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      Brace for the ultimate plunge! The seemingly invincible Air Force One suffers a catastrophic engine failure. When it plummets into the Atlantic with the U.S. President and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff aboard, the world dives toward a peace-shattering crisis.

      Enter Miranda Chase, the high-functioning autistic air-crash genius, and her extraordinary NTSB team. Faced with an impossible deep-sea salvage operation of the 747, Miranda must rely on her unparalleled intellect and her diverse crew: the fiercely loyal Holly, methodical Mike, brilliant Jeremy, and resilient Andi, along with the enigmatic Taz.

      This meticulously researched, hard-hitting, and suspenseful thriller unveils a deep-seated conspiracy that threatens global stability and challenges the team’s very definitions of loyalty and survival. Can Miranda’s and the team’s skills help them survive exposing the truth before the world unravels?
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      This title and the initial events were planned long ago as a natural evolution of the Miranda Chase series. The events of this book were never intended as a political statement on past, present, or future administrations. This is a work of fiction about the world inhabited by Miranda Chase and her associates.
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      “Hello. This is Miranda Chase. This is actually her and not a recording of her,” Miranda answered her phone in her typical quirky style, which gave Drake brief comfort.

      “You need to come find us.”

      “Is this like a game of Hide-and-go-seek, Drake? I haven’t played that in years, but I was intrigued by it as a child. I enjoyed the counting and developing the most methodical and efficient search patterns. Though because of my autism, I couldn’t bring myself to count out loud until I was five.”

      “No, Miranda. Not the game. I’m still on Air Force One. You have to find out who killed us. Promise.”

      “I promise, Drake. But if you’re dead, how are you⁠—”

      “Thank you, Miranda. I know I can trust you. I must call Lizzy now. Take care of her for me.” He hung up, wishing he had time left for Miranda’s convoluted conversational style. For a thousand of her questions and curious diversions. But he didn’t.

      There was, however, one person he was going to miss far more if he did indeed die aboard Air Force One.

      He dialed his wife and listened to the most mundane sound in the world, doubting that he’d ever hear it again—a ringing phone.
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          THE PRIOR EVENING

        

      

    

    
      “Is this really happening?” To Miranda, the pitch of Holly’s voice sounded atypically high—almost squeaky.

      “I do not see anything fake. We are in the President’s living room of the White House Residence.” As confirmation, the Truman Balcony wrapped around outside the tall windows; the early January evening spreading a few ice crystals on the glass. For the moment, it was being used as the bridal suite, but that was also real, albeit temporary. “Well, technically, I suppose it is fake. Many early administrations were prone to selling off the old furniture and buying more modern furnishings. Then most of what remained was sold off or discarded during the Truman renovation of 1948 to 1951. Congress refused the additional funds to purchase historically correct furnishings. It wasn’t until First Lady Jackie Kennedy’s 1963 renovation that anyone attempted to recreate the proper look.”

      There was certainly nothing authentic about the glass coffee table or the dark red leather of the Chesterfield couch and armchairs. The big-screen television was decidedly anachronistic for any period of the White House excepting the most recent decade. Of course, it was the President’s personal living room on temporary loan to the bride, so perhaps he enjoyed the anachronisms. She’d have to ask him.

      “That’s not what I meant. I meant…this.” Holly waved Miranda’s wedding bouquet of daisies and winter jasmine about so negligently that Miranda decided it would be better if she took it herself rather than continuing to trust Holly's self-control. Roy had offered a rose bouquet from the White House collection, but she’d always felt they bragged too much. She preferred these, especially as neither flower had a scent, which she rather liked. They were just their pretty selves and didn’t need to prance about fluffing their petals at everyone.

      “This?”

      “Wedding. How? Why?” Holly was stuttering worse than an engine running on the wrong fuel. Miranda was rather pleased by that metaphor; it was so rare that her autism allowed her to create such a cogent one.

      “Because I want to spend the rest of my life with Andi. So does Meg.” Miranda pointed down at her Glen of Imaal Terrier with the two wedding rings tied to her therapy dog harness.

      “But…” Holly seemed to give it up. “I just don’t understand. Why are you two getting, you know…” She flailed about but couldn’t say the word.

      For once, Miranda actually did know. Anytime the word marriage came by, Holly’s old military training displayed a great desire to kill it. Miranda liked the sound of the word, though the silent I bothered her at times. Of course, without it, the word would be marrage, and she had no wish to be marred by anything in particular. Or in general. She tried to think of how to explain it.

      “You’ve been together with Mike for six years,” Miranda started out.

      “Five and a half. No, wait, barely over five and a quarter. And don’t mention that.”

      “And you renovated your new home together.”

      “Or that.”

      Miranda had never understood Holly’s refusal to admit the reality of her relationship with Mike Munroe. In Miranda’s experience, Holly Harper was a stark realist on all other topics, whether her elite warrior past with the Australian Special Air Service Regiment or her air-crash investigator present.

      “It’s not as if you’re the one getting married.” First Lady Rose Cole entered the temporary bridal suite from her and Roy’s bedroom. She stopped close by Miranda but knew not to offer the friendly touch that she gave to most people around her. Miranda almost wished she didn’t so mind being touched because Rose made it seem so pleasant…but she did.

      Rose normally towered five inches over Miranda’s five-four. Today she wore three-inch heels, a skill Miranda had never wanted to master, making her two inches taller than even Holly. Her evening dress was much frillier than Miranda’s own sleek silk—not fancier, just frillier. She found Rose’s dress a little unnerving as parts of it seemed to move with a mind of their own.

      Miranda looked away quickly and focused on Holly. “It’s good that you aren’t getting married today⁠—”

      “Or ever!”

      “—with the way you hate clothes.” Miranda had rather enjoyed finding a dress that wasn’t annoyingly annoying. Clothes were always a challenge as she couldn’t stand the touch of synthetic fabrics. Or clothing tags. Or too many seams, like Rose’s must have. Or washed with scented soaps.

      “Perhaps she should have a casual beach wedding.” There was something about Rose’s smile that said she was having…fun? Oh, perhaps she was teasing Holly? Another thing Miranda’s autism rarely allowed her to identify.

      “That is a good idea.” Whether or not it was a tease. Holly said she’d burned her military uniform the day she left the Australian Special Air Service Regiment, and she’d never worn a dress and wasn’t about to start now. She had finally accepted the idea of a nice pantsuit—after Andi had made some dire threats if she showed up at the White House in her normal jeans, t-shirt, and ball cap for the Australian women’s soccer team.

      “What part of never getting married didn’t you understand?”

      Rose touched Holly’s arm in that way she did. “I’m finding it curious that you’re more nervous at Miranda’s wedding than she is.”

      Miranda nodded. That was curious. She was simply glad to be here, though it had included an odd series of events.

      She’d called Lizzy to ask if she and Drake wanted to come to her wedding. Miranda had been Lizzy’s maid of honor, so it only made sense. That they were one of the top Washington, DC, power couples—as the future and present Chairmans of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—had never entered her thoughts until Mike had pointed it out later. She’d worked with both of them until they became friends.

      But when President Roy Cole heard, he’d insisted on being the officiant and had proposed shifting the wedding to DC in January. She and Andi had planned on a backyard spring wedding, but Roy’s second term of office ended in three weeks. Andi had been glad to move up the date, so they’d all come east. They had kept it small. Which was good, as Miranda had never much enjoyed crowds.

      General Drake Nason had insisted on the privilege of giving her away. He looked very impressive in his Army uniform with the four stars on his lapel and all the medals he’d been awarded over the years. Drake, too, was retiring at the end of Roy’s presidency. Roy himself had opted not to wear his old Green Beret uniform. Because, he’d said, I don’t wish to be outranked at your wedding day by a mere upstart of a 75th Ranger turned four-star general.

      Miranda didn’t understand. The President was the Commander in Chief, and he was the one who had promoted Drake to being the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; there was no question of who outranked whom in this case. Yet they had always fomented a rivalry between the Rangers and the Green Berets, though the President hadn’t served in over thirty years. Whatever the explanation, Roy instead opted for a three-piece suit that First Lady Rose said he looked positively yummy in. Why she used an adjective appropriate for food products rather than people, Miranda decided she’d rather not know.

      “I’m not nervous,” Holly began pacing from one side to the other of the living room, like a caged…Holly.

      Sometimes metaphors were not Miranda’s friend. This one eluded her.

      “I’m allergic to weddings.”

      With a complete lack of histamines, Miranda couldn’t imagine what immuno-suppression vector that would require, but she’d never researched the possibility. She reached for her personal notebook, except her dress didn’t include a pocket for one. It was a major oversight. Without her notebook, she would now be distracted throughout her own wedding, making sure that she remembered to delve into that question at her earliest opportunity. But then how could she possibly remember her lines for the ceremony at the same time?

      “Holly, can you do something for me?”

      “Sure. What? Is it far away? Where’s the antipode; can you send me there? Please!”

      “No. Besides, the antipode is very wet. The opposite side of the Earth from the White House lies in the Indian Ocean, twelve hundred kilometers southwest of Australia, so why would I send you there? No, the favor I need is that I don’t have my personal notebook, and I need to remember to research how it is possible for you to be allergic to weddings.”

      “I’m not allergic to weddings.”

      “But you just said— I’ll never understand neurotypicals.”

      Rose laughed. “Holly Harper may be many things, Miranda, but typical is not one of them.”

      Holly’s protest was unconvincing even to Miranda’s ear. Holly began picking at her maid-of-honor blazer’s sleeves like they were…covered in fleas? That wasn’t a nice metaphor; Miranda edged away a step just in case it was true.

      Rose braved the metaphor and gave Holly a gentle hug that didn’t appear to do anything to calm her down. What was the point of being able to tolerate a hug if it didn’t calm a person down?

      Miranda wanted to ask, but Drake joined them to say that Roy and Andi were ready for them.

      Before leading the way into the Yellow Oval Room on the second floor of the Residence, Rose started the player with the lovely Bach Goldberg Variations. Much prettier than Mendelssohn’s overused “Wedding March.”

      Miranda waited for Holly to follow Rose, then she stepped through with Drake on one side and Meg trotting along on the other.
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      Miranda and Andi had agreed they wanted a small, simple ceremony. She’d invited the rest of her team: Jeremy, Taz, and Mike. The President had invited the President-elect and VP-elect, Sarah Feldman and Carl Crawford, respectively.

      These are the two you’ll be working with after I’m gone. It will be a good chance for you all to get to know each other better.

      Miranda knew neither one very well, but if Roy thought it was a good idea, she knew it was. Jeremy had worked more with Sarah than she had. But Miranda had been surprised that Andi didn’t know VP Crawford, he was a former Army general after all.

      He retired into politics while I was still lieutenant. There were over a million of us in the service, you know.

      One-point-three-four at the time you left, Miranda had corrected her.

      She and Andi had spent much of yesterday visiting Terrence in the hospital, her mentor since her first day with the NTSB. His hip replacement had gone well, mostly, but complications were keeping him in the hospital through her wedding. Tante Daniels, who’d been her childhood therapist and then governess after Miranda’s parents died, had a bad flu. They were streaming the wedding for the two of them and they’d already planned a party when both were doing better.

      Despite Holly’s whining, Miranda had also invited the Director of the CIA, Clarissa Reese at the First Lady’s suggestion. They had worked together so often and Clarissa had always been nice to her.

      Even this morning, after Terrence and Tante Daniels had cancelled, Holly had lobbied against Clarissa. They had never gotten along. She’s the unlucky thirteenth! But that wasn’t accurate. Firstly, statistically, thirteen was not any unluckier than other numbers. Second, with the White House photographer—who had groused about the images being for archival purposes only—and several Secret Service agents circulating as well, they were more than thirteen. And that didn’t count Meg at all. Her therapy dog might not count to others, but she definitely counted to Miranda.

      The moment that Miranda forgot all about that was when she saw US Army Captain Andi Wu in her blue service uniform with all her medals on display. She might be a petite five-foot-two Chinese-American, but she looked terribly impressive—even if the top of her head didn’t reach Roy’s shoulders as they waited at the head of the Yellow Oval Room.

      Rose and Lizzy had each warned her that the ceremony would go by in a blur. She had largely discounted that as they were both neurotypicals…yet they’d been right. In fact, the dinner in the President’s Dining Room and making married love with Andi as guests in the Lincoln Bedroom that night had also been a blur. One she’d very much enjoyed, but still a blur.

      By this morning the effect had dissipated by at least fifty percent, though she estimated by less than sixty-five percent. It was so hard to judge her own emotional state. Others she simply didn’t understand, but she kept hoping that someday her autism would allow her to understand herself. Not yet.

      Over breakfast with the First Couple, Roy kept teasing Andi about sharing Lincoln’s bed. Andi rarely blushed but she certainly did now. Miranda pointed out that the bed there probably wasn’t Lincoln’s. And the room had been his office in the 1860s and not his bedroom, so it was unlikely he’d had sex with Mary Todd in that room.

      “You never know, Miranda,” Roy told her. “He was only fifty-six when he died. Trust me, I’m a decade older and I can tell you that he’d still have plenty of interest. Especially with the right lady.”

      Rose offered a happy hum that sounded like agreement—even though Miranda hadn’t made a study of hum sounds—as she leaned over to kiss him.

      “And you have to admit that married sex is a definite improvement over merely engaged sex.”

      Miranda considered. “It is. Measurably.”

      “Miranda,” Andi whispered as even the tips of her ears turned red.

      “Young things like you two probably had plenty of energy,” Roy continued. He winked for reasons that were unclear.

      “We did.”

      “Miranda!” Andi hissed out her name—and turned even redder.

      “But it’s true. You were amaz⁠—”

      “Just…stop, okay?”

      “Okay.” She stopped.

      It was only as they were leaving the White House that she fully descended from the heady event and felt as if she once again inhabited her own body. Perhaps it was the freshness in the air of the unusually spring-like temperatures in January, snowdrops were already peeking out around the bed edges in the Rose Garden and the crocuses were exploring the above-ground world with the first tentative spears. The thin cirrus clouds stretching across the brilliant blue sky were very…she wasn’t sure what, but she liked them, too.

      It didn’t matter what. Everything felt…better. She looked down at herself. It was her own body, but with a gold band now on her left ring finger. She’d never worn jewelry of any kind before, but it looked pretty and it matched Andi’s, so that too was a good thing. Andi had been right about that.

      She’d also been right about the idea of traveling to meet the wild horses of Chincoteague Island for their honeymoon. Especially the rescue and rehab center, as that’s what Miranda had turned her former island home into. Miranda had never had horses on Spieden Island, but she missed her sheep, deer, and flocks of birds that had been stocked there years before she’d inherited it.

      Sadly, the wildlife near their new property in the Cascade foothills in Washington State visited her only rarely. Their property backed onto tens of thousands of acres, and the animals could wander away at any time they wished. She had yet to make friends with any of the deer or elk, though there was a rabbit she was growing close to. It probably deserved a name, but she hadn’t found the right one yet.

      This morning, they’d journeyed out to Andrews Air Force Base in the Marine One helicopter that smelled of lemon-scented cleansers with the slightest overtones of hot grease from the engines. They waited to see Roy and Rose off on his final foreign relations journey as President—a European and African goodwill tour. Drake stood by the airstairs as he was joining them aboard Air Force One.

      After the President and First Lady worked the press line, all of the reporters rushed to the back stairs to board the plane. Anyone not in their seat when the President boarded got left behind. There were more still on the ground, waiting to take the usual departure shots, but the Secret Service kept them back as she, Andi, and the First Couple moved to the foot of the front stairs before stopping to chat.

      “You know,” Roy paused with his foot on the bottom step, “If you’d gotten married today, you could have had the wedding in the Rose Garden.” It was thirty-six degrees warmer than yesterday, an April temperature in January, so it was comfortable to do.

      “But Roy, there wouldn’t have been any roses in bloom for months yet.”

      In answer, he returned from the step, kissed her on the forehead, shook Andi’s hand, and ascended the stairs. Rose’s hug had turned out to be very nice—and thankfully brief. She couldn’t tolerate contact lasting more than a few seconds other than from Andi. Miranda and Drake traded fist bumps, which they’d recently worked out between them as being both personal and the briefest possible contact. He’d saluted Andi very formally, and she’d saluted back.

      When Miranda asked why she was crying, Andi just shook her head and wiped away the tears.

      Then the Beast, as the President’s limo was called, which had been sent ahead as a diversion of possible attack at the same time as the Marine One flight, waited to take them to the nearby Potomac Airfield. There they’d pick up their rental helicopter to fly out to Assateague Island. Miranda felt a little disappointed not to have the rest of the motorcade travel with them, as she was curious about what that looked like from the inside.
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      The most carefully maintained airplanes in the world are a pair of highly modified Boeing 747-200Bs that were built in 1986. First flying in 1987, they were not completed until 1990 due to numerous wiring issues. Those were well in the two planes’ past.

      Once completed, and designated as US Air Force VC-25As, these two aircraft were assigned to the Presidential lift mission. When they did so, their call sign changed. Normally SAM—Special Air Mission—28000 and 29000, they were called Air Force One when the President was aboard.

      For thirty-five years and thousands of flights, there was no reported instance of either aircraft not being mission-ready.

      The President decided at the last minute, at least by Presidential travel standards—a mere three weeks earlier—to take a final trip. He led his long-time friend General Drake Nason and First Lady Rose Cole aboard SAM 29000 at 0914 Washington, DC, local time. Per standard operations, within three minutes after they boarded, all four engines were started and safety checks completed. With a favorable northwesterly wind of fifteen knots, Air Force One taxied one-point-two kilometers from its custom hangar to the near end of Runway 01 Left in just eighty-four seconds.

      They received immediate clearance and exclusive use of the airspace within ten kilometers, briefly altering flight paths for Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport and grounding all aircraft at several smaller fields.

      After performing the few steps required by the Pre-takeoff Checklist, pilots Colonel Sandra Ames and General John Owen advanced the throttles on all four engines.

      Takeoff and departure proceeded per plan, wheels up a minute early at 0919, and air traffic restrictions at the local airports were lifted by 0921. The VC-25A included over fifty tons of additional weight due to modifications ranging from built-in airstairs both forward for the President’s use and aft for everyone else’s, luxury seating, communications gear capable of running a global war, and anti-missile defenses. The aircraft was still fifty tons lighter than its commercial airline counterpart because it carried three hundred fewer passengers, minimal luggage, and no additional dead-space cargo. With a fifty-five percent fuel load to reach Africa, it saved another eighty-one tons.

      With such a favorable thrust-to-weight ratio, Air Force One climbed quickly as it flew slightly south of east. In just fifteen minutes, it reached a cruising altitude of forty-five thousand feet and cleared the coast. Within thirty, it passed two hundred kilometers offshore.

      The order of travel was unfortunate.

      The original plan, for what the media had dubbed the President’s Final Farewell Tour, had included stops at London, Brussels, and Paris before proceeding to Senegal to speak at the African Union meeting. All fifty-five African leaders would be in attendance, making it an excellent opportunity for President Cole to investigate the best leverage opportunities with the various leaders. Major General Ralph Eubanks, the recently promoted director of the White House Military Office responsible for all Presidential travel, had feared that placing the African Union as the ultimate stop on the final tour of a very popular American President might insult the European nations. He therefore shifted the trip’s timing enough to reverse the order of the visits.

      Under the original plan, Air Force One would have flown along the US and Canadian east coast for the first twenty-two hundred kilometers. Under the revised schedule, the plane flew directly east, striking for the distant African coast with the first land being the Canary Islands, which lay five thousand, five hundred and twenty-three kilometers from Washington, DC.
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      They were a very convivial group in the President’s onboard office, helped along by mimosas and generous bowls of hothouse strawberries, pre-cut and doused in clover honey. Roy sat behind his desk. Drake sat in the seat across from him and Rose upon the curved couch that faced her husband.

      Drake had never trusted Rose’s first husband, Senator Hunter Ramson, though Drake had spoken many times before the Senate Armed Services Committee that the man had chaired before his fiery and—in his and the FBI’s opinions—fully deserved demise. But it was impossible not to like his widow, Rose. She’d long been dubbed the First Lady of DC for her keystone position in the social set. Over the last year as the President’s girlfriend and then wife, she’d proven herself to be a major asset both socially and personally.

      “Pity that we’ll be losing you as First Lady in three weeks. Of course, then the country would have to keep putting up with Roy here. Nobody’s ready for that. I’d have suggested that you run for his office, but there’s no way I’m going to stick around for another four years, even for you, Rose.” Drake’s mandatory retirement after thirty-five years of service had already been extended twice by President Cole—he was done.

      “You will not escape that role so easily, Ranger,” Roy grinned at him. That too was new; a lighter spirit that Rose had brought to the main man. “Not with your wife bringing home the worries of the office.”

      “And what is a former Green Beret going to do with his retirement…golf?”

      Roy made a disparaging sound; neither of them had played a round of golf in their lives. “I’m sure that my lovely wife will have a brilliant idea or two.”

      “Make him Sarah’s ambassador to the UN.” Drake turned his attention to Rose.

      “Oh, you must think me very cruel,” she managed with a bright laugh.

      “No, I—” That’s when Drake noticed the shifting sunlight through the plane’s windows. The oval blotch of brightness moved across the dark mahogany of the President’s desk and highlighted the President himself. They were barely thirty minutes into the flight. The first turn shouldn’t be for another five hours.

      Drake picked up the phone without asking and punched through to the flight deck. The copilot answered.

      “Report.”

      “We had a failure in Engine Four and have been unable to restart it. We’re turning back for the US coast to—” Then Colonel Sandra Ames cursed in a very unladylike but very military manner. “Sorry, sir.”

      Drake didn’t have to ask. Despite the heavy sound insulation of the President’s onboard office, he could hear the strange cascading scale of another engine winding down. He hadn’t heard the first one go.

      “I won’t keep bothering you, but keep the line open.” Drake switched to speakerphone and tapped the mute button so that they could listen without being heard.

      “Roger that.”

      He and Roy exchanged a glance, and Rose didn’t miss it.

      “Should I be worried?”

      “She’ll fly comfortably on two engines. Tricky to control, as both failures are on the same side, but—” He kept listening to the pilot chatter in the background.

      They spoke few words, and those were in some sort of pilot code. He wished Miranda was here to translate as he and Roy had only ever been ground pounders. But he’d picked up enough of the lingo from her to know that things were not going well.

      “Negative restart on Three and Four.”

      That part he understood.

      “Calculate best glide settings.”

      Glide? As in powerless glide? He’d always assumed that a 747 was more in the flying-brick category. Or was that the space shuttle? This bird had big wings; she must have some ability to glide.

      “There goes Number Two.”

      Sure enough, the descending note of another engine fading in a long glissade sounded from the other side of the plane. He knew that a 747 couldn’t maintain altitude on a single engine, but would it be enough to reach land?

      Roy Cole moved out of his seat behind the desk and buckled in on the couch beside his wife.

      That left Drake alone by the desk with the President’s phone. He unmuted it as the last engine began its decline. The plane became eerily quiet with only the roar of the wind over the smooth lines of the fuselage. They still had power, so the auxiliary power unit must be running, but it was no more than a generator somewhere in the plane’s tail.

      “Report.”

      “Four-engine failure.” This time it was General Owen who replied. “It may be possible to restart them once we descend into thicker atmosphere below fifteen thousand feet, but I don’t want to sacrifice any altitude to test that sooner rather than later.”

      “Cause of failure?”

      “Unknown. It doesn’t make any sense. They simply shut down. We still have over fifty-percent fuel load, and I can verify that by the gauges as well as the feel of the aircraft.”

      “How about dumping fuel? Will that get us back to land?”

      “Slower but not farther. Glide rate remains constant. Nice try, General, but unless we can get a restart, she’s going to come down where she’s going to come down. Sandra is talking to the ground for troubleshooting.”

      “If you can’t restart?”

      “We technically have the glide slope to reach the Delaware shore with some leeway.”

      Drake could hear the however and waited for Owen to continue.

      “But the jet stream is driving hard today. It was giving us a hundred-and-thirty-kilometer-per-hour advantage. That is now a disadvantage. She’s not as good a glider as the new birds.”

      “The ones that are five years behind schedule.”

      “Right. We will descend out of the jet stream effect closer to land, but the tradeoff of dropping altitude now versus distance…”

      He left it hanging, and Drake didn’t push him.

      “Do your best, General Owen.”

      “Roger that, General Nason.” It was far too much like saying goodbye. Owen must have thought the same as he didn’t leave the call connected.

      General Owen’s open announcement five minutes later over the PA echoed down the length of the massive jet. Though Air Force One was full of civilians, it was a military jet. He did nothing to sugarcoat his words—or their chances.

      It confirmed that today the general’s best wasn’t going to be good enough.
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      Drake waited as long as he could stand it, about twenty seconds, before excusing himself from the crushing silence that enveloped the President’s office. The First Couple deserved some quiet time together, especially if it proved to be their last. He mumbled out something about going to see if he could be of any assistance. They all knew he couldn’t.

      He and Roy kept it to a simple handclasp for their decades of friendship and eight years of service together. Neither of them had any words.

      Rose unbuckled her seatbelt and stood with the innate elegance of the great hostess she was and gave him an unexpectedly hard hug. She also bestowed a kiss on his cheek before returning to her husband’s side. Even she found nothing to say.

      He made sure the door latched behind him so that they’d be left alone. Stepping past the shell-shocked secretary perched in a seat outside the President’s office, he saluted the colonel who carried the nuclear football. Sufficiently well-trained in end-of-world scenarios to advise the President and execute his orders in far worse conditions, the man returned the salute sharply and only then offered a grim soldier’s nod. Drake returned it and climbed the stairs to the command center on the 747’s upper deck. They both knew a soldier’s life came with few guarantees.

      The senior comm officer was stepping out of the cockpit. He latched the door open and offered a sharp salute before waving a hand asking if Drake wanted to meet with the pilots.

      He shook his head. Drake didn’t need to go to the cockpit to confirm their status. The five officers who could run a global war from the upper deck of Air Force One—staring at their displays in grim silence—answered that. There was nothing he could do in the cockpit except get in the pilots’ way.

      The officer approached but didn’t appear able to speak at the moment.

      “I need to place some phone calls. May I have a private line?”

      The man indicated the empty seat normally reserved for the President. A girl, a woman—God, they were all so young—seated at the next station over handed him a headset and then tapped the screen to bring up a keypad display.

      Drake dialed as she turned back to contemplate her own, now useless, screen.
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      Andi and Miranda stepped out of the Beast limo at Potomac Airfield. Meg jumped down after them and sniffed the air. Miranda did too. It smelled like…air. Actually, as illogical as she’d always found it, it smelled like coming rain. Even though rain was water, which she knew had no smell—but it did. The high clouds were already shifting to a heavy overcast, which didn’t bode well for their honeymoon trip down the coast, though the temperature remained near record warmth.

      Potomac was a quiet little airport for private aircraft with only a few flights each hour on a weekday. It would be busier on the weekend. They were fetching their luggage from the trunk when Miranda’s phone rang.

      “Hello. This is Miranda Chase. This is actually her and not a recording of her.” She answered precisely as she always had since the day she’d been accused of sounding like a recording.

      “You need to come find us,” Drake said, getting straight to the point as he always did. Miranda appreciated that about him. Except this time she didn’t understand.

      Andi leaned close. Miranda must remember to answer using the speaker in the future. Not only was Andi her wife now, but she’d proven herself very useful when a call turned stressful. Miranda couldn’t tolerate people yelling at her when they were upset; for reasons Miranda literally was incapable of understanding, Andi didn’t seem to mind.

      “Is this like a game of Hide-and-go-seek, Drake?” Miranda asked. “I haven’t played that in years, but I was intrigued by it as a child. I enjoyed the counting and developing the most methodical and efficient search patterns. Though because of my autism, I couldn’t bring myself to count out loud until I was five.” Her first words ever had been a discussion with her live-in therapist, Tante Daniels, about the niceties of a well-played round of Hide-and-go-seek.

      “No, Miranda. Not the game. I’m still on Air Force One. You have to find out who killed us. Promise.”

      “I promise, Drake. But if you’re dead, how are you⁠—”

      “Thank you, Miranda. I know I can trust you. I must call Lizzy now. Take care of her for me.” And he was gone.

      “Please tell me I heard that wrong.” Andi slid a hand around Miranda’s waist. Andi remembered to make it a firm gesture; she never forgot. One of the many things Miranda had written on the list of what she appreciated about Andi when deciding her answer to Andi’s marriage proposal. It was quite a long list, which had decided the matter. The list of what she didn’t appreciate still remained empty.

      “That was Drake. He said that someone killed him and Roy. Rose too, I suppose. He’s calling Lizzy now. That was a paraphrase, not an exact quote. I’ve been trying to get better at that.”

      “Uh, you are. But that’s making even less sense than usual.”

      “I’m sorry. He literally said, You have to find out who killed us. Promise. And when I did, he said⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” Andi only cut her off when she was going down the wrong logical path, a very useful tool once Miranda had identified it. “The paraphrase worked fine. And you’re sure it was Drake?”

      “It sounded like him. And he knew my name and phone number.”

      “Should we call him back?”

      Miranda tipped her head one way, then the other before answering. “He sounded…” she made a guess though she was generally very poor at judging emotions even when the person was present, “…a little busy. Or maybe stressed is the right emotion. Or… I’m sorry, I just don’t know.”

      Andi looked to the east, so Miranda did as well. Air Force One would be at least thirty minutes aloft by now. That put them two hundred kilometers off the Delaware coast, probably at forty-five thousand feet. Not knowing the type of emergency, it was difficult to determine the possibility of the plane returning successfully. Based on Drake’s assessment, there was no chance—she’d learned to trust him.

      The Secret Service agent helping them extract their packs from the trunk of the Beast—Miranda was disappointed not to see a vast array of auxiliary weaponry stowed there, only the backup communication and air supply systems—seemed to turn to them in slow motion.

      “Excuse me, ma’am. What did you just say?”

      “Drake just called and said that he and Roy had been killed.”

      “General Drake Nason and President Roy Cole?”

      “Yes.”

      “Killed?”

      “That’s what Drake said.”

      “Don’t move an inch!” He strode away and raised his wrist microphone to his mouth.

      “An inch is a very restrictive distance,” Miranda started to look down, then gasped and moved her head back to its former position.

      “All he means is, stay here,” Andi told her.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. You can turn to look at me or even move a little. Just don’t go far.”

      “How far?” She turned the least amount possible to look at Andi just in case she guessed wrong about how far too far might be.

      “Stay here by me,” Andi pointed at the ground, “And we’ll be fine.”

      Miranda moved to stand where Andi had pointed, even though it placed them so close together that they were at risk of knocking each other over. Andi hugged her. “If you stand that close to me, you get an automatic hug.”

      “Thank you, that’s useful information. But how am I supposed to start investigating his death if I can’t move?”

      “I’m thinking there must be some communication mix-up. We should know soon what is actually⁠—”

      The Secret Service agent blasted into them from behind and separated them by the simple expedient of grabbing both of their upper arms without breaking stride. “Apologies, I need you to come with me. We need to hurry.”

      In three steps, they were at the side door of the car. Without so much as asking, he shoved them into the back seat and closed the door. Andi pushed the door open long enough for Meg to jump in with them, then closed it again. The agent circled around to the passenger door at a full sprint, slamming the trunk loudly as he passed by.

      “Where—” Andi started to ask.

      “That means Drake is right. He is dead.” It was confusing to receive a phone call from a dead man. She’d never heard of such a thing.

      Wait, she had. Some passengers on the hijacked airliners during the 9/11 attacks had phoned loved ones, knowing they were probably dead. So Drake’s syntax was not precise, they weren’t dead, but in his professional estimation they were going to be. That made much more sense.

      Miranda thought about Air Force One’s typical flight level. High enough to take a long time to descend even under disastrous circumstances. Four minutes and thirty-six seconds if they didn’t exceed a parachutist’s terminal velocity, calculating the six seconds to reach terminal speed. That was if she didn’t factor in the coefficient for the wind drag at forty-five thousand feet to reach terminal velocity. However, at that altitude, they were above eighty-four percent of the atmosphere, so the additional drag was hardly worth calculating until they were lower in the atmosphere, especially as she didn’t know their precise cruising altitude, descent angle, or wing configuration.

      Miranda stopped her brain, then exhaled slowly.

      Rabbit hole. Rabbit hole. Rabbit hole. She whispered it three times to herself to shift her mind away from a pointless calculation or consideration. It always made her think of small rabbits snuggled all warm and cozy in their dens, which was a good thing.

      So four and a half minutes minimum descent time—another deep breath—approximately. At a best-practices fifteen-to-one glide slope and a speed of three hundred knots, they’d be aloft for a maximum of thirty minutes with a most-likely first-order approximation of twenty-six.

      Either a catastrophic descent or a controlled one would allow Drake time to call his wife to say goodbye. Miranda pulled out her personal notebook.

      “What was that note?” Andi leaned over to look as the Beast squealed its tires in a sharp turn outside the airfield’s gate.

      “If I’m ever in that situation, I want to make sure I remember to call you.” The car’s motion made it very difficult to write legibly.

      Andi grabbed her hand and kissed it before holding it to her cheek, making it even harder to finish the note with her other hand—but she managed.

      As the Beast cleared the airport, they picked up a police escort.

      Before they reached the White House grounds, an armed helicopter flew low above them.

      “What are we doing here? If Drake and Roy are crashing out to sea, that’s where I should be.”

      Andi didn’t answer, instead holding her hand tighter.

      Meg settled in for a nap across her toes in the footwell.
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      Sarah Feldman had been in the Oval Office many times, but none of them helped her now.

      She’d been here for meetings as the UN Ambassador, then as the National Security Advisor, and eventually as the Vice President. Now she stood here as the President-elect.

      But this was the first time since the election that President Cole was out of the country. In two weeks, this would be her office. That chair behind the Roosevelt Desk would be her chair.

      For now? She remained paralyzed two steps into the Oval. One of the secretaries had the decency to quietly close the door and leave her to face her fears in private.

      “What am I doing here?”

      She had no answer and, as she was the only one in the room, she was left with that lack. Having had terrible taste in men, twice, she was alone on that front as well. Which was a pity, she could really use a strong shoulder other than her own at the moment.

      Over the last eight weeks since the election, she’d made every effort to form a coherent government as well as formulate an action plan. Bless Roy Cole all the way down to his shoes. He’d gladly answered her endless questions, walked her through the hidden ramifications of every security briefing, and helped stave off any incipient panic attacks by the simple expedient of assuring her they were perfectly normal.

      He'd also refused to answer any policy questions. Need to ask those of yourself and your team, Sarah, not some old gaffer twenty years your senior. In his mid-sixties, he still boasted one of the sharpest minds in the business. She’d half-circumvented his stance by asking the reasoning behind his various past decisions; the ones he’d included her in and especially the ones he hadn’t. He’d permitted the workaround with one of his annoying-as-hell all-knowing half smiles. Though she figured that he’d earned it fair and square. After eight years in the chair, he was the most all-knowing person alive about the duties and challenges of the US presidency.

      She had every intention of keeping his post-presidency phone number on speed dial.

      For the next five days, she’d be pinch-hitting from the front lines while he traveled.

      Pinch-hitting, hell! She could hear the military snap that Roy Cole had never quite left behind—at least when the cameras weren’t directed his way. He’d made sure that she’d been in on every decision since the day of her election, especially the hard ones. And for the next five days he’d said that he wanted to travel and do the Final Farewell Tour—and not worry about anything else. As if. But she’d try to at least keep the worst of the nonsense off his plate.

      She’d stood this side of the Roosevelt Desk so many times over the years. But today she would sit in the President’s chair if it killed her. Per her schedule, she should have a quiet hour to perform one of her favorite tricks.

      Sarah liked to sit in the Other Chair. When she couldn’t do it physically, she did it mentally. Before any key meeting, she would do her best to sit in the other person’s chair, even when it was the chair in front of her own desk. She would imagine she was the French ambassador, the Secretary General of the UN, or even General Drake Nason having a meeting with her. Then she’d start asking herself questions.

      What was their view of this meeting?

      What was their most likely agenda?

      Biggest fears?

      Greatest hopes?

      This was her first chance to sit in the President’s chair uninterrupted and think about how the nation and the world looked from the highest seat. It encompassed both a view of the thirty-five feet of the Oval Office and of the entire world beyond.

      What was their view, the ubiquitous they, of the first female President? The first Jewish one as well. What would they think of a forty-six-year-old woman who had ridden into office on Roy Cole’s strengths, the women-and-youth vote, and a shortsightedly fear-based campaign by her opponent that her people had managed to deflect until it fed on itself instead of the voting populace?

      After several deep breaths, she’d managed two of the six steps toward the chair—which just might be glowering at her presumption—when all four doors of the Oval Office burst open at once.

      “What did I—” Thankfully she didn’t have a chance to complete the daft question of her possible guilt for daring approach the hallowed seat before two agents took her arms and ninety percent of her weight. The others encircled her with their weapons drawn.

      She knew a White House crash when she saw one. Except usually it was about staying in place, well back from the bulletproof windows, until whatever suicidal fence jumper had been apprehended and read his rights while lying face down in the South Lawn. Because the Oval Office faced the South Lawn, they almost always came in over the far wider expanse, leaving plenty of time to stop them.

      Not this time.

      Her protection detail formed a phalanx with her at the center. The head of her detail, Kali Singh, took the point position as they raced left down the corridor outside the Oval. At the Chief of Staff’s office, they took a sharp right. Felicia Cowell stuck her head out to see what was going on.

      “Grab her,” Sarah shouted at one of the agents.

      The squeak of surprise and the sudden clatter of heels told her that her right-hand woman was now in tow.

      They slammed into the lift and plummeted down into the relatively new PEOC—Presidential Emergency Operations Center—that a prior administration had built beneath the West Wing’s Situation Room.

      Five stories down, through the first bank-vault-thick door, a twenty-second hold while the air was flushed by a high velocity fan. It would strip away most contaminants. The airlock was also a kill zone. It, as easily, could have been evacuated of all air if someone managed to get this far.

      Then they were through the second equally massive door.

      Once inside, everyone ground to a halt. Sarah almost smiled. They were milling around the security foyer like a herd of cats. Even the PEOC’s security guards looked at a loss to explain the sudden influx of personnel into their quiet domain.

      “Well?”

      Special Agent Kali Singh had been decisive since the moment she took over Sarah’s protection detail—the same day that Roy Cole had nominated her to replace the murdered Vice President. Sarah had liked having Kali—the goddess of time, death, and destruction—protecting her. The woman barely broke five-five but Sarah had watched her take down men twice her bulk on the practice mats—well-trained men. As the daughter of two Marine Corps officers, Sarah knew a top fighter when she met one.

      Now, Special Agent Singh looked lost.

      “Kali?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Pardon my language but—What the hell?”

      “I wish I was knowing, ma’am. We received word that President Roy Cole and General Drake Nason were dead.”

      For lack of any chairs, Sarah shoved aside some forms and sat on the head of security’s desk. What it lacked in decorum, it made up for in a welcome solidity that her knees could no longer claim. “And how did we receive this word?”

      Kali blushed, her mid-tone skin turning beet red. “I’m told that General Drake Nason reported their deaths.”

      “Should I repeat myself?”

      “No, ma’am. I fully understand your expletive.” In three years, despite the goddess she’d been named for, Kali had never cursed in her presence. “We are awaiting further information.”

      “Has anyone tried calling them?”

      “Calling them?”

      “They’re on Air Force One together.”

      “They are the ones who placed the call.” Kali stopped abruptly. “Yes. That is correct. I am sorry. I was so very focused on moving you to safety. That was my first priority. I was told that General Nason called Miranda Chase with orders to find out who had killed him and the President. I told the agent who overheard the conversation to bring her here immediately, then I moved you to safety. That is all the information I am so far having.”

      Any other source, Sarah might laugh off. But Miranda, however convoluted her myriad personality quirks might be, was invariably careful in her communications. Sarah rather hoped that her accuracy was in question.
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