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      When one of their own is threatened—the nation’s #1 air-crash investigation team enters a race to survive.

      An airliner downed on a Pacific atoll. A CIA covert strike team sent in to “clean it up.” An old enemy seeks revenge. This time, the NTSB’s autistic air-crash investigator, Miranda Chase, and her team are in the crosshairs. The action races around the globe as US military airbases become shooting galleries and their lives are placed on the line.

      And hidden from sight? A treacherous plan to grab political power and start a new war with Russia in the Middle East. Only Miranda’s team stands in their way, if they can survive.
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        Seattle-to-Sydney Direct

        600 miles southwest of Hawaii

        39,000 feet

        Seat 57A

      

      

      

      Holly did not appreciate the irony of the moment.

      Not even a little.

      She’d been sitting one row from the very rear of the Airbus A330-900neo jet. If she didn’t hack off her legs to get away from the muscle spasms soon, it would be a Christmas miracle—too bad it was October.

      Tall people were not meant to sit in economy on fourteen-hour nonstops. But National Transportation Safety Board investigators also knew better than to sit in the front of airplanes.

      Statistically, the rear rows of modern jetliners were marginally enough safer that she couldn’t quite bring herself to sit forward, no matter how safe airplane travel in general had become. Far and away the safest form of transport—except when it wasn’t.

      And her job as a crash investigator was all about when it wasn’t.

      The very tail of all wide-body jets had a motion that seemed disconnected from the rest of the aircraft, and, at the moment, the vibration was almost as annoying as her legs.

      Only six hours into fourteen, for a flight she didn’t want to make. It was lucky for whoever wasn’t there that the seat beside her remained empty; it was best that her need to vent her frustrations to someone, anyone, had no ready target.

      Hell, at the moment she’d even vent to Mike, though their parting at the airport hadn’t gone smoothly.

      Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you? And Mike had even insisted on driving her to SeaTac for her flight. As if he somehow knew how hard this trip was going to be for her—despite her not telling anyone anything about why she was going. Of course it was Mike, so he’d known even without being told.

      Which was almost as annoying as how comforting his presence had been on the drive.

      But the last thing she wanted was her past touching any part of her present.

      It was a completely rank horror-show that she herself had been given no choice.

      Then at the curb he’d gotten all clingy, like he was going to miss more than having her in his bed most nights. Like he…owned?...some piece of her?

      So not her.

      She’d already been with him longer than anyone before in her life. Maybe it was time they were done—just to avoid his getting too attached. Soon, maybe he’d be wanting more than she was willing to give.

      The period of the vibration shifted.

      Rather than the slightly annoying slow sway of the airplane’s butt—like riding in a big old 1970s station wagon that desperately needed new shocks—it took up a distinct rhythm.

      One that accelerated fast.

      With a periodicity that, in all her experience, should never happen to any airplane.

      She opened her left-side window shade to glare out. Her eyes ached as they adjusted from the dim you-should-be-sleeping-now interior to the glaring dawn over the Central Pacific.

      There was the source just at the edge of her view—the Number One engine was shaking visibly.

      Shaking hard.

      It didn’t explode or shatter like an uncontained turbine failure. Those happened in milliseconds; things occurred fast when meter-wide titanium fans shattered at thirteen thousand rpm.

      This engine was swaying side-to-side on its mount.

      She’d never seen that before. Or read about one doing that. Or even heard of such an event. Holly barely had time to wonder if Miranda ever had.

      Three seconds later it broke free of the left wing.

      Shit! There was an event she could go a lifetime without witnessing herself.

      Just as the engine mount’s shear bolts were designed to do, rather than letting the engine destroy the wing, they sheared.

      The suddenly disconnected Rolls-Royce Trent 7000 turbine— unburdened from doing its half of dragging the two-hundred-and-fifty-ton twinjet across the ocean—shot forward, then climbed up and over the wing. As it passed safely above the wing, the engine did finally fail. It shattered spectacularly before disappearing aft faster than she could track.

      Holly cringed and dug her fingers into the arm rests, but no metal pinged off the main fuselage.

      She held a deep breath for maximum blood oxygenation, ready to exhale with the abrupt hull decompression.

      But there wasn’t one.

      No oxygen mask suddenly dangled inches from her face.

      Apparently the hull was still intact. The engine failure was directed downward from the inverted engine’s top, pummeling the wing with a single loud bang. The well sound-insulated plane muffled it to little more than the noise of retracting landing gear.

      Holly’s fingers ached as she released the padded armrests, even though it had only been seconds.

      She tried to remember the last aircraft she’d heard of suffering a complete breakaway engine loss, but she wasn’t Miranda Chase. Her team’s IIC—Investigator-in-Charge—carried the entire encyclopedia of aircraft accidents around in her head. It was only one small part of what made Miranda the best IIC in the entire National Transportation Safety Board.

      Herself, not so much.

      Holly took a slow, deep breath before she dared to look again.

      The engine was definitely gone.

      She focused on recalling her military training to remain calm in a crisis—because crisis was just the normal state of operations.

      Then she looked down and lost the bit of calm that she’d mustered.

      That was definitely the vast emptiness of the world’s largest ocean seven long miles below.

      She looked over her shoulder at the two flight attendants. Still chatting quietly in their seats.

      A glance up the long aisle revealed that most people were asleep, except for a few diehards watching movies. It was seven a.m. back in the flight’s origin city of Seattle—after a one a.m. departure; sensible people were asleep just the way any airlines wished their passengers to be. Always. She was surprised they didn’t just drug the coffee and be done with it.

      The aisles were empty, and there was no splash of light from any other open window shade revealing the pile-driver sunrise pounding in her window.

      She knew that from the angle of the cockpit it would be impossible for the pilots to check the engine visually. However, their instruments would certainly be reporting the loss with several catastrophic tones. Trained pilots would now be ensuring the integrity of the Number Two Engine.

      But someone should be coming out to look out a window that could actually see the engine. Or at least a flight attendant should have been asked by the pilots to inspect it for them if they were too busy with alarms.

      She would count to ten.

      Holly made it to five before she punched the call button.

      One of the flight attendants behind her, a male, reluctantly unbuckled and came up to her seat.

      “You really should keep the shade down, miss. Others are all catchin’ a bit of shut-eye.” While she enjoyed the Aussie accent—it was a real relief after spending the last year in the US—she had other priorities.

      “I didn’t want to alarm anyone, but you just lost an engine.” She kept her voice down and her tone even.

      The attendant hadn’t started out looking friendly and now was looking less so. “I’m sure the pilots have everything well in hand.”

      Holly grabbed the attendant’s pretty two-tone tie by the back strap, used her thumb to slide the knot tighter to make sure she had his full attention, then dragged him across the empty seat beside her and her lap to mash his face up against the window.

      His choked-off squeak of alarm sounded ridiculous coming from a guy, especially an Aussie.

      “We’ve lost a bloody engine, mate. See?” She thumped his face against the plastic a few times to make her point.

      “Don’t move!”

      Holly looked up and into the muzzle of a Glock 19, the new Gen5, which she’d been meaning to check out. An air marshal must have been sitting in row 56 directly in front of her. He now knelt on his seat and had aimed his sidearm at her over the seat back.

      Her former training as an operator in the Australian Special Air Service Regiment kicked in.

      The air marshal held it one-handed, and with his finger outside the trigger guard. He was making it too easy.

      Keeping one hand firmly on the flight attendant’s tie, she swung her other hand up from where the marshal wouldn’t be able to see it over the seatback. Catching the barrel in the Y-shape between her extended thumb and hand, she grabbed on and rotated it upward away from her face, forcing his finger to slip completely off the trigger guard and below the weapon.

      If he’d been using a two-handed hold, she’d need a different, more difficult technique, but he didn’t even get that right.

      Continuing the motion, she peeled the gun completely out of his hand.

      Then Holly tossed it in the air just enough to flip her hold from barrel to handgrip and jammed the barrel up his nose.

      Her finger was inside the trigger guard.

      “You! By law, air marshals are required to flash their badge and give a warning before wielding a sidearm. So you’re in serious trouble there, mate. Now sit down and behave unless you want your brains to finish the flight with a free upgrade to First Class.”

      He made a tiny nod of acknowledgement—about as big as could be made with a 9 mm pistol rammed up one nostril.

      She hit the magazine release, dropping it on the back of the flight attendant still pinned across her knees. He flinched and gagged a bit.

      Racking the slide back against the edge of her folded tray table, Holly saw no round in the chamber. He hadn’t been a real threat at all. She pulled the trigger on the empty chamber, tugged the paired slide release levers midway down the barrel, nudged the slide against the tray table again, and, with a quick shake, the gun fell into pieces.

      The air marshal started to move, but not the right motion to turn and sit.

      She dropped the rest of the parts on her temporary tray table built from the choking flight attendant’s back—she eased up his tie a bit—and grabbed the air marshal’s windpipe with her free hand. Holly pinched hard enough that he wouldn’t make a sound that could alarm other passengers.

      “And if you reach for your bloody baton, you wanker, I’m going to use your own handcuffs on you and leave you face down in the thunder box.” Not an airline toilet in the world didn’t reek after the first six hours of a flight.

      She shoved him away, gathered up the Glock parts from the flight attendant’s back, then hauled him off her lap.

      “You! Call the bloody cockpit and tell them they’ve lost the Number One engine.” She glanced out the window and saw it was even worse than she’d expected. “And that the wing isn’t looking so pearla either.”
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      First Officer Quint Dermott slid into the empty seat next to the golden-blonde staring out the window. She was a serious treat. If she had the face to go with that hair and body, she’d be a stunner.

      If this was an airport bar, he’d think some thoughts. But they’d just carked a bloody engine in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. If the flight attendant hadn’t been freaking, he sure as hell wouldn’t be here—it was hard to spook one that much.

      “I’m the copilot. What seems to be the issue here?”

      “Well, mate. I’d say you’re the one having a serious issue.” She didn’t bother turning to face him as she spoke. Her Strine was so broad it was like being home.

      “Fair dinkum?” Quint could have a good time calming this passenger down, not that she looked upset. Long blondes with legs to match and who spoke like they were from the heart of the Outback were something he hadn’t run into in far too long. Maybe never a Sheila of this quality. Too bad he had to hustle back to the cockpit.

      Twice he’d been blocked from the left side of the aircraft by some doddering fool getting out of the seat, so he’d just hustled down the right side without getting the outside view he wanted to check the engine’s status. They’d hit the fire bottle, but there were no readings at all, which they should have from even a crippled engine.

      She waved out the window.

      This wasn’t the best angle to see the engine but it was better than nothing. He leaned in. Close enough to see the wing out her window and feel—his heart skip the next three beats.

      An ES—Engine Separation. Shit! No wonder there were no readings coming back to the cockpit.

      “I’m seeing some serious flexion at rib number nine,” her accent slid away as she continued at a volume barely louder than a cozy whisper in his ear. “Directly above the engine pylon is where it seems to be doing the worst of it. You’re already getting enough buckling in top panels eleven through fifteen that I think the rear spar is FUBAR as well.”

      “Uh, where?”

      She pointed.

      He leaned in again. He was a pilot, not a mechanic, so how in the world would he know which skin panel was which? But practically lying in her lap, he could see what she was talking about. There was a crinkle in the aluminum skin directly above where the engine had been. Like a fist had punched down on it from above—a damn big fist. Fucked Up Beyond All Recovery was a depressingly accurate assessment.

      “You’ll also want to switch off any cross-tank transfer pumps or that leak is going to empty the plane of fuel faster than a possum up a gum tree.”

      Now that she’d pointed it out, he could see the dribble, okay, the fair gush of petrol going the wrong way.

      “Oh, one more thing.” She dumped the parts of a handgun into his lap, then reached forward and patted the head of the man seated in front of her.

      He cringed as if he’d just been whacked by a hammer—a ruddy farrier’s one. For shoeing Budweiser Clydesdales.

      “I didn’t really want to give that back to your air marshal. He seems inclined to want to shoot me.”

      “Happen much?”

      “Not anymore.” She offered a luminous smile.

      “How—”

      No time for finding out how she knew any of that.

      “You—”

      Nor how she’d disarmed an air marshal.

      “ATSB structural specialist on loan to the NTSB,” she answered his first question at least.

      On the Australian and the Yanks’ Transportation Safety Boards? That explained a hell of a lot.

      Definitely time to get back to report to the captain.

      “You’re with me.” He shoved to his feet.

      Or tried to.

      She hooked onto his belt and used it to slam him back into the seat before he was half out of it.

      “What?”

      “Don’t want to scare the B&S unless you’re into a dog’s breakfast,” and her broad Strine was back.

      He looked up the long aisles.

      A Bachelor and Spinsters Ball was a common dance party in rural Australia—a fun and typically very big gathering. Maybe not as many as were presently on the plane but on a good night…maybe. It wasn’t only singles who came out for a B&S Ball dance.

      And a dog’s breakfast was always a proper mess.

      Righto, he’d leave the passengers to their quiet sleep and free-movie pacifiers.

      He did his best to smile at the blonde and rose as normally as he could.

      She smiled back like she hadn’t a care in the world.
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      “Dani. It’s me. I have a tagalong,” he looked at the pieces of the air marshal’s gun that he’d carried up the aisle. “I’m the one with the weapon. We’re good as Vegemite.”

      He ignored the blonde’s snort of laughter.

      It was today’s agreed-on safe word. Without it, Captain Dani Evers wouldn’t have opened the door.

      There was a sharp snap as the cockpit door’s three heavy bolts unlocked.

      He swung it open and flinched when he saw the captain’s sidearm aimed to just behind him. Quint hadn’t known that Dani was one of the thirty percent of airline pilots who now flew armed. He showed her the gun parts, not that he had a clue how to put them together, then moved for his copilot’s seat and dropped them into a cup holder.

      Dani lowered her aim just enough to center on the blonde’s chest as soon as he was out of the way.

      “Clean as if I showered just last Thursday.” The blonde didn’t flinch. Instead, she did a slow turn with her hands out, like she was a runway model for airplane disasters, then shut the door behind them.

      “Who is she and why is she in my cockpit? And how bad off is my engine?”

      “Bad. Gone.”

      “Explain.”

      He just waved a hand at the woman.

      She sat in the jump seat located just behind and to the left of his own righthand seat. She slipped on a headset, then propped her feet up on the end of the central radio console that ran between his and Dani’s positions as if she was kicking back at home to view a program on the telly.

      Dani offered the blonde one of her patented Looks of Death.

      The feet went away. Experience had taught him that Dani Evers’ Look of Death could scorch a pushy guy in a pub right down into a puddle on the beer-stained floor. He could almost feel the blonde shrug as if it was no big deal.

      However, in keeping with her stated background, she launched into her observations, explaining the status to Dani in a way that was detailed, concise, and rattled off like the professional she claimed to be.

      Quint buckled in and cut the fuel flow to the left wing.

      Dani looked at him in question when she described the damage to the wing.

      He nodded that it looked exactly as bad as the assessment made it sound.

      Dani’s semi-eyeroll was her version of a violent curse—not something you did when the cockpit voice recorder was listening. It was one of the many reasons he liked flying with Captain Dani Evers. No games; there was never any question about what she was thinking.

      He watched the fuel gauges for a minute to make sure the flow had stopped, and tried not to feel incompetent just listening to the passenger.

      “You’ve got an ETOPS-330 rating on this jet,” she reminded them as she finished her analysis. “Three hundred and thirty minutes of Extended Operations flying time on a single engine. All that right ripper ability won’t be doing you a spec of good if the wing comes a cropper first.”

      “We’re eighty minutes past Hawaii,” Quint checked the charts. Then glanced back at the blonde.

      She was staring at the Escape Rope cubby beside the overhead breaker panel. There was one on each side so that, in the event of a crash blocking the cockpit door, he and Dani could open a side window and descend safely.

      It had always been an academic bit of knowledge from training—maybe not anymore.

      After a long study, she turned back to him.

      “I might just be chucking a wobbly,” she was perhaps the least berserk person he’d ever seen, “but I don’t think you have reaching-Hawaii kind of time. And eighty minutes past Hawaii means that Howland Island is the next nearest watering hole, two hours the other way—that’s if you want to be landing on a deserted sandy beach and curling up in a watery sleepout with Amelia Earhart. Howland’s the place she never reached in the end. Leaves you but one squat to plant your tush.” She stopped, not telling him where, of course.

      Quint had to search around a bit until he found Johnston Atoll. The island was abandoned and the runway closed, which was why it hadn’t shown up right away as an alternate field. It was less than twenty minutes away. It would take them that long to descend seven miles—unless they lost the wing, then it would be much faster. More like ninety seconds, which wouldn’t end well.

      Technically, Johnston wasn’t available for any kind of landing. But nine thousand feet of decommissioned US military-grade runway compared with crashing into the ocean when their wing fell off wasn’t a contest for him. He’d argue with the Yanks’ FAA after he’d survived. Better, he’d let Dani do it; she was the Captain after all.

      “How sure are you?” Dani asked as Quint put Johnston on the center screen, then flipped the radio to the satellite frequency for their airline’s emergency mechanic.

      “Personally, I’m surprised we’re still aloft.” The blonde recrossed her legs the other way as if she had nothing better to do. He did notice that despite her apparent ease, she’d put on the jump seat’s full five-point seat harness: lap belt, shoulders, and the crotch belt from the front edge of the cushion to the central clasp that any mere tourist would have missed.

      “Who the hell are you?” Quint felt as if he should know. But even thinking about her being in a totally unexpected place, he couldn’t account for her.

      “Sergeant Holly Harper, retired from the Oz Special Air Service Regiment. At your service, mate. Wondered when you were going to ask.”

      Quint could only stare at her.

      Couldn’t even blink.

      SASR were the elite special operators of the entire Australian military. Which explained why she was so calm in a crisis.

      What it didn’t explain was…Holly Harper?

      “Christ. I thought you were dead.”

      “Close a few times, maybe more than a few, but not yet. Why were you thinking that?”

      It would take far too long to explain.

      He turned to Captain Evers.

      “We’re going down, Dani. We need to get on the ground fast.”

      Because if there was anyone who knew about surviving, it was Holly Harper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay if I place a call?” Holly pulled out her phone.

      “You’d need a sat phone from here to—” Dani glanced back.

      Holly waggled her satellite phone at her.

      “Sure, go ahead.” Then she turned to the copilot. “Quint, plot me a course to Johnston. Then get a call in to operations and find out what a minimum stress descent looks like—make it a quick one.”

      “Roger that.”

      Holly dialed, then studied the back of the first officer’s head while it rang.

      Quint? Quint Dermott? That actually fit. He’d been a skinny kid of twelve when she was a still-gawky sixteen-year-old who’d left town after being thrown out by her parents. He’d certainly shaped up very nicely—all handsome, broad-shouldered, and Australian.

      “This is Miranda Chase. This is actually her, not a recording of her.”

      “Hey, her.” Holly could feel herself relaxing, even if Miranda was three thousand miles away in Seattle, it made Holly feel better just to hear her voice.

      “Where are you? Passing over Johnston Atoll? Can you see it? I’ve always wanted to go there.”

      “Funny you should mention that. I expect that I’ll be seeing it real soon now—up close and personal like.” Then she explained their situation.

      “The runway is not authorized for use. Not even for emergency landings.”

      “Good, they can come arrest me if we survive. Warm cell, three squares a day, bolted solidly to terra firma—I could get down with that. Besides, that’s part of the fun of an emergency, you get to break all sorts of rules.”

      “I was never particularly good at breaking rules. Are you with the pilots?” Holly could hear the fast rush of computer keys.

      “Yes.”

      “Speakerphone.” Miranda was also never one for the niceties of conversation.

      She continued as soon as Holly had switched over and called for Dani and Quint’s attention.

      “Temperature at Johnston Island Airport is eighty degrees; winds are east-northeast at seventeen so you’ll be landing on Runway 23 with an elevation of two meters above mean sea level. Barometer is currently 29.96. Visibility is reported at ten miles in light haze.” She continued with their best rate of descent for minimum wing-loading stress, proceeded to tell them what landing configuration to select right down to flaps and airspeed, and might have told them every detail of the approach if Holly had let her.

      “If I don’t die, Miranda, I’ll give you a shout on the mobile to let you know.”

      “I’ll get the team in motion.” Because, of course, Miranda would want to investigate the cause of the crash, whether or not they died. “If it’s going to be a water landing, call me and we’ll mobilize the Coast Guard.”

      Which was surprisingly thoughtful for Miranda. Holly knew that Miranda’s ASD—autism spectrum disorder—made it extremely hard for her to think about people.

      “Though I wouldn’t hold out much hope for recovering the aircraft if it does go into the ocean. The abyssal plain comes within a few kilometers of the atoll and is principally below the four-thousand-meter mark. Recovery from those depths is exceedingly difficult.”

      So much for thoughtful. Thoughtful about the plane anyway. Miranda’s parents had died in the 1996 crash of TWA 800, which was recovered from a hundred and thirty feet of water just off Long Island, New York—not thirteen thousand feet off a remote Pacific atoll. She’d have been sure to remain very well-educated on the complexities of deep-water recovery operations.

      “That’s an extremely unlikely type of double event, breakaway and then an uncontained turbine failure in the same engine. If anything, the opposite would be more typical, but an ES is an exceedingly rare event. That’s remarkably interesting. It is difficult without a more recent inspection of the skin buckling, but based on your initial description…” there was another sharp rattle of a computer keyboard. “Models are projecting a nineteen percent chance of losing the wing on gear-down and an eighty-two-point-five percent chance of losing the wing during the landing.”

      “Thanks. I’ll hopefully be in touch soon, Miranda.”

      “Okay. Bye.” And she was gone.

      “Who the hell was that?” Dani snapped out, but Holly noticed that she was flying exactly on the profile Miranda had recommended.

      “She’s the NTSB’s top air-crash investigator.” Holly considered what a lame statement that was to describe her. “She’s…unusual. But she’s also rarely wrong.”

      Miranda, despite all her oddities, was also her friend.

      It was going to really suck if she herself died, because neither she nor Miranda had a whole lot of those.
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      Miranda called Mike as she hurried from the house, across the meadow, and up the grass runway to Spieden Island’s hangar. She didn’t like breaking the law, but the urgency was high enough that she was willing to drive one-handed while using her cell phone. It was an oversight that she hadn’t set up the island’s golf cart with a hands-free system.

      The data said that the law should have been written to prohibit all phone usage while driving, even hands-free, but that had proved to be too unpopular a choice for vote-minded representatives in Washington, DC. Safety bowing to consumer convenience was a trend she’d witnessed all too often in how the FAA’s decision-making process selected which of her own recommendations to implement and which to ignore.

      And now she was a contributing factor to one of the most dangerous problems that the NTSB’s surface transportation teams were always struggling to correct.

      The fact that she owned the island and was the only person presently here perhaps diminished the risk.

      While waiting for Mike to answer, she navigated along the dirt track over the half-mile from her house to her aircraft hangar. The local deer were very calm when she was the only one here, and she had to wait for a family of them to graze across the track in front of her.

      “Hi, Miranda. What’s up? Do we have a launch?”

      “Holly is on a flight to Sydney, currently over Johnston Atoll in the South Pacific.”

      “Right. I knew that. I’ve been following her with a flight tracker. What’s Johnston Atoll?”

      Miranda considered the priority of answering the question…and chose not to. Holly would congratulate her on proper selection of information organization. However, the “where” was indeed pertinent.

      “It’s where,” she emphasized for clarity that she was amending his question, “her plane will be crashing in approximately nineteen minutes. Or near there if the damaged wing falls off before they arrive at Johnston. I estimate that she has a sixty-two percent overall chance of survival.”

      The deer remained grazing in the middle of the track. As much as she hated to do it, she beeped the golf cart’s horn. They looked at her in some surprise, but moved aside and she was able to continue toward the hangar. She was most of the way there before Mike responded.

      “Would you mind repeating that?” His voice was so soft that she could barely hear it over the swishing of the tall grass against the underside of the golf cart. She really needed to get out the tractor and mow the runway soon.

      “Yes.” She hated repeating herself. Mike knew that, but she did it for him. “Holly is on a flight to Sydney, currently over Johnston Atoll in the South Pacific. It’s where her plane will be crashing in approximately nineteen minutes. Or near there if the damaged wing falls off before they arrive at Johnston. I estimate that she has a sixty-two percent overall chance of survival.”

      “Holly. Crashing. South Pacific. I’m…going to need…moment.”

      Miranda wondered at that. It wasn’t a difficult concept. Unless this was one of those interpersonal things that she never understood. Mike took care of those for her. But he wasn’t making much sense at the moment.

      Perhaps it was because he and Holly had been lovers for most of a year now. Would that be a significant factor? His stuttered reaction said yes.

      “Is Andi there?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      When nothing happened, she decided that she had to be extremely specific. “Please hand the phone to her.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      For seven more seconds nothing happened, then there was a shuffling sound.

      “Miranda, what did you say to Mike? He’s gone white as a sheet.”

      She decided that her third repetition wasn’t actually repeating herself if a new person was involved.

      “I said, ‘Holly is on a flight to Sydney, currently over Johnston Atoll in the South Pacific.’ Then I told him, ‘It’s where,” she did her best to match her earlier emphasis for exactitude, “her plane will be crashing in approximately nineteen minutes. Or near there if the damaged wing falls off before they arrive at Johnston. I estimate that she has a sixty-two percent overall chance of survival.’ That percentage is only a first-order approximation; I should have mentioned that. Then he asked me to repeat it and I told him the same thing again, also without the first-order approximation amendment.”

      “Okay, Miranda. I’ll try to fix it. You need to think about how important Holly is to us all, but especially to Mike. You could have found a better way to say that.”

      “But she does have a sixty-two percent chance of survival. That’s a good thing.”

      “The fact that she’s in a pending plane crash and has a thirty-eight percent chance of dying is a bad one.”

      “Oh, I get that now.” At least enough to state that she did. But… “No, I don’t. Can you explain it to me?” She’d carefully used as positive an explanation as the data allowed. She always started with the positive once a period of A/B testing had revealed that it made for a much more efficient and effective interview than when she started with a negative—even when the negative was far more factually supported.

      “Later. Let’s get moving.”

      “Oh, right.” Miranda had parked at the hangar but become too involved in the conversation to continue with what she’d been doing. Driving and phone conversations were not a good combination. “I’ll be at the Tacoma Narrows airport in twenty minutes. Call Jon. We’re going to need a longer-range jet than either of mine to fly there.”

      “He’s your boyfriend. Shouldn’t you be the one calling him?”

      “That will only delay my flight to you.” Miranda unlocked the hangar door and pressed the garage opener. She concentrated on keeping in motion, which made it harder to follow the phone call.

      “And he may not wish to use a military asset for a civilian crash.”

      “Remind him that Johnston Atoll, closed or not, is still a military property.”

      “Okay, I’ll twist his arm for you.”

      “Why would you do that? I’m not certified to fly any current military jets. We’ll need both of his arms intact.”

      “It’s a saying, Miranda. It means that I’ll take care of it as soon as I can get Mike and the others moving. Are you sure that you don’t want to call him?”

      Miranda thought a moment. Their last conversations had been…uncomfortable. Jon kept asking for things she didn’t understand; like he was the one in control and her opinion was damaged to begin with. She knew that. She was the one who was autistic after all, not him. But she still had them and—

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Andi spoke up.

      “No what?”

      “No, you don’t want to call Jon.”

      Miranda considered the time factor and the annoyance factor. Weighed separately either would be acceptable. Compounded? “No, I don’t.”

      “Okay. I’m on it. Now go,” and Andi hung up.

      Miranda realized that she’d come to a stop again. Cell phones really were dangerous.

      She hung up, pocketed the phone, and did the preflight inspection on her Korean War era F-86 Sabrejet. It was only as she was rotating aloft that she remembered the hat sitting on the mantle over her ocean-cobble fireplace.

      Holly had given each member of their NTSB team a bright yellow baseball hat from her beloved Australian women’s national soccer team, the Matildas. She was quite insistent that they all wore them to every site investigation. They had the added advantage, except when hard hats were required, of making the other members of her team easy to locate at a site investigation.

      Miranda must remember to ask if it was still technically a baseball hat if it touted a soccer team, which being Australian was actually called a football team.

      Instead of being further distracted by that thought, Miranda wondered if there was some deeper meaning in the fact that she’d left it behind.

      Not one she understood.

      Besides, hats were replaceable.

      Holly wasn’t.

      Oh! That would explain why Mike was upset at the possibility of her dying.

      Now that she’d followed the thought full circle, she aimed the jet south and pushed up to the sea-level limit of just under seven hundred miles an hour. From the San Juan Islands, she was now less than eight minutes to Tacoma Narrows airport.
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      Holly would have preferred to not overhear Quint briefing the cabin crew over the intercom. The words were quite unnerving: possible water landing, probable hard landing, wing loss might mean that the exits over the port wing would become unavailable, fuselage, break up…

      She’d be happier if she was still in her back row seat, still asleep—which she’d never been and wouldn’t last another thirty seconds anyway. Right now, the flight crew were scrambling to get all the passengers ready and in their brace positions.

      While the passenger area was probably a land of mayhem and panic, the cockpit was a quiet refuge. The two pilots discussing emergency checklists and rates of descent as if they were chatting quietly over crumpets and tea. Maybe it was worth giving up her tail-section seat to not be a part of whatever was happening back there.

      Quint was doing a respectable job of not giving in to his nerves. But Miranda would like Dani Evers’ nerves—in this crisis, she didn’t give a single sign that she even had any. At the moment she was pure pilot, and Holly appreciated that.

      They’d descended from thirty-nine thousand feet to fifteen thou, and they still had two wings.

      She really should message the others. That’s what many of the passengers would be doing, or trying to. Not a lot of cell reception in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Her sat phone could reach Mike easily enough.

      But she had no idea what to say to him.

      Besides, her training had long ago taught her that the only direction to look during a crisis was ahead.

      Still. A short message—

      “Holly, could you go look and see just how bad off the wing is?”

      “Oh sure, Quint.”

      She appreciated the interruption as an excuse to tuck the phone away unused.

      “You’ve just kicked the entire cabin into full alert. No worries. I’ll just mosey my civilian ass out of your secure cockpit. If some wuss packing a death wish like it was his best mate busts in, you can deal with that. Then I’ll just make a point of staring out at the wing with stark fear on my mug. Should I return the air marshal’s Glock while I’m about it or just shoot any passengers who really are chucking a wobbly?” If Quint had unnerved her with his instructions to the cabin crew, it seemed only fair turnabout to tease him some.

      “You never were one for following orders.”

      “Not on your bloody crew, mate.” Actually, she’d been damn good at doing precisely that, in a way. Eleven years in the military had taught her how to follow orders. Of course, Special Operations Forces was more about making up the rules as they were needed—not exactly the land of conformists. “Besides, will knowing if we’re all about to die change any of your choices?”

      “She’s got you there, Quint. Let’s stay focused.” Whether Dani was ordering herself or Quint wasn’t clear in her tone.

      Holly soon wished she had taken the offer of strolling through the panicked crowd; at least it would be something to focus on other than how small Johnston Island Airport looked. In the middle of Johnston Atoll, which was four tiny islands and a ring of submerged coral, was the biggest of the four islands that broke the ocean’s surface. And Johnston Island was a runway…and not much more. A pinprick in a wide blue ocean that made it seem far smaller than the numbers said it was.

      The coral ring outlining the atoll was mostly submerged. The lagoon was a tropical blue but outside the ring it was the blue-black of the Pacific depths. She knew it would get bigger fast, but for all her flying, she’d never approached a runway in an airliner. The fit seemed very unlikely from the air.

      Why did Miranda have to remind her of quite how deep that dark blue was? It was a depth from which Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 was never recovered, or even found.

      Three other tiny islands were all that dotted the ten- by twenty-kilometer lagoon. Johnston Island itself was emphasized by a too-geometric semidarkness around its perimeter. The runway must have been built on dredgings from the lagoon’s reef. That would explain the island’s nearly perfect rectangular shape and only being a little longer than the runway that stretched along the whole centerline of its surface.

      Sterile cockpit rules during essential operations—like not crashing—meant she couldn’t even distract herself with some easy banter.

      She unbuckled long enough to peek out the left-hand windows. The outer wing section, which was all she could see from up here in the cockpit, was flexing a lot in the last stages of the descent. Crossing to the other side, she couldn’t tell if the intact right wing was better or worse.

      Patience.

      It was one of the hardest skills she’d ever learned in the SASR—one of the hardest for all grunts to learn. There were times when the only real option was to park your hind end and wait. So she parked it and buckled back in. It could be days, waiting for a target to pass within range of a lookout or a sniper hole. Weeks and occasionally months could go by between deployments. Of course, the intensity of the constant training required to remain at peak performance had filled those times reasonably well. As had the easy access to a watering hole for a nice frothy pint or three afterward.

      Five thousand feet.

      Dani and Quint were doing pilot jabber.

      “Descent rate fifteen hundred feet-per-minute.”

      “Flaps One.”

      “Speed Two-zero-zero.”

      “Range twelve miles. On planned glide slope.”

      “Three minutes down.” Assuming the wing lasted three more minutes.

      She noticed that the landing gear was still up. Miranda’s warning that lowering the gear might put too much stress on the wing was being listened to.

      Once Quint had called their operations department, it had taken them almost ten minutes to confirm what Miranda had known off the top of her head. At least if she herself was going to die, it would be based on the best advice that Miranda could give. It was just bloody awkward that the landing gear was attached to the wing itself, rather than the body.

      The best-chance strategy of surviving a crash was remarkably counterintuitive to her.

      The Special Air Service Regiment’s training had taught her to maximize body flexibility. The way to take a hard blow in hand-to-hand combat was to stay loose—absorbing the blow with motion rather than resisting it.

      Parachute training was about absorbing the shock with soft knees, then flexing into a roll onto thigh, butt, and shoulder to absorb the impact in stages.

      In a crash, the rule was to line up your body and brace hard. The chances of a snapped neck dropped dramatically if she aligned her head with her shoulders and spinal cord, and she tightened her muscles to keep it there. Back injury protection was augmented by no twists in the spine at time of impact. Bracing as hard as possible at the moment of maximum force made it less likely to sustain any torsion or compression injuries.

      “Descending at fifteen hundred fpm.”

      “Flaps Two.”

      “Speed One-seven-five.”

      “Range eight miles. On planned glide slope.”

      “Two minutes down.”

      Each word they said, she followed from instrument to instrument. At Dani’s call for “Flaps Two”, Quint pulled back on the large black lever in the horizontal console close by where Holly had braced her feet again.

      She jerked them to the floor and hoped neither pilot noticed.

      Of course they were rather busy.

      Dani’s partial turn and half smile said that Holly had been caught red-footed.

      The runway looked impossibly narrow from the front seat of the jetliner. To the south, there was a taxiway and airplane parking area. To the north, there were plenty of footprints of buildings that had once served the island but only one building of any size remained—a lone blockhouse of heavy concrete.

      “Flaps Three.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Quint asked with his hand on the lever. “More flaps increases wing stress.”

      Damn it! Holly should have kept Miranda on the phone.

      “Belay that,” Dani stated in a perfectly chill pilot way.

      “Speed One-fiver-zero.”

      “Range four miles. On planned glide slope.”

      At two miles Dani ordered, “Gear down.”

      Quint rested his hand on the gear lever at the center of the console above the throttles. It had a black handle shaped like two side-by-side tires. With impressively little hesitation, Quint then moved it down as if Miranda hadn’t predicted it to be the most dangerous moment prior to the landing itself.

      There was a dull whir and grind—more felt through the soles of her feet on the
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