel testing.”

      “Kelly has a budget,” Lyuba told her. “You’re part of a new team he is building out, separate from the current one and working entirely under the table for the US government rather than Lockheed, I’m given to understand. Our Camel was a clean design for a medium bomber. The British are doing similar things. The Soviets are generally behind in building, because they spend more time in food fights than design meetings. How does the Red Branch get clear out to the edge of the envelope, then push that forward?”

      Eloise studied her for a long moment. Lyuba waited. Finally the woman spoke.

      “I’m twenty-four, Gradskaya,” she began. “Isn’t that young to be heading up a project like this?”

      “None of the men have much more experience with jets than you do,” Lyuba countered. “Except Kelly and a few. Plus, they will be forever stuck in how we used to do it, rather than inventing the future of aviation. I want fresh minds unafraid to ask questions.”

      “Like a forward-swept medium to heavy bomber?” Eloise asked. “What about the B-45 with the straight wing or the B-47 Stratojet with its sweep?”

      “Conservative,” Lyuba replied disdainfully. “Probably useful if you have to build hundreds of them. We need a handful at most. Really, only one that can fly high enough and fast enough to operate as an airborne command post for Yuri when his Camel is outdated. And maybe drop bombs if it comes to that. If the design works, perhaps it gets license-built elsewhere, but the Red Branch will lead the way.”

      Eloise shrugged.

      “Making no promises, but I’ll do what I can,” she said. “And the pay’s far better than anything in the Midwest, for all that Chuck bitches.”

      Her husband. Leland, but everybody called him Chuck. Big man. Lyuba had met him once. Filled with joy and bonhomie. Those two made a good match. Lyuba needed the woman’s brains and Chuck apparently made her smile.

      “When we get home, I’m hoping you have something we can blackmail Kelly and the CIA into building for us.”

      “I’ll want to fly in it,” Eloise said. “Might even need to design something smaller, fighter-craft sized, to test things in the air before we go full.”

      “You tell me,” Lyuba smiled. “We have the Strix, but it had been my experience that every year someone completely upends aviation with some new aircraft design. Only because the governments have to build them in air fleet sizes do they not all constantly stay at the bleeding edge. The Red Branch is not so limited.”
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