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      A cyberattack penetrates US military systems. The woman to solve it? Miranda Chase.

      The US Army’s brand-new S-97 Raider reconnaissance helicopter goes down during final acceptance testing—hard. Cause: a  failure, or the latest in a series of cyberattacks by Turkey?

      Miranda Chase, the NTSB’s autistic air-crash genius, and her team of sleuths spring into action. They must find the flaw, save the Vice President, and stop the US being forced into the next war in the Middle East. And they have to do it now!
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      Metin struggled against the collapsing code racing up his computer screen.

      The American satellite’s onboard software was self-correcting—constantly checking its synchronization and alignment.

      His right-hand computer screen showed the geographic shift he’d managed to induce in seven of the thirty-three satellites in this single system. It wasn’t systemic but, exactly as required, it was very localized.

      On his central screen, the American code he had decrypted was about to rotate. Every hour, the encryption routine scrambled itself. He’d had one hour to decrypt and infiltrate his own code before the door closed again, and he’d have had to start over from scratch.

      It had taken fifty-seven minutes for his program on the left screen to crack that code. That had left him only a three-minute window to alter the data broadcast that the satellites beamed downward.

      After three months of trying, his first successful hack had finally told him which path he’d needed to pursue. A week to break down and rebuild his code had taken out the element of chance that had let him crack it the first time.

      It still wasn’t an easy task, but he’d done it! In under the required hour and targeted the exact location called for in the new mission profile.

      But, between sixty minutes and sixty minutes-and-one second, the window into the American’s code imploded once more into encrypted gibberish.

      Metin collapsed back into his chair, drained as if he’d been on the attack for sixty hours, not sixty minutes.

      The noises around him came back slowly, the same way Gaye Su Akyol eased into her Anatolian rock videos.

      Siberkume was humming tonight, though with a very different tune.

      In the big room’s half-light that made it easier to stay focused on the screens, there sounded the harsh rattle of keys, soft-murmured conversations, and quiet curses of code gone wrong. It washed back and forth across the twenty stations crammed into the concrete bunker like a familiar tide. The sharp snap of an opening Red Bull can sounded like a gunshot. He liked that the Americans—all it took was watching the many eSports players Red Bull sponsored to know he belonged—were running on the same fuel he was, but still he’d beaten them.

      He snapped his own Red Bull because he definitely needed something to fight back the shakes from the sustained code dive.

      Siberkume might not have the vast banks of hackers like the Russians or Chinese, but he was part of a lean, mean, fighting machine.

      General Firat came striding up to his station like he owned the world. Since he ran Siberkume, he certainly owned Metin’s world.

      “I’m sorry, General. That was the best I could do this time.” It was the Cyber Security Cluster’s first real test of their abilities against a force like the Americans. He was the one who’d done it, but it was better to be cautious with the military. Their moods were more unpredictable than his sister’s crazy cat.

      “No, Metin. That was a very good start. Very good. You are çacal—‘like the coyote’.”

      General Firat thumped him hard enough on the shoulder that his keyboarding would be ten percent below normal speed for at least an hour.

      But “Metin the Coyote”?

      He could get down with that. It was seriously high praise.

      “I’ll get the effective window wider, General. I don’t know if I can beat the hourly reset. But now that I know how to get in, I can hone my code. I’ll make it faster so we have more time.” Though he had no idea how. He’d already streamlined it with every trick he knew to beat that one-hour limit.

      Unless he could talk his way onto the Yildiz SVR supercomputer…

      Wouldn’t that be hot shit? (He loved American slang and ferreted it out whenever he could sneak online.)

      “Yes, yes.” Clearly the General hadn’t understood a word of what he’d said about what could and couldn’t be done.

      Metin considered simplifying it, but he wasn’t sure how. It didn’t matter; General Firat didn’t pause for a breath.

      “Be ready. You have one week for the next level test. You are the very first one to make it through. Your skills have not gone unnoticed. Well done, Çacal. Bravo!” The general must mean it as he said the last loudly enough to be easily overheard by the ten closest programmers before striding off into the dim shadows of Siberkume.

      Metin grinned across the aisle at Onur.

      Onur groaned, but Metin didn’t rub it in too much. Onur’s sister Asli was the most lovely girl in the world, and his ability to visit with her, without appearing to visit with her, depended largely on Onur’s continuing friendship.

      But to rub it in a little, he rolled back his shoulders and pushed out his chest like Blackpink’s Rosé being so nice and just a little nasty. They’d watched all of the group’s K-pop videos over a totally illegal VPN to YouTube. It was one of the luxuries of working at Siberkume: access to the outside world—if you didn’t get caught.

      I’ve so got the stuff.

      Onur snorted and gave him an Obi-Wan Kenobi, Yeah, right! look. Onur didn’t look anything like Ewan McGregor, even with the expression. Of course, he himself didn’t look much like the superhot Rosé.
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      Mike might be sitting in the luxury of his usual leather armchair in the office, but he was definitely feeling crowded into a corner.

      “I’m just saying that we didn’t find anything mechanical,” Jeremy Trahn waved at the big television screen on the wall. He was operating it from his workbench, which took up one whole end of the office.

      He’d been adding to his toolset over the six months since Miranda had set up the team’s high-security office, walled off in the back of her airplane hangar. Now there was little that the labs at the National Transportation Safety Board’s Washington, DC, headquarters could analyze better. None of Miranda’s team went into even the Seattle office anymore. Everything they needed was here.

      What had started as a comfortable office space six months ago now looked well lived-in. Jeremy’s cluttered tool bench at one end of the spectrum, and Miranda’s meticulous rolltop antique desk at the other.

      He’d expanded the kitchenette enough that he could cobble together a decent meal when they were working long hours and the airport restaurant was closed. Other than that, it was about comfortable seats arranged to face a lovely view.

      Out the office’s one-way windows lay a view of the quiet runway at Tacoma Narrows Airport and a stunning vista of the snow-capped Olympic mountains. Which reminded him all too much of their entire last week’s investigation.

      Between the windows hung a large monitor screen.

      But he didn’t want to look at that.

      Jeremy had loaded a list of everything they’d been able to verify about the crash itself. For emphasis, Jeremy used a pen on his connected tablet to make a checkmark in front of each item on the long list of each system and structural test.

      “Doesn’t mean the cause isn’t there. The debris field covered most of a mile.” And it had been damned cold.

      That was Mike’s main memory of the site investigation. Eight August days at six thousand feet walking an Alaskan glacier on Denali’s eastern slope. North America’s tallest peak rose over twenty thousand feet above nearby Anchorage and created its own weather systems—none of them comfortable. There was gray with fierce winds driving horizontal ice needles into every exposed bit of skin, and there was an aching blue with a cold so biting that it kind of killed the wonder of it all.

      They’d only left Alaska yesterday because an early storm dropped three feet of fresh powder over the investigation site. There wouldn’t be anything to see until spring, if then, so they’d finally come back to the office in western Washington.

      It had been past midnight last night when they’d crashed—no other word to describe their exhaustion—at the team house in Gig Harbor. Nobody had so much as moved before lunch. Now they’d come to the office to analyze what they’d learned.

      Clarity? So not.

      Mike still felt muddle-headed from the six-hour night flight down the coast. His joints still ached though they’d returned to the pleasant late summer of Puget Sound. If this was how old age felt, he was retiring to Hawaii before he hit thirty next year.

      High on Denali hadn’t been the cozy cold of Aspen. A quick one-hour jaunt in his company’s little Beechcraft plane. Especially nice when he was dating someone. They’d carve up the slopes during the day and carve up the sheets in some firelit lodge each night. He’d loved that plane—the last business asset he’d had to forfeit shortly before he finally found a position with the NTSB.

      The personal office that Miranda had built in her hangar at Tacoma Narrows Airport was physically both warm and comfortable. Except he wasn’t getting a whole lot of comfort here. With Jeremy insisting that it wasn’t his systems, and Holly claiming there was no sign of any structural failure, everyone was pointing at pilot error.

      The atmosphere inside the warm office was just as chilly as a glacier on Denali.

      He pulled out his phone, opened the fireplace app, and propped it where only he could see the cheerfully crackling flames. That felt a little better on the warm part. Now if he just had a little spray bottle for woodsmoke scent…

      But Jeremy didn’t let up for a second, arguing for the sanctity of his beloved mechanical systems.

      To his right, Holly slumped on the couch with her feet on the coffee table. One of her socks had a hole in it so that her big toe stuck out. The other sock didn’t match. Socks weren’t the sort of thing that Holly Harper ever cared about. Her jeans, t-shirt, and polar fleece vest showed just how rough she was on her clothes.

      Miranda was, as usual at this stage, keeping her thoughts to herself. She sat neatly upright in the padded armchair to his left. At a slight five-four, she could curl up and sleep in that chair—if she ever stopped moving.

      She cared for her own looks about as much as Holly cared about her socks. Her clothes were always neat and of the very best quality. But her longish brunette hair was always a slightly disorganized ruffle sometimes hiding half her face, or falling loose from where she’d tucked it behind an ear. She was wired so tightly that even sitting still she seemed to buzz. She was as near opposite Holly as could be found.

      “You know, mate…”

      He and Holly had both been on Miranda’s team for a year—on-again off-again lovers for the last half of that—and still her smooth Australian Strine just slayed him. And that lovely long body. She’d chopped her gold-blonde hair at the jawline, probably with the big knife she habitually wore at her thigh. He suspected that she’d done it because he’d mentioned how much he’d liked it down past her shoulders. But that was Holly. It still looked perfect.

      “This is a two-aircraft collision,” Holly continued. “Those are almost always pilot error. In fact, it’s usually both pilots in error. You know that, Mike.”

      He did know that. “But that doesn’t mean it’s right this time.”

      Two planes—a DHC-6 Series 100 Twin Otter, with a solo pilot and two thousand pounds of fresh-caught silver salmon out of Fairbanks, and a one-pilot-plus-seven-passenger sightseeing tour in a Piper Navajo out of Anchorage—had collided near the towering pinnacle of Denali.

      And everybody was pointing the finger at him. Or at least his specialty of “human factors.” But it felt personal.

      “You want my list?” he nodded toward the offending screen.

      Holly shrugged as if she didn’t care.

      Of them all, she’d been fairly well able to prove that the problem hadn’t stemmed from her structural specialty. No wings had broken off from metal fatigue, and no engines had fallen out of the sky detached from their surviving chunk of wing. No part of the tail’s empennage had failed on either plane—at least not from structural issues.

      That left systems or human factors, and there was no convincing Jeremy that any systems failure could have caused the collision.

      Flight recorders weren’t required on planes carrying fewer than ten passengers. So no evidence there.

      The collision had been bad enough that the Navajo had exploded in the air, as evidenced by the burn patterns on the metal that had barely melted into the glacier’s surface when it landed, indicating that most of the burning had happened during the fall.

      The body of the Twin Otter had impacted a quarter mile from one of its wings. But the ignition of the fuel in the one wing that had remained attached had ensured that the plane’s destruction was complete. The deep divot in the glacier revealed that the second plane had exploded on impact and burned in place. The cargo of fish had scattered uniformly in every direction like a silver salmon fountain.

      Thankfully, the human bodies had been removed by the pararescue folks of the 212th Rescue Squadron out of Elmendorf before their team reached Alaska. That was at least one memory he hadn’t had to bring back to the hangar with him.

      At least Miranda nodded for him to proceed, and that was all that mattered. She was always impartial and cared only about the facts.

      The facts about people? Yeah, there was a good laugh. Capricious, demented, chaotic. How Miranda had avoided having any of those oh-so-normal tendencies was still beyond him. Maybe it was a part of her autism.

      She might be challenged in so many ways, but she was the genius of air crashes—the very best in the entire National Transportation Safety Board. That he’d somehow lucked into being on her team was proof that there was a Fairy Godmother of Randomness at work in his life, a truth he’d always suspected before but never previously been able to confirm.

      “First, both pilots were highly experienced. The Twin Otter pilot had made the Anchorage-Fairbanks roundtrip run roughly a hundred times a year for the last decade.”

      “Complacency.”

      He ignored Holly. “The tour operator had fewer hours but still over fifteen thousand, and you know that’s more than many pilots retire with. He was also a certified flight instructor: multi-engine, commercial, and instruments.”

      “So he had some skills. He still smacked into another plane in broad daylight.”

      “Scattered clouds. Thick enough that they’d both filed IFR rather than VFR plans. So they were flying by instrument flight rules, not visual flight rules over very remote terrain.”

      “Then why were both planes off course?”

      As to that? Mike didn’t have an answer. By their flight plans, they should have passed a mile apart.

      “Instrumentation errors?”

      All that mattered was that he knew it wasn’t pilot error. Both guys were mature career pilots, not Alaska bush-pilot boneheads.

      Mike had uncovered nothing but glowing reports about both of them.

      No depression.

      No sleep deprivation.

      No alcohol abuse.

      One had left behind his high school sweetheart after twenty years together, the other a much younger but thoroughly pleasant second wife. The first wife had returned to the Lower 48 a decade before—the only one to not have nice things to say about him, most having to do with his choosing Alaska over her.

      The meds between them included just one: a low-dose statin for the tour pilot’s high cholesterol.

      The only prior noteworthy incidents were an engine failure on the Twin Otter due to a load of bad fuel three years ago, and a destructive bird strike on the Navajo. Both had landed safely.

      The Twin Otter pilot flying the load of salmon had drunk a single beer with his pizza at Moose’s Tooth Pub & Pizzeria in Anchorage before his round-trip flight to Fairbanks. Mike had verified his wife’s statement not only with the purchase receipt but with a waitress interview. He was a regular and easily remembered.

      Two hours each way to Fairbanks, and the other was only a three-hour tour. So neither pilot should have been overtired.

      One late thirties, the other early forties.

      Both pilots had passed their FAA medicals within the last six months.

      Malicious intent was about all that was left. But that hadn’t fit either. The two pilots knew each other, but had few dealings.

      He enumerated each point—again.

      “Also, no survivors and no residents for thirty miles around, so no witnesses. No tourist’s phones or cameras were in video mode at the moments leading up to impact, so no help there. No black boxes in such small aircraft, so no cockpit voice record to review. I did the rounds of air traffic controllers, fellow pilots, and the like, but there wasn’t a single red flag.”

      Both their lives were such open books that he’d only escaped the investigation on the high glacier for a single day to complete all of the interviews. The other seven days he’d done little more than be grunt labor for the other three. Which meant little need for the team’s human factors specialist—again.

      Of all of their investigations over the last year, only two had traced to human factors—one stating it was his fault from the outset. It left his main role being little more than an intern for the other three team members.

      The only definitive finding in the whole investigation had been an unending supply of frozen salmon scattered over a half mile of ice and snow. The pilots who ran them up to the site each day made a point of taking a couple coolers’ worth back on each trip. He himself had a pair of massive twenty-five pounders tucked away in the freezer at the house for the next time he fired up the barbeque.

      Nope, Mike just couldn’t make the dual-error scenario fly. There were none of the telltale signs to indicate that was at all likely. The fault had to be with the planes.

      “They shouldn’t have collided,” Miranda spoke for the first time since the whole review had begun.

      “You didn’t find even one thing wrong with the aircraft?”

      Miranda shook her head, “All damage that we observed could be directly tied to the collision itself. A team will be performing analyses on what was recovered, but I do not anticipate metallurgy or deeper analysis to reveal anything else.”

      Mike sighed. Which left the Demon of Fickleness pointing directly at him. He’d take the Fairy Godmother of Randomness any day of the week.
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      Miranda hated this.

      There were accidents that were going to forever be classified as “No cause determined.”

      Sometimes the plane was never found. This only happened once every year or so, and was rarely dramatic enough to make the news. Thankfully, a loss like that of Malaysian Airlines Flight 370 was otherwise unheard of.

      Occasionally an airplane was unrecoverable despite knowing its location. Early in her career, she’d investigated a flight that had ended up in the bottom of a deep Arctic lake. No question about the location, because of the few pieces that had floated to the cold surface. She still remembered the sharp scent of chilled pine that had pervaded the remote lake as a fishing guide had motored her back and forth across a surface so still and reflective that it looked like the sky continued down into the dark water. A seat cushion, a teenage girl’s gym bag, a disposable coffee mug.

      There’d been numerous pilot errors in weather judgment and load planning. The accumulated factors had so clearly indicated human error that no one had been willing to bear the expense of recovering the aircraft itself.

      But to have the aircraft, both of the aircraft, available, and still have no clear direction of investigation was…

      Miranda pulled out her personal notebook while the other three continued arguing. She flipped to the emotions page.

      Negative category.

      She began scanning the emojis pasted there and their labels.

      Irritated? No. Too frowny.

      Not angry. Too red-cheeked.

      Irksome! She tried the expression herself, squinting with just one eye, and one cheek pulling a straight-line mouth to just one side.

      Yes, irksome was a good word to describe what she was feeling.

      She tucked the notebook away and contemplated Jeremy’s list still on the screen. He’d done his usual, very thorough job.

      “If I can’t solve this…”

      “If you can’t solve it, no one else could, Miranda. You know that, don’t you?” Mike was the only one sitting close enough to overhear her worry.

      Did she know that?

      Miranda tried to judge Mike’s smile to see if he was joking.

      No. He didn’t appear to be.

      To calm herself, she closed her eyes and did a round of “box” breathing. Four breaths. Count of four in. Hold for four. Count of four out.

      The last exhale of the last breath was jarred out of her by the sudden ringing of her phone.

      It was a special ring that she’d programmed for Jill at the NTSB.

      It began as a low whine, a TF-39 jet engine winding up from pre-start. She’d made the recording herself quite close to a C-5B Galaxy transport, the same model as her first-ever military crash investigation. It rapidly grew to unnerving, a reminder to answer it quickly.

      They all knew the sound of that ringtone. Mike’s groan was emphatic. Jeremy’s shoulders sagged. The team was exhausted and really deserved a break. She didn’t feel much better.

      “This is Miranda Chase speaking.”

      “Hello, Miranda Chase speaking,” Jill always greeted her that way. Always cheerful and with a ready laugh, though Miranda occasionally thought that she herself might be the target of the latter more than others. Or maybe that upbeat attitude was the reason that Jill ran the NTSB’s launch desk. “We have a launch for you.”

      Holly flopped sideways on the couch clutching her throat with both hands as if she was choking. Then she went so suddenly lax that Miranda was afraid she might have actually hurt herself.

      Mike poked her in the ribs, at which point Holly flinched, then batted his hand aside. “Leave me alone. I’m dying here.”

      She wasn’t dead. That was good.

      “Are there any other teams available?”

      The others looked at her in shock, she was fairly sure it was shock. Admittedly, it wasn’t like her to turn down a launch for any reason.

      “Sorry, Miranda. This is classified military. Rafe is the only other one with sufficient clearance and his team is presently in the Florida Everglades being chased by alligators.”

      “Why is he being chased by alligators?”

      “Commuter flight went down there. Alligators have this thing about crash investigators; they think we’re extra tasty.”

      “Oh,” Miranda would have to be careful to watch out for that in the future, though she was unsure why an NTSB team member would be more, or less for that matter, tasty than a crash victim. She’d never known alligators were so discerning. Was that a Crocodilia order-level trait, or was there a family-level taste differentiation between Alligatoridae and Crocodylidae?

      “Besides, it was a by-name request for you and your team. That’s all I have other than a destination.”

      When Jill told her where, Miranda could only sigh. Yes, it was a launch she couldn’t turn down.

      Even as she looked up, a sleek business jet swooped by the office windows to land on the runway. It was the first aircraft to use the runway since the rest of the team’s arrival an hour ago. She did like the solitude of Tacoma Narrows Airport.

      The touchdown was good. The pilot’s timing was impeccable.
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      Mike dragged himself out of the office, through the security door, and into the hangar. He really didn’t feel up to flying. Miranda’s Mooney was fast, but it was still a four-hour slog of a flight to Las Vegas. And the landing would be after dark.

      Despite sleeping in and having lunch, he just didn’t feel up to it.

      Last night’s flight from Alaska to Gig Harbor, Washington, had been a tricky six-hour haul, and he’d only recently earned his instrument rating. There hadn’t even been a convenient road to follow from Anchorage to Juneau, for refueling, then southward to Washington State. Just a dark, jagged shoreline lost in low clouds for most of the route.

      Still, he’d flown the Mooney a lot over the last year since Miranda had lent it to him. He’d come to love the tough little plane.

      It was the height of cool after all.

      The fastest single-engine, piston-powered production plane had spooked him at first. But as their investigation team had been launched time and again throughout the western US, he’d grown accustomed to its immense power.

      The only other plane in the hangar was Miranda’s 1958 Sabrejet. The old, solo-pilot fighter jet was her own usual form of transport, capable of briefly cracking Mach 1. At just under the speed of sound, it moved her around the country at three times the speed he could manage.

      His six-hour flight last night had taken her barely two.

      He’d envy her the extra four hours’ sleep she’d gotten on her private island in northern Washington if he didn’t know better. She’d probably gotten four hours less than anyone else. By the time the three of them managed to drag themselves into the hangar office, her jet had been neatly parked in the hangar beside the Mooney. The engine was fully cool when he’d come in. She’d probably arrived with the dawn and they found her working hard at her teak rolltop desk.

      Her zippy jet always left him feeling a step behind.

      The thing he really wasn’t up for today was having Holly and Jeremy in the Mooney’s tiny cabin for the next four hours badgering him to declare the cause of the Alaska collision as pilot error.

      Miranda crossed to the Sabrejet. But rather than starting the preflight, she opened a small service hatch and withdrew her investigation field pack and her personal go-bag. Then she caressed the jet along the side of its smooth aluminum nose like she was petting it goodbye.

      She might think it was a pet, but it had always looked a little vicious to him. The brushed aluminum plane looked like an artillery shell with wings and a tail—shining, even in the hangar’s shadows. The jet engine’s air intake made the nose a black hole rather than an arrow point. Six machine gun ports around the inlet, patched over with oval plates, were still a clear reminder that this had been a major weapon of war in both Korea and the early days of Vietnam.

      But if she was petting it goodbye, maybe she was coming with them in the Mooney.

      That would be awesome.

      At a knock on the hangar’s closed door, he turned and opened the personnel door beside the big slider.

      “I have a delivery for a Ms. Miranda Chase.” The man didn’t look like a FedEx guy, but what did he know.

      Miranda came over and signed some paperwork, then accepted a key.

      She thanked him and the man was gone.

      “New car?”

      Miranda peeked outside through the door. “No.”

      Intrigued, he followed her when she stepped through carrying her gear.

      And stopped dead in his tracks.

      A Cessna Citation M2 business jet was parked immediately outside their main hangar door. A high T-tail with a jet engine low to either side. Low wing. Four windows ran along the cabin in addition to the sweeping cockpit windows. It looked like it was racing madly rather than sitting still. The long sleek aspect was emphasized by the red-and-gold racing stripes down the length of the charcoal fuselage. It even had those cute little up-turned tips on its wings as if it was smiling at him.

      “Miranda! What the hell?”

      “What?” She opened a rear cargo door and placed her packs inside.

      “You bought a new jet?”

      “I was going to, because it would be more convenient if our whole team could move together. But Citation wanted me to consult on design and safety procedures for their next series of aircraft. They gave me this jet as a familiarization and test bed.”

      “Like a loan?”

      She handed him the piece of paper from the delivery agent. It was a certificate of title, with her name as sole owner.

      Mike grabbed her and gave her a big hug.

      He kept it brief and wasn’t surprised when Miranda didn’t return it. Her autism didn’t make that likely. A year ago he’d never even have been able to hug her at all. He did let her go quickly but he’d been unable to stop himself.

      “What?” She looked up at him in surprise. She was the most unassuming woman. Miranda might barely weigh a hundred pounds and have the fashion sense of a field hand, but it didn’t make her any less amazing.

      “You are not only an absolutely brilliant boss but you absolutely have the best toys.”

      “It’s not a toy. It’s a jet,” she answered with her perfect logic.

      “Trust me, it’s both.”

      When she squinted at him, he could only laugh. “Need a copilot?”

      “No. It’s certified for a single pilot. I have the CE-525 Type Rating, which covers the 525 series of Citation jets, including the M2.”

      “Okay,” he often forgot to keep his questions very precise for Miranda. “Would it be okay if I flew in the right seat with you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Wonderful. Thanks so much.” Copilot seat on a jet was something he’d always wanted to try. As a complete—and major—bonus, it would spare him riding in the main cabin with Holly and Jeremy, and being harangued for the whole flight. He slipped his own pack in the rear cargo hold.

      Holly was next out the door. It was hard to tell if she was unimpressed or just had chill down to a science.

      “Nice,” was her only comment before she moved to stow her pack and go-bag in the nose section’s forward cargo hold.

      While Jeremy went through a dozen stages of geeky enthusiasm, Mike followed Miranda around the plane, reading off the preflight checklist for her.

      When they continued inside, it definitely had that new car smell.

      Seriously amazing.
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      As copilot, Mike had been about as useful as a VW Beetle at a NASCAR race. Shuttling their NTSB team around in the Mooney, he’d recovered all of his latent piloting skills and then some.

      Or so he’d convinced himself.

      Miranda’s new plane was in some other weird, science fiction category.

      Instead of dials and a nice little LCD nav screen like the Mooney, everything here was electronic. Each pilot had a large central screen just packed with information about flight attitudes, engine performance, and flight paths. A central screen in the middle of the console between the pilots could be set to show terrain, weather, airport details, and probably the going price of jet fuel sorted by airport, along with any recent interstellar space launches.

      Everything was controlled by a conveniently placed menu touchpad, one for each pilot, with more options than the little Mooney had controls—total. And most of those options had submenus.

      Miranda only occasionally looked out the windshield. She didn’t need to. The jet was feeding her far better information than mere eyes could ever achieve. The radar screen fed information about each passing flight’s altitude, course, and speed.

      The twin-engine Citation M2 jet had rushed them up to forty-one thousand feet instead of his normal ten-thousand-foot cruise altitude. From up here there wasn’t anything helpful to see anyway, just pretty blue sky and fluffy clouds far below. Even the horizon was just a suggestion from up here—the instruments were all the reference there was.

      They flitted south so fast that he felt as if they were sitting still, and Miranda had somehow forced the Earth to spin beneath them.

      Mike spent the whole trip down reading the manuals that Miranda had loaded onto his tablet. He didn’t feel much smarter for all his effort. All he really understood by the end of the flight was how to control all the menu options on his screen.

      They’d been to Groom Lake before, at the heart of the Nevada Test and Training Range. The airport, built on the dry lake’s salt-pan bed, shimmered in the late afternoon heat.

      They’d been here for their very first investigation as a team. His entire world had changed in the last year in too many ways to think about. He’d been—

      His thoughts definitely needed a subject change.

      He waited until they were down, off the runway, and taxiing toward the main terminal before he spoke. In a craft like this, you definitely didn’t distract a pilot during landing.

      “Is that what it’s like flying your Sabrejet?” Mike also felt completely out of place due to the two-and-a-quarter-hour flash across so much of the country. It was so much more visceral from the cockpit.

      Miranda blinked at him in surprise, as if she’d forgotten he was there.

      “No. This aircraft is far slower, four hundred and four knots maximum cruise compared with six hundred and seventy when I’m riding the edge of the sound barrier in the F-86 Sabrejet. You barely have to be a pilot to fly this plane.”

      Mike was about to protest that you’d have to be more of a pilot than he was, but thought better of it. He liked being allowed to sit up here with her.

      “The Sabrejet may have been the first fighter jet in history to have an autopilot, but its capabilities are quite simplistic. From the moment I line up this jet on the runway, I can literally program it to take off, fly, and autoland in zero-zero conditions—if the airfield is CAT IIIC equipped, which many now are. I barely feel as if I’m flying.”

      Zero-zero was when the cloud ceiling literally touched the ground and the visibility ahead was nonexistent, or so close to nonexistent that it would be impossible to react fast enough if there was a problem.

      Mike tried to imagine letting a plane land itself—without being able to see the runway, perhaps even once you were on it. It was a very unnerving thought. Maybe it would be better if he just didn’t know, instead riding in the four passenger seats with Holly and Jeremy in the future.

      “However, there’s more to why I wanted this plane than the convenience of being able to have the whole team with me from the start. I also felt that it would be good to have a more personal experience of modern avionics and flight systems. This Citation M2’s design and avionics package is sixty-two years newer than my Sabrejet’s—which was actually designed seventy-three years ago. A lot has happened in that time.”

      From anyone else, that would be a wry observation, even a joke. From Miranda Chase, it was simply a fact.

      Mike almost asked what she’d learned, but knew that could well turn into a multi-hour explanation that he only had a moderate likelihood of understanding, and no chance of interrupting.

      Besides, there was a crash. He’d learned not to sidetrack Miranda’s focus with ill-timed idle questions. Still, he’d like to know, and made a mental note to ask her the next time they were just hanging around at the office in Tacoma, Washington. Not that they were doing much of that lately.

      Their team maintained a slightly alarming launch rate, which left little time for just hanging out anywhere.
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      “Excuse me, who are you?”

      Andi had become a little immune to the question. A security guard had come by like clockwork, every fifteen minutes, to ask the question with some varying form of politeness and impatience.

      Showing her ID and stating that she was waiting for a flight had always proved sufficient.

      Too bad it was a total lie. Her itinerary had dead-ended here. After an hour, she still had no idea what to do next, and was well past caring. Standing out in the Nevada sunshine and watching the planes flitting in and out of the Las Vegas airport rated about as constructive as anything else she’d done since being thrown out of the Army.

      She eyed the tall, sandy-haired man. His inquiry had landed on the polite side of the spectrum, but it was certainly the kind that fully expected to be answered. A military directness and tone she recognized just fine, even if she wasn’t military anymore.

      “Depends.” Andi decided she was finally sick of answering that question.

      “On what?” He had major’s oak leaves on his uniform, but didn’t push back about her sass. Oh right, she was a civilian now.

      His words were muted by a United Airlines 787 ripping north along McCarran Field. They had a full load, judging by the length of runway they chewed up before lumbering aloft. Civilian jets looked so lazy compared with their military counterparts.

      Easy excuse to pretend she hadn’t heard him. Why should she waste time answering a military that didn’t want her?

      Not that she had anything better to do.

      She rested her forehead on where her arms were crossed on the railing.

      But she could still see his neat pant cuffs and shiny shoes. Except his shoes weren’t shiny. He wore battered boots that no paper pusher would ever be caught dead in.

      “Can’t you go find someone else to bother? How about one of them?” Without bothering to look up, she waved toward the fifty or so people deplaning and heading out through the small AECOM terminal—which she’d never heard of.

      Whoever AECOM was, they had serious perimeter security that had required US Government top secret clearance to pass through. No one had warned her about that ahead of time; her itinerary had just said to come here from the main passenger terminal on the other side of the airport—and had ended with that.

      At the gate, for lack of any other ideas, she’d tried handing over her new ID.

      Her Army CAC—Common Access Card, the pass to military places she was no longer allowed to go and to helicopters she was no longer allowed to fly—had been replaced with a “retired” CAC, which controlled which Vet services she could access.

      A quick test showed that it no longer had any clearance associated with it that AECOM cared about. Getting into the VA or a PX wasn’t exactly top secret clearance material.

      For lack of any better ideas, she tried her new CAC card. The one with the NTSB as the authorizing agency. They’d handed it to her along with today’s itinerary and tickets, and she hadn’t given it any further thought other than thinking it odd to have been given a Department of Defense CAC rather than an NTSB ID like she’d been given the first day.

      Andi inspected it with some surprise when they gave it back to her and waved her inside. Other than the authorizing agency, it looked like any other CAC: her face, former rank and name, a bar code, and a chip. But the well-armed guards seemed to think that, despite her now being a lowly student investigator for the National Transportation Safety Board, she somehow still passed muster.

      Damn but did she have them fooled.

      And top secret muster at that. She’d thought that went away when she’d been tossed out of the military Special Operations.

      Guess not.

      No ticket counter. The terminal manager had looked at her askance and rescanned her ID carefully when she’d asked if any other directions had been left for her.

      The place was sterile and more than a little shabby. No Starbucks or McDonald’s either. She’d hit the vending machines for a Snickers-and-Coke dinner before coming out to lean on the walkway rail and watch the airshow for the last hour. No jetways here. Not a lot of baggage handling either. Mostly just planes and the old-style rolling stair sets.

      Her ass was now parked in a strange land with no filed flight plan.

      Major Sandy Hair was still hanging tough for his answer of who she was.

      “What day is today?”

      “Thursday,” he answered her non sequitur with the sense of humor of a major rock.

      “Then I have no idea who I am. I’ve never known who I was on Thursdays.” Instead of facing him, she studied the pair of 737-600s that had landed in quick succession on the tarmac in front of the AECOM terminal rather than over at the main terminal.

      People were streaming ashore and disappearing through the gates. Six in the evening, they could have been people streaming off the San Francisco streetcars back home in Chinatown.

      The planes were white with a red stripe down the line of windows. Except for a tail number, there were no markings as to what airline they were. Up above, a long, lean Delta Airlines 757 came winging down from the south—the big blue “Delta” painted just behind the cockpit stood out just fine. But it was an easy bet that it wasn’t headed for the AECOM terminal.

      Half of this world was familiar. Planes shimmering in the desert heat of a late August afternoon. The smell of jet fuel and hot tarmac. Yet it was so…civilian. No sharp cordite of spent ammo. None of the tang of blood’s iron that hammered in at the top of sinuses after a night gone bad. None of the ragged exhaustion of a four-hour mission suddenly taking fourteen.

      She no longer belonged anywhere.

      “Captain Andrea Wu?” Major Sandy Hair was still hangin’ tough.

      “Well, you got one out of three. Just a friendly tip? If that’s your normal success average, don’t ever gamble. It’s Andi with an i. The captain part is ancient history. Last name is Wu. Because it’s the ninth most common Chinese surname, it still doesn’t get you a whole lot of points for getting it right. Who wants to know?”

      “Major Jon Swift of the AIB.”

      “Seriously?”

      He huffed out an impatient breath and handed over his ID.

      The Air Force’s Accident Investigation Board?

      She looked back over at the growing crowd as a third red-marked 737 arrived and dumped its load of people.

      Did she stand out that much?

      The arrivals looked just like any other folks passing through an airport. Black, white, Latino, some other Asians besides herself. Though the crowd was heavily male. No kids either. Duh! She hadn’t noticed either of those factors because they were so familiar—at least to her former military self.

      This was a military crowd behind a top secret barrier flying on an unmarked airline.

      So much for her vaunted soldier’s skill at observation. Yep! She’d lost that along with everything else.

      Worst of all? Every last one of them looked as if they were going somewhere, had a purpose.

      So not her.

      Who the hell cared?

      Again, not her.

      None of it mattered anymore.

      She was civilian.

      “Look, Major. Ten hours ago, I was sitting short and mostly bored in class at the NTSB Training Facility in Virginia: AS302 ‘Survival Factors in Aviation Accidents’ in case you care. Then the director of the place, who I’ve never met before, pulled my ass out of class, told me I had a launch—because that shit happens to beginning students all the time—and hands a useless piece of shit itinerary that dumped me here, on the wrong side of a high-security barrier, with no clue what’s next.”

      “NTSB Director Terence Graham gave me a call, asked me to escort you the rest of the way. Sorry I was delayed.”

      “Seriously?” Andi fought back on the reflexive need to add a “sir” when addressing a major. It wasn’t typical for serving Air Force majors to escort discharged Army captains to places.

      This being-a-civilian shit wasn’t coming easy. After more than a decade in, she was completely adrift. Finding an apartment, shopping for groceries, utility bills—all kinds of craziness.

      “Seriously.” He shrugged. “Not a burden. We’re headed to the same place and can share the flight. Come along.” And he led the way through a gate and toward the planes, the opposite direction to everyone else still coming off the planes.

      Decision time. She checked her watch. Taking a line from The Hunt for Red October, the sweep second hand was in the top half of the minute, between forty-five and fifteen seconds. So, that was a yes answer instead of a fuck-off answer if it had been the bottom half of the minute. It was the only reliable way she’d found to make decisions since her final catastrophic flight.

      So, yes, Andi followed him through the gate. “Which flight are we on?”

      He pointed off to the side. She hadn’t even noticed the C-12 Huron parked there. No, this was civilian land, so it was a Beechcraft B200 King Air. Or was it? It still had the distinctive red stripe and no name.

      “What airline is this?”

      “It’s called Janet Airlines.”

      “It’s called? What the hell kind of airline is it?” Being out of the military also let her curse in the presence of a superior officer. She could get to like that. At least that one tiny piece of her new existence. The total gut-wrencher? That he still got to be on the inside and she didn’t.

      “It’s an airline that exists to avoid questions like that.” They were the only ones heading toward the ten-seat twin-prop plane.

      Within seconds of them settling into their seats, the pilot had the door closed and they were on the move. At least the plane smelled military. No little meal service. Not even the leftover salt of too many bags of peanuts
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