
  
    [image: Honor Flight]
  


  
    
      Honor Flight

      an NTSB / military technothriller story (previously published as “Galaxy”)

    

    
      
        M. L. Buchman

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Buchmann Bookworks, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sign up for M. L. Buchman’s newsletter today

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        and receive:

        Release News

        Free Short Stories

        a Free Book

      

        

      
        Get your free book today. Do it now.

        free-book.mlbuchman.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      (Previously published as Galaxy in the USA Today bestselling anthology Origins of Honor.)

      

      A C-5 Galaxy, the premier heavy transport jet in the US military, and its secret cargo lie shattered across one of America’s largest military bases: Joint Base Lewis-McChord.

      Some say it crashed. Others say domestic terrorism… Or a declaration of war? They need answers and they need them fast.

      Miranda Chase, air-crash genius, and high-functioning autistic, and the National Transportation Safety Board’s newest investigator, gets the call. But unraveling the real cause could cost her honor or her life.
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      “Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor, Boeing Tower.”

      Miranda was less than a hundred feet in the air after taking off from Boeing Field in South Seattle when the tower called her.

      That was unusual.

      The final time she typically talked to the tower was when they gave her clearance to proceed onto the active runway and take off. After that, they just wanted you out of their traffic pattern and gone. But that was definitely her airplane’s N-Number.

      “Three-Charlie-Victor. Go ahead, Tower.” Though it always bothered her that N-numbers was shortened after the first communication. She’d never met another Three-Charlie-Victor, but she could. And then what might happen? But air traffic control was always about efficiency.

      She was on a straight-out departure to the north because the wind had shifted in the six hours since her arrival from the north. The morning breeze had died, and the spring warmth of the early afternoon now beckoned.

      Straight out would lead her above Harbor Island and out over Elliott Bay with an amazing view of Seattle to her right. Seventy miles to home on Spieden Island in the San Juans. In her Mooney M201—the fastest production propeller-driven plane when her father had bought it twenty years before—she’d be home in twenty minutes.

      “Remain in pattern right. Depart south over the reservoir tower. You are redirected to JBLM.”

      “JBLM? Did I hear that correctly, Tower?” Even as she responded, she turned right and raised the landing gear once she came parallel to Boeing’s runway heading south.

      Change was unnerving. She supposed that’s why they called it change.

      One moment she was in the midst of her planned routine, her visual flight rules path from Boeing Field to Spieden made a clear, easy-to-visualize map for the next twenty minutes of her life. Then there would be putting the plane away; and it wasn’t too late for planting her cabbage and broccoli starts.

      But her planned routine was now changed without any warning.

      “Roger that. Joint Base Lewis-McChord,” the tower repeated clearly.

      “But I don’t have clearance to land there.” JBLM was a massive military base. Nor did she have the charts. She checked in her nav computer, but all it showed on her screen was “Restricted Airspace” and the most basic information about the field.

      Flaps from takeoff to cruise.

      The Mooney was fast enough she’d be there in under fifteen minutes. Well under.

      “Contact their tower on 119.325.”

      She punched the frequency into her second radio as they read it out. “Roger that.”

      “And, Miranda?”

      “Yes, Tower?”

      “Thanks for all your help with the crash.”

      “You’re welcome,” she supposed was the right response.

      She never knew for certain.

      Mom had taught her that when in doubt, “Thank you” and “You’re welcome” were both reasonable responses. She’d been right. They generally worked well—as the second option had appeared to this time.

      She came abreast of the abandoned water tower that hundreds of pilots each day used as their turning point and headed forty-five degrees left out of Boeing’s flight pattern. She supposed it wasn’t abandoned in actuality, as so many pilots depended on it even if the water department didn’t.

      She’d been called to Boeing Field for her first-ever solo accident investigation as an IIC—Investigator-in-Charge—for the National Transportation Safety Board. Technically, she was a specialist in commercial aviation rather than the small planes of general aviation. But dispatch had said, “Well, you’re handy. You’re the only one in the Seattle area today.”

      With the Mooney, she’d arrived from her island in under half an hour. Boeing field had still been closed to all traffic, but when they’d found out who she was, they’d given her special clearance to land. The runway was so long—a major testing and final configuration center for the Boeing passenger jets—that she’d been given clearance for a midfield landing.

      She’d stayed high enough to not disturb the site of her pending investigation, which dangled near the start of the runway.

      It was a curiously intact site, though she’d had to wait almost three more hours to access it.

      A set of high-tension power lines hung well north of the runway. They were clearly marked with bright red balls clipped on at consistent intervals. Also, they were well below the proper flightpath.

      Furthermore, Boeing Field had glideslope indicator lights that would have shone red-over-red indicating the pilot was too low.

      Yet somehow, the little Cessna 152’s pilot had managed to snag a wheel in the thick power lines. Rather than tearing down the line and probably killing himself, he was left to dangle over fifty feet in the air, upside-down for four hours. The power company had finally shut down the feed to much of the area—including the Boeing factory hangars. Then they had to wait for a crane big enough to retrieve the pilot and then the half-ton plane from where it hung tangled in the power lines.

      Miranda supposed the plane remaining hooked to the wire was a testament to Cessna’s robust landing gear designs.

      By the time he was down, she had all of the interviews completed: tower, plane rental, and eyewitnesses (of which there had been seven). She’d secured a copy of the tower recordings as well as the air traffic control readouts.

      Once it was down, she’d inspected the plane for faults—at length—which had greatly upset the pilot who she’d made wait.

      People were the strangest element of all to her. Why didn’t they ever understand that she was ruling out all other factors, aside from pilot error, before their discussion?

      Apparently, this pilot didn’t either.

      He seemed very upset when she tried to question him.

      That part hadn’t gone well. But she’d been able to have the FAA reopen airfield operations quickly—after she’d taken a flight herself to prove that the glideslope indicators were working properly, and it was the pilot who had malfunctioned.

      It had been his fault and her report would say so.

      When she communicated that, he became even more upset and one of the airport security personnel had to restrain him.

      It made no sense.

      Her review had been impartial. But she now understood why investigators were told to never disclose a report’s conclusions until it had been fully reviewed by the NTSB. She wouldn’t forget again.

      In fact, she made a mental note to fully reread the entire legal background of the NTSB this week—starting with Section 5 of Public Law 89-670 which established the Safety Board in 1967.

      She’d always known that people would be the hardest part of the crash for her, but it was too small an incident to require assembling a team. So, she needed to see what aspects of the law could help her in the future.

      But that was for later. Instead she would focus on whatever reason she was being called to JBLM.

      “JBLM Tower, this is Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor.”

      “This is Gray Tower. Go ahead.”

      “Three-Charlie-Victor inbound from Boeing. I was told to contact JBLM Tower on this frequency.”

      “There is no JBLM Tower anymore. State purpose.”

      “What do you mean there isn’t…”

      That’s when she saw the column of smoke. It was right where the McChord Field should be—south-southwest at thirty miles.

      It wasn’t a small fire. Great billows of black smoke were blooming upward. Even as she watched, there was a fresh explosion and fireball on the ground. More black smoke gouted upward.

      “We’re busy here, Three-Charlie-Victor. Stay clear of this area. This is not a civilian channel.”

      But she’d been told to call them. Until she knew why, she couldn’t really think of what to do next.

      Maybe it was because her call hadn’t been properly addressed.

      “Gray Tower, this is Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor.”

      There was an audible snarl over the air. “What part of leave didn’t you understand, Three-C-V?” Which was a wholly improper shortening of her callsign.

      “This is NTSB I-I-C Miranda Chase, reporting as requested.”

      “NTSB? What the— Hang on.” It was a good thing he’d stopped himself. The Federal Communications Commission frowned on obscenity per Title 47, Part 73. Perhaps military rules were different. More to add to her reading list.

      Five seconds later he was back, and being very polite. “McChord Field is closed at this time… We’ll vector you to Gray Army Airfield… Be careful in the pattern as we’re handling a great deal of overload traffic… A helicopter will be waiting to take you to McChord.” She could just hear the voice in the background stating instructions for the radio operator to transmit. It seemed an inefficient methodology, but she supposed that it worked for them.

      “Roger. Three-Charlie-Victor awaiting direction.”

      And as he guided her into restricted airspace, Miranda couldn’t take her eyes off the conflagration at McChord.

      Her first-ever time as Investigator-in-Charge had been one of the very smallest production airplanes built, caught in a power line.

      She spotted the massive T of the empennage that had broken free from the McChord crash—as so often happened with the tail section in major accidents.

      Six stories high and nearly twice the width of her Mooney’s wingspan, it was the T-tail of a C-5 Galaxy jet transport—the largest plane in the entire US military.

      It appeared to be the only part that was intact.
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