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Buckley Field, Colorado — January 1954


Oblivion


The Boeing C-97 Stratocruiser bore the look of a crypt. Perhaps the image was bred by the cold winter night, or perhaps it came from the gusting snow that was piling an icy shroud on the wings and fuselage. The flickering lights from the cockpit windshield and the fleeting shadows of the maintenance crew served only to exaggerate the chilling scene.


Major Raymond Vylander, United States Air Force, did not care for what he saw. He watched silently as the fuel truck drove away and vanished into the stormy darkness. The loading ramp was dropped from the rear of the great whalelike belly, and then the cargo doors slowly swung closed, cutting off a rectangle of light that spilled onto a heavy-duty forklift. He shifted his gaze slightly and stared at the twin rows of white lights bordering the eleven-thousand-foot Buckley Naval Air Station runway that stretched across the plains of Colorado. Their ghostly luminescence marched into the night and gradually faded behind the curtain of falling snow.


He refocused his eyes and studied the weary face reflected in the windowpane. His cap was pushed carelessly back, revealing a dense thicket of umber hair. His shoulders were hunched forward and he wore the taut look of a hundred-meters runner poised for the starter’s gun. His transparent reflection, bleeding through the glass into that of the aircraft in the background, caused him to shiver involuntarily. He closed his eyes, pushed the scene into the far reaches of his mind, and refaced the room.


Admiral Walter Bass, who sat on the edge of a desk, neatly folded a meteorological chart, then patted his sweating bald head with a handkerchief and nodded at Vylander.


‘The weather front is moving off the eastern slope of the Rockies. You should break out of the overcast somewhere over the Continental Divide.’


‘Providing I can get that big-assed bird off the ground.’


‘You’ll do it.’


‘Lifting a heavy plane with a full fuel load and a cargo weighing seventy thousand pounds in the middle of a blizzard with a thirty-knot crosswind from a ground altitude of five thousand feet isn’t exactly a garden-variety takeoff.’


‘Every factor has been carefully considered,’ Bass said coldly. ‘Your wheels should leave the earth with a margin of three thousand feet of runway to spare.’


Vylander dropped into a chair like a deflated balloon. ‘Is it worth risking the necks of my crew, Admiral? Just what is so damned vital to the U.S. Navy that it has to drag an Air Force plane out in the middle of nowhere in the dead of night to haul some junk to an island in the Pacific Ocean?’


For a moment Bass’s face flushed, and then it softened. When he spoke, it was gently, almost apologetically. ‘It’s painfully simple, Major. That junk, as you call it, is a top-priority cargo destined for a highly classified test programme. Since your Stratocruiser was the only heavy transport within a thousand miles that can do the job, the Air Force consented to put her on temporary loan to the Navy. They threw you and your crew into the bargain, and that’s all there is to it.’


Vylander shot Bass a penetrating stare. ‘I don’t mean to sound insubordinate, Admiral, but that’s not all, not by a long shot.’


Bass walked around the desk and sat down. ‘You’re to consider it a routine flight, nothing more.’


‘I’d appreciate it, sir, if you’d throw me a bone and enlighten me as to what’s inside those canisters in my cargo cabin.’


Bass avoided his eyes. ‘Sorry, it’s highly classified material.’


Vylander knew when he was licked. He swayed wearily to his feet, picked up the vinyl folder containing his flight plan and charts, and walked towards the door. Then he hesitated and turned. ‘In the event we have to ditch — ’


‘Don’t! If an in-flight emergency develops,’ Bass said solemnly, ‘you ride her down into a nonpopulated area.’


‘That’s asking too much.’


‘I’m not making a formal request; I’m giving an order! You and your crew are not to abandon the aircraft between here and your destination, regardless of how dire the circumstances.’


Vylander’s face clouded. ‘Then I guess that’s it.’


‘There is one more thing.’


‘Which is?’


‘Good luck,’ Bass said, his lips edging into a tight grin.


It was a grin Vylander didn’t like, not one tiny bit. He pulled open the door and, without replying, walked out into the cold.


In the control cabin, slouched so far down that the back of his head rested a good foot below his headrest, Lieutenant Sam Gold, Vylander’s copilot, preoccupied himself with a flight checklist while, behind him, off to his left, Captain George Hoffman, the crew’s navigator, fiddled with a plastic protractor. Neither man paid the slightest acknowledgment to Vylander as he stepped through the bulkhead door leading from the cargo cabin.


‘Course plotted?’ Vylander inquired of Hoffman.


‘All the preliminary dirty work has been figured by the Navy experts. Can’t say as I agree with their choice of scenic routes, though. They’ve got us flying over the most desolate country in the West.’


A worried expression came over Vylander’s face, which didn’t go unnoticed by Hoffman. The major looked over his shoulder at the huge metal canisters strapped down in the cargo section and tried to summon up a vision of their contents.


His contemplation was interrupted by the Buster Keaton-deadpan face of Master Sergeant Joe Burns, the flight engineer, peering around the cabin door. ‘All buttoned up and ready for the wild blue yonder, Major.’


Vylander nodded without taking his eyes off the sinister-looking canisters. ‘Okay, let’s put this chamber of horrors on the road.’


The first engine turned over and sputtered to life, followed quickly by the other three. Then the auxiliary-power unit was unplugged, the chocks holding the wheels were pulled, and Vylander began taxiing the overburdened aircraft towards the end of the main runway. The security guards and the maintenance crew turned away and scurried for the warmth of a nearby hangar as the prop wash lashed their backs.


 



Admiral Bass stood in the Buckley control tower and watched the Stratocruiser crawl like a pregnant bug across the snow-swept field. A phone was clutched in his hand and he spoke quietly into the receiver.


‘You may inform the President that Vixen 03 is preparing for takeoff.’


‘When do you figure its estimated time of arrival?’ asked the stern voice of Charles Wilson, Secretary of Defense, through the earpiece.


‘Allowing for a fuel stop at Hickam Field, in Hawaii, Vixen 03 should touch down in the test area approximately 1400 hours Washington time.’


‘Ike has scheduled us for 0800 hours tomorrow. He insists on a detailed briefing of the upcoming experiments and a running report on Vixen 03’s flight progress.’


‘I’ll take off for Washington immediately.’


‘I don’t have to paint you a picture, Admiral, of what would happen if that plane crashed in or near a major city.’


Bass hesitated in what seemed a long and terrible silence. ‘Yes, Mr. Secretary, it would indeed be a nightmare none of us could live with.’


 



‘The manifold pressure and the torque read a shade low across the board,’ announced Sergeant Burns. He watched over the engineer’s panel with the intensity of a ferret.


‘Enough to abort?’ Gold asked hopefully.


‘Sorry, Lieutenant. Internal-combustion engines won’t perform in the thin mountain air of Denver like they will at sea level. Considering the altitude, the gauge readings are par for the course.’


Vylander gazed at the strip of asphalt ahead. The snowfall had lightened, and he could almost see the halfway marker. His heart began to throb a little faster, keeping time with the rapid beat of the windshield wipers. God, he thought to himself, it looks no bigger than a shuffleboard court. As if in a trance, he reached over and picked up his hand mike.


‘Buckley Control, this is Vixen 03. Ready to roll. Over.’


‘She’s all yours, Vixen 03,’ the familiar voice of Admiral Bass scratched through the headphones. ‘Save a big-chested native girl for me.’


Vylander simply signed off, released the brakes, and shoved the four throttles against their stops.


The C-97 pushed her bulbous nose into the blowing snow and began her struggle down the long ribbon of  pavement as Gold began calling out the increasing ground speed in a monotone.


‘Fifty knots.’


All too soon an illuminated sign with a large number 9 flashed by.


‘Nine thousand feet to go,’ Gold droned. ‘Ground speed seventy.’


The white runway lights blurred past the wing tips. The Stratocruiser lunged onward, the powerful Pratt-Whitney engines straining in their mounts, their four-bladed propellers clawing at the rarefied air. Vylander’s hands were cemented to the wheel, his knuckles twisted white, his lips murmuring intermingled prayers and curses.


‘One hundred knots ... seven thousand feet left.’


Burns’s eyes never left his instrument panel, studying every twitch of the gauge needles, ready to detect the first signs of trouble. Hoffman could do nothing but sit there helplessly and watch the runway dissolve at what seemed to him an excessive rate of speed.


‘One twenty-five.’


Vylander was fighting the controls now, as the vicious crosswind attacked the control surfaces. A trickle of sweat rolled unnoticed down his left cheek and dropped into his lap. Grimly, he waited for some sign indicating that the craft was beginning to lighten, but it still felt as though a giant hand were pushing against the cabin’s roof.


‘One hundred thirty-five knots. Kiss the five-thousand-foot marker farewell.’


‘Lift, baby, lift,’ Hoffman pleaded as Gold’s readings began falling one on top of the other.


‘One hundred forty-five knots. Three thousand feet left.’ He turned to Vylander. ‘We just passed the go, no-go point.’


‘So much for Admiral Bass’s safety margin,’ Vylander muttered.


‘Two thousand feet coming up. Ground speed one fifty-five.’


Vylander could see the red lights at the end of the runway. It felt as though he were steering a rock. Gold kept glancing at him nervously, anticipating the movement of the elbows that meant the major had engaged the controls for the climb. Vylander sat still, as immovable as a sack of Portland cement.


‘Oh God ... the one-thousand-foot marker ... going, going, gone.’


Vylander gently eased back the control column. For almost three seconds, which seemed an eternity, nothing happened. But then with agonizing slowness the Stratocruiser slipped the ground and staggered aloft a scant fifty yards before the asphalt stopped.


‘Gear up!’ he said hoarsely.


There were a few uneasy moments until the landing gear thumped inside their wheel wells and Vylander could feel a slight increase in airspeed.


‘Gear up and locked,’ said Gold.


The flaps were raised at four hundred feet and the men in the cabin expelled a great, collective sigh of relief as Vylander banked into a shallow turn to the northwest. The lights of Denver blinked beneath the port wing but quickly became lost as the overcast closed in. Vylander didn’t relax fully until the airspeed crept over two hundred knots and the altimeter showed thirty-five hundred feet between the plane and the ground.


‘Up, up and away,’ sighed Hoffman. ‘I don’t mind admitting I had a couple of tiny doubts there for a while.’


‘Join the club,’ said Burns, grinning.


As soon as he broke through the clouds and levelled the Stratocruiser out at sixteen thousand feet on a westerly heading over the Rockies, Vylander motioned to Gold.


‘Take her. I’m going to make a check aft.’


Gold looked at him. The major did not normally relinquish the controls so early in the flight.


‘Got her,’ Gold acknowledged, placing his hands on the yoke.


Vylander released his seat belt and shoulder harness and stepped into the cargo section, making sure the door to the cockpit was closed behind him.


He counted thirty-six of the gleaming stainless-steel canisters, firmly strapped to wooden blocks on the deck. He began carefully checking the surface area of each canister. He searched for the usual stencilled military markings denoting weight, date of manufacture, inspector’s initials, handling instructions. There were none.


After nearly fifteen minutes he was about to give up and return to the cockpit when he spotted a small aluminium plate that had fallen down between the blocks. It had an adhesive backing, and Vylander felt a tinge of smugness as he matched it to a sticky spot of stainless steel where it had once been bonded. He held the plate up to the dim cabin light and squinted at its smooth side. The tiny engraved marking confirmed his worst fear.


He stood for a time, staring at the little aluminium plate. Suddenly he was jolted out of his reverie by a lurch of the aircraft. He rushed across the cargo cabin and threw open the door to the cockpit.


It was filled with smoke.


‘Oxygen masks!’ Vylander shouted. He could barely make out the outlines of Hoffman and Burns. Gold was completely enveloped in the bluish haze. He groped his way to the pilot’s seat and fumbled for his oxygen mask, wincing at the acrid smell of an electrical short circuit.


‘Buckley Tower, this is Vixen 03,’ Gold was yelling into a microphone. ‘We have smoke in the cockpit. Request emergency-landing instructions. Over.’


‘Taking over the controls,’ said Vylander.


‘She’s yours.’ Gold’s acceptance came without hesitation.


‘Burns?’


‘Sir?’


‘What in hell’s gone wrong?’


‘Can’t tell for sure with all this smoke, Major.’ Burns’s voice sounded hollow under the oxygen mask. ‘It looks like a short in the area of the radio transmitter.’


‘Buckley Tower, this is Vixen 03,’ Gold persisted. ‘Please come in.’


‘It’s no use, Lieutenant,’ Burns gasped. ‘They can’t hear you. Nobody can hear you. The circuit breaker for the radio equipment won’t stay set.’


Vylander’s eyes were watering so badly he could hardly see. ‘I’m bringing her around on a course back to Buckley,’ he announced calmly.


But before he could complete the hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, the C-97 started to vibrate abruptly in unison with a metallic ripping sound. The smoke disappeared as if by magic and a frigid blast of air tore into the small enclosure, assailing the men’s exposed skin like a thousand wasps. The plane was shaking herself to pieces.


‘Number-three engine threw a propeller blade!’ Burns cried.


‘Jesus Christ, it never rains ... Shut down three!’ snapped Vylander, ‘and feather what’s left of the prop.’


Gold’s hands flew over the control panel, and soon the vibration ceased. His heart sinking, Vylander gingerly tested the controls. His breath quickened and a growing dread mushroomed inside him.


‘The prop blade ripped through the fuselage,’ Hoffman reported. ‘There’s a six-foot gash in the cargo-cabin wall. Cables and hydraulic lines are dangling all over.’


‘That explains where the smoke went,’ Gold said wryly. ‘It was sucked outside when we lost cabin pressure.’


‘It also explains why the ailerons and rudder won’t  respond,’ Vylander added. ‘We can go up and we can go down, but we can’t turn and bank.’


‘Maybe we can slew her around by opening and closing the cowl flaps on engines one and four,’ Gold suggested. ‘At least enough to put us in the landing pattern at Buckley.’


‘We can’t make Buckley,’ Vylander said. ‘Without number-three engine, we’re losing altitude at the rate of nearly a hundred feet a minute. We’re going to have to set her down in the Rockies.’


His announcement was greeted with stunned silence. He could see the fear grow in his crew members’ eyes, could almost smell it.


‘My God,’ groaned Hoffman. ‘It can’t be done. We’ll ram the side of a mountain for sure.’


‘We’ve still got power and some measure of control,’ Vylander said. ‘And we’re out of the overcast, so we can at least see where we’re going.’


‘Thank heaven for small favours,’ grunted Burns.


‘What’s our heading?’ asked Vylander.


‘Two-two-seven southwest,’ answered Hoffman. ‘We’ve been thrown almost eighty degrees off our plotted course.’


Vylander merely nodded. There was nothing more to say. He turned all his concentration to keeping the Stratocruiser on a lateral level. But there was no stopping the rapid descent. Even with full-power settings on the remaining three engines, there was no way the heavily laden plane could maintain altitude. He and Gold could only sit by impotently as they began a long glide earthward through the valleys surrounded by the fourteen-thousand-foot peaks of the Colorado Rockies.


Soon they could make out the trees poking through the snow coating the mountains. At 11,500 feet the jagged summits began rising above their wing tips. Gold flicked on the landing lights and strained his eyes through the windshield, searching for an open piece  of ground. Hoffman and Burns sat frozen, tensed for the inevitable crash.


The altimeter needle dipped below the ten-thousand-foot mark. Ten thousand feet. It was a miracle they had made it so low; a miracle a wall of rock had not risen suddenly and blocked their glide path. Then, almost directly ahead, the trees parted and the landing lights revealed a flat, snow-covered field.


‘A meadow!’ Gold shouted. ‘A gorgeous, beautiful alpine meadow five degrees to starboard.’


‘I see it,’ acknowledged Vylander. He coaxed the slight course adjustment out of the Stratocruiser by jockeying the engine-cowl flaps and throttle settings.


There was no time for the formality of a checklist run-through. It was to be a do-or-die approach, textbook wheels-up landing. The sea of trees disappeared beneath the nose of the cockpit, and Gold cut off the ignition and electrical circuits as Vylander stalled the Stratocruiser a scant ten feet above the ground. The three remaining engines died and the great dark shadow below quickly rose and converged upon the falling fuselage.


The impact was far less brutal than any of them had a right to expect. The belly kissed the snow and bumped lightly, once, twice, and then settled down like a giant ski. How long the harrowing, uncontrolled ride continued Vylander could not tell. The short seconds passed like minutes. And then the fallen aircraft slid clumsily to a stop and there was a deep silence, deathly still and ominous.


Burns was the first to react.


‘By God ... we did it!’ he murmured through trembling lips.


Gold stared ashen-faced into the windshield. His eyes saw only white. An impenetrable blanket of snow had been piled high against the glass. Slowly he turned to Vylander and opened his mouth to say something, but the words never came. They died in his throat.


A rumbling vibration suddenly shook the Stratocruiser, followed by a sharp crackling noise and the tortured screech of metal being bent and twisted.


The white outside the windows dissolved into a dense wall of cold blackness and then there was nothing — nothing at all.


 



At his Naval Headquarters office in Washington, Admiral Bass vacantly studied a map indicating Vixen 03’s scheduled flight path. It was all there in his tired eyes, the deeply etched lines on his pale sunken cheeks, the weary slump of his shoulders. In the past four months Bass had aged far beyond his years. The desk phone rang and he picked it up.


‘Admiral Bass?’ came a familiar voice.


‘Yes, Mr. President.’


‘Secretary Wilson tells me you wish to call off the search for Vixen 03.’


‘That’s true,’ Bass said quietly. ‘I see no sense in prolonging the agony. Navy surface craft, Air Force search planes, and Army ground units have combed every inch of land and sea for fifty miles along either side of Vixen 03’s plotted course.’


‘What’s your opinion?’


‘My guess is her remains are resting on the seabed of the Pacific Ocean,’ answered Bass.


‘You feel she made it past the West Coast?’


‘I do.’


‘Let us pray you’re right, Admiral. God help us if she crashed on land.’


‘If she had, we’d have known by now,’ Bass said.


‘Yes’ — the President hesitated — ‘I guess we would at that.’ Another pause. ‘Close the file on Vixen 03. Bury it, and bury it deep.’


‘I’ll see to it, Mr. President.’


Bass set the receiver in its cradle and sank back in his  chair, a defeated man at the end of a long and otherwise distinguished Navy career.


He stared at the map again. ‘Where?’ he said aloud to himself. ‘Where are you? Where in hell did you go?’


The answer never came. No clue to the disappearance of the ill-fated Stratocruiser ever turned up. It was as though Major Vylander and his crew had flown into oblivion.
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VIXEN 03






Colorado — September 1988


1


Dirk Pitt released his hold on sleep, yawned a deep, satisfying yawn, and absorbed his surroundings. It had been dark when he arrived at the mountain cabin and the flames in the great moss-rock fireplace along with the light from the pungent-smelling kerosene lamps had not illuminated the knotty-pine interior to its best advantage.


His vision sharpened on an old Seth Thomas clock clinging to one wall. He had set and wound the clock the previous night; it had seemed the thing to do. Next he focused on the massive cobwebbed head of an elk that stared down at him through dusty glass eyes. Slightly beyond the elk was a picture window that offered a breathtaking vista of the craggy Sawatch mountain range, deep in the Colorado Rockies.


As the last strands of sleep receded, Pitt found himself faced with his first decision of the day: whether to allow his eyes to bask in the majesty of the scenery or to feast them on the smoothly contoured body of Colorado congresswoman Loren Smith, who sat naked on a quilted rug, engrossed in yoga exercises.


Pitt discerningly opted for Congresswoman Smith.


She was sitting cross-legged, in the lotus position, leaning back and resting her elbows and head on the rug. The exposed nest between her thighs and the small tautened mounds on her chest, Pitt decided, put the granite summits of the Sawatch to shame.


‘What do you call that unladylike contortion?’ he asked.


‘The Fish,’ she replied, without moving. ‘It’s for firming up the bosom.’


‘Speaking as a man,’ Pitt said with mock pompousness, ‘I do not approve of rock-hard boobs.’


‘Would you prefer them limp and saggy?’ Her violet eyes angled in his direction.


‘Well ... not exactly. But perhaps a little silicone here and a little silicone there ...’


‘That’s the trouble with the masculine mind,’ she snapped, sitting up and brushing back her long cinnamon hair. ‘You think all women should have balloon-sized mammaries like those insipid drones on the centrefolds of chauvinist magazines.’


‘Wishing will make it so.’


She threw him a pouting look. ‘Too bad. You’ll have to make do with my thirty-four B-cuppers. They’re all I’ve got.’


He reached out, wrapped an iron arm around her torso, and dragged her half on, half off the bed. ‘Colossal or petite’ — he leaned down and lightly kissed each nipple — ‘let no woman accuse Dirk Pitt of discrimination.’


She arched up and bit his ear. ‘Four whole days alone together. No phones, no committee meetings, no cocktail parties, no aides to hassle me. It’s almost too good to be true.’ Her hand crept under the covers and she caressed his stomach. ‘How about a little sport before breakfast?’


‘Ah, the magic word.’


She threw him a crooked smile. ‘“Sport” or “breakfast”?’


‘What you said before, your yoga position,’ Pitt leaped out of bed, sending Loren sprawling backward onto her sculptured bottom. ‘Which way is the nearest lake?’


‘Lake?’


‘Sure.’ Pitt laughed at her confused expression. ‘Where there’s a lake, there’s fish. We can’t waste the day dallying  in bed when a juicy rainbow trout lies in breathless anticipation of biting a hook.’


She tilted her head questioningly and looked up at him. He stood tall, over six foot three, his trim body tanned except for the white band around his hips. His shaggy black hair framed a face that seemed eternally grim and yet was capable of providing a smile that could warm a crowded room. He was not smiling now, but Loren knew Pitt well enough to read the mirth in the crinkles around his incredibly green eyes.


‘You big conceited jock,’ she lashed out. ‘You’re putting me on.’


She launched herself off the floor, ramming her head into his stomach, shoving him backwards on to the bed. She wasn’t fooling herself for a second with her seemingly super strength. If Pitt hadn’t relaxed and accepted her momentum, she would have bounced off him like a volleyball.


Before he could fake a protest, Loren climbed over his chest and straddled him, her hands pressing against his shoulders. He tensed himself, circled his hands behind her, and squeezed her soft bottom cheeks. She felt him grow beneath her and his heat seemed to radiate through her skin.


‘Fishing,’ she said in a husky voice. ‘The only rod you know how to use doesn’t have a reel.’


 



They had breakfast at noon. Pitt showered and dressed and returned to the kitchen. Loren was bent over the sink, vigorously scrubbing a blackened pan. She wore an apron and nothing else. He stood in the doorway, watching her small breasts jiggle, taking his time about buttoning his shirt.


‘I wonder what your constituency would say if they could see you now,’ he said.


‘Screw my constituency,’ she said, grinning devilishly. ‘My private life is none of their damned business.’


‘“Screw my constituency,”’ Pitt repeated solemnly, gesturing as though he were taking notes. ‘Another entry in the scandalous life of little Loren Smith, congressional representative of Colorado’s graft-ridden seventh district.’


‘You’re not funny.’ She turned and threatened him with the dishpan. ‘There is no political hanky-panky in the seventh district, and I am the last one on Capitol Hill who can be accused of being on the take.’


‘Ah ... but your sexual excesses. Think what journalistic hay the media might make out of that. I may even expose you myself and write a best-selling book.’


‘As long as I don’t keep my lovers on office payroll or entertain them on my congressional expense account, I can’t be touched.’


‘What about me?’


‘You paid your half of the groceries, remember?’ She dried the pan and set it in the cupboard.


‘How can I build a business out of being kept,’ Pitt said sadly, ‘if I have a cheap screw for a mistress?’


She put her arms around his neck and kissed his chin. ‘The next time you pick up a horny girl at a Washington cocktail party, I suggest you demand an accounting of her financial assets.’


Good lord, she recalled, that awful party thrown by the Secretary of Environment. She hated the Capitol social scene. Unless a function was tied in to Colorado interests or one of her committee assignments, she usually went home after work to a mangy cat named Ichabod and whatever movie was playing on television.


 



Loren’s eyes had been magnetically drawn to him as he stood in the flickering light of the lawn torches. She had stared brazenly while carrying on a partisan conversation with another Independent Party congressman, Morton Shaw, of Florida.


She felt a strange quickening of her pulse. That seldom  happened and she wondered why it was happening now. He was not handsome, not in a Paul Newman sort of way, and yet there was a virile, no-nonsense aura about him that appealed to her. He was tall, and she preferred tall men.


He was alone, talking to no one, observing the people around him with a look of genuine interest rather than bored aloofness. When he became aware of Loren’s stare, he simply stared back with a frank, appraising expression.


‘Who is that wallflower over there in the shadows?’ she asked Morton Shaw.


Shaw turned and gazed in the direction Loren indicated with a tilt of her head. His eyes blinked in recognition and he laughed. ‘Two years in Washington and you don’t know who that is?’


‘If I knew, I wouldn’t ask,’ she said airily.


‘His name is Pitt, Dirk Pitt. He’s special-projects director for the National Underwater and Marine Agency. You know — he’s the guy who headed up the Titanic’s salvage operation.’


She felt stupid for not having made the connection. His picture and the story of the famous liner’s successful resurrection had been headlined everywhere for weeks by the news media. So this was the man who had taken on the impossible and beaten the odds. She excused herself from Shaw and made her way through the crowd to Pitt.


‘Mr. Pitt,’ she said. That was as far as she got. A breeze shifted the flames of the torches just then and the new angle caused a glinting reflection in Pitt’s eyes. Loren felt a fever in her stomach that had come only once before, when she was very young and had a crush on a professional skier. She was thankful the dim light shaded the flush that must have tinted her cheeks.


‘Mr. Pitt,’ she said again. She couldn’t seem to get the right words out. He looked down at her, waiting. An introduction, you fool, she yelled inside her mind. Instead  she blurted, ‘Now that you’ve raised the Titanic, what are you planning for your next project?’


‘That’s a pretty tough act to follow,’ he said, smiling warmly. ‘My next project, though, will be one with great personal satisfaction; one that I shall savour with great delight.’


‘And that is?’


‘The seduction of Congresswoman Loren Smith.’


Her eyes widened. ‘Are you joking?’


‘I never regard sex with a ravishing politician lightly.’


‘You’re cute. Did the opposition party put you up to this?’


Pitt did not reply. He took her by the hand and led her through the house, which was crammed with Washington’s power elite, and escorted her outside, to his car. She followed without protest, out of curiosity more than obedience.


As he pulled the car into the tree-lined street, she finally asked, ‘Where are you taking me?’


‘Step one’ — he flashed a galvanising smile — ‘we find an intimate little bar where we can relax and exchange our innermost desires.’


‘And step two?’ she asked, her voice low.


‘I take you for a hundred-mile-an-hour ride down Chesapeake Bay in a hydrofoil racing boat.’


‘Not this girl.’


‘I have this theory,’ Pitt continued. ‘Adventure and excitement never fail to transform gorgeous congresswomen into mad, insatiable beasts.’


Afterwards, as the sun’s morning warmth fingered the drifting boat, Loren would have been the last person on earth to dispute Pitt’s seduction theory. She noted with sensuous satisfaction that his shoulders bore her teeth and claw marks to prove it.


Loren released her hold and pushed Pitt towards the front door of the cabin. ‘So much for fun and games. I’ve  got a batch of correspondence to clear up before we can drive down to Denver for a shopping spree tomorrow. Why don’t you go on a nature hike or something for a few hours. Later, I’ll fix us a fattening dinner and we’ll spend another perverted evening snuggling by the fire.’


‘I think I’m all perverted out,’ he said, stretching. ‘Besides, nature hikes are definitely not my bag.’


‘Go fishing, then.’


He looked at her. ‘You never got around to telling me where.’


‘A quarter of a mile over the hill behind the cabin. Table Lake. Dad used to catch his limit of trout there all the time.’


‘Thanks to you’ — he peered at her sternly — ‘I’m getting a late start.’


‘Tough.’


‘I didn’t bring any fishing gear. Your dad leave any around?’


‘Under the cabin, in the garage. He used to keep all his tackle down there. Keys to the door lock are on the mantel.’


The lock was stiff from nonuse. Pitt spat on it and twisted the key as hard as he dared without breaking it. At last the tumblers gave and he squeaked the old twin doors open. After waiting a minute to adjust his eyes to the darkened enclosure, he stepped inside and looked around. There was a dusty workbench with its tools all neatly hanging in place. Cans of various sizes lined several shelves, some containing paint, some containing nails and assorted hardware.


Pitt soon found a fishing-tackle box under the bench. The pole took a little longer to find. He barely made one out in a dim corner of the garage. What seemed to be a piece of bulky equipment shrouded under a canvas drop cloth stood in his way. He couldn’t quite reach the fishing pole, so he tried climbing over the obstruction. It shifted under his weight and he fell backward, clutching the drop  cloth in a vain effort to catch his balance before both ended up on the dirt floor of the garage.


Pitt cursed, brushed himself off, and gazed at what barred him from an afternoon of fishing. A puzzled frown gripped his features. He knelt down and ran his hand over the two large objects he had accidentally uncovered. Then he rose and walked outside and called to Loren.


She appeared over the balcony. ‘What’s your problem?’


‘Come down here a minute.’


Begrudgingly, she donned a soft beige trench coat and went downstairs. Pitt led her inside the garage and pointed. ‘Where did your father find those?’


She bent forward and squinted. ‘What are they?’


‘The round yellow one is an aircraft oxygen tank. The other is a nose gear, complete with tyres and wheels. Damned old, judging by the degree of corrosion and the grime.’


‘They’re news to me.’


‘You must have noticed them before. Don’t you ever use the garage?’


She shook her head. ‘Not since I ran for office. This is the first time I’ve been to Dad’s cabin since he died in an accident three years ago.’


‘You ever hear of a plane crashing around here?’ Pitt probed.


‘No, but that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened. I seldom see any neighbours, so I have little opportunity to catch up on local gossip.’


‘Which way?’


‘Huh?’


‘Your nearest neighbours. Where do they live?’


‘Down the road, back towards town. First turnout to the left.’


‘What’s their name?’


‘Raferty. Lee and Maxine Raferty. He’s a retired Navy man.’ Loren took Pitt’s hand in hers and pressed tightly. ‘Why all the questions?’


‘Curiosity, nothing more.’ He lifted her hand and kissed it. ‘I’ll see you in time for that fattening dinner.’ Then he turned and began jogging down the road.


‘Aren’t you going fishing?’ she called after him.


‘Always hated the sport.’


‘Don’t you want the Jeep?’


‘The nature hike was your idea, remember?’ he yelled over his shoulder.


Loren watched until Pitt disappeared through a clump of lodgepole pines before she shook her head at the incomprehensible whims of men and ran back inside the cabin to escape the early-fall chill.
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Maxine Raferty had the look of the West about her. She was heavyset and wore a loose print dress, rimless glasses, and a net over her bluish-silver hair. She sat bundled up on the front porch of a cedar cabin, reading a paperback mystery. Lee Raferty, a string bean of a man, was down on his haunches, greasing the front-axle bearings of a battered old International flatbed truck, when Pitt trotted up and greeted them.


‘Good afternoon.’


Lee Raferty removed an unlit, well-chewed cigar stub from his mouth and nodded. ‘Hello there.’


‘Nice day for exercise,’ said Maxine, scrutinizing Pitt over the top of her book.


‘The cool breeze helps,’ said Pitt.


The friendliness was there in their faces, but so was the backcountry wariness of strangers who trespassed, especially strangers who wore the look of the city. Lee wiped his hands on a greasy rag and approached Pitt.


‘Can I help you with somethin’?’


‘You can if you’re Lee and Maxine Raferty.’


That brought Maxine out of her chair. ‘We’re the Rafertys.’


‘My name is Dirk Pitt. I’m a guest of Loren Smith, down the road.’


The uneasy expressions were replaced with broad smiles. ‘Little Loren Smith. Of course,’ Maxine said, beaming. ‘We’re all pretty proud of her around these parts, what with her representing us in Washington and all.’


‘I thought perhaps you might give me some information concerning the area.’


‘Be glad to,’ replied Lee.


‘Don’t stand there like a tree,’ Maxine said to her husband. ‘Get the man something to drink. He looks thirsty.’


‘Sure, how about a beer?’


‘Sounds good,’ Pitt said, smiling.


Maxine opened the front door and hustled Pitt through. ‘You’ll stay for lunch.’ It was more a command than a request and Pitt had no out but to shrug in acquiescence.


The living room of the house had a high-beamed ceiling with a bedroom loft. The decor was an expensive conglomeration of art deco furnishings. Pitt felt as though he had stepped back into the nineteen thirties. Lee scurried into the kitchen and quickly returned with two opened beers. Pitt couldn’t help noticing there were no labels on the bottles.


‘Hope you like home brew,’ said Lee. ‘Took me four years to get just the right blend between too sweet and too bitter. Runs about eight per cent alcohol by volume.’


Pitt savoured the taste. It was different from what he expected. If he hadn’t detected a slight trace of yeast, he would have pronounced the taste fit for commercial sale.


Maxine set the table and waved for them to come around. She set out a large bowl of potato salad, a pot  of baked beans, and a platter of thinly sliced rounds of meat. Lee replaced the rapidly emptied beer bottles with two fresh ones and started passing the plates.


The potato salad was hearty with just the right amount of tartness. The baked beans were thick with honey. Pitt did not recognize the meat or its taste, but found it delicious. In spite of the fact that he had eaten with Loren only an hour before, the aroma of the home-cooked meal inspired him to put it away like a farmhand.


‘You folks lived here long?’ Pitt asked between mouthfuls.


‘We used to vacation in the Sawatch as far back as the late fifties,’ said Lee. ‘Moved here after I retired from the Navy. I was a deep-water diver. Got a bad case of the bends and took an early discharge. Let’s see, that must have been in the summer of seventy-one.’


‘Seventy,’ Maxine said, correcting him.


Lee Raferty winked at Pitt. ‘Max never forgets anything.’


‘Know of any wrecked aircraft, say within a ten-mile radius?’


‘I don’t recollect any.’ Lee looked at his wife. ‘How ’bout it, Max?’


‘Honest to Pete, Lee, where’s your mind? Don’t you remember that poor doctor and his family that was all killed when their plane crashed behind Diamond? ... How’s the beans, Mr. Pitt?’


‘Excellent,’ Pitt said. ‘Is Diamond a town near here?’


‘Used to be. Now it’s only a crossroads and a dude ranch.’


‘I recall now,’ Lee said, reaching for seconds on the meat. ‘It was one of them little single-engine jobs. Burned to a crisp. Nothin’ left. Took the sheriffs department over a week to identify the remains.’


‘Happened in April of seventy-four,’ Maxine said.


‘I’m interested in a much larger plane,’ Pitt explained  patiently. ‘An airliner. Probably came down thirty or forty years ago.’


Maxine twisted her round face and stared unseeing at the ceiling. Finally she shook her head. ‘No, can’t say as I ever heard of any air disaster of that magnitude. At least not around these parts.’


‘Why do you ask, Mr. Pitt?’ Lee asked.


‘I found some old aircraft parts in Miss Smith’s garage. Her father must have put them there. I thought perhaps he found them somewhere nearby in the mountains.’


‘Charlie Smith,’ Maxine said wistfully. ‘God rest his soul. He used to dream up more schemes to get rich than an unemployed embezzler on welfare.’


‘Most likely bought them parts from some surplus store in Denver so’s he could build another one of his non-working contraptions.’


‘I get the impression Loren’s father was a frustrated inventor.’


‘Poor old Charlie was that.’ Lee laughed. ‘I remember the time he tried to build an automatic fishing-pole caster. Damned thing threw the lure everywhere but in the water.’


‘Why do you say “poor old Charlie”?’


A sorrowful expression came over Maxine’s face. ‘I guess because of the horrible way he died. Didn’t Loren tell you about it?’


‘Only that it was three years ago.’


Lee motioned to Pitt’s nearly empty bottle. ‘Like another beer?’


‘No thanks; this is fine.’


‘The truth of the matter is,’ Lee said, ‘Charlie blew up.’


‘Blew up?’


‘Dynamite, I guess. Nobody never knew for sure. About all they ever found they could recognize was one boot and a thumb.’


‘Sheriffs report said it was another one of Charlie’s inventions gone wrong,’ Maxine added.


‘I still say bullshit!’ Lee grunted.


‘Shame on you.’ Maxine shot her husband a puritanical stare.


‘That’s the way I feel about it. Charlie knew more about explosives than any man alive. He used to be an Army demolitions expert. Why, hell, he defused bombs and artillery shells all across Europe in World War Two.’


‘Don’t pay any attention to him,’ said Maxine haughtily. ‘Lee has it in his head Charlie was murdered. Ridiculous. Charlie Smith didn’t have an enemy in the world. His death was an accident pure and simple.’


‘Everyone’s entitled to an opinion,’ Lee said.


‘Some dessert, Mr. Pitt?’ asked Maxine. ‘I made some apple turnovers.’


‘I can’t manage another bite, thank you.’


‘And you, Lee?’


‘I’m not hungry anymore,’ Raferty grumbled.


‘Don’t feel bad, Mr. Raferty,’ Pitt said consolingly. ‘It seems my imagination got the best of me also. Finding pieces of an aircraft in the middle of the mountains... I naturally thought they came from a crash site.’


‘Men can be such children sometimes.’ Max gave Pitt a little-girl smile. ‘I hope you enjoyed your lunch.’


‘Fit for a gourmet,’ Pitt said.


‘I should have cooked the Rocky Mountain oysters a little longer, though. They were a bit on the rare side. Didn’t you think so, Lee?’


‘Tasted okay to me.’


‘Rocky Mountain oysters?’ asked Pitt.


‘Yes, you know,’ said Maxine. ‘The fried bull testicles.’


‘You did say “testicles”?’


‘Lee insists I serve them at least two times a week.’


‘Beats hell out of meat loaf,’ Lee said, suddenly laughing.


‘That’s not all it beats hell out of,’ Pitt murmured, looking down at his stomach, wondering if the Rafertys  stocked Alka-Seltzer, and sorry now he’d skipped the fishing.
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At three o’clock in the morning Pitt was wide awake. As he lay in bed with Loren snuggled against him and stared through the picture windows at the silhouetted mountains, his mind was throwing images inside his skull like a kaleidoscope. The last piece of what had turned out to be a perfectly credible puzzle refused to fit in its slot. The sky was beginning to lighten in the east when Pitt eased out of bed, pulled on a pair of shorts, and quietly stepped outside.

Loren’s old Jeep was sitting in the driveway. He reached in, took a flashlight from the glove compartment, and entered the garage. He pulled the drop cloth aside and studied the oxygen tank. Its shape was cylindrical, measuring, Pitt guessed, slightly more than one yard in length by eighteen inches in diameter. Its surface was scratched and dented, but it was the condition of the fittings that attracted his interest. After several minutes he turned his attention to the nose gear.

The twin wheels were joined by a common axle that was attached at their hubs like the head of a T to the centre shaft. The tyres were doughnut shaped and their treads relatively unworn. They stood roughly three feet high and, amazingly, still contained air.

The garage door creaked. Pitt turned and watched Loren peek into the darkened cavern. He shone the light on her. She was wearing only a blue nylon peignoir. Her hair was tousled and her face reflected a mixture of fear and uncertainty.

‘Is that you, Dirk?’

‘No,’ he said, smiling in the dark. ‘It’s your friendly mountain milkman.’

She heaved a sigh of relief, came forward, and gripped his arm for security. ‘A comedian you’re not. What are you doing down here, anyway?’

‘Something bugged me about these things.’ He pointed the beam of light at the aircraft fragments. ‘Now I know what it was.’

Loren stood and shivered in that dirty, dusty garage beneath the silent cabin. ‘You’re making a big deal over nothing,’ she murmured. ‘You said it yourself: the Rafertys had a logical explanation for how this useless junk got here. Dad probably picked it up at some salvage yard.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ Pitt said.

‘He was always buying up old scrap,’ she argued. ‘Look around you; the place is full of his weird, half-finished inventions.’

‘Half finished, yes. But at least he built something from the other trash. The oxygen tank and the nose gear he never touched. Why?’

‘Nothing mysterious about that. Dad most likely was killed before he got around to them.’

‘Possibly.’

‘That’s settled, then,’ she said firmly. ‘Let’s get back to bed before I freeze to death.’

‘Sorry, I’m not through here yet.’

‘What’s left to see?’

‘Call it a pebble in the shoe of logic,’ he said. ‘Look here, at the fittings on the tank.’

She leaned over his shoulder. ‘They’re broken. What did you expect?’

‘If this was removed from an obsolete aircraft at a salvage yard, the mounting brackets and the fittings to the lines would have been disconnected with wrenches or cut with either a torch or heavy shears. These were twisted and wrenched apart by great force. Same goes for the nose  gear. The strut was bent and severed just below the hydraulic shock absorber. Strange thing, though: the break did not happen all at once. You can see that most of the ragged edge is weathered and corroded, while a small section at the top still has a new look to it. Seems as if the main damage and the final break occurred years apart.’

‘So what does all that prove?’

‘Nothing earth shattering. But it does indicate that these pieces did not come from an aircraft-salvage yard or a surplus store.’

‘Now are you satisfied?’

‘Not entirely.’ He easily lifted the oxygen tank, carried it outside, and deposited it in the Jeep. ‘I can’t manage the nose gear by myself. You’ll have to give me a hand.’

‘What are you up to?’

‘You said we were driving down the mountains into Denver for a shopping spree.’

‘So?’

‘So while you’re buying out the town, I’ll haul this stuff over to Stapleton Airport and find somebody who can identify the aircraft it came from.’

‘Pitt,’ she said, ‘you’re not a Sherlock Holmes. Why go to all this trouble?’

‘Something to do. I’m bored. You’ve got your congressional mail to keep you busy. I’m tired of talking to trees all day.’

‘You have my undivided attention nights.’

‘Man cannot live by sex alone.’

She watched in mute fascination as he scrounged two long boards and propped them on the lowered tailgate of the Jeep.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

‘I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion,’ she said, a chill in her voice and goose bumps on her skin.

‘Then take off that thing so you won’t get it dirty.’

As if in a dream, she hung her peignoir on a nail, mystified as to why women instinctively indulge men in their juvenile idiosyncrasies. Then the two of them - Pitt in his shorts, Congresswoman Loren Smith in the nude - heaved and grunted the dusty nose gear up the makeshift ramp into the back of the Jeep.

While Pitt chained up the tailgate, Loren stood in the dawn’s early light and gazed down at the dirt and grease smudged across her thighs and stomach and wondered what it was that possessed her to take a mad lover.
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Harvey Dolan, principal maintenance inspector for the Air Carrier District Office of the FAA, lifted his glasses to the light and, detecting no smears, clamped them on a pyramid-shaped nose.


‘Found them in the mountains, you say?’


‘About thirty miles northwest of Leadville, in the Sawatch range,’ Pitt answered. He had to speak loudly to be heard above the roar of the forklift that was carrying the nose gear and oxygen tank from the Jeep through the huge, yawning door of the FAA inspection hangar.


‘Not much to go on,’ said Dolan.


‘But you can offer an educated guess.’


Dolan shrugged noncommittally. ‘You might compare it to a policeman who’s found a small lost child wandering the streets. The cop can see it’s a boy with two arms and two legs, approximately two years old. The kid’s clothes are J. C. Penney, and his shoes are Buster Browns. He says his first name is Joey, but he doesn’t know his surname, address, or phone number. We’re in the same boat, Mr. Pitt, as that cop.’


‘Could you translate your analogy into factual detail?’ Pitt asked, smiling.


‘Please observe,’ Dolan said with a professional flourish. He produced a ball-point pen from a breast pocket and probed it about like a pointer. ‘We have before us the frontal landing gear of an aircraft, an aircraft that weighed in the neighbourhood of seventy or eighty thousand pounds. It was a propeller-driven craft, because the tyres were not constructed for the stresses of a high-speed jet landing. Also, the strut design is of a type that has not been built since the nineteen fifties. Therefore, its age is somewhere between thirty and forty-five years. The tyres came from Goodyear and the wheels from Rantoul Engineering, in Chicago. As to the make of the aircraft and its owner, however, I’m afraid there isn’t too much to go on.’


‘So it ends here,’ Pitt said.


‘You throw in the towel too early,’ said Dolan. ‘There is a perfectly legible serial number on the strut. If we can determine the type of ship this particular nose-gear model was designed for, then it becomes a simple matter of tracing the strut’s number through the manufacturer and establishing the parent aircraft.’


‘You make it sound easy.’


‘Any other fragments?’


‘Only what you see.’


‘How did you come to bring them here?’


‘I figured that if anybody could identify them, it would be the Federal Aviation Administration.’


‘Putting us on the spot, huh?’ Dolan said, grinning.


‘No malice intended,’ Pitt said, grinning back.


‘Not much to go on,’ Dolan said, ‘but you never can tell; we might get lucky.’


He made a thumbs-down motion towards a spot circled with red paint on the concrete floor. The forklift operator nodded and lowered the pallet holding the parts. Then he  wheeled the forklift backward, cut a ninety-degree right turn, and clanked off towards another corner of the hangar.


Dolan picked up the oxygen tank, turned it over in his hands in the manner of a connoisseur admiring a Grecian vase, and then set it down. ‘No way in hell to trace this,’ he said flatly. ‘Standardized tanks like this are still produced by several manufacturers for any one of twenty different aircraft models.’


Dolan began to warm to his task. He got down on his knees and examined every square inch of the nose gear. At one point he had Pitt help him roll it to a new position. Five minutes went by and he didn’t utter a word.


Pitt finally broke the silence. ‘Does it tell you anything?’


‘A great deal.’ Dolan straightened up. ‘But not, unfortunately, the jackpot answer.’


‘The odds favour the proverbial wild-goose chase,’ said Pitt. ‘I don’t feel right putting you to all this trouble.’


‘Nonsense,’ Dolan assured him. ‘This is what John Q. Public pays me for. The FAA has dozens of missing aircraft on file whose fates have never been solved. Any time we have an opportunity to mark a case closed, we jump at it.’


‘How do we go about laying our fingers on the make of aircraft?’


‘Ordinarily I’d call in research technicians from our engineering division. But I think I’ll take a stab in the dark and try a shortcut. Phil Devine, maintenance chief over at United Airlines, is a walking encyclopedia on aircraft. If anyone can tell us at a glance, he can.’


‘He’s that good?’ asked Pitt.


‘Take my word for it,’ Dolan said with a knowing smile. ‘He’s that good.’


 



‘A photographer you ain’t. Your lighting is lousy.’


A nonfiltered cigarette dangled from the lips of Phil  Devine as he studied the Polaroid pictures Dolan had taken of the nose gear. Devine was a W. C. Fields-type character — heavy through the middle, with a slow, whining voice.


‘I didn’t come here for an art review,’ replied Dolan. ‘Can you put a make on the gear or not?’


‘It looks vaguely familiar, kind of like the assembly off an old B-twenty-nine.’


‘That’s not good enough.’


‘What do you expect from a bunch of fuzzy pictures — an absolute, irrefutable ID?’


‘I had hoped for something like that, yes,’ Dolan replied, unruffled.


Pitt was beginning to wonder if he was about to referee a fight. Devine read the uneasy look in his eyes.


‘Relax, Mr. Pitt,’ he said, and smiled. ‘Harvey and I have a standing rule: we’re never civil to each other during working hours. However, as soon as five o’clock rolls around, we cut the hard-assing and go out and have a beer together.’


‘Which I usually pay for,’ Dolan interjected dryly.


‘You government guys are in a better position to moonlight,’ Devine fired back.


‘About the nose gear ...’ Pitt said, probing quietly.


‘Oh yeah, I think I might dig up something.’ Devine rose heavily from behind his desk and opened a closet filled from floor to ceiling with thick black-vinyl-bound books. ‘Old maintenance manuals,’ he explained. ‘I’m probably the only nut in commercial aviation who hangs on to them.’ He went directly to one volume buried among the mass and began thumbing through its pages. After a minute he found what he was looking for and passed the open book across the desk. ‘That close enough for you?’


Pitt and Dolan leaned forward and examined an exploded-view line drawing of a nose-gear assembly.


‘The wheel castings, parts, and dimensions’ — Dolan tapped the page with his finger — ‘they’re one and the same.’


‘What aircraft?’ asked Pitt.


‘Boeing Stratocruiser,’ answered Devine. ‘Actually I wasn’t that far off when I guessed a B-twenty-nine. The Stratocruiser was based on the bomber’s design. The Air Force version was designated a C-ninety-seven.’


Pitt turned to the front of the manual and found a picture of the plane in flight. A strange-looking aircraft: its two-deck fuselage had the configuration of a great double-bellied whale.


‘I recall seeing these as a boy,’ Pitt said. ‘Pan American used them.’


‘So did United,’ said Devine. ‘We flew them on the Hawaii run. She was a damned fine airplane.’


‘Now what?’ Pitt turned to Dolan.


‘Now I send the nose gear’s serial number to Boeing, in Seattle, along with a request to match it with the parent aircraft. I’ll also make a call to the National Transportation Safety Board in Washington, who will tell me if they show any lost commercial Stratocruisers over the continental United States.’


‘And if one turns up missing?’


‘The FAA will launch an official investigation into the mystery,’ Dolan said. ‘And then we’ll see what turns up.’
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Pitt spent the next two days in a chartered helicopter, crisscrossing the mountains in ever-widening search-grid patterns. Twice he and the pilot spotted crash sites, but they turned out to be marked and known wrecks. After several hours in the air — his buttocks numb from sitting,  the rest of his body exhausted from the engine’s vibration and from the buffeting from surging draughts and cross-winds — he was genuinely thankful when Loren’s cabin came into view and the pilot set the copter down in a nearby meadow.


The skids sank into the soft brown grass and the blades ceased their thump and idled to a stop. Pitt unclasped his safety belt, opened the door, and climbed out, luxuriating in a series of muscle stretches.


‘Same time tomorrow, Mr. Pitt?’ The pilot had an Oklahoma twang, and a short-cropped haircut to go with it.


Pitt nodded. ‘We’ll angle south and try the lower end of the valley.’


‘You figuring on skipping the slopes above timberline?’


‘If a plane crashed in the open, it wouldn’t go missing for thirty years.’


‘You can never tell. I remember an Air Force jet trainer that smacked the side of a mountain down in the San Juans. The impact caused an avalanche and the plane’s debris was buried. The victims are still under the rock.’


‘I suppose that’s a remote possibility,’ Pitt said wearily.


‘If you want my opinion, sir, that’s the only possibility.’ The pilot paused to blow his nose. ‘A small, light plane might fall through the trees and become hidden till eternity, but not a four-engine airliner. No way pine and aspen could conceal wreckage that size. And even if it did happen, some hunter would have surely stumbled on it by now.’


‘I’m open to any theory that pans out,’ said Pitt. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Loren running across the meadow from the cabin. He slammed the door and waved off the pilot, turning and not bothering to look back as the engine whined into life. The craft lifted and droned over the tops of the surrounding trees.


Loren leaped into his arms, breathless from her dash in  the thin air. She looked alive and vibrant in tight white slacks and red turtleneck sweater. Her elegantly moulded face seemed to glow in the late-afternoon sun, the slanted light heightening the effect by tinting her skin to gold. He twirled her around and pressed his tongue through her lips, staring into a pair of liquid violet eyes that stared right back. It never failed to amuse Pitt that Loren forever kept her eyes open when kissing or making love, claiming that she didn’t want to miss anything.
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