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      The lead NTSB air-crash investigator—trapped between a stealth drone and a hard crash.

      A US Air Force C-130 transport plane, bearing top-secret cargo, lies shattered in the Nevada desert at Area 51’s Groom Lake. China’s prototype fifth-generation jet fighter goes missing.

      Far above, a stealth drone flies a very lethal, and very covert Black Op. The CIA, the US military command, and the secretive National Reconnaissance Office are all locked in a political battle for control of the nation’s future.

      Miranda Chase, the NTSB’s autistic air-crash genius, lands in the center of the gathering maelstrom. Burdened with a new team and a unique personality, she must connect the pieces to stay alive. And she must do it before the wreckage of her past crashes down upon her and destroys US-China relations forever.
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        Flight 630 at 37,000 feet

        12 nautical miles north of

        Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA

      

      

      The flight attendant stepped up to her seat—4E—which had never been her favorite on a 767-300. At least the cabin setup was in the familiar 261-seat, 2-class configuration, currently running at a seventy-three percent load capacity with a standard crew of ten and one ride-along FAA inspector in the cockpit jump seat.

      “Excuse me, are you Miranda Chase?”

      She nodded.

      The attendant made a face that she couldn’t interpret.

      A frown? Did that indicate anger?

      He turned away before she could consider the possibilities and, without another word, returned to his station at the front of the cabin.

      Miranda once again straightened the emergency exit plan that the flight’s vibrations kept shifting askew in its pocket.

      This flight from yesterday’s meeting at LAX to today’s DC lunch meeting at the National Transportation Safety Board’s headquarters departed so early that she’d decided to spend the night in the airline’s executive lounge working on various aviation accident reports. She never slept on a flight and would have to catch up on her sleep tonight.

      Miranda felt the shift as the plane turned into a modest five-degree bank to the left. The bright rays of dawn over the New Mexico desert shifted from the left-hand windows to the right side.

      At due north, she heard the Rolls-Royce RB211 engines (quite a pleasant high tone compared to the Pratt & Whitney PW4000 that she always found unnerving) ease off ever so slightly, signaling a slow descent. The pilot was transitioning from an eastbound course that would be flown at an odd number of thousands of feet to a westbound one that must be flown at an even number.

      The flight attendant then picked up the intercom phone and a loud squawk sounded through the cabin. Most people would be asleep and there were soft complaints and rustling down the length of the aircraft.

      “We regret to inform you that there is an emergency on the ground. I repeat, there is nothing wrong with the plane. We are being routed back to Las Vegas, where we will disembark one passenger, refuel, and then continue our flight to DC. Our apologies for the inconvenience.”

      There were now shouts of complaint all up and down the aisle.

      The flight attendant was staring straight at her as he slammed the intercom back into its cradle with significantly greater force than was required to seat it properly.

      Oh. It was her they would be disembarking. That meant there was a crash in need of an NTSB investigator—a major one if they were flying back an hour in the wrong direction.

      Thankfully, she always had her site kit with her.

      For some reason, her seatmate was muttering something foul. Miranda ignored it and began to prepare herself.

      Only the crash mattered.

      She straightened the exit plan once more. It had shifted the other way with the changing harmonic from the RB211 engines.
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        Chengdu, Central China

      

      

      Air Force Major Wang Fan eased back on the joystick of the final prototype Shenyang J-31 jet—designed exclusively for the People’s Liberation Army Air Force. In response, China’s newest fighter jet leapt upward like a catapult’s missile from the PLAAF base in the flatlands surrounding the towering city of Chengdu.

      It felt as he’d just been grasped by Chen Mei-Li.

      Never had a woman made him feel like such a man. Fan hadn’t known that he could be taken past the ultimate peak so many times in a single night. More than once he’d half feared that his given name would come true and he would die collapsed upon her—his fellow test pilots often teased him about his first name, Fan, meaning “mortal.”

      Of course, never before had he been with a woman who cost a week’s salary. It would take at least a month to hide enough money from his insipid wife—now revealed to be so much less skilled than he’d thought—to buy another night with Mei-Li, the beautiful red gem.

      Perhaps if this flight went well, he would get a promotion from Shao Xiao to Zhong Xiao—major to lieutenant colonel—and the money that came with it could simply never be revealed to his wife.

      It was possible. After all, Lieutenant General Zhang Ru was his wife’s uncle. Hadn’t he lifted Fan from the officer corps to be a test pilot, and introduced Fan to his own niece and encouraged her to become his wife?

      Uncle Ru personally had chosen him to be first in the Chinese Air Force to fly the new J-31—a great honor indeed.

      Each successive flight in the long week of testing had built neatly on the one before. Today he had finally been given permission to truly test the J-31’s limits.

      And now Uncle Ru had arranged his night in heaven with Chen Mei-Li.

      Fan had felt truly immortal this morning when he stepped up, flipped aside her robe, and entered her from behind as she’d been bent over to set their breakfast table—white rice scattering wide at her surprise. Steamed buns had fallen upon the blue-and-white floor tiles depicting ancient gardens and elegant courtesans, each pork baozi exploding in slow motion like a tiny bomb.

      Forevermore, the fiery blend of ginger, sesame, and five-spice would season his memories of that purest sexual perfection.

      In the moment of that crashing release like no other, he had indeed entered Tian and become Yùdi the Jade Emperor taking Mazu the Jade Empress right up her heaven-perfect ass. He hadn’t been Wang the prince (as his surname meant) or even king—he’d been a god.

      For the gift of last night alone, he would do anything his uncle asked.

      As the first Air Force pilot to fly the J-31 Sŭn, Gyrfalcon in the English that Uncle kept pushing him to learn, he would also have a pilot’s bragging rights for a long time to come. That too he owed to Honorable Uncle Ru.

      The twin Chinese-made WS-13E engines delivered 200 kN, over 46,000 pounds of thrust, all driven straight into his aching member as a single roar of glory. The sixteen-meter-long fifth-generation fighter jet leapt for the heavens. It was only the fourth fifth-gen jet fighter in the world—and personally he felt Russia’s Sukhoi Su-57 was overrated. Besides, the Russian jet was still no more than a prototype, so the J-31 was the third of the new breed (he didn’t count the J-20, even though it had flown first, because with the arrival of J-31, the two-year-old jet was already obsolete).

      The two American fifth-gen aircraft were, sadly, very impressive. Now it was time to put them in their place.

      The Gyrfalcon looked ungainly on the ground, more wing than plane. The shapes were all wrong when compared with the PLAAF’s other aircraft. But like the American F-35 Lightning II that had been the inspiration for the superior Chinese engineers, its looks didn’t matter. It did indeed fly like its namesake, the largest of all falcons.

      “Crossing five thousand meters, Mach 0.9. All systems nominal,” he continued his running report. He wouldn’t radio it in, because the foul Americans would be listening with their satellites even here in Chengdu, a thousand kilometers from any border. It was also why they were testing here rather than in Shenyang so close to the American listening posts in South Korea and Japan.

      Instead of broadcasting back to base, he was to keep a running commentary of the test flight for the internal cockpit recorder. All of the sensors attached for this test flight would record far more information than he could ever grunt out against the brutal g-forces, but they wanted him to make the verbal recording anyway.

      No, Uncle Ru had wanted that. And he was the one who had ordered radio silence despite the advanced encryption systems on his radio.

      Why?

      Think, Fan. Think like the leader Uncle Ru is grooming you to be.

      Ah!

      His silence would be so that no other commander could get any information ahead of Uncle Ru.

      He was a very wise man and Fan still had much to learn from him. Fan would capture as much as he could, then make sure the tape was delivered only into his uncle’s hands.

      “Flight is smooth,” at least compared to the Russian RD-93 engines with fifteen percent less power that had been in the prototypes.

      The J-31 didn’t offer the stable ride rumored on the ever-so-similar American F-35 Lightning II, but it was the first production model delivered to the People’s Liberation Army Air Force, and for now, the seventy-million-dollar aircraft was all his.

      “Impressively clean transition through Mach 1.” Normally the transition was a hard shake, like taking his CFMoto 650 motorcycle down an untended dirt road.

      He detailed the differences from the Shenyang J-16 (copied from the Russian Sukhoi Su-35—with all of its engine problems that had almost killed him in testing) and the Chengdu J-20 (China’s first homegrown supersonic stealth aircraft—except for some “acquired” details from the American’s own stealth jet program).

      Every single time he broke the sound barrier, it amazed him how noisy it was to fly beyond the transition. The arrowed tip of the jet’s nose cracked the air, which the hard chines of the stealth hull split into sections for smoother supersonic flow. The roar of the mighty engines, rather than being left far behind, was transmitted through the hull and couldn’t be outrun.

      “Mach 1.5 at ten thousand meters. Preparing for agility tests.” Chen Mei-Li had grown up inside the state-sponsored gymnast program for eighteen years. Now too old to compete at twenty-one, she had brought her lithe form and all of that incredible agility to the bedroom.

      The jet felt just as responsive, and he was just entering his prime.

      The J-31’s design was primarily for air-to-air combat. Intended for lower altitudes than the bombers, it delivered exceptional maneuverability even at supersonic speeds.

      He started with a simple twist—flying in a straight line and rolling the aircraft sideways wing over wing. S-turns and loops became second nature as he learned the feel of the jet’s behavior at supersonic speeds.

      He finally aimed straight up and opened the afterburners wide. The jet drove into the sky until there wasn’t enough air for its engines to push against. He gradually slowed until, for an instant, he hung suspended with his momentum wrung dry, perfectly balanced: twenty kilometers into the sky on 46,000 pounds of thrust.

      He held out a fist with only his pinkie finger raised toward the satellites that circled in space.

      “Your dick is smaller than this, America!”

      He half hoped that their cameras were powerful enough to see his gesture. They knew nothing of the meaning of power.

      Maybe he would quietly remove some funds from his private savings account and celebrate this flight in Chen Mei-Li’s arms. He’d tell his wife he was needed at the base for debriefing. Or maybe he would just take his wife as masterfully as he had Mei-Li this morning.

      Finally toppling, the jet plunged downward, ramming back into the thicker atmosphere. At Mach 1.7, nearing the aircraft’s top speed, he leveled out close above the vast patchwork pools of Sichuan Basin rice farms. He imagined the cracking sonic boom rolling over farmers and their wives as the newest jewel of the PLAAF rushed by so close overhead. Perhaps the sheer power of the Gyrfalcon would cause the farmers’ daughters to orgasm at his passage.

      Fan carved a hard turn and raced into the foothills of the Hengduan Mountain Range. They started abruptly to the west of Chengdu, building rapidly until they crested over seven thousand meters in the fearsome Gongga Shan. Far taller than any puny peak in North America, it rose only fifteen hundred meters less than mighty Everest.

      The next stage of the test was to ease deeper and deeper into those valleys and gorges to test the jet’s agility against the real world. If India became an enemy rather than a tenuous ally, the battle could well occur in the Himalayas.

      Low-level high-speed flight was the greatest adrenaline ride there was. He flung himself into the testing range, rattling the mountains themselves with his flight. An area covering thousands of square kilometers had been cleared of indigenous hill tribes and it was strictly for pilots to test new aircraft to the limits.

      Rumors said that the American pilots didn’t need to touch the controls. That they could steer their flight with simple motions of eyes and head. Where was the fun in that? Wang Fan could feel the Gyrfalcon vibrate and shudder just like a woman as it submitted to his commands.

      Slewing around a peak that rose a thousand meters above him, he volleyed hard from right to left to avoid the next. At eighteen hundred kilometers an hour, he covered a kilometer every two seconds. The peaks of the Hengduan Range crowded very close together at that speed.

      Unable to fully catch his breath despite the pressure suit that compressed his legs and lower torso to force blood to reach his brain, he stopped his audio narration and left the instrumentation to record his actions. Uncle Ru had been a great pilot in his day. He would understand.

      Fan raced into the Daxue Range, the highest part of the Hengduan. How easy would it be to climb over that last snowy crest onto the Tibetan Plateau and at long last fully subjugate those rebellious primitives with a fleet of jets like this one?

      Not on today’s planned mission, but someday he’d take them down just as he had taken—

      Close by the icy edifice of mighty Gongga Shan, so proud in her glacier-shrouded glory, a shadow fell over his cockpit. One moment the sun had been shining strong from the southeast, then it had blinked out.

      He twisted to look aloft. A needle-shaped plane with a broad delta wing blocked the sun. The heat of anger flashed through him. No one was supposed to be using the test range other than himself. Who dared presume?

      Mottled gray, it had an unusually long nose spike that must help crack the supersonic air apart. Smooth lines sleeker than even the finest woman.

      The fuselage was too slender to hold a pilot.

      It must be a drone!

      It certainly wasn’t AVIC. The Aviation Industry Corporation of China might be one of the largest companies in the world—one tiny division manufactured the magnificent J-31 Gyrfalcon—but he knew their drones. Unless it was some other division of AVIC trying to show him up? No. China’s first supersonic drone, Dark Sword, was still in the early stages of development.

      And the mockup didn’t look like this one at all.

      The same fifteen-meter length as his jet but it was no configuration he’d ever seen before.

      He held his heading until he was close enough to the glaciers of Gongga Shan to see down into individual crevasses. He slammed aside at the last moment, hoping that the drone would overfly its course into the mountainside. No such luck. It eased in closer until it flew directly above his head. Less than twenty meters away, it seemed to fill the sky.

      Flipping his KLJ-7A radar from beyond-visual-range to close-in mode revealed…nothing. Impossibly, though he was close enough to read the markings—if there had been any—it barely registered as more than a patch of turbulent air. Its stealth was already a generation or more ahead of the J-31’s.

      Nothing he tried could move it from its position directly above his cockpit. He slammed through maneuvers that he didn’t know he had in him: twists, rolls, and aborted dives.

      The J-31 behaved magnificently.

      But the drone mirrored his moves with unreal perfection.

      At first he thought it was simply locked on to his aircraft for guidance. Except there were moments when it made small, unpredictable adjustments that meant somewhere there was a pilot in active control—a pilot with reaction times like none he’d ever seen in an entire career of dogfights. Fan had made test pilot because of his own exceptional reaction speed, but he couldn’t match the drone’s pilot.

      And for the first time since Mei-Li had heated his blood until he’d thought it might turn to steam, he felt a cold chill.

      Uncle Ru must be told of this, but the radio returned nothing except static when he ignored orders and tried it. The drone was blocking his transmissions, which wasn’t supposed to be possible.

      The drone wasn’t Chinese.

      And it wasn’t Russian. Especially not a thousand kilometers into China.

      It must be American—and it was hunting him.

      There was no weapon he could bring to bear on something flying closer than his own shadow.

      As if reading his thoughts, the drone pulled ahead of him. He heard no sonic boom as it passed, though he should have. Stealth and boomless? Formidable indeed.

      At Mach 1.79—two thousand one hundred and forty kilometers per hour at this altitude—it descended abruptly to fly ten meters in front of him. Less than a hundredth of a second ahead.

      The precision of the move astonished him for a moment too long.

      Wang Fan tried to turn aside, but it was too late—too late the moment the drone started its move. He knew that he’d never make lieutenant colonel and that he’d never again bury himself in the glory of Chen Mei-Li.

      The turbulent air of the drone’s supersonic wake shattered his plane as surely as flying into the ground.

      Wang Fan reached for the emergency handle but didn’t pull it, knowing that even ejecting couldn’t save him now. Today his name—the Mortal Prince—would come true.

      The last thing he ever saw was the drone twisting aside to reveal a final look at the icy crevasses of Gongga Shan straight ahead.

      He would leave no more impression on its mighty edifice than a pork baozi splattered on a blue-and-white tile floor.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CIA, Langley, Virginia

      

      

      Clarissa Reese sat alone in a secure observer’s room three stories beneath the New Headquarters Building. She watched the massive avalanche as it continued to bury any sign of the Shenyang J-31 and its pilot deeper and deeper. The Chinese would never find it there.

      Her pilot, deep in a Nevada control bunker, had flown his drone into formation with the J-31 when the high peaks were blocking all of the Chinese surveillance satellites. From that moment on, only the closest inspection would reveal the drone as anything other than an oddly dull reflection off the J-31—because nothing else could be that close to a supersonic craft performing high-g maneuvers. The Chinese would believe that right down to their boots.

      Her source had alerted her to, and a CIA analyst had confirmed, the escalating series of J-31 tests over the last few days, giving Clarissa enough time to have the drone flown deep into China the night before. That had allowed her to pick the place and time of the meet up. Those three minutes of the close-in flight had offered alarming information regarding the J-31’s true capabilities.

      The Chinese had started from stolen plans for the F-35 Lightning II and they’d done a fine job of copying it. By theft and massive effort, they had closed a technological advance that should have taken them another decade to achieve. Like the Japanese of the ’70s and ’80s reverse engineering electronics and personal computers, the Chinese were now the masters of copying American ingenuity.

      There’d been no detectable transmission by the pilot for the forty-seven minutes they’d been tracking the jet since its departure from Fenghuangshan Airport in Chengdu. Once in formation, the drone had blocked the J-31’s radio frequencies but left the instrumentation reporting systems active.

      She imagined the horror of the Chinese as they watched their precious jet run wildly out of control—the pilot’s attempt to save his life—then disappear.

      The force of the jet’s impact with the mountainside had guaranteed that nothing bigger than a rivet would survive. The final crash had again been timed to be wholly out of view from any satellites other than the CIA’s own USA-224 KH-11 keyhole sat—an Earth-facing copy of the Hubble Space Telescope and one of the four active real-time capable craft. Actually, the Hubble was a space-facing version of the earlier KH-11.

      The drone certainly detected no emergency locator signal on a close flyby.

      She spoke into the secure link to the Nevada control bunker that had remained silent throughout the flight.

      “General Harrington, bring it home.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      She closed the link.

      Freezing the best image of the avalanche from the drone’s final pass on her screen, she tried to see any sign of the Chinese plane. There wasn’t even a hint of its ultimate resting place. No blemish of a fuel explosion on the face of the pristine fall of ice. It was simply gone.

      The Shenyang J-31 hadn’t had enough fuel to reach a border, so their military would be forced to cross off a possible defection. It had simply behaved chaotically, as if the pilot was fighting for his life against a failing aircraft that then disappeared forever up the narrow mountain valley. No search would find any evidence until it fell out the bottom of the glacier decades or even centuries from now.

      Clarissa would make sure her operative at Chengdu convinced Lieutenant General Zhang Ru that it was a fault with the plane. The next time Ru was in the operative’s arms, she’d drop a hint of trouble that the pilot had “happened to mention to her” during their night together. It would lay the seeds of doubt. Perhaps of something he had discovered—though been vague about—not wanting to shame his commander by pointing out the jet’s flaw.

      Yes. That should work nicely. And the highly detailed volume of classified information the pilot had divulged into the former gymnast’s recording equipment would be for Clarissa’s people alone.

      Should the operative cry for the lost pilot on Ru’s shoulder or shouldn’t she?

      The girl would know; she was perfect.

      Chen Mei-Li’s coach had made it easy to recruit the lovely gymnast at the last Olympics. He’d struck her to the ground (just out of sight of international television) for placing a single tenth-point off the gold to a meticulously drugged Russian wind-up doll.

      That the bastard also had made himself her personal-and-private coach—in a way wholly unrelated to gymnastics—had only made Clarissa’s job all the easier. Mei-Li had proven an unslakable hunger for revenge on the institutions of her native country.

      She claimed she was more than willing to offer her body to that end and had twice refused Clarissa’s half-hearted offer of an extraction—not that she’d have actually done it. Mei-Li was an exceptional resource who would be impossible to replace.

      Clarissa had cemented the Chinese waif’s undying gratitude by arranging for the coach’s car to crash horribly before the games had ended.

      For strictly personal reasons, she’d used a well-place Agency med-tech to ensure his death was slow and exceedingly painful. Too sad for him that he’d lost the ability to scream.

      Clarissa purged all records of the drone and satellite session from the observation room’s secure server’s memory—one of the many advantages of holding a director-level clearance—then checked that there were no stray strands from her trademark white-blonde ponytail. The slick look combined with her five-ten height before donning heels said, “Mess with me at your own peril.” She hadn’t had to prove it more than two or three times before her reputation preceded her.

      Men were always thrown off balance when she turned and they saw the rest of her hair. It wasn’t some neat, short, athletic ponytail. Instead her hair went thickly wavy where it passed her shoulders on its way to the middle of her back. In 2001, a Journal of Experimental Psychology article—read between sessions of teenage slavery on her father’s office couch—concluded that men perceived long hair as a sign of sexual health.

      The day of her father’s death—that she wished in retrospect had been ten times more painful than the coach’s—she’d begun growing it out in earnest. No longer was her hair bobbed short to avoid it being a handhold, but neither would any of the imprudent minions who dared cross her path ever get to touch it. She only let it down for very special occasions.

      With a sharp clack on the marble floors, her high heels heralded her approach as she strode toward her top-floor office. In the world of low-profile women, it announced that the CIA’s Director of Special Projects was on her way and everyone should fear her. As well they should; she’d just set the Chinese fifth-generation jet program back by years.

      Enemies were all to be erased with maximum prejudice. Her country was all that mattered. Lovers? Occasionally. Friends? Who had the time?
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      The debris field of the C-130 Hercules transport plane lay strewn across the high desert of the NTTR.

      Miranda had only handled two other crash investigations in the Nevada Test and Training Range and neither had been so near the highly sensitive base at Groom Lake, better known as Area 51. There were only three National Transportation Safety Board inspectors cleared to work inside the NTTR and she must have been closest. But she’d never been so near to Groom Lake itself.

      Here be aliens! Tante Tanya might have teased her. Her childhood therapist, who had raised her on the family island after her parents’ deaths, seemed to enjoy doing that for reasons Miranda could never fathom. She’d learned how to tell when Tanya was doing so—she always affected an overexcited tone, which was a helpful cue—but the logic remained elusive. It was but one of the many effects her autism spectrum disorder provided.

      From aloft in the UH-1N Huey helicopter that had met her at the Las Vegas airport, Groom Lake was a dirty-white salt flat that probably hadn’t seen standing water since the last ice age. It lurked in a narrow valley deep in the heart of the largest and most secure testing area in the US military—the NTTR filled most of southern Nevada.

      The mountains blocked Groom Lake from casual view, but the real security was its massive hangars. Everything was kept inside during daylight hours as much as possible, with aircraft only slipping out of their secret dens in the darkness of the night. Like raccoons or vicious wombats, the nation’s most lethal aircraft emerged from their secret burrows of Groom Lake—the ultimate testing place.

      There, just beyond the low notch in the hills where the C-130 had crashed, the U-2 and SR-71 Blackbird spy planes had been developed. Secretly acquired Russian jets were extensively tested in dog fights flying out of Groom Lake. The F-117 Nighthawk—the first operational stealth fighter in history—had also been developed at Groom Lake before eventually moving to the nearby Tonopah Testing Range Airport once it was operational to make way for other projects. Now all of the Nighthawks were stored at Tonopah, outdated barely out of their second decade by the relentless advance of American ingenuity.

      How mundane to have a C-130 cargo transport crashed at the very border of the top secret area. It was one of the most common military aircraft in the US and indeed worldwide with over sixty operator countries flying more than two thousand aircraft in total.

      The juxtaposition could almost make Miranda smile.

      Except she had hated airplane crashes ever since one had killed her parents when she was thirteen. Each time she struggled not to recoil from the mangled metal, the shattered airframes, and the vivid red splatters of fluids that had once been inside human bodies, instead forming a rapidly browning crust on every surface.

      The C-130’s inverted-T tail section lay at the northeast end of the area. Usually the empennage survived mostly intact—which was why flight data recorders were mounted there. Not this time. It was barely recognizable.

      A single Allison T56 engine stood tall, planted nose down into the soil like an ostrich with its exhaust port raised to the sky. At twelve feet, two inches long, it should not have been the highest remaining part of the thirty-eight-foot-tall, ninety-seven-foot-long airplane—but it was. The hull, where it hadn’t crumpled or shattered, had been pancaked as if a giant had stepped on it.

      Was it down because of something she’d done? That she’d missed? She had only worked on three other C-130 crashes.

      The C-130A Hercules loss on the Cannon Fire in 2002 had been straightforward. The brutal math had caught up with the forty-five-year-old airframe when it was dropping retardant on a wildfire. One jolt too many from the sudden unloading of seven tons of fire retardant on the stress-cracked wing-box cross members had caused the wings to catastrophically fold upward and break off. The crew had never stood a chance as the wingless fuselage had rolled in mid-flight and crashed inverted into the wilderness at a hundred and forty-six knots.

      The additional crash of a fifty-seven-year-old PB4Y-2 Privateer thirty-one days later had caused a panic in the Forest Service. Mass inspections for microfractures had revealed significant issues in a wide variety of airframes, which ultimately led to the grounding of all thirty-three remaining Type I firebombers—those capable of delivering over three thousand gallons. The groundings, which had followed from her initial investigation, had greatly impacted the wildland firefight for years, with devastating losses to wildfire until the capacity loss of the large firebombers could be replaced with helicopters and smaller aircraft.

      The planes had been her concern, but the damage of those unchecked fires weighed on her still.

      One of the other two C-130s she’d investigated for the National Transportation Safety Board had also had a mechanical issue. Improper inspection of a propeller had led to the blade breaking off and arrowing into the fuselage, which had destroyed the aircraft in midair. The last C-130 had also been on a fire, where the pilot and his guide had failed to account for the possibility of a microburst and been slammed fatally into the ground through no fault of the plane.

      But maybe she had missed something. Maybe more had died here in the Nevada desert because she hadn’t…

      She noticed her hands were clasped together so tightly that they hurt.

      Or maybe it was just another crash, Miranda. Don’t wrap yourself in a cloak of Jewish guilt—at least not until it’s warranted. How many times had Terence, her first mentor at the NTSB, given her that instruction?

      He was right. Catholics don’t know anything about guilt. Her people had it down to a science since losing the Garden of Eden. Would Eve take it back if she could? Remain in paradise rather than lose the beneficent care of God her father to the harsh reality of—

      She cut off the thought. God had not died in a plane crash. Except He had. Her belief in a Supreme Being had died the same day her parents had fallen from the sky. She stared out the window, forcing herself to keep her hands separate. Palms down. On either thigh.

      The UH-1N Huey helo that had met her at McCarran International Airport in nearby Las Vegas flew directly over the wreck—as if he wanted to disrupt the evidence—to set down beside a Humvee parked too close to the eastern edge of the debris field.

      Were his actions mere neglect, the cause of so many wasteful actions? Or was there malice or intent involved? A thousand times she wished she was better at discerning others’ emotions.

      All irrelevant.

      Focus on the next steps.
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      “Who the hell are you and what are you doing in the NTTR? This is a secure area. No civilians.” The two-star general didn’t even wait for Miranda to get clear of the Huey’s pounding rotor blades.

      No black smoke or carbon stench of fire from the wreck.

      It was so unusual for such a violent crash that it startled her out of her normal investigation process.

      No visual sign that it had burned at all. The sharp bite of kerosene on the air confirmed that plenty JP-8 jet fuel had been freshly spilled, but it hadn’t been ignited.

      She had been about to ask the second half of that question herself, though with a bit more tact: “Why have you sent for an NTSB inspector?” The military only called upon the National Transportation Safety Board for the most difficult or sensitive investigations. Now her pro forma question for military crashes had been made irrelevant and it threw her off balance.

      “Well?” The general snapped it out like she was one of his junior officers. Two did indeed hover nearby. Seven more were spread out on the desert landscape, forming a wide perimeter around the plane.

      The general’s forward-weighted posture invaded her personal space—which she knew was larger than most people’s—and was paired with a narrowing of eyes. Wouldn’t more widely opened eyes be more appropriate? Entering a conflict situation should call for maximizing visual acuity.

      The New Zealand Maori war dancers made a particular point of this in their demonstrations. She’d witnessed a show after assisting their Transport Accident Investigation Commission with a particularly ugly crash of a DC-8 cargo plane well past its proper retirement age.

      It turned out that the plane had suffered severe salt corrosion in its pitot tubes making the airspeed indicator wildly inaccurate on a simple landing at Rotorua Airport in New Zealand. Instead of landing, they’d flown into the lake and plowed into a large, fully loaded tourist boat. She was able to prove that it wasn’t pilot error or a maintenance error—at least not based on standard practices. New service recommendations had been made and adopted.

      The Maori dancers at a hotel one night had shown the faces their ancestors had traditionally made to scare their opponents: eyes wide, tongue extended, a startling yell as they raised their spears.

      Man was the only predator she knew of who typically reduced his visual acuity by squinting and decreasing light intake during an attack.

      All the general had achieved with his tirade was to arouse her curiosity.

      “Why are you here?” Miranda had never before seen a two-star general dressed in combat fatigues guarding a pile of airplane wreckage.

      His snarl indicated that hadn’t been the correct response.

      Start from the beginning. One of her basic survival rules when dealing with people.

      She held out her ID while trying to regroup. Miranda always approached crash site investigations in an unvarying manner. Her mentor had helped her develop her own style of approach that had served her on hundreds of mishaps and accidents.

      Here in the NTTR, they were already being forced to shift. She knew herself well enough to know that could fast become a problem if she didn’t correct the patterns.

      Spheres. It’s all about the spheres.

      But first she had to deal with the general.

      As he inspected her ID, her attention again drifted to the single upright T-56 engine. It was unnatural. She’d seen a thousand engines in a hundred different attitudes, but never this one. What could have caused—

      No! Don’t look yet! Don’t conjecture! Start with the facts. Yes, remembering that, she felt better.

      “Miranda Chase,” the general read aloud as if doing so might make her ID less authentic. “National Transportation Safety Board, Two-C. What’s Two-C?”

      “I-I-C. It’s not a Roman numeral. Investigator-in-charge.”

      “What’s the NTSB doing here?”

      “I was on a flight from LA to DC, but my plane was turned around. Only a top priority request to the NTSB would cause this. Your helicopter also arrived to meet me. I must conjecture that the two events have a similar root cause. If the order wasn’t yours, I don’t know whose it was. I’ll start now.” There. That was taken care of. She stepped up to the general’s Humvee and placed her knapsack on the hood.

      Miranda extracted and donned her vest. Across the back it announced NTSB in shoulder-wide bright yellow letters. Even the smallest standard-issue vest was too large on her so she’d had one custom made—someday her country would understand that women now worked for a living. As she didn’t expect it to happen soon, she erased the thought as a waste of mental focus.

      The numerous front pockets were already pre-filled with recorders (she always carried two plus spare batteries), flashlights, gloves, evidence bags in four sizes, and, in an oversized pocket, a tablet computer enabled for precise L5 band GPS tagging of every image she took with a localization accuracy of thirty centimeters. Four markers and three pens—arranged in order by increasing wavelength of their color—and a paper notebook. She could always trust paper.

      “What time did it come down?” She didn’t like saying the word crash—too sharp, as if it had points like a medieval mace. Its late Middle English origin was particularly appropriate for the metaphor, which pleased her.

      The general growled before answering, “At 0507 hours and 19 seconds.”

      “Good.” Thirty-three minutes before sunrise; it had been two hours and eight minutes since the impact. That was better than most impact events—some of which she couldn’t reach in days, or sometimes weeks for planes downed and lost in a wilderness area.

      It was also an atypical degree of precision that she appreciated and her team would confirm when they recovered the FDR—assuming the airframe wasn’t so old that it didn’t carry a flight data recorder. Typically, the military installed black boxes on their aircraft only during service-extension upgrades when they changed over to digital cockpits.

      Even then, the recorders were often set to auto-wipe in the event of a crash so that the information couldn’t fall into enemy hands. Pilots were supposed to disable the erase function for service over friendly soil, but bitter experience with an F-22 Raptor, a crash that she’d never been able to properly resolve the causes for, had taught her that didn’t always happen.
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      The general seemed reluctant to return her ID.

      Miranda had to reacquire it with a bit of a yank so that she could hang it from the front of her vest. By having everything in precisely the right place, she would bring a minimum of her own entropy to the severely entropic nature of an airplane crash—the ultimate state of disorder.

      She checked. Everything present and accounted for.

      She started to check again, but caught her right hand with her left and pushed it down to her side. It really was a foolish habit, but she was having trouble breaking it.

      “Could you see that the rest of my team joins me as soon as they get in?”

      “You are not authorized for this area. You and your kind don’t belong here. Now turn your pretty little ass around and—”

      “I’m one of the three IICs in the whole agency cleared to top secret sites such as Groom Lake—a fact you can clearly see on my CAC.” She once again removed her ID wallet from her vest and pointed to the Common Access Card on the other side. He leaned in to inspect it as if it was a bomb that might go off.

      While he read it, she mulled over the reference to her “pretty little ass.” It had no more relevance to the investigation than her being five-four and having brunette hair. She never understood why men had so much trouble focusing on what was important—like the debris field behind her.

      A class at the NTSB had included statements of what constituted sexual harassment. Had he grabbed her ass, she’d definitely know what was going on. But the phrase, with no contributing tonal or expression shifts, at least none that her autism allowed her to perceive, didn’t appear to be about her sexuality or lack of it.

      Perhaps he was the one who should have taken the class and not her.

      He pulled out a phone and flashed the barcode across the bottom of her card. He glanced at his display, then the card, then back to his screen without actually looking at her—which she appreciated.

      “Fine.” He practically threw her ID wallet at her. “Go ahead. Do your worst.”

      She returned her ID to the front of her vest so that her NTSB ID faced outward, and was careful to keep her other hand firmly at her side. Now, with everything in place, she could finally begin.

      “Spheres,” she set her starting point.

      “What was that?” the general snapped.

      “Musica universalis,” she explained. When his scowl shifted, apparently to confusion, she ignored him. She supposed that confusion was an improvement over aggression.

      The Music of the Spheres—the Music of the Universe.

      Terence had suggested that she find her own formula for approaching a crash site. She wasn’t one to take it all in big gulps the way her mentor did. He would look at a thousand yards of wreckage and, nine times out of ten, focus right in on the problem.

      But the other ten percent, where the details had him stumped, was where she shone. Details had a certain beauty to them. Minute details fit together like a mosaic, slowly interconnecting until they formed a complete picture—a wholeness that had great internal beauty, even when it was a shattered aircraft.

      Pythagoras had formulated the musica universalis while contemplating the harmonies of motion demonstrated by the sun, moon, planets, and stars—each celestial object attached to a successive crystalline sphere, centered upon the Earth, to explain their separate motions across the sky.

      Miranda had found it far more useful to turn it inward. Instead of looking up at the motion of the stars, she had tunneled it inward to forge her own method of crash investigation. She supposed that made her methodology into a meta of a meta. Though Pythagoras’ imagination had cast his spheres as real and concrete as the marble columns of the ancient Athens Agora marketplace. So she’d made an inward meta of an outward misguided conclusion which…

      Time to begin.

      Environment Sphere (the outermost layer): They were well inside the high-security border of the NTTR. It made missile attack unlikely. A collision or training accident was a possibility, but her initial inspection from the air only indicated a single aircraft. A lone aircraft—mechanical failure or pilot error was the most likely cause. Which was conjecture, but each model had its uses in guiding the investigation as long as she was careful not to allow such models to bias her observations.

      Observational clarity superseded methodology superseded conjecture.

      Intriguingly, it constituted science in reverse. Science had started with a theory of powered flight and, after centuries of struggle, eventually achieved it.

      But when that flight lay shattered upon the ground like this poor aircraft, the scientific process became reversed. Evidence of destruction, observed, then reverse-engineered through a variety of modeling systems, could create a theory of what had happened.

      Proof first, then theory later in so many respects.

      She noted that thought down on the back page of her personal notebook. She hadn’t considered it that way previously and wanted to preserve the concept for the next time she lectured at the NTSB Training Center.

      Weather Sphere: Clear sky.

      Miranda glanced around, but no members of her NTSB Go Team had arrived yet. She’d want a full assessment from a weather specialist but for now she pulled a handheld weather station from its pocket and held the device aloft for thirty seconds before pressing hold and checking the readings. Four thousand four hundred and three feet above sea level, plus or minus thirty feet. She’d learned to round such numbers off to ease communications with others less concerned about precision—four thousand four hundred feet…plus.

      Ambient temperature eighty-nine degrees Fahrenheit, hot for early June at two hours and—she checked her watch—seventeen minutes after sunrise, but not out of the normal range.

      Wind speed, at least here at the surface, light and variable averaging eight-point-three knots.

      She noted down the humidity though it was rarely relevant.

      None of which excluded possible wind shear or other events at altitude; it was simply a data point. She eyed the few puffy altocumulus clouds in the ten- to twenty-thousand-foot levels, moving lazily across the sky. Weather—unlikely cause.

      “Don’t you want to know what happened?” The general was looking over her shoulder and she did her best to pretend he wasn’t there.

      “If you knew what happened, I wouldn’t be here.” It had to be something truly exceptional and unknown for her to be called, yet somehow that simple logic escaped the general.

      The general harrumphed but didn’t speak again.

      Terrain Sphere: They stood on a slight rise that offered a good view of the area. It explained why the general had parked here.

      Groom Lake lay in the distance, barely visible as a patch of salt white in the vast brown of central Nevada. Tiny boxes were clustered near midfield, which would be the massive hangars and facilities of the military base. The hills here were soft rolls rather than hard humps or even sharp ridges that she’d previously observed during her two prior NTTR investigations, both near Yucca Mountain to the southwest.

      From the arriving helicopter, she’d made note of the most obvious debris radius—atypically small.

      The C-130 at the Cannon Fire had left a five-hundred-foot impact zone where the wings had come down and burned and a seven-hundred-and-twenty-foot debris field where the inverted fuselage had descended. And that had been a constrained spread for that class of aircraft, its expanse limited by the forest and rough terrain of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

      The debris field here appeared to be little longer than the aircraft itself. It implied a steep angle of impact that would contain the crash rather than spreading it over vast stretches of desert. No high terrain; in fact, most of the area astern was a wide pass between low hills. Terrain—unlikely cause.

      The Overview Sphere. This was a difficult step in her system. It was her first real look at the crash, but the amount of hidden information was overwhelming.

      She needed the details to see the big picture, but this was the big picture without the details. She tried squinting her eyes, which did seem to decrease the flow of information and allowed her to observe more overall.

      Jagged shards of jet were strewn beneath the hot desert sun. Twists of metal that had once been wings.

      The hull caved in down its entire length, again the image of the giant’s foot crushing it flat. (The giant from Jack and the Beanstalk had given her terrible nightmares as a little girl and it seemed he wasn’t done with her yet.)

      No sign of any cargo. Her first impression from the air had been correct—as unusual as it might be, the single upright engine was indeed the highest point remaining. She made a note for Tony to do a soils analysis when he arrived to help estimate angle and force of impact.

      Head down against a sudden blast of wind, she began photographing the site from this small rise. The wind built hard and fast, soon backed by the hard whine of a Lycoming T53 turboshaft—probably a UH-1Y Huey helo—but she didn’t want to look toward the approaching aircraft and inaccurately overlap her images.

      “Goddamn it! No photographs.” The general shouted at her over the roar of the landing helicopter. If it was still flying, it wasn’t her problem.

      She ignored both the helicopter and the general until she’d completed her first series. Only then did she see his shadow beside her feet on the soil—with his handgun raised shoulder high and pointed at the back of her head.

      Apparently he had reverted to aggression.

      How curious. Like Plato’s shadows on the cave wall, the allegory that shouldn’t be able to actually affect her.

      At least her mind was curious; her body couldn’t seem to recall how to breathe as the adrenaline slammed into her system.
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      Miranda turned very slowly; she’d never faced a weapon before.

      She could shoot one well enough, though she’d never enjoyed it particularly. Living in a very isolated area as she did between assignments, it was occasionally necessary to put down an injured animal herself. It still made her cry every time. So beautiful and free in life, then—bang!—gone forever. Just like every victim in a plane crash she’d been unable to prevent.

      “I said no goddamn photographs. Now give me that thing.” He tipped the weapon slightly to indicate her tablet.

      The pumping adrenaline made her even more hyperaware of details than normal. Every bit of grit shifting under the sole of her boots was a moment of individual assessment until she came face-to-face with the tiny black hole at the end of the barrel, which seemed to expand until it filled the world.

      Now her heartrate was escalating toward panic and her palm went sweaty holding the tablet.

      She glanced over the barrel at the scowling general’s face. This time when her eyes refocused on the tip of the barrel, the black hole had returned to its normal size—small, black, and utterly void of feeling.

      Before she could decide on the best course of action, a tall blonde came toward them from the landed helicopter—slightly behind the general’s field of view. She could have blindsided him easily. Instead, she scuffed her boot loudly by kicking a thorny scrub brush.

      The general flinched and redirected his aim at the newcomer, which caused the blonde to do little more than arch an eyebrow.

      “Now isn’t this just so interesting.” Her accent was thickly Australian. She remained at perfect ease as she circled around to stand close beside Miranda.

      The handgun tracked her closely.

      “Now general, I don’t want to be telling you your job, but is this really the best course of action? First, if you do manage to shoot me, there will be a whole mess of paperwork just pilin’ up higher than Uluru—that’s the big red rock at the center of Australia, by the by, just in case you’re not from around about there—which is a lot of paperwork. Shooting a civilian is very bad form. Even worse, firing on the IIC of the NTSB Go Team investigating your crash would make your motivations appear maybe a tiny bit suspect to people. People you probably don’t want suspecting things about you. However, far more importantly, me former mates in the SASR—that’s the Australian Special Air Service Regiment, not my Brit SAS brethren—would be sorely disappointed if I was to let either of those scenarios happen.” She stood as casually as if she was chatting with a friend.

      Miranda inspected her more closely.

      She was five-ten and looked remarkably fit. Which would be fitting for the SASR. Australian Special Operations might not be Delta Force, but they were very elite military. Miranda had no idea what she was doing here, but the woman appeared far better prepared to deal with a weapon-bearing general than she herself was.

      Her hands—Miranda always noticed hands—were strong and had a wide variety of calluses. The most prominent were on the webbing between thumb and forefinger. Miranda tried flexing her own hand through several positions that different tasks might require, but none of them seemed likely to create such a mark. Unless…

      Miranda formed her hand as if she was firing a pistol. Yes, each shot would make the weapon buck against the webbing between thumb and forefinger, which matched the observed data. Just how much did someone have to shoot to create a callus there? Obviously, this woman could answer the question.

      “So, mate. I’m asking myself, ‘Holly’—that’s my name, so it’s how I typically address myself—‘Holly, should you break one or both of the general’s hands as you take his weapon?’ For the moment, you may consider that an idle question while you consider the next part. As an extra add-on service, I’d be glad to shoot you with it after I rip it from your bleeding fingers. Just a graze, mind you, so that you could claim you struggled manfully before a Sheila took away your personal weapon and spanked you with it.”

      The general’s expressions shifted through a wide range during Holly’s speech. The anger appeared to dissipate, replaced by suspicion and several other emotions that Miranda couldn’t identify. But at Holly’s final threat, the anger had definitely returned.

      Miranda looked at her watch.

      Her motion had the general returning his aim to her own chest.

      Not her best move.

      But she saw that they’d already wasted eleven minutes since she should have started her investigation—which would never do. She pushed the barrel aside and stepped into his personal space. He stumbled back.

      She’d have to remember this tactic.

      He snapped off the safety with a sharp click as if that was somehow more threatening than the black hole at the end of the barrel.

      It was.

      She began swallowing compulsively.

      Maybe this wasn’t her best idea after all.

      But, damn it, there had to be limits. She ignored the weapon and followed through with the initial impetus that had sent her forward. Bending down, she photographed an object that she’d spotted when looking down at her watch. It had been partly under the general’s boot.

      “What’s that?” He didn’t lower his aim, so it was now pointed where her head had been. Failure to track her as a target? Reverting once more from aggression to confusion. She really didn’t understand people. Or perhaps he was just a pile of inconsistencies, shifting before she could analyze one moment from the next.

      Miranda selected a pair of needle-nose pliers from her vest and delicately lifted the disk of metal, shaking it lightly to clear the dirt. Then she held it up in the general’s face, just inches away.

      “Hey!” he stumbled back another step, his weapon swinging down to point at the ground.

      “This is the dial card for an aircraft’s analog compass.”

      The helicopter that had delivered the blonde former SASR soldier and a man who remained in the background took off again, forcing Miranda to shout.

      “Normally I would ask myself what force could possibly move such an object so far from its point of impact. However, now that you’ve stepped on it, I must ask if it was bent by the force of the crash and thrown this far. Or, if your interference with the site has misplaced and damaged what may have been a key piece of evidence in my investigation. Now move your vehicle back fifty meters and leave me alone. And tell your pilots to stop flying over my crash site.”
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