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      How to investigate an incident that hasn’t yet happened?

      Miranda Chase may be the nation’s top air-crash specialist, but not even her autistic mind can analyze a crash that...isn’t one.

      The UK Prime Minister’s personal jet sits intact on the tarmac at a Colorado Space Force base. But for how long? They’ve received a threat that the plane will explode if anyone tries to deplane. No matter the cause, a UK Prime Minister murdered on US soil won’t end well.

      To maintain the peace, Miranda must solve the crisis before it blows up into a disaster.
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      NOTE: This story occurs be between the novels Nightwatch and Osprey, though neither is relevant to this story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Miranda Chase’s Office

        Tacoma Narrows Airport

        Tacoma, Washington

      

      

      “How soon can you be in Colorado?”

      “It depends on multiple factors, Roy.” Miranda never understood how people could ask such non-specific questions. She’d observed that they frequently did. Which then turned into follow-up questions and other sidetracks.

      Of course, she hadn’t dealt directly with the President that often. She usually talked to Drake, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, when a military air-crash crisis arose. Perhaps Roy didn’t understand the full implications of this question.

      “My flight time is dependent on where in Colorado. From my office at Tacoma Narrows Airport in Washington State, the nearest airfield of any size, Yampa Valley Regional, lies nine hundred miles away, but Lamar Municipal is twelve hundred. Then there’s mode of transport. If I fly alone in my F-86 Sabrejet, I can be there at Lamar in two hours including preflight. If I bring the team, it will take over three hours as some of them are at the team house plus the slower airspeed for my Citation M2 twinjet.”

      All in all, Miranda was finding living in the team house in Gig Harbor a little alarming, but she didn’t have much choice. Her home on the family island had recently burned down in an intense forest fire. Though the design of the new home was done, the contractors hadn’t yet finished removing the burned-out structures of the old one. She’d considered placing a large trailer on the island to live in but didn’t like seeing the contractors disturbing her island with their loud machines and louder voices.

      It wasn’t that she minded overnighting with the team in Gig Harbor. But spending every day in the same house with three other people was taxing her equilibrium—always a dicey thing for someone on the autism spectrum.

      “I’m always startled by the knowledge you keep in your head, Miranda. Speed, in this situation, is the critical factor.”

      The Sabrejet. Yay! It had been too long since she’d flown it. She’d been about to hang up when she remembered the critical detail, “Roy, which airport do you want me at?”

      “Buckley Space Force Base in⁠—”

      “I know where it is. That’s twenty-two minutes closer than Lamar. I’m headed your way.” Then she hung up.

      Only when she was done filing a flight plan on her tablet and preflighting her Sabrejet did she realize that the President might have considered that to be rude. In the excitement of the moment, she’d both interrupted him and forgotten to say goodbye.

      She’d have to remember to apologize in an hour and thirty-eight minutes when she saw him.

      Miranda was rolling out the hangar door when Andi swept up in her Mini Cooper. Miranda cycled down the engine to idle, raised her helmet’s visor, and slid back the canopy as Andi leapt out of her still running car.

      “Where are you going?” Andi shouted up at her.

      “Colorado. Roy called. You shouldn’t leave your car running and unattended like that.”

      “But…” Andi glared at the ground for a long moment. There was no mistaking that she was angry; she had the down frown and furrowed brows that matched the angry emoji in Miranda’s autism reference notebook.

      She wondered why Andi would be angry at the pavement outside the team’s plane hangar.

      Andi took a deep breath before looking up and yelling over the growl of the Orenda turbojet engine. “You should have called or at least texted me.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She never used to. Of course living together, being girlfriends, and working on the same air-crash investigation team meant they didn’t often do things separately anymore.

      Miranda was quite surprised at that thought. For years she’d guarded her Alone Time assiduously, yet she didn’t need to with Andi.

      “Love you!” She had it in her personal notes to say that often as it made Andi happy.

      “Love you too. Call when you get there. Now go!” Andi backed away and waved her off.

      “Don’t forget to turn off your car.” Miranda lowered her visor and closed the canopy as she continued her taxi.

      Back up to an hour and thirty-nine minutes, before she could apologize to Roy. At the end of Runway 35, Miranda cleared with the tower and rolled onto the active runway for takeoff.

      The bright aluminum 1958 Sabrejet was the first swept-wing fighter of them all. It had ruled the skies over Korea and flown into the early days of the Vietnam War. She didn’t care about that. What she loved was that Jackie Cochran had been the first woman to break the sound barrier and she’d done it in a Sabrejet very similar to her own.

      With a single open intake at the nose like a basking shark, it swept aloft. The six machine guns had been removed. That meant the plane was mostly a jet engine with a pilot sitting on top and short wings laden with extended range fuel tanks. She raced up to forty-five thousand feet and punched east into the blue sky.
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      Over Idaho, Miranda wondered if she was the one Andi had been angry at instead of the pavement. Such details were always bewildering; she made a note to ask Andi when she returned though she still couldn’t think of why. Was it what she’d said about Andi leaving her car engine running? That didn’t make sense either but Miranda always felt adrift in these kinds of situations.

      Over Wyoming she began thinking that she’d had never been to Buckley Space Force Base before. She’d been to many of the sixty primary domestic US Air Force bases and several of the overseas ones. She’d never actually been to a Space Force Base before. The NTSB was on call for air-crash investigations when the Air Force Accident Investigation Board requested assistance, but she seemed to personally draw all of their NTSB calls.

      Buckley was far more than a mere Air Force, or Space Force base. It was one of the National Reconnaissance Office’s primary observation posts. There were lesser installations in the US, mostly watching for incoming ICBMs. But Buckley was one of the big three, along with Pine Gap, Australia, and Menwith Hill in the UK. Between them, they monitored and controlled more intelligence traffic than probably everyone else in the world combined.

      Their radar dishes were the eyes and ears of every US and allied satellite aloft. That meant that the same people were watching a drone over the South China Sea, Kennen satellite images of the North Korean missile sites, and intercepting cellphone chatter from Iran’s uranium enrichment labs. All satellites and military flights, foreign or domestic, were monitored through those three locations as well. It was part of the Five Eyes alliance that gathered and shared top-level US, Canada, UK, Australia, and New Zealand intelligence. There were other, larger intelligence-sharing groups but all with less sensitive information distributed at each successive tier. Five Eyes was the top and it centered at Buckley Space Force Base.

      Miranda didn’t like to think ahead, and she remained deeply mistrustful of conjecture, but it was difficult. What kind of an accident at a Space Force base had warranted calling in an NTSB inspector? And why had the President called her directly?
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      As she approached Buckley and cleared her approach for landing with the Control Tower, she kept an eye out for the telltale signs. No curl of smoke on the horizon. No blackened patch of a near-miss landing or a failed departure. No circle of strobing emergency lights that she could see from the air. And it was one of those perfectly blue, spring days. She could see the Front Range from Colorado Springs to the south, all the way north to Boulder.

      Miranda descended beneath the massive air congestion that was Denver International Airport ten miles away to come down at Buckley. From above, Buckley showed a slanted-cross layout of the long main runway and the now-closed second runway. But the primary focus of the base wasn’t on the runways, rather the cluster of buildings to the northwest and the large white spheres of the radomes scattered all around the site. Inside each would be a large dish radio antenna, protected from the weather and aimed aloft to capture satellite communications.

      She almost wished her Sabrejet had the next-generation FJ-3 Fury landing modifications—that mod had the arresting hook and was carrier capable. Buckley was the only Air Force Base with a permanently installed wire arresting system for testing. It would have been fun to try, not that her little jet used more than a quarter of the long runway.

      They didn’t direct her to any of the hangars that lay along the west side. Instead, ground control sent her out to the west end of the closed east-west runway. In addition to a few unmarked buildings, she passed the fuel truck depot on her left and nine F-16C fighter jets that must belong to the Air National Guard Base.

      The only thing ahead through her windshield was the fire station, properly the CFR—Crash, Fire, and Rescue.

      On the apron where only fire trucks should be, a lone Dassault Falcon 900LX was parked. The small corporate trijet—with the three engines clustered at the tail—could carry nineteen passengers in VIP luxury. There was no mistaking it for a US plane, not that the US military had them in their inventory, because the entire tail and the winglets that curved up at the end of the wings had been painted with the Union Jack of the United Kingdom.

      There was a perimeter of firemen standing in a circle around the aircraft thirty meters away in every direction—wearing full fire and hazmat gear. A portable generator had been plugged into the plane. It could power the lights, radios, and air conditioning with the engines shut down.

      The aircraft marshal guided her to park her Sabrejet on the dirt beyond the far side of the fire station.
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