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      When the political battlefield spreads to Antarctica, can the team survive the deep freeze?

      Those who work there call Antarctica “The Ice.” A secret Russian cargo jet crashes into a crevasse near an Australian Station. The Aussies call in the top air-crash investigators on the planet.

      The best of them all, Miranda Chase, must face the Russians, Chinese, and use her own autistic abilities to keep her team alive. As the battle spreads across The Ice, are even her incredible skills enough?

      Or will they all be buried in the frozen wasteland?
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        Altitude: 43,000 feet

        Off the coast of Antarctica

        69°22’25” S 76°22’18” E

        approximately

      

      

      

      “Kolya, I am going to rip out your eyes and crap in your skull!”

      “This is not my doing, Captain.”

      Captain Fyodor Novikov knew it wasn’t his navigator’s fault, but he needed someone to vent at and Kolya would know that. They’d started as young men together in flight school and knew each other’s ways.

      The Ilyushin Il-76's airframe creaked worse than his deda’s knees in a Moscow winter—a topic his grandfather loved to discuss in excruciating detail. Like Deda, his plane had earned the right to creak. Of the more than a thousand 76s built, it wouldn’t surprise him if his was the oldest remaining in service for the Russian military.

      The storm slammed the big cargo jet one way and then another across the Antarctic sky. Nothing to see out the windshield except a world of white—snow and cloud. At least it was daylight as it was high summer and they were below the Antarctic Circle. Below, he knew though he couldn’t see it, lay a world of death. Nothing but a storm-tossed ocean thick with ice floes down there.

      When he and his four crewmates had departed Cape Town International Airport seven hours ago, the report called for clear weather all the way to Progress Station in Antarctica. And it had been…for the first four thousand kilometers of the flight.

      But then Antarctica had decided to have a fit worse than his mother had when he’d brought home Aloysha the first time. The shouts, the pounding of fists on the armchair. In his bedroom that night they’d lain together listening to Mama’s vicious mutterings through the thin wall.

      He wished Kolya was sitting beside him in the cockpit instead of the party-hack copilot. He flew well enough, but couldn’t speak without spouting off some brainwashed nausea.

      Kolya, however, sat alone in the lower navigator’s cockpit. Though they were mere meters apart, their compartments connected back in the cargo bay. The party hack sat to Fyodor’s right and the engineer and loadmaster sat close behind him. No privacy this side of a good bar.

      The chaotic headwind flipped to a tailwind in a sharp, sixty-knot gust. The plane plummeted two hundred meters in the next three seconds as if the bottom had fallen out of the sky. He heard a grunt from the copilot who hadn’t known to tighten down his harness in a storm and had now bruised himself on the overhead. The engineer and loadmaster were old hands and had long since strapped down and were trying to sleep. Their work mostly happened on the ground.

      Fyodor waited five seconds. Six. Seven…they were down another four hundred meters before the gust dissipated and the plane began climbing again. Patience.

      This storm was as angry and foul as Mama had been—where patience had not worked.

      Flying headlong into that first storm, he had married the gorgeous Tatar blonde from Kazan—and regretted it ever since.

      Within the next year, she’d entered into an extended affair with his commander, which had caused one type of problem. Major Turgenev had assigned Fyodor to the most remote and long-lasting assignments, keeping him far from Moscow.

      Then she’d moved on to his commander in turn, which had caused Fyodor an entirely different type of problem. In retribution, Major Turgenev now assigned him the oldest aircraft on the worst routes.

      It wasn’t his navigator, it was Aloysha who should have her eyes ripped out. Little status-climbing sterva! Whose bed would the bitch find next, the Russian President’s? The Lord knew that enough others had. Rumors of his numerous unclaimed children and lovers who were quietly disappeared abounded like Russian ghost stories.

      At least that’s what he’d expected of her, but he’d checked his messages shortly before takeoff from Cape Town. Aloysha’s low voice had left a long, rambling apology of how he’d been the only man to ever treat her properly and how could she make it up to him?

      Not a chance, woman.

      He’d rather spend the rest of his days battling the physical storms, the ones he could fly into and fly back out of like this one. Storm above, sea-torn ice below, he’d fly right down its throat and land at Progress Station like he had fifty times before. Then he’d get good and drunk because tonight’s ride was a beast—the next gust sent his big sweetheart of a jet skittering sideways in a sharp crosswind.

      Aloysha had then turned fortune teller, as so many Russian women did who plunged into that Christmas tradition each December. She spoke of salvaging his career using everything she had learned while sleeping with his superiors and promised he could replace them with a few easy tactics.

      With her aid—of course.

      There would be a catch—of course.

      He knew her well enough now to know her supposed change of heart must be wholly self-serving. Aloysha might elevate his career but would use it as a launching point to strike yet higher for herself. Better than flying an ancient aircraft into a spawned-in-hell Antarctic storm?

      That was the problem. He’d proven he was too tactless to climb the ranks on his own. Turgenev had once been a fellow pilot but was now his unit commander.

      For once, he was thankful for this long flight. It placed him out of reach for several days while he, by a miracle please, convinced himself to say Nyet! Sadly, he knew full well his answer would be Da!

      Perhaps he’d find a way to use Aloysha this time. Or at the very least break even out of the deal.

      The control yoke bucked against his palms as a fresh gust slapped at them from straight ahead. Please let that be momentary. If it stayed sustained at that level, he might not reach the continent at all.

      The forty-year-old Ilyushin Il-76 cargo jet had been modified for long range and could fly over nine thousand kilometers when traveling empty. With a full load of forty-eight tonnes, his range should be six thousand. It would have left him sufficient fuel reserve to return to South Africa when the storm notice had reached them as they crossed the sixtieth latitude south.

      However, the damned administrators of the Arctic and Antarctic Research Institute were cutting corners. In fact, the ARRI were cutting off whole sides—they’d increased his payload by cutting his fuel load. It was hard to blame them as they were trying to keep Russia’s five Antarctic stations operational, down from the Soviet Union’s twenty-three. And frankly, those five were hanging by the thinnest of threads.

      Another of Deda’s favorite topics, while consuming an excess of vodka, was discussing the collapse of the Motherland in a far too loud voice.

      When we built the Pole of Inaccessibility Station in 1958…so many of his diatribes began with that. Fyodor knew it was the high point of the old man’s life, but each repetition stretched Fyodor’s patience thinner than his chances of a blissful marriage with the faithless Aloysha. He’d rather wrestle with a storm than yet another of her games any day.

      Deda’s expedition had occupied the station for twelve days, the farthest point in Antarctica from the ocean in all directions. The last time it was visited—which happened about once a decade—all that remained of the original two-story hut was the bust of Lenin that had perched at the top, the lone tip of a radio antenna, and an anemometer that no longer spun. The rest had been buried beneath the drifting snow.

      The Geographic South Pole, where the Americans squatted in their deluxe super-station, lay eight hundred kilometers from the center of the continent.

      To build at the Pole of Inaccessibility? That had taken Russian know-how! Then Deda would pound the table with the bottom of his empty glass, making his point as well as fresh dents in the old wood.

      It was Russian stupidity as far as Fyodor was concerned. The traverse across the ice in each direction had taken longer than the occupation of the station itself. In that same year, the Americans had moved to the South Pole—and been there for all of the sixty-plus years since.

      The question now was, how much longer would the few remaining Russian stations last?

      The freak, mid-December storm—currently offering such marginal visibility through the thick clouds and blowing snow that he could barely see his own wings when he looked back—was worthy of the dead of winter, not the height of the Antarctic summer. However, with too much cargo and not enough fuel to turn back, the only answer was to continue through and land in Antarctica.

      This cargo is top priority, Captain Novikov. Highest security, Major Turgenev had told him. Straight from Colonel Romanoff. The head of the entire Antarctic program.

      There were a couple tons of foodstuffs, and all the rest was need-to-know and it had been deemed that he didn’t need to know. Fine! He didn’t care what he was carrying. Let them play their games. Let Aloysha flaunt her fine ass elsewhere. He was a damn fine pilot and for now, that would be plenty.

      The four-engine Il-76 Candid was one of the largest cargo planes in the world. This old bird was his to command and he loved it for that. It was big enough that while the storm battered it, it was also tough enough to fly through it.

      Though it did rattle like a tin can of old bolts being shaken by the ogress Baba Yaga herself as she strove to raise the demons of the wind. He muttered an old prayer of Grandmother’s asking Baba Yaga to wander back to her usual occupation of kidnapping misbehaving children to cook for her dinner.

      She didn’t depart.

      “Sustained winds at ninety kmph, gusts to one-twenty.” Kolya sounded as dour as ever, like he was singing the closing dirge of a Mussorgsky opera. The man could make a wedding toast seem funereal.

      “The heading, Kolya. You had better keep me on the heading.” As if he wouldn’t.

      “You keep us in the air and I’ll make sure we don’t die until we get there.”

      “Good! I’ll try to make sure we don’t die after that.”

      The copilot looked at him aghast, but Fyodor knew his navigator’s skills were unmatched and it was his attitude that had him assigned to these remote flights. Any sane commander who feared death would want Navigator Kolya and his dire pronouncements flying as far from them as possible. Any pilot with half a brain wouldn’t care because no one was better at finding a safe landing despite storm, broken equipment, and archaic machinery.

      The Il-76 was so ancient, thanks to Aloysha dumping Major Turgenev, that it had never been upgraded to a digital cockpit. Fyodor had to fly using all dial instruments. His lone screened instrument, the GLONASS global-positioning system, had been mounted on a spindly arm, which had snapped two months ago during a rough landing and been completely destroyed. Maintenance was waiting for parts, which either meant the repair order was stalled in Major Turgenev’s inbox or that Deda was right about modern Russia’s failures. Or, more likely, both.

      To carry a backup GPS receiver to position himself by using the American satellite system was forbidden, though any American could access it by looking at their phone.

      So it was up to Kolya, seated in the Il-76’s navigation station directly below their feet, to keep them on course. He always managed, and Fyodor was careful not to ask how. Kolya probably used his personal phone and an illegal app for GPS positioning, as the GLONASS satellite system—when it was working—always seemed to have a gap at the most awkward moments.

      They had to take care though. With party fanatic copilot aboard—who Major Turgenev wisely also wanted kept as far away as possible—they couldn’t use American technology in his presence. Fyodor always warned Kolya when the copilot left his seat in case he decided to visit the navigator’s station below.

      There wasn’t much chatter, they were all at dead ends in their careers and only Lieutenant Ultranationalist Copilot didn’t know it. Below them, seated before the curve of the down-and-forward-looking windows and surrounded by his instruments, Kolya flew alone with the best view from the plane. It was these windows on the underside of the nose that gave the Il-76 the appearance of an evil toothed grin to all who approached.

      Somehow, out in the blinding whiteness, Kolya would find their landing strip. In mid-December the ice runway on the sea by Progress Station would be marginal. The summer heat would melt out the ice shelf shortly. This was the last possible delivery of the season until the sea refroze.

      Fyodor hoped that the ice crew had that right and he didn’t simply sink through the ice upon landing. Also that they’d done a better job of grooming the ice since his last landing. He’d thought that it would be his last one—ever. How the landing gear remained attached that time was both a miracle and a testament of old Soviet engineering. Another point favoring Deda’s tirades.

      The runway had better be perfect now or he might pass on a dose of Major Turgenev’s revenge. Of course, the days of threatening underlings with a trip to the Gulag were gone, again much to Deda’s disappointment.

      However, Fyodor had offered the men responsible for the runway maintenance an assignment to the Navy’s pride and joy if they didn’t take better care of the landing surface. The country’s sole aircraft carrier, the Admiral Kuznetsov, was no better than a prison ship. And every person in the Russian military knew it.

      It had to be towed to sea and anchored there for flight operations, when it was operational at all. Numerous pilots and planes died in horrific crashes during supposedly simple fair-weather daylight operations. They never attempted night or foul weather flights like the Americans. It definitely offered crew members a shortened lifespan from hazardous materials, fires, accidents, and poisonously bad food and air. One day it would simply sink, the way its dry dock had before the latest round of repairs could be started.

      With a gut-churning plunge and a raucous protest from the wings’ joints, he began his descent while still a hundred and fifty kilometers away from the coast.

      Because of Major Turgenev’s various assignments, Fyodor was exceptionally practiced at flying old equipment through horrid weather. Flying down into the maelstrom was nothing new to him. With his trusty old Ilyushin-76, he’d make a safe landing and simply have another bad-weather-flight story to tell.

      But his descent into the maelstrom of the sultry Aloysha when he next reached Moscow? If he decided to fly that particular route again, he didn’t need one of Kolya’s dire predictions to know how that storm would end.

      At least Mama would be happy. When Aloysha had moved on, it had taken Mama months to find a new topic to rail at him about, along with her son’s boundless stupidity.

      Storm system Aloysha? No question that would be a disaster of epic proportions.

      Was she worth the risk?

      Almost certainly not.

      Almost.

      But he could never be sure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The incoming projectile descended at thirty-four kilometers per second—five times the reentry speed of a manned space capsule. It entered the mesosphere eighty kilometers above the ground, ten times the height of Everest, the first layer of the atmosphere with enough density to affect its motion to any measurable extent.

      Upon striking the thin traces of the upper atmosphere, its hypersonic speed compressed the air like a battering ram until the air glowed white-hot around it.

      It bore no wide heat shield designed to slow its passage. The common misunderstanding—that heat shields existed to slow down spacecraft—was backward. Reentry vehicles intended to reach the surface intact presented broad surfaces in order to dump orbital speed through atmospheric aero-braking. The friction with the air generates immense heat and the heat shield is designed to slowly burn away during reentry.

      Narrow projectiles have different aerodynamic considerations. Not designed to reach near-zero velocity on landing, they didn’t require large heat shields.

      But that didn’t mean they passed into the thick soup of Earth’s atmosphere unscathed.

      As the superheated air wrapped around the projectile, it protected the object. Between the rammed air and the main body itself, a thin envelope of trapped gas formed, which insulated it from the worst of the heat. What minor quantity of heat radiated through this barrier, scorched only the outermost molecules of the space-cold object before they were sloughed off, taking any accumulated heat with them.

      The core remained a bare nine degrees above absolute zero.

      Point-nine seconds later it entered the stratosphere. Crossing the thin, uppermost layers of atmosphere cost it a bare few percent of its velocity. Now, in thicker air, the object dumped kinetic energy and turned into a compact superheated inferno. The complex iron-nickel-cobalt alloy had sufficient density and mass that it didn’t shatter against the massive pressure wave created by its own descent.

      It slowed to a bare two kilometers a second as it traversed the twenty-five kilometers of the denser stratosphere.

      At an altitude of twenty-one kilometers, the projectile calved into a swarm of multiple objects all moving at hypersonic speeds. Over the next twenty-two seconds, the swarm expanded to encompass an area a kilometer across.

      Had they plunged unhindered through the lowest and thickest level of the atmosphere, the heat and pressure would have shattered most of them before they reached the surface.

      But before that happened, at twelve-point-three kilometers above the ground—forty thousand, three hundred and nineteen feet—an Ilyushin Il-76 Candid cargo jet in a slow descent as it approached the coast of Antarctica flew into their path. The two most massive objects at the center of the swarm struck the plane, though it wouldn’t have been spared anywhere within the kilometer-wide spread.

      The main strike, a shaft as big around as Aloysha’s trim waist and matching her Amazonian height, struck on the starboard side of the cockpit at an angle twenty-point-three degrees from vertical. This five-hundred-and-twenty-seven-kilo mass struck end on.

      The shockwave of air that enveloped it was so intensely compressed that it burned at twenty-four hundred degrees centigrade—half the temperature of the surface of the sun.

      His party loyalty didn’t save the copilot as the object lanced into the cockpit, then through him from his right shoulder to his left hip. Next, it drove through the floor and vaporized a thirty-centimeter-long section of Navigator Kolya’s thigh before blasting out the bottom of the airplane and continuing on its way. It also destroyed Kolya’s phone, which he had resting on his thigh to monitor the Americans’ GPS system.

      The second piece hit at effectively the same instant and speed, but ten meters aft.

      Though it was significantly smaller, it was this piece that ultimately sealed the Il-76’s fate. A perturbation during the calving action flipped it into a fast tumble. A half-meter cube, it hit the jet and punched through the outer skin. Like a buzz saw, it sliced through a major structural crossmember of the cross-fuselage wing-box assembly—the strongest part of any airplane—vaporizing the aluminum frame.

      The impact broke the second object in two.

      The larger piece punched through the central fuel tank, sliced through a pallet-load of food supplies, flash searing a hundred kilos of bananas and three hundred half-kilo cubes of beef bouillon. Then it punched out the bottom of the aircraft.

      The last of the jet’s fuel began to dump down through the heat-formed tube to spill out below the plane and be safely scattered by the howling storm. All four engines would flame-out from fuel-starvation long before the Ilyushin-76 reached the ground, turning it into the world’s largest glider for the duration of its final flight.

      The larger piece of the aft strike that had slashed through the fuel tank and cargo area burned up on the final descent, leaving nothing bigger than dust on the roaring wind.

      The smaller section of the aft strike, shattered by the collision with the heavy crossmember, sent tiny slivers streaming in all directions through the airplane’s structure but caused no damage that affected the final outcome in any quantifiable way.

      The main strike, which had blasted through the Il-76’s cockpit, was slowed another point-seven kilometers per second by the impact. Slowed to subsonic speeds, it struck an iceberg that was drifting in Antarctica’s Circumpolar Current. It embedded less than five centimeters into the hard ice. Thirty-four days later and a third of the way around the continent, the iceberg would melt sufficiently to drop it unnoticed to the ocean floor on the tectonic ridge near Australia’s Macquarie Island.

      The fragments of the swarm that didn’t impact the aircraft rapidly vaporized during the last of their descent through the breathably thick troposphere. Several failed catastrophically from the extreme heat and pressure, but the explosive force and spewed shrapnel of each was lost in the whirling Antarctic storm.
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        * * *

      

      The horrendous impact rippled throughout the plane.

      Fyodor was first aware of it as a searing pain in his ears. The sonic boom of the object crashing through the cabin less than two meters away permanently deafened him and made his ears bleed.

      He couldn’t hear Kolya’s screams as the navigator’s femoral artery pumped out his life’s blood, spraying red throughout the navigator’s cabin below. The last thing Kolya saw was the red-colored hell he had always known awaited him. Even if his phone had survived to track the GPS, he could no longer guide the plane to its final destination.

      The copilot had no respiratory system with which to scream. He could only stare in wide-eyed astonishment. For the rest of his life, which lasted only eleven more seconds but felt like an eternity, he tried to understand how this had happened. The party always promised to protect him if he did his duty.

      He had.

      It hadn’t.

      The incandescent blast of the object’s hypersonic passage had only blinded Fyodor’s right eye, covering his right side in second- and third-degree burns from the heat of its passage. The copilot’s hot blood spraying over him felt cool in comparison.

      The double holes through the cockpit, above and below, emptied the cockpit of pressurized air. Within seconds the air pressure had dropped to one-fifth of sea level. Fyodor had less than fifteen seconds of useful consciousness remaining.

      When the shock wave slammed the yoke against the palms of his hands, it fired off deep-trained instincts despite the agony he was suffering.

      With only one eye working and his right hand trapped by the melted plastic of the control yoke, it took him thirteen of those fifteen seconds to pull on an emergency air mask.

      Once he could breath, he needed another twenty-nine seconds to think through the pain and take the next action—initiate an emergency descent.

      He nosed the big plane down toward more breathable air, not knowing the last of his crew had died seventeen seconds earlier.

      The engines flamed twenty-four seconds after Fyodor started breathing effectively and five seconds before he began the twelve-kilometer descent.

      Captain Fyodor Novikov focused on the only thing not adding to his agony.

      With his still-functioning left eye, he saw that one instrument had picked up a directional beacon. Throughout the long descent, he fought the controls to center the needle as it was all he could see through the splatter of the copilot’s remains across the instrument panel.

      Fyodor fought the thrashing winds and kept gliding toward the beacon.

      He had no idea of his altitude until the “Too low terrain. Pull up.” radar alarm began blaring—which he couldn’t hear but he could see the flashing red through the remains of the copilot’s spleen.

      He couldn’t lower the wheels because his right hand was fused to the yoke. Fyodor had sufficient mental faculties remaining to decide that a belly landing was probably the safer option anyway.

      Had he had engine power to control his final approach—and the ability to remove his right hand from the yoke to work the controls—he might have landed mostly intact.

      But he couldn’t.

      And he didn’t.

      The landing did spare him from deciding what to do about Aloysha and his mother—forever.
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        Spieden Island, Washington State

        8:30 a.m. Pacific Standard Time

      

      

      “Certainly didn’t see much of this stuff growing up.” Holly Harper studiously ignored Mike Munroe’s suggestion that she leave her cozy nest to go out in it.

      Hit by a rare snowstorm, Miranda’s personal, private island lay coated with a foot-deep layer of the fluffy white stuff. The snowfall had been heavy enough that the Douglas firs towering beyond the big picture window of the second-story sitting room were emerging from the pre-dawn darkness brilliantly white instead of forest green. Only rarely did snow stick in Washington State’s San Juan Islands. Even rarer, it had happened mere days before Christmas and it was predicted to be cold all week.

      A white Christmas. Being from Australia, she’d never had one of those and was looking forward to it—from inside the cozy confines of Miranda’s lovely timber home.

      Three years ago, her first Christmas at Miranda’s had promised a storm, but that had fizzled in the night of Christmas Eve and barely dusted the brown grass. The second Christmas here had been warm enough that the grass had been mostly green.

      This time, it looked as if a white Christmas was a done deal. Holly was feeling so mellow that she would probably only offer minimal protest when the other three members of the team put on one of those sappy old Christmas movies with singing, dancing, and happy-ever-after nonsense.

      Indoors, the world had been muffled by the snow, not that it was particularly noisy on Miranda’s island. But it was like one of those postcards, all quiet beneath the breaking dawn.

      “You do understand that white stuff is snow, right, Mike? Frozen water. As in cold.”

      “Brisk! Besides, compared with where I used to live—”

      “Blah. Blah. Denver. Blah. Blah. Skiing in Aspen. Blah. Blah. Blah. I remain one unconvinced Aussie. Where I grew up, a cold winter’s day was thirteen degrees—”

      “Then you’re fine, it’s only down to twenty-seven this morning.” He waved out the second-story window to where a thin streak of ruddy sunrise cut through the scattered clouds to glint off the brilliant snow.

      “Centigrade, you Yank. That’s fifty-five degrees to you, and only fools went out and about in such bitter weather. I’m staying here. Besides, my toes are all warm and snoozy. Never tick off your toes, Mike, they’ll find ways to get back at you.”

      Mike began making chicken noises. Thankfully, he wised up before she had to hurt him. Also, being a wise man, he succumbed and was soon tucked under the big quilt with her. Shoulder to shoulder they semi-lay on the big couch, their feet tangled on the coffee table.

      Beyond the window, the trees only filled part of the view. Farther on, past the long roll of the island, were the deep blue streaks of the Spieden and San Juan Channels. Not a single boat on them this wintry morning. Beyond those, San Juan Island likewise pushed its snow-capped head up against the slate-gray skies. Wandering snowflakes suggested that the blizzard wasn’t through with them yet. Definitely a day to remain inside.

      Miranda and Andi came in. They’d clearly been out in it already this morning. Holly hadn’t made it downstairs for breakfast yet.

      “If you loved me, you’d have brought up tea.”

      Mike slipped out from under the quilt and headed for the stairs.

      “I was joking…” But her words trailed off. She hadn’t meant it the way she’d said it, had she? No! Utterly daft. She ignored Mike’s unquestioning response because then she’d have to think about her own and that was not going to happen.

      Focus on Miranda and Andi instead.

      The two women looked so happy and healthy, with the bright red glow of the outdoors on their cheeks, that Holly felt yet more of a slug. She managed to shrug it off when they curled up side by side on the other couch and drew another quilt over themselves. Andi’s fluffy slippers, made to look like a pair of Shih Tzu dogs complete with soulful plastic eye buttons, stuck out past the edge alongside Miranda’s practical sheepskin ones.

      “All the walks shoveled and the airfield plowed?”

      “Nope!” Andi said happily. “But we took a snowcat out to spread around hay, feed, and dried apple rings for the deer and sheep.”

      “You have a snowcat?” Holly didn’t know why she bothered asking. It might snow only once in a great while here, but Miranda…

      Holly echoed Miranda’s words as she said them, “I like to be prepared.”

      Andi laughed and they all traded smiles. Snug as three dingo puppies in their den. Mike returned with a massive mug of tea and a scone. “I could—” No way had she almost said she’d marry him for that. He set it close by on a side table, then slid back in beside her. “Uh…thanks.”

      “Too bad Taz and Jeremy are stuck in Georgia,” Mike settled against her side once more, acknowledging her thanks with a simple nod. “It would be nice to have the old team together for Christmas.”

      “I miss them,” Miranda agreed. “But solving commuter plane crashes can be trickier than commercial airliners. They are far less well monitored. Instead of three tiers of backup flight computers, they rarely have more than an autopilot.”

      “Well, there’s one bit of good news about them flailing around in Georgia’s Okefenokee Swamp in midwinter.” Mike wrapped a leg over Holly’s. She sipped her tea to distract herself. One sugar, no milk. He was a good man.

      “What’s that?” She leaned against him until he raised an arm and she slid against his warmth. This was far too familiar but she didn’t pull away because it was also far too comfortable.

      “It isn’t us slogging among the gators and snakes!”

      “That we can agree on.” The Georgia swamp would be warmer than here, but far wetter too.

      A bald eagle soared into view from high over the house. It hung there, riding the air currents beyond the big picture window and perhaps considering the pair of black cormorants winging swiftly across the island, before soaring onward.

      Holly couldn’t think of the last time she’d been so comfortable. Willing to simply sit and be. Andi and Miranda looked equally content. With their mismatched slippers and Miranda leaning against Andi’s shoulder.

      “How long have you two been together?” she asked.

      “Coming up on eight months on New Year’s Eve.” Andi’s smile lit her face.

      She thought about her own question. She and Mike had been…

      “Whoa!”

      “What?” Mike asked from so close that it tickled her ear.

      “Nothing. Random thought.” Three years? She’d known Mike for three years now on Miranda’s team. And they’d been sleeping together for at least two of that. Maybe two and a half? It made this her longest relationship by…

      Don’t think about it!

      Like that was going to ever happen.

      Revel in the comfortable. That’ll block thoughts about anything as daft as a long-term relationship.

      Except the complacency worked no better than the internal command.

      She was no wanton or good-time girl. But in the past, when it had stopped being fun or deployment orders had sent her off in a new direction, that had been…that. Done. Moving on.

      The only place she’d ever worked as long as she had with Miranda’s team had been Australia’s Special Air Service Regiment. And Special Operations had meant she was constantly on the move. She hadn’t been this stable since before she’d run away from home at sixteen.

      “Hey.” Mike nudged his hip against hers and spoke louder, “Hey! Your phone’s ringing.”

      She fished out her phone but didn’t recognize the number. For three years, if anyone called her, it was a member of this team. She’d thoroughly burned every bridge behind her and studiously ignored the few survivors until they faded into the past where they belonged. Her friends were all here. Not exactly a wide circle.

      She did recognize the country code: 61, Australia.

      “Harper,” she answered.

      “Are you available for a launch?”

      “Barty! How are you, mate?” Her old boss hated being called that, but she’d created the nickname and it had stuck. Actually, he maybe technically still was her boss. He headed up the ATSB, the Aussie version of the National Transportation Safety Board that she’d been seconded to for six months to join Miranda’s team—three years ago. Barty had long since backfilled his team and she’d managed to dodge his increasingly rare attempts to drag her back to Oz. Far too many memories there and few of them any good.

      “Fine, Harper. Are you available for a launch?” As humorless as ever.

      Mike lay close enough to overhear easily, as her head might have been resting on his shoulder, and looked at her wide-eyed.

      “I’m, uh, snowed in at the moment. What’s going on?”

      Barty grunted heavily, never content unless he was ordering someone about. “Is your phone encryption capable?”

      Holly offered a confirming grunt of her own.

      “I’ve got your file here. Punch in your birthday.” Then his phone squealed painfully as he encrypted his end of the conversation.

      Holly punched it in, then for good measure selected speakerphone before raising her finger to her lips for the others.

      “You there?” Barty sounded less gruff, which was far more likely to be the compression of the encryption algorithm than any actual change in her boss. He was a fixture at the ATSB the same way that the big red rock of Uluru anchored the middle of Australia’s Red Centre.

      “Aye.”

      “Look, you’ve been training with that genius woman at the NTSB, right?”

      “More like working my ass off, Barty. You’ve got no idea the kind of stuff she gets into.” She smiled across at Miranda so that Miranda would understand it was all good. Holly liked the hard work and the tough challenges. Miranda’s autism made it hard for her to read emotions, so making them clear was always a good idea.

      Despite her attempt, it wasn’t until Andi whispered the double meaning to her that Miranda returned the smile. They were a seriously cute couple: the five-four brunette air-crash genius and the five-two San Francisco Chinese heiress turned wizard military helicopter pilot turned crash investigator.

      Under the cover of the quilt, Mike squeezed Holly’s butt to show quite how hard she wasn’t working at the moment. She offered him an elbow to the ribs, but not hard enough to bruise. Mellowing with age, Holly. She’d left her thirtieth behind a few years ago but at least was closer to thirty than forty—barely.

      “Yeah, I know what she gets into,” Barty continued. “Saw the job you two did on that Qantas crash out on Johnston Atoll in the South Pacific last year.”

      “Like I said, Barty, you’ve got no idea.” Nor was she about to give him one. The crash had been sabotage of an entire airliner to target her personally—though only the folks in this room knew that. That crash, the initial move in a series of events, had ultimately cost far more lives than had been lost in that first wreck. But Barty wouldn’t know that part because it was all highly classified.

      “We need that level of expertise, internationally recognized expertise on this one,” Barty was saying. “Probably with a dose of your old SASR operator skills thrown in for good measure. How soon can you be in Hobart?”

      “Tassie? I don’t know, I don’t keep airline timetables in my head. What is going on, mate?”

      Barty offered another heavy grunt before condescending to sound at least half human. “We’ve got a Russian cargo jet down on our soil. One of their big ones. Down ugly. Russians are going to be blaming us.”

      “What were the Russians doing flying big cargo to Tasmania?”

      “They weren’t. They crashed at Davis Station. I want to solve this before they send one of their big-ass Backfire bombers winging over to destroy their wreck and Davis along with it. The way they’re running that country these days, I’m surprised they haven’t done it already.”

      “Davis Station? Like in Antarctica? That Davis Station?” She couldn’t have heard that right.

      “I’m not talking about Harry’s digs.” Harry Davis had a big cattle station outside Perth in West Oz that he often let SASR use for training. It’s where she’d met Barty long before either of them joined the ATSB. Harry always threw a righteous party round his big barbie after a training, making it a regiment favorite.

      “No, that isn’t right,” Miranda spoke up, then slapped a hand over her mouth when Andi shushed her. Miranda’s eyes shot wide with worry.

      Barty snapped out, “Who was that?”

      “That was the genius woman you mentioned. I’ve got you on speakerphone.”

      “Aw for Christ sakes, Harper. You think I went secure for you to broadcast this to everyone?”

      “This entire team is cleared Top Secret or better, Barty. Same as you and me.” Actually, well above Barty’s pay grade but it wouldn’t do to rub that in. Holly turned to Miranda. “What’s not right?”

      Miranda shook her head vigorously, but didn’t dislodge her hand.

      Experience had taught Holly the problem. Logical conflict always threw Miranda off course because, Lord knew, she was one seriously logical gal. “It’s okay, Miranda. You can ignore my earlier request to keep quiet.”

      “Okay,” she mumbled, then removed her hand. “The Russians service their Antarctic stations from Cape Town, South Africa, including the Progress Station, which lies a hundred and ten kilometers from Davis Station. A Tupolev Tu-22M Backfire bomber doesn’t have the range to fly from Cape Town to Davis Station and return safely. It is also incapable of landing in Antarctica for refueling. It’s simply too far. In order to bomb Davis Station and safely make the round trip from Cape Town, they would most likely use the older Tu-95 Bear bomber or the newer Tu-160 White Swan. They both have more than sufficient range to make the return trip safely with a full load of ordnance as well as provide sufficient loiter time to assure the task was complete. That’s all.”

      “There. Feel better, Barty?”

      “I wasn’t being literal.”

      “Oh,” Miranda winced.

      “Thanks, Miranda. Good to know,” and Miranda’s frown cleared. “Besides, Barty, with the Russian president right now? Anything is possible.”

      “Don’t I know it. How fast can you get to Hobart?”

      “Twenty hours flying commercial out of Vancouver,” Mike waved his phone at her.

      “Christ sakes, Harper, you got a marching band there?”

      “Absolutely, we’re working the next Super Bowl halftime show. We’re performing a round of musical numbers starting with ‘Waltzing Matilda’ and ending with ‘Down Under’.” She began singing, “I come from a land down und—”

      “Well, waltz your damn butt to Hobart as fast as you can. I’m holding a flight there for you, which is pissing off the scheduled scientists. Nothing in the world more annoying than a bunch of squawking egghead dags.”

      “Except maybe a Russian cargo jet crashed at your station?”

      Barty offered his favorite commentary, another grunt.

      Holly looked around the room. Everyone was quiet, watching her closely.

      “Well, mates of mine, have any plans for Christmas?”

      Miranda opened her mouth and Holly knew that a list would be forthcoming. She tended to over-plan for team visits to her private island, offering multiple-choice activities at the least provocation. A combination of nerves about visitors and whatever rules she’d memorized about part of being a good hostess.

      “Let me amend that. Any plans more important than investigating a Russian Ilyushin-76 crash in Antarctica?”

      Miranda closed her mouth.

      “Barty? Make that seats for four. I’ll let you be the chap to notify the NTSB that you’re calling our team for help.” And she hung up before he could protest.

      Mike was grinning.

      “What?”

      “You do understand that they have snow, ice, and freezing temperatures in Antarctica, right? Year-round.”

      Crap! She hadn’t thought about that.
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      Miranda’s snowcat was no bigger than the golf cart she usually used to get around the island in nicer weather. It could carry two people, a bale of hay, and not much more. In lieu of making multiple trips, they tromped out into the freezing morning of Spieden Island wearing their go-bags and crash investigation kits.

      Holly considered it to be neither crisp nor bracing, it was bloody cold. Cold enough for the occasional giant snowflakes to stick on her face like frozen mosquito feet, no matter how often she brushed at them.

      She’d worked in deep snow before, but only for SASR training or when investigating a winter crash with particularly bad timing—like any time it wasn’t a warmer season. Tramping through a foot of powder this quiet morning was a new experience in silence. It was as if the entire world had been frozen into stillness. Even the words they spoke were swallowed by the snow.

      Other than the path Miranda and Andi had roughly packed down earlier with the mini-snowcat, the only marks on the smooth surface were the crisscrossing tracks of the island’s four-footed residents.

      Walking the half-mile from the house to the hangar was eerie. The squeak of the snow as it compacted beneath their boots crunched overloud, jerking all of her spec ops training to the fore. Telling herself it didn’t matter did nothing to calm her nerves. She’d been trained to move in silence—neither the other three team members nor the snow cooperated.

      Miranda’s grass runway was deeply covered, but once they reached the hangar, the snow was so lightweight that it took the four of them only a few minutes to shovel clear a space for Miranda’s helicopter to be tugged into the open. Several of the island’s curly horned mouflon sheep watched them with curiosity from the verge of the trees across the field.

      They scattered into the Douglas fir woods when Andi spun up the dual turboshaft engines of the MD 902 Explorer to a painful whine. As they took off, the downward blast of the main rotor created a complete whiteout of turbulated snow that made Holly glad they had a former US Army Night Stalker pilot at the controls. Andi was an amazing flyer. The flurry outside and the heater inside also made Holly glad that she was now watching the show from inside the helo.

      The fifteen-minute crossing from Miranda’s island in northern Washington to Vancouver International Airport in southern British Columbia was a busy passage of air traffic control spaces and tightly controlled approach corridors. Holly could fly a helicopter but wouldn’t have liked to try this flight. Andi made it look like a beginner’s route.

      Nineteen hours in flight from Vancouver to Sydney aboard a 787.

      Last year when she’d crossed this ocean, her flight had crash-landed on a tiny atoll in the middle of it. She did her best not to think about that, or that she’d have been dead if the atoll hadn’t been there. Then she’d flown on to Australia to visit her childhood home and deal with the bits and bobs that remained of her parents’ estate—after not having spoken to them for most of two decades. The only way it could have been worse would have been if her parents had been above the ground and not under it.

      She’d crossed the Pacific twice since then and hadn’t been bothered. Why this time? No reason that she could think of. She considered asking Mike if he had any idea. Thankfully, he was asleep by the time she thought of her question so he didn’t offer a ridiculously solicitous and kind question about was she okay. No! But she didn’t know why.

      Barty had sent them no new information, but Miranda had downloaded everything the US military had on the Ilyushin-76 cargo jet—which was quite a bit, as they’d done a bit of horse trading with the Indian Air Force to try one out and snag copies of all of the documentation. Miranda and Andi began studying it intently, but Holly simply couldn’t focus. In between naps, Mike read the basics, but he wasn’t a technical guy—he specialized in the people. Their subtext, not an airplane’s.

      She herself had briefly studied the plane back in her SASR days, mostly how to blow them up using minimum explosives for maximum destruction, or how to board one if a hostile takedown was called for. That would have to do, as all she could focus on was the eleven thousand miles of nothing but ocean that was passing by seven miles below them.

      They had a brief layover in Sydney, long enough for a better than half-decent meat pie but not long enough for a proper sit down with a cold one.

      No chance of a beer at all in Hobart as their feet barely touched the ground there. Folks from the AAD, the Australian Antarctic Division, hustled the entire team out of the terminal and onto the waiting C-17 Globemaster III. The monster jet was painted with the RAAF colors—blah-gray with Royal Australian Air Force in big letters and a small Australian flag. The American-built jet was one of the few cargo planes larger than the Russian Il-76.

      The cargo bay was packed with pallets of building supplies and fuel drums. A snowcat, full-sized, had been crammed aboard as well with more gear strapped into its pickup-style bed. Pallets of scientific gear filled the rest of the space, leaving people as an afterthought. The fold-down benches along either side were crammed with folks and their gear. Every one of which offered looks that could have frozen Hell or boiled off the Antarctic icecap.

      She wondered how long they’d been camped in the plane. Surely Barty hadn’t kept them all waiting aboard for the entire twenty-three hours it had taken to transit from Miranda’s island to Tasmania.

      Four hours later Holly wondered if she’d been ruined for life. One thing a Spec Ops soldier could always do was sleep on a plane or helicopter. Once they hit the ground, who knew when the next rest would be? Even that would be interrupted by pulling night watch, alerts, and any intruders larger than a mouse into a secured zone.

      Miranda’s putative area of coverage for the NTSB was the Western Region of the US. That included Alaska and Hawaii, but neither of those were that far from Seattle. Investigating crashes farther afield happened, but were not that common. It had been months since their last one.

      The skill had eroded without her even noticing. By the time they’d entered their final descent toward Antarctica, she hadn’t managed to sleep once—until the last fifteen minutes. She fell asleep during the final descent and woke with a start when the big piston for the C-17’s rear cargo doors that she’d been sleeping against hissed to life.
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