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      This story reunites my three favorite heroines—who were never supposed to meet.

      However, they became friends over a search for mammoth bones in New York’s East River in Thrill Ride Issue #2, Unlikely Partners. It felt a little cruel to keep these new friends apart simply because their fictional worlds were never intended to overlap. That they exist in different realities doesn’t appear to bother them, so why should it bother me?

      In their first meeting, they met in Kate Stark’s reality: the vibrant world of Dead Chef in the heart of Manhattan. This time they’re getting together somewhere a little more remote.

      As before, I’m convinced that this story fits no timeline of any of their three distinctly separate worlds. But hey, I’m only the author. What do I know?
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      “Tough life.” Kate had parked her butt in the big Adirondack chair tucked near an entirely different mountain range. The iced tea, cold in her hand, felt good in the midmorning July heat of western Montana.

      “Has its moments,” Emily Beale propped her Army boots on the low porch rail. She might be out of the military, but the military wasn’t out of her.

      With the big log house to their backs, Henderson’s Ranch filled the wide half-bowl valley that backed into the Front Range. The view of the Rockies to the west lay atop the ridge behind the house and past the rental cabins—they’d be filming the first of Kate’s newest television series up there tomorrow.

      From the porch, their eastward view included horse barns, staff housing, garages, and the cattle farm across the road spreading to infinity across the wildflower prairie. And above all that…

      “Never thought they were serious when they called it the Big Sky. It’s like looking up into the blue forever.”

      Emily nodded. “Took some getting used to. I was born and raised in DC. Once I hit the Army helicopters, I never looked aloft except to watch for incoming aggressors. Eventually though, the sky and the silence…” her easy shrug confirmed her found love for it.

      “I’m Manhattan born, bred, and grown too. I only left it for my stint in the Secret Service. A half-decade in the rural wilderness of DC was far too many years for this city girl. This, however…” Kate waved a hand helplessly, “…surreal.”

      She studied the sky again. Achingly blue could be the only name for this color. Tomorrow her camera crew would arrive, and it would be their problem to figure out how to capture that, without making the chef look like they were in front of a studio blue-screen backdrop.

      Personally? She could feel her shoulders hunching. Either big sections of the blue dome were going to snap off and tumble down on her head. Or the sky would crack open and God would peep through—then start laughing her ass off at the foolishness that had happened since she’d created the whole shambles.

      Tomorrow they’d scheduled a test-shoot for the pilot of her newest series concept, Cooks Gone Wild. She knew of several superstar chefs who’d dropped out to find much simpler lives. A two-star Michelin wizard turned in his stars and opened a little bistro in Kirkland, Washington—the state, not the city! The head chef here at Henderson’s, also a former multi-starred New York chef, had agreed to be her first subject. If it came out well, she’d give it a prime Tuesday-at-eight-p.m. slot on her cooking network and see how it fared.

      “What did you do to him once you coaxed Nathan Gallagher out of New York? I barely convinced him to agree to the filming.”

      “I didn’t do any coaxing; he arrived here at the end of a long rope stretched very thin. I think he’d have cut it himself if his future wife hadn’t hacked it off first; wait until you meet her. As to agreeing, I’m sure that it had nothing to do with you being Kate Stark, the owner of television’s biggest cooking network.” Emily said it flat.

      “Not a thing.” She winced at the memory. “He made that abundantly clear during the negotiations.” For a prominent New York chef, he’d been oddly camera shy. His claim that he never wanted anything to do with New York in any way, ever again had been emphatic. He’d only agreed when she’d decided, on the fly, without telling him it was a concept change, that they would feature Henderson’s Ranch prominently. That meant she needed two four-minute segments about the ranch that had nothing to do with cooking. The amount she knew about ranching wouldn’t fill a cowgirl hat. That’s why she’d come out early to poke around.

      “Bet you a twenty he said he wasn’t interested to avoid admitting that working with you was freaking him out.”

      Kate knew truth when she heard it. And, since she was going to win this wager hands down, “Bet you a home-cooked meal instead.” Emily was a masterful cook in her own right.

      “Deal.” Emily nodded at the sky. “Oh, there’s my appointment. You’ll have to see to yourself for a few hours, if you don’t mind. There’s a good swimming hole up behind the cabins; I can lend you a suit if you didn’t bring one.”

      “A swimming…hole?” Kate either needed to get out into the country more—or less—though she didn’t know which. Her idea of swimming included a well-chlorinated indoor pool at a mid-town gym. Or a bit of scuba diving in Belize. A hole in Montana?

      She checked where Emily was looking, traced that aloft, and then had to wait for a full minute before she spotted the tiny blemish in the vastness of the achingly blue. She lost it an instant later.

      “Blink.” Emily said.

      “What?”

      “Blink more often. It resets your resting eye and lets you see more clearly. Most people tend to stare when trying to focus on a distant object. Less effective.”

      Kate blinked. And again. And yet again. “You must have had eagle-eye implants as a child.”

      Emily didn’t deny it.

      Finally, Kate spotted the elusive gnat of a dot. “I’m used to scanning for motion. An open eye and looking for anything that changes where it shouldn’t. Same in television; a slightly unfocused gaze reveals overall composition.”

      During her years in the Secret Service, she’d uncovered more than one potential shooter that way. All except the ex-mistress who’d managed to kill Kate’s protectee at point-blank range. He’d been an asshole, but he’d also been Mr. Vice President-elect—a title he'd enjoyed for nineteen hours and seven minutes.

      “But…”

      She looked at the ground, blinked, twice more for good measure, and looked aloft once more. The gnat had resolved into a tiny twin-engine airplane. The only landing strip around was actually the dirt road passing by the property. It wasn’t big enough for her Stark jet, now parked at the Choteau Airport an hour’s drive away.

      “That’s not right.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “No lateral motion. Shouldn’t they be turning or something?”

      Emily leaned forward to perch on the edge of her chair.

      “Blink,” Kate teased her.

      Emily didn’t. The slow white-knuckling of her hands answered that question definitively.

      Kate felt a distinct chill. Hanging with Emily and watching a plane in trouble made her remember the odd woman who’d dragged them into diving the East River during a New York-style January cold snap.

      She pulled out her phone and dialed; it was picked up on the third ring.

      Emily squinted at her. Kate ignored Emily.

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

      “I see that.” Though she was unrecognizable. She wore a heavy helmet with the visor down. An oxygen mask hid her lower face. Large seatbelt straps draped over her shoulders. “This is Kate Stark. We met in New York last winter.”

      “Yes, we did.”

      “I was wondering where you were?”

      “I’m currently at twenty-seven thousand feet, climbing out of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, at a heading of two-six-five. Now I’m at twenty-eight thousand.”

      Kate knew that was in Idaho, but had no real feel for how these western states fit together—they were all so damned big. “Could you fit a visit out to Emily’s ranch into your schedule? It’s near Choteau, Montana.”

      “Why?”

      Kate tapped for the front view on her phone and lined it up to include the approaching plane, the horizon, and a porch post for reference. The angle of the plane’s approach hadn’t varied in the slightest—it continued to fly straight toward them.

      After twenty seconds, Miranda broke the silence. “Oh, I see the problem. Where is the ranch?”

      Emily waved for Kate to hand over the phone and read off the GPS coordinates.

      “I’m turning to heading one-two-zero. I’ll be there in approximately sixteen minutes.”

      “Sixteen—” Emily stuttered and looked a little wild-eyed.

      It was nice to see that something could fluster her. Kate had felt flustered since she’d landed in Montana during a brief snow flurry—in July late last night. They’d been all through the main ranch compound this morning discussing places to shoot, spending far too much time in the glorious kitchen. Hanging around someone as pleasant yet imperturbably chill as retired US Army Major Emily Beale made her own discomfiture all the more obvious.

      Emily recovered quickly, of course. “Oh! Uh, that’s great. If you have a wingspan under fifty feet and don’t mind the dirt, you can land on the road out front. Winds on the ground are one-five out of the north, gusting to twenty. The coordinates I sent will place you at the southern end of a two-kilometer-long straight stretch. Our driveway will be the only road on your left, but there’s a pullout you can use to park a ways past that.” She tapped for an app on her own phone. “Barometric pressure is steady at three-zero-point-one-three.”

      “Okay.”

      Emily paused for a long moment when Miranda didn’t continue. Emily started to say, “See you—” but the beep of a disconnected call cut her off “—soon.”

      “That’s great,” Kate took her phone back but kept it aimed at the plane in case they needed the footage for something. “Sixteen minutes isn’t much out of her way.”

      “Actually, I wonder what the hell she’s flying. Coeur d’Alene lies most of two hundred miles west of here. I don’t know that we needed Miranda to…”

      They both looked aloft. In the last few seconds the approaching aircraft had grown dauntingly large, and its angle still hadn’t changed.

      “Okay, never mind.”

      “Look, I’m no pilot. Am I wrong or are they way past where they should be leveling out or turning aside to line up with the road?”

      “You’re not wrong. It’s coming directly at us with so little variation that I’m guessing it’s on autopilot, with no pilot to turn it off.”

      “It’s going to crash?” She knew it was, but some part of her kept trying to deny it.

      Emily made a grim noise for an answer. The plane grew larger so rapidly now that Kate started scouting for a rock to hide behind—a big one.

      “That’s why I called Miranda Chase. Remember, in addition to being somewhat fixated on mammoth bones, she’s NTSB’s top investigator. She said she was based near Seattle. I figured that we’d need her services…uh…now!”

      “Seattle to here is like New York to Detroit.”

      “Oh.” The plane was finally close enough to see that it wasn’t going to actually hit them. It flew a few hundred feet too high.

      Together, they scrambled off the porch and sprinted around the end of the house as the plane swooped by low overhead. The loud roar of the twin propellors did their Doppler thing as they passed by at full power: almost painfully loud, then dropping away.

      The plane didn’t make it far enough for the sound to drop much.

      It impacted the high ridge behind the house. Like a mad pinwheel, it tumbled over the meadow grass before disappearing out of sight.
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