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Full fathom five thy father lies.
Of his bones are coral made.
Those are pearls that were his eyes.
Nothing of him that doth fade,
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.
Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell

— WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE

TEMPEST, ACT I, SCENE II
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Pittsburgh, PA
Monday, December 28

he snow arrived overnight, stealthy and
sudden. A thick, silent blanket that dropped

over the city without warning.
At six-thirty a.m., Sasha McCandless-Connelly

padded barefoot to the kitchen to begin her morning
ritual: Curl up under a warm blanket beside the fire-
place with a mug of fresh, strong coffee and read
through the emails that had hit her device overnight.

She was halfway to the living room when she
paused in front of the dining room window to frown.
The light was all wrong.



It was wrong because it was there at all. Sunrise
wasn’t for another hour, and the sky should just be
turning from deep purple to a dusky blue. But bright,
jarring light poured through the window.

She rested her coffee on the built-in bookcase
and stretched onto the tips of her toes. No dice.

Rather than drag a chair across the floor and risk
waking Leo or one of the twins, she backtracked to
the kitchen and raised the blind covering the
window over the sink.

“Holy, freaking … snow,” she breathed.
The streetlights were reflecting off enormous

piles of snow. The banked snow had to be at least
three feet high and was growing by the moment as
fat flakes pelted down from the sky, fast and furious.

She thumbed her phone to open the weather
app. Cyclone bomb … polar vortex … winter superstorm
veers inland unexpectedly and meets lake effect snow in
unprecedented weather event. State of emergency.

A row of local weather warnings lined the top of
the app like bright red sentinels, or portents of
doom. But Sasha wasn’t alarmed. She closed the app
and stood at the window, watching the snow fall, a
smile playing on her lips.

A snow day, conveniently timed for the quiet,
slow workweek between Christmas and New Year’s
Day. It was the perfect chance to play with the twins
and hang out with her husband.

Today, they’d make memories that Fiona and
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Finn would remember forever—sledding, snowmen,
forts, and snowball battles.

THREE HOURS LATER, Sasha crouched miserably in
the wet snow piled on her back deck. The flakes
continued their onslaught. The kids scooped snow
into their mittens and flung it at one another half-
heartedly. They were both rosy-cheeked despite the
scarves, hats, and hoods she’d layered over them.
And Fiona’s nose was running like a faucet.

Sasha had abruptly axed her grand plan to build
a snowman in the yard when she’d realized that
some of the drifts stood taller than she did. The
image of one of the twins sinking under five feet of
snow was seared in her mind. Connelly had shoveled
out a path so Mocha could do her business near the
fence, but Sasha didn’t want the kids playing in the
dog’s bathroom area. So they stayed on the deck.

As if she’d summoned him, the kitchen door
opened, and Connelly clomped out onto the deck in
his heavy boots.

“They’re still at it?”
“I think it’s time to come in,” she answered. “We

can put on some dry clothes and have a snack.”
Fiona frowned. “We want to keep playing in the

snow. Right, Finnie?”
“That’s too bad. I made hot cocoa,” Connelly
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countered before Finn could pledge his allegiance to
his sister.

Finn scrambled to his feet and lurched toward
the door, his gait awkward in the weighty boots.
Fiona stayed where she was and squinted at her
father.

“With marshmallows?”
“Do you take me for a heathen? Of course, with

marshmallows.”
“What’s a heathen?”
Sasha arched a brow and waited for her husband

to field the question.
‘Help me,’ he mouthed.
She sighed. “A heathen is someone who isn’t

religious—”
“What does church have to do with marshmal-

lows?” Fiona demanded.
“Nothing. You interrupted me. A heathen is

someone who isn’t religious or someone who is
uncivilized, crude, or unmannered.”

Fiona’s mouth twitched from side to side as she
ran the answer through her five-and-a-half-year-old
BS detector. Evidently satisfied, she popped to her
feet and slowly followed her brother’s footsteps to
the door, careful to place her boots inside the prints
he’d already made.

Finn rolled his eyes. “Come on, already. Don’t
dawdle.”
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“Dawdle?” Connelly laughed. “Where’d he pick
that up?”

“My mom, probably.” Sasha stood and brushed
the snow off the seat of her pants.

He held out his arm, and she looped her elbow
through his. As they crossed the deck, she looked up
at the white sky. “I can’t believe it’s still snowing. This
is plenty; it can stop any time.”

“Careful what you wish for,” he warned. “It’s
supposed to turn into ice. They’re calling for up to
three inches.”

“Three inches of ice?” She blinked. That would
turn the messy roads into a disaster scene.

“Yep. Roads are closed, and a curfew’s been insti-
tuted. First responders and providers of essential
services are the only ones allowed out.”

“Yeesh.”
“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “We have plenty of

food and—”
“Coffee?”
“And coffee,” he promised.
The twins, tired of waiting, burst through the

door into the kitchen.
“Take off your wet clothes,” Sasha called after them.
“And hang them by the fire,” Finn called back.

“We know, Mommmm.”
“That one’s five going on fifteen,” Connelly

observed.
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“Bite your tongue.”
“Sounds painful. Isn’t there a gentler way to

silence me?” he teased.
She grinned and stretched up to kiss him. He

lowered his head to meet her halfway, then jerked
back almost as soon as their lips met.

“Yikes! Your nose is like ice. Let’s get you inside
and get you warmed up.”

“I like the sound of that.” She smiled, then turned
to survey the yard one more time. Her winter
wonderland was looking more and more like a
natural disaster.

BY AFTERNOON, the promised switch-over from snow
to ice was well underway, and the entire household
was feeling cranky and cooped up. Sasha’s genius
plan to get family memberships to the zoo and a
handful of museums instead of a pile of toys for
Christmas was still, she knew, a long-term win. But
in the short term, stuck in the house and bored, she
wished she had something shiny and new to occupy
them.

Instead, she steeled herself and said, “Who wants
to play Chutes and Ladders? Again.”

Connelly barely suppressed a groan.
“I know, let’s play hide and seek!” Finn suggested.
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“Yes!” Fiona agreed.
Sasha shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”
“Not you,” Fiona said. “Just us. No grownups.”
“Okay. But remember—”
“Dad’s office is off-limits. We know,” Finn

shouted over his shoulder as they tore up the stairs.
Sasha watched them race off, then turned to see

Connelly giving her a slow smile. “How does a hot
toddy in front of the fire sound?”

“A heck of a lot better than Round 704 of Chutes
and Ladders.”

“Could be worse. It could be Candyland again.”
“I know you cheat at Candyland, by the way.”
He chuckled. But she noticed he didn’t deny the

accusation before he walked into the kitchen to make
their drinks.

SASHA LEANED against Connelly’s chest, enjoying the
warmth of the fire, the sweet heat of the drink, and
the silence, punctuated only by distant squeals and
shouts of ‘ready or not!’

He traced a slow pattern up and down her arm
with his left hand and scrolled through emails with
his right. She swiped the pages of her ebook. Java
slept curled up in Mocha’s cozy bed. Mocha lay on
the floor beside him.

And then the screaming started.
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“Mommy! Daddy! Hurry!”
Sasha sprinted for the stairs with Connelly on

her heels. Her heart thudded in her chest as the
twins’ high-pitched shrieking grew louder. Mocha
barked and streaked past the humans, ears flattened,
running toward the sound.

By the time she reached the top of the attic stairs,
Sasha’s hands were shaking.

“What’s wrong? Who’s hurt?” Connelly
demanded as he entered the pitched attic room,
ducking his head at the top of the stairs.

Sasha scanned the room for broken glass, blood,
or gargantuan spiders but saw nothing to explain the
hysteria, which continued unabated.

Fiona jumped up and down, shrieking incoher-
ently. Finn held a metal box in his hands and
shouted, “We found hidden treasure! Look—a trea-
sure chest!”

He zipped across the attic and thrust the metal
box into Sasha’s hands. Connelly and Fiona moved
in closer. She studied the dented, dusty tin. It was
roughly the size of her toolbox but didn’t have a
handle.

A padlock secured the lid shut. And someone
had scrawled across the smooth top, “PRIVATE. DO
NOT OPEN” with a thick black marker.

She didn’t recognize the printing but turned to
Connelly anyway, “Is this yours?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never seen it before.” He
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eyed the kids. “Where did you find it?”
Finn pointed to a small cabinet door built

into the paneling that ran along the exterior
wall. It was about three feet wide and two feet
high. It was ordinarily latched with a hook and
eye latch, but, at the moment, it hung wide
open.

“I was hiding from Fee-fee in there. I crawled way
back. I reached down and felt something cold and
smooth. It was the treasure box!”

Sasha peered inside the cabinet. “Is there
anything else in here?”

Connelly leaned forward and shined his phone’s
flashlight app into the space. “Just some cobwebs and
dead spiders.”

The family crowded back around the box. The
dog wandered back downstairs, bored.

“What do you think is in there?” Fiona asked, her
eyes shining with wonder.

“It could be anything,” Sasha told her. It was
probably nothing exciting, but she wanted to
encourage the kids’ flights of fancy.

“Like pirate gold,” Finn offered.
“Or jewels,” Fiona countered.
“Oh! Or a magic wand.”
“Or a spellbook.”
“Or a pet hamster!” Finn suggested.
“Let’s hope not,” Sasha deadpanned.
“Well, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s go
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downstairs and crack this bad boy open.” Connelly
closed and latched the little door in the wall.

The twins bolted for the stairs, and Connelly
followed. Sasha brought up the rear, clutching the
mysterious box to her chest.
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asha watched her husband examine the
padlock from all angles, shaking his head.

“Well?”
He tossed the two L-shaped pieces that he’d fash-

ioned from a large paperclip on the kitchen table in
frustration. “The locking mechanism is rusted over. I
can’t pick it with this.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have some sort
of secret agent tool you could use?”

“Yes, Sasha. I have a lock-picking kit. But it’s at
the office, and I don’t think I’ll be running out in this
weather to get it.”

“Well, Aroostine showed me how to pick a lock
with bobby pins. I could try that?”

“That won’t work. It’s the same principle, you
form a tension wrench and a pick, but the rust is the
problem.”



“So, we can’t open it?” Finn asked.
Connelly twitched his lips from side to side, a

clear sign that he was thinking through a dilemma. “I
don’t have my lock-picking tools, but I do have a tool
that will get the job done. Like I always say, when all
else fails, apply more force.”

Fiona and Finn cheered.
“One of your favorite principles,” Sasha said.
“Yeah. But I’ll need something from my work-

shop. Out … there.” He nodded glumly toward the
back door and the garage at the end of the yard.

She grimaced. The storm still raged. The tapping
of ice against the windows was a constant back-
ground noise, interrupted only by the howling wind.

Better you than me, she thought.
“Good luck with that.”
He threw her a look but said nothing. Then he

bundled up and opened the door. A burst of snow
that had piled up outside the door whirled across the
threshold. He stepped out onto the porch and pulled
the door shut behind him.

Java minced across the kitchen floor and sniffed
the snow that was already beginning to melt just
inside the door. Sasha and the kids watched the cat
paw cautiously at the wet, white stuff, giggling at his
reaction to the cold substance.

When she looked up again, Connelly was
trudging toward the detached garage, listing to the
right as the wind pummeled him. She shivered in
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sympathy as his hat blew off, and he chased it off the
path, sinking into snow that rose up past his knees.

Java lost interest in the lump of snow, and Sasha
wiped it up with a towel.

When she returned from the laundry room with
a clean dishtowel, Connelly was stomping back into
the house, clutching his bolt cutters between his
gloved hands.

She took the heavy, red-handled tool from him so
he could remove his coat and boots. The cutters were
crusted with ice from the short journey. She shook
the ice off into the sink, then reached up and dusted
the ice particles from the bit of Connelly’s hair that
peeked out from under his hat.

“Look at you. You’re the Abominable Snowman,
and you were only outside for a hot minute.”

“A cold minute, technically. It’s an actual ice
storm out there. ”

At the kitchen table, Fiona giggled at the lame
joke and nudged her brother. “Get it, Finny? A cold
minute.”

Finn rolled his eyes. Sasha knew the feeling.
Connelly’s dad jokes seemed to grow lamer by the
day. Luckily, his groan-worthy sense of humor was
his biggest flaw.

She used the towel to dry the bolt cutters, then
she handed them back to Connelly. “Want to do the
honors?”

“Are you sure?”
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“Yeah. You went on the frosty trek, you should cut
the lock.”

He tilted his head toward the kids. “True, but I
didn’t find the box.”

Finn’s eyes widened. “Right! I did! I should cut
the lock.”

Sasha met Connelly’s eyes over Finn’s head.
“Why don’t you and Daddy do it together?”

“Yeah!”
Connelly positioned the cutter’s jaws so that the

shank of the padlock sat between the blades and
held it in position. Sasha rested Finn’s hands low on
the cutter’s handles, and then Connelly wrapped his
hands around the handle grips.

“Ready? We’ll cut on the count of the three. One,
two, three.”

He squeezed the handles, and the blades sliced
through the metal lock with a satisfying snap. Finn’s
grin stretched across his face as he raised a fist in
celebration.

Sasha removed the padlock from the metal box
and nodded at Fiona. “Go ahead and open it.”

Fiona stretched across the table, the tip of her
tongue poking between her teeth as she slowly lifted
the hinged lid. She craned her neck and peered
down into the box.

“Is it a treasure?” her brother demanded.
She shook her head, ponytail bouncing. “No

treasure.”
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The twins’ faces were identical masks of disap-
pointment.

“Well, let’s see what it is.”
Fiona pushed the box toward her mother. Sasha

reached inside and removed a newspaper clipping
that was yellow with age, a slightly bent black and
white photograph, and a pair of oval metal disks on a
chain.

She placed each item on the table in turn, and
the family leaned in for a closer look.

“What’s that say?” Finn asked, pointing to the
article.

Connelly read the headline aloud. “It says
‘Crashed Bomber Vanishes in River, Authorities Baffled,’
and it’s dated December 30, 1955.”

Fiona screwed up her face. “Were you alive
then?”

Her father raised an eyebrow. “No, honey, that
was sixty-five years ago.”

“Oh. Were you alive?” She turned toward Sasha.
“Exactly how old do you think I am?”
“Sixty-five?” Finn guessed.
She laughed. “Not even close. No, I wasn’t born

yet. Grandma Val and Pap Pat were, though.”
“Oh, okay.” Finn pointed to the picture. “Who’s

that man?”
“I don’t know, sweetness.”
She lifted the photo from the table. It was a

candid shot of a lanky, young man. She guessed he
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would have been in his early twenties when it was
taken—perhaps even his late teens. He stood in
profile, his back ramrod straight, his gaze fixed on
something out of frame. One of Pittsburgh’s innu-
merable, ubiquitous bridges stretched across the
photograph’s background. The man wore a dark coat
with the collar turned up, and one hand shaded his
eyes against what appeared to be a bright sky. She
turned the photograph over. On the back, someone
had printed ‘JCP MI6? 29-12-55’ in neat penmanship.

She passed the photograph to Connelly, who had
just finished reading the newspaper article. He
handed her the clipping, but before she could even
scan it, Fiona was dangling the chain in front of her
face.

“Look at this necklace. Can I try it on?”
“Let me see that, please.”
Fiona reluctantly gave up the chain, and Sasha

studied the worn and tarnished metal disks. They
were identical. Each disk had the letters ‘BC CCCP’
embossed across the top half of the oval. Beneath the
letters, there was a horizontal line. Beneath the line,
‘И-176348.’

Connelly set the photograph on the table and
leaned in to look at the tags with her.

“These are dog tags, right?” She asked.
He reached out and rubbed his fingers over the

smooth disks. “They sure seem to be. But they’re not
ours.”
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“Ours?”
“Um, I mean no branch of the U.S. military has

ever used this style of identification tag, as far as I
know.”

“Do you know which country does, or did?”
“Not offhand. But that backward N on the

bottom, does that look …”
“Cyrillic?”
“Yeah.”
Sasha pictured the Russian alphabet that her

Nana Alexandrov had taught her when she was just
about the twins’ age. “It does. It’s the equivalent to
our letter ‘I.’”

“Interesting.”
“What about BC CCCP? Do you know what that

stands for?” she asked.
“I’m not positive, but I think—”
Whatever theory he was about to propose was

interrupted when Fiona sighed heavily, and Finn let
out a small whimper.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Connelly asked,
furrowing his brow.

“This stuff is boring. Worst treasure box ever,”
Finn pouted.

Fiona nodded in firm agreement.
Sasha looked at her children, wide-eyed. “Are you

two serious? We have an article about a missing
airplane, a photograph of an unknown man, and a
set of tags with a secret message on them.”
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“It’s probably a stretch to call it a secret message.
They’re almost certainly military ID tags, and it
should be easy enough to track down their prove-
nance with a bit of research,” Connelly protested.

“Still. Right now, the message—or meaning or
whatever—behind the tags is a secret.”

He shrugged.
“Do you know what this all adds up to?” she

asked the kids.
“No. What?”
“It’s better than a treasure,” Connelly assured

them. “It’s a mystery.”
“And we get to solve it!” Sasha explained.
Fiona gasped dramatically, and Finn clapped his

hands together.
Over their heads, Sasha and Connelly exchanged

a grin. She could tell from his bright eyes that her
husband wasn’t feigning his enthusiasm for the sake
of the kids.

He was every bit as excited as he seemed. And so
was she.
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hose turn is it to pick the story?” Sasha
asked.

“Finn’s,” Fiona answered before her brother had
the chance.

“Okay, let’s do it.”
Connelly paused in the hallway, on his way to

switch the laundry from the washer to the dryer, to
kiss two bath-damp heads goodnight.

“Sleep tight, satellites.”
“You too, buckaroo,” the twins sing-songed.
They padded along the hall beside Sasha,

headed for Finn’s room. Until last summer, Finn and
Fiona had shared a room. But when they turned five,
Fiona had matter-of-factly informed her parents that
she was far too old to share a room with a boy.

So, Sasha’s home office had become Fiona’s room,



and the nursery had been redone as Finn’s. The two
bedrooms were situated right next to one another.

And, despite Fiona’s stated need for a room of her
own, more mornings than not, Connelly and Sasha
would find that, during the night, one or the other of
the twins made the short trip to the other’s bedroom.
Now, they left a sleeping bag on the floor of each
room, just by the bed, for the visiting twin.

Despite the separate rooms, they always read the
bedtime stories in Finn’s room. It was slightly bigger
and the more comfortable of the two, but the real
reason was that Finn would conk out during the
story, without fail. Fiona, on the other hand, had
inherited Sasha’s sleep patterns.

After the story ended, she’d take Sasha’s hand
and make the short trip to her own room, where
she’d lie awake musing about the day and making up
scenarios for her own amusement until her brain
quieted enough to permit slumber. Just like her
mama.

Sasha smiled at the thought as she herded the
kids into Finn’s room. They piled on his bed.

“So what’ll be?” she asked, as Fiona curled up
against her right side.

Instead of picking a book from the basket beside
his bed, Finn nestled into her left side.

“I don’t want you to read a story. I want you to tell
us a story.”

“Make one up?” she asked.
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“Yep. A story about the treasure box.”
She leaned back against the pillows, stretched

out her legs, and crossed her ankles.
“You got it. A long time ago, back before cell

phones or YouTube or iPads, in a city called Pitts-
burgh, something mysterious and amazing
happened.”

“A plane crash,” Finn interjected.
“Shh.” Fiona glared at him.
“Yes, a plane crash.” She thought back to the

article she’d finally managed to read while Connelly
had done bath duty. “One cold, winter’s night, on a
night very much like this one, except without all the
snow and ice, a large plane, a military plane, twenty
feet tall, crashed in the river and sank to the bottom.”

“Crash, bang, sploosh,” Finn helpfully provided
the sound effects.

Fiona raised her head and glared across her
mother’s chest at him. “Shush up, Finny.”

“A brave tugboat captain hurried to rescue the
pilot and passengers and took them ashore, where
the kind people of Pittsburgh gave them warm, dry
clothes, food for their bellies, and comfy beds to
sleep in.”

“That’s nice,” Finn murmured.
Sasha paused to glance at his face. His eyelids

were fluttering. It wouldn’t be long now.
“The next morning, the Air Force came to tow

the plane up from the river. But, even though the
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river wasn’t very deep at all—only thirty feet at its
deepest point—guess what they found on the
bottom?”

“What?” Fiona breathed.
“Nothing! The plane was gone. Vanished.”
“Maybe it was invisible, like Wonder Woman’s

plane,” she suggested.
“Maybe,” Sasha allowed.
“No, it was a ghost plane,” Finn mumbled, mostly

asleep.
“A ghost plane?” Fiona breathed. Her eyes

shined.
“Well, that’s a possibility, I suppose.”
Finn made an indistinct muttering sound, then

turned onto his side, eyes closed.
“Good night, love bug.” Sasha smoothed back his

hair and kissed his forehead.
Finn sighed.
Sasha turned to Fiona and whispered, “We’ll

have to finish tomorrow. Come on, sugar bear, let’s
get you to bed.”

“Can I just sleep in here tonight?” She pointed to
the sleeping bag laid out on the floor.

Sasha pursed her lips. “Are you afraid? I can stay
in your room until you fall asleep.”

Fiona straightened her shoulders and gaped at
her mother. “No, I’m not afraid. I’m going to protect
Finny. He might have a nightmare about the ghost
plane and wake up scared.”
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Sasha’s heart swelled at the protective heat in her
daughter’s voice. “That’s a great plan. And you’re a
great sister.”

Fiona smiled and wiggled into the sleeping bag.
Sasha zipped her in and gave her a good night kiss,
then pulled the covers up over Finn’s shoulders.

As she tiptoed out of the room, Fiona said in a
soft voice, “Mama?”

“Yes?”
“That part of the story, about the plane disap-

pearing, it really happened, right?”
“Apparently.”
“But how can a big plane just disappear like

that?”
“I don’t know, Fee. That’s part of the mystery.”
“Maybe Finn’s right. It was a ghost plane.”
“Hmm. We’ll have to do some research tomorrow.

You try to get some sleep now, okay?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Swipe all your thoughts away like clouds . . .”
“Until my mind is a clear blue sky. I know.”
Sasha smiled down at her, then crept into the

hallway and eased the door mostly shut. She left it
just far enough ajar so that Java could go in and curl
up with one of the kids after his nightly prowl
around the house.

As she stepped lightly down the stairs, careful to
avoid the creaky board on the third step, Sasha
couldn’t help playing back her daughter’s words in
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her mind. How could a twenty-foot-tall bomber go
missing from a thirty-foot-deep river in the space of a
few hours?

‘Ghost plane’ seemed as plausible as any theory
she could muster. But maybe Connelly had come up
with a more reasonable explanation while she’d
been putting the kids to bed.

“WELL?”
Connelly looked up from his laptop. “Well?

That’s a deep subject.”
She groaned. “They’re asleep. Or at least Finn is.

Why don’t we also put the dad jokes to rest until
morning.”

He grinned at her, put his laptop to sleep, and set
the device aside. “I assume you want to know if I hit
on a reason for the disappearance of the B-25
bomber.”

“Clever as ever.”
He exhaled, shaking his head. “Not so clever,

evidently. I’ve poked around in every secret database
I’m authorized to access—and more than a few that
I’m not.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded.
Having a husband who worked for a shadow govern-
ment agency sometimes meant swallowing one’s
questions.
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He went on. “There’s no record of any clandes-
tine salvage operation to recover the plane, no record
of any hostile government action to destroy or steal
it, no evidence to suggest where it went after it sank
in the river.”

She tilted her head. From his spot on the couch
next to Connelly, Mocha mirrored the action.

“So, a giant hulk of metal just vanished?”
“A giant, expensive hulk of metal owned by the

military. They didn’t just shrug and walk away the
next morning. They launched an extensive, multi-
year investigation.”

“And they came up empty?”
He shrugged and patted the couch beside him.

She snuggled in beside him, and Mocha moved over
to the end, curled into a ‘C,’ and buried his nose in
his tail.

Connelly draped an arm around her shoulder.
“Well, yes and no. The Air Force wasn’t about to end
an investigation into the disappearance of a state-of-
the-art bomber with no conclusion—especially not
in 1957, when they closed the matter. They couldn’t
allow speculation that the Soviets were behind it.”

She blinked up at him. “So, what did they say?”
“The official explanation is that the heavily

polluted river waters dissolved the plane.”
She choked back her laughter so as not to wake

Finn. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
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“Listen, I know the City of Steel was dirty and
polluted back then, you know, coal dust blocking out
the sun and all that. But I don’t think the water could
dissolve a freaking airplane. Especially not
overnight.”

“Yeah. Anecdotally, the barges that regularly trav-
eled up and down the Mon, the Ohio, and the
Allegheny did show signs of corrosion. The mills
dumped tons of who-knows-what in the water back
then. And it’s beyond dispute that the rivers were
filthy. But …”

“There’s no way. That’s not the reason.”
“No, it’s the coverup.”
They fell into silence. Sasha rested her head on

his chest and contemplated the mystery of the
missing bomber and the contents of the metal box.

“Those dog tags, do you think …?” She trailed off.
It was too ridiculous to say aloud.

“Do I think they belonged to a Soviet spy who
somehow managed to get rid of the plane?”

“Well, yeah. I know, it sounds improbable.”
“And yet … ‘when you have eliminated the impossi-

ble, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the
truth.’”

She rolled her eyes at the quote from his favorite
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle story.

“Okay, Sherlock Holmes. But we haven’t ruled
out every other possibility. What about the photo-
graph of JCP? We should run that down, too, in the
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morning. Maybe, if we can identify him, we can craft
a competing theory. One less fit for a spy movie.”

He laughed, and his chest rumbled against her
ear. “Maybe. You should call Jordana, and ask her if
she knows who owned this place before her parents.”

“That’ll be public record.”
“It is. But, given the Mega-Polar-Snowbomb

Ultrastorm of 2020, all the government offices are
going to be closed, and some of the databases are off-
line. There are scattered power outages, and Down-
town is currently without power.”

“Yeesh. I should call my parents and make sure
they’re okay.”

“They called to check on us while you were
putting the kids down. They’re all set, and so are
your brothers’ families out in the ‘burbs. They were
worried about us.”

“Well, we’re safe and warm, and we have plenty
of food. And coffee, right?”

“Right. I checked that the flashlights all have
fresh batteries and even set up the French press, just
in case the power does go out. You’ll get your
morning mug of coffee, and that’s a promise.

She snuggled in closer. “Then I have everything I
need.”

He stroked her hair. “Me, too.”
“And we have a puzzle to solve. What could be

better?”
“I can’t think of anything.”
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She sighed and let her eyelids cover her eyes.
Tired as she was, her mind chugged on, teasing out
connections between the dog tags, the photo, the
plane, and her house, until at last, her breathing
slowed and her brain settled.

She was already half-asleep when Connelly
stood to carry her up the stairs to their bedroom. He
waved off her murmurs of protest, and she wrapped
her arms around his neck.

Tomorrow, they’d make pancakes, play more
board games, and maybe solve a sixty-five-year-old
mystery. If nothing else, it would be a fun diversion
to pass the time.

28 MELISSA F.  MILLER



S

4

Tuesday, December 29

asha slept in. When she opened her eyes and
saw the time glowing on her bedside clock, she

bolted upright in surprise.
7:53?
She was going to be late for work.
Then the heavy, oppressive silence seeped into

her brain, and realization dawned: There would be
no work today. The entire city was blanketed by
snow and encased in ice. Shut down, closed up, and
muffled. The lack of ambient noise must’ve lulled
her into a deeper than usual slumber.

She flopped back against her pillow and tried to
remember the last time she rose after the sun. She
certainly couldn’t recall sleeping until nearly eight
o’clock. Probably back in 2013, after her almost-fatal



stabbing. Definitely not since she’d become a small
business owner/mother of twins.

The twins. Surely they weren’t still sleeping?
She glanced at the lump of covers beside her to

confirm that Connelly was, in fact, still in bed.
He was.

She popped to her feet, grabbed her robe from
the hook on the back of the bathroom door, and
shrugged into it as she hurried down the hall to the
kids’ rooms. She stopped at Fiona’s room and peeked
in through the open door. The bed was empty and
hadn’t been slept in. She’d spent the night in the
sleeping bag on Finn’s floor.

Sasha belted her robe and crept the few feet to
Finn’s room. The door was ajar, no doubt the work of
Java, who blinked up at her from the foot of Finn’s
bed, then yawned and closed his eyes.

Finn was also in bed, mouth slightly open, pillow
damp with drool, one arm flung over his face,
sleeping hard.

On the floor, Fiona mirrored his position, also
drooling, while Mocha stretched out beside her,
snoring softly.

By some blizzard-induced miracle, the entire
McCandless-Connelly household was sound asleep.
At eight a.m.

Far be it from Sasha to let a gift from Mother
Nature go unappreciated. She backed away from the
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door and tiptoed down the stairs, reveling in the
unexpected peace.

In the kitchen, she poured a mug of coffee and
executed a series of quick stretches. Then she
padded into the living room and took up her spot by
the fireplace, unlit for now. But it was still one of the
coziest nooks in the drafty old house.

She scrolled through the new emails on her
phone. Her new messages were few, as to be expected
during the slowest week of the year. The fact that a
massive storm had dumped feet of snow and ice on
the city had only lessened her already light workload.

With a series of swipes and taps, she approved
the payroll run for her accountant, entered the
previous week’s time into the electronic billing data-
base, and reviewed a proposed order of dismissal
that would resolve a thorny contract dispute.

“Done,” she announced and set aside her phone
with an air of victory. A full morning’s worth of
administrative work finished before she’d drained
her first cup of coffee—it had to be a record.

She leaned back and closed her eyes, breathing
in the silence for a moment, then savored the last few
swallows of coffee and headed out to the kitchen for
a refill.

She poured herself another cup and returned to
her phone to text Jordana, her part-time intern.

Jordana, like any self-respecting college student,
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preferred to communicate via text. Sasha knew if she
called the younger woman, the call would roll to
voicemail, and, eventually (but maybe not today)
Jordana would text her a response.

So, in the interest of expediency, she thumbed
out her message:

Hope your holiday was great

and you’re safe and warm.

Just in case you were planning

to come in today, the office

is closed, obvs.

Jordana responded immediately:

Obvs. I’m cozy in my apartment.

:-)

Then, immediately after, she added:

Do you need help with F & F?

In addition to being the office intern and carrying
a full course load at the Chatham University, Jordana
was Sasha’s go-to babysitter when the grandparents
weren’t available.

Nope, we’re all set.
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I have a question about the

house.

Jordana was also the daughter of the former owners
of Sasha and Connelly’s home—a fact that could prove
helpful in getting to the bottom of the mystery that had
been locked in a box in the attic for decades.

Um, kay?

Do you happen to know who

owned it before your parents?

She rolled her neck and drank her coffee while
the three little dots on her screen blinked to indicate
that Jordana was crafting a reply.

Yeah, Mr. Cowman. I swear

that’s really his name!

He’s dead, tho.

…

Mom and Dad bought the place

from his kids. Do you think

they tagged the joint when

we moved in?

Sasha laughed at the memory. She’d met Jordana
when the teen had jumped the backyard fence in the
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middle of the night, intent on spray painting graffiti
on the shed. Her parents’ divorce and the subsequent
sale of the home she’d grown up in had left her
furious and ready to lash out.

Being nine months pregnant had left Sasha more
understanding (and slower) than usual, so instead of
taking down the intruder or pressing charges, she’d
offered her a part-time job. It had turned out to be
one of the best hormone-addled decisions she’d ever
made.

LOL. Any chance you know

Mr. Cowman’s first name?

Sorry, no. But he was

a newspaper reporter.

I remember that.

Sasha grinned down at her phone. A newspaper
reporter named Cowman? She had all the leads she
needed.

Ah, you’re the best! Thanks, J!

She abandoned the phone and dug her laptop
out from under the pile of books and journals
perched atop it. Coffee forgotten, she logged into the
Carnegie library’s electronic archives and dived deep
into the annals of Pittsburgh’s journalistic history.
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WHEN SHE CAME up for air and headed upstairs to
retrieve her printouts from the printer in Connelly’s
office, she was surprised to learn she wasn’t the only
one diving.

As she reached the top of the stairs, she heard
squealing, and a flash of purple streaked past her
into the bathroom.

“Did Fiona just run past me in her bathing suit?”
she asked her husband’s back.

He turned from the shallow hall closet where
they stored out of season clothes and extra linens. He
held a swim mask and a plastic breathing tube in his
left hand and Finn’s swim trunks in his right.

“Good morning. Yes, she did.”
Finn raced out of his bedroom and tugged the

swim trunks from Connelly’s hand.
“Thanks, Dad!” he called over his shoulder as he

dashed back into his room and banged the door
shut.

“So, um, the pool’s closed.”
He grinned at her. “But the bathtub isn’t.”
“They’re going swimming in the tub?”
“Nope, they’re going diving in the tub. It’s

research. We’re going to recreate the B-25 bomber
crash using a LEGO airplane. You know, the one with
the pilot mini-figure that you switched the heads on
so it would be a woman.”
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She knew the one. She’d also swapped out the
head on the doctor so he’d be a Black man.

“Do you want me to supervise while you get a
cup of coffee and take care of Mocha and Java? Or do
you want to play lifeguard, and I’ll handle pet duty?”

“I’ll feed the animals and take Mocha outside if
you’ll be in charge up here until I’m back. You want
me to bring you a cup of coffee when I come
back up?”

“What do you think?” She laughed.
“Noted.”
Finn’s door swung open, and he darted out, call-

ing, “Don’t forget the pollution!”
“The pollution?”
“Don’t worry, it’s all-natural. I’m going to steep

some tea, and we’ll dump it in the tub once it’s
cooled to make the water murky.”

“Nice touch. Oh, that reminds me. I did some
research of my own this morning. The man who
lived here before Jordana’s family was a reporter for
The Pittsburgh Press.”

“The what?”
“Right, of course, you’re not from here. I think it

was the first paper in town. It definitely had the
biggest circulation. When I was growing up, the Post-
Gazette came in the morning, and the Press was the
evening paper. My parents got both delivered.”

“That sounds like Val and Pat.”
“Yeah. The Press had better comics,” she remem-
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bered. “Anyway, the owner of the house, Archibald
Cowman wrote for the Press. In fact, he wrote that
article we found in the box.”

Connelly’s left eyebrow shot up. “He clipped his
own piece and stuffed it in a box? Weird way to
preserve your work.”

“He didn’t keep it for posterity. He was trying to
solve the mystery. He wrote about it every so often
for years, decades, on the anniversary of the crash,
trying to nudge people’s memories, generate new
leads, solicit tips. He was obsessed.”

“Well, did he make any progress?”
“He stopped writing about it in 1980. He did a big,

long-form piece for the twenty-fifth anniversary. And
guess what happened?”

“He solved the mystery.”
“Nope. He was threatened. Someone called and

told him that if he wrote another article about the
missing plane, the only thing anybody would ever
find in that river was his body. It must have rattled
him because that was his last piece on the subject.”

“How did you find out about the call? Was that in
the paper?”

She shook her head. “No. After I read everything
in the library’s archives, I did some Naya-style
digging.”

Her law partner, Naya Andrews, had a talent for
finding dirt on the Internet. And now she did, too.

“And?”
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“And Archie stopped writing articles about the
crash, but he didn’t stop searching for answers. He
filed FOIA requests with every agency you could
imagine, and he also filed a police report about the
threatening telephone call.”

“Anything ever come of it?”
“The police traced the number back to a

payphone … in some village in the English coun-
tryside.”

“Like England, England. With the Queen and the
clock tower?”

“And the boy wizard and the double-decker
buses. Yes, that one.”

“Hmm.” Connelly’s sleepy expression had
vanished, replaced by keen interest. “And this
English mystery man never contacted him again?”

“Nope. Never. Mr. Cowman lived another thirty-
one years, and died in his sleep in 2011.”

“So, what are you thinking?”
Screams echoed off the bathroom tile. The splash

of water over the side of the tub sent a chill racing
along her spine.

“I’m thinking I need to get in there now. But I can
tell you what Cowman thought. He thought the man
in the picture—JCP—was behind the call.”

“JCP? MI6? That’s what it said on the photo-
graph, right?” He scratched his neck.

“Right. MI6. The United Kingdom’s Secret Intelli-
gence Service.”
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“What James Bond movie have we landed in the
middle of?” he mused.

“No kidding. And you know what today is, right?”
His eyes widened. “Wait. Our anniversary isn’t

until tomorrow. Right?”
She let him panic for a moment before shaking

her head. “Right. But it’s the sixty-fifth anniversary of
the crash of the B-25. I say we try to track down this
JCP person and rattle his cage.”

Relief washed over his face. Then he narrowed
his eyes. “If he’s even still alive. He’d have to be in his
late eighties, if not older.”

Before she could respond, Mocha streaked out of
the bathroom, screeched to a halt, and shook herself
vigorously, from tail to ears, spraying water all over
the hallway. Then she hurtled herself down the
stairs.

“Good luck with pet duty,” Sasha called as
Connelly scrambled after their soaking wet dog.
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onnelly’s cell phone rang while he was mixing
up the pancake batter. He craned his neck to

catch Sasha’s eye.
“Could you grab that for me? It’s not locked.”
She blinked in surprise. Her husband’s cell

phone, much like his laptop, was usually kept locked
with a password, and sometimes his fingerprint, to
protect any national security secrets that he might be
working on.

She shrugged, rested the knife she was using to
cut up strawberries on the cutting board, and wiped
her hands on the nearest dish towel.

“Sure thing.” As she grabbed the phone from the
charger, she glanced down at Hank’s name scrolling
across the display. “It’s Hank. I’ll put him on
speaker.”

Connelly nodded.



“Hi Hank, it’s Sasha. Leo’s got his hands full—
he’s making us a late breakfast.”

“How are you folks doing?” Hank’s deep voice
rumbled out of the speaker.

“Uncle Hank!” the twins cried. “Are you coming
over so we can all play?”

Sasha shook her head. As great as it would be to
get together with Hank and his six adopted children,
the roads simply weren’t passable.

“Ah, I wish we could. The kids are out in the
back, trying to build a snowman. Last I saw they had
Calla up on Mark’s shoulders so she wouldn’t get lost
in a snowbank.”

Finn and Fiona giggled, and Sasha smiled at the
image.

“Is Cole still home from college?”
“He sure is. He’s not set to go back until the

second week of January. It’s nice to have an extra set
of hands around here. Listen, Leo, I’ve got that infor-
mation you want. Is this a good time to talk? Once
they all come back inside, well, you know the chaos
that’ll ensue. I won’t be able to hear myself think.”

“Uh …” Connelly hedged.
Sasha arched an eyebrow. “Seriously? I can take

over at the griddle.”
Finn groaned.
“No, no, noooooo,” Fiona moaned.
“Come on now, I’m capable of flipping pancakes.”

42 MELISSA F.  MILLER



Connolly handed over the spatula and said in an
undertone, “You do know how to do this, right?”

She pretended not to hear Hank’s choked-back
laughter through the phone. “Go.”

Connelly took his phone from her and headed
into the living room.

Sasha poured a glob of batter onto the griddle in
a not-quite circular shape and stared down at it.
Bubbles were forming in the pancake’s surface.

What did that mean?
Flip it, she decided. She edged the spatula under

the pancake and turned it. It broke in two, and raw
batter oozed out from the middle.

“Son of a … biscuit!” She scooped up the
mangled mess and tossed it in Mocha’s bowl.

She muttered under her breath and started over.
From the living room, she could hear the low

timbre of Connelly’s voice but couldn’t make out
what he was saying.

After a few moments, he returned to the kitchen
and eyed the small stack of lopsided, unevenly
cooked pancakes at her elbow.

“Thanks for pitching in. Why don’t I take over?”
She snorted and slapped the spatula back into

his hand. As she poured herself another cup of
coffee, she pretended not to hear Finn and Fiona
whispering about her cooking and pointing toward
the dog’s dish.
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Connelly looked over at them. “The first pancake
never turns out.”

She wondered if that was true. But even if it was,
it didn’t explain the rest of the sad, misshapen lumps
she’d made.

She placed a bowl of cut strawberries on the
table between the twins. “Everybody’s a critic. Here,
share these.”

“Thanks, Mama,” they chirped.
A moment later, Connelly slid two perfect silver-

dollar-sized pancakes each onto two plates and
handed them to the kids.

“I figure you and I can eat the, um, practice ones,”
he said.

She shrugged and watched Finn pour a small
lake of syrup onto his plate. Fiona wrinkled her nose
at the syrup and reached for the butter.

As they ate, Finn and Fiona spun a tale about the
ghost plane. When they finished, the twins dragged
their step stools over to the kitchen sink to rinse the
dishes.

“I need to talk to Mom for a minute. Do you two
pancake monsters think you can load the dishwasher
and wipe down the table, too?”

“Yep!”
“Yep!”
“Thanks, pumpkins.” Sasha grinned at them,

then she poured herself another mug of coffee and
trailed her husband into the sitting room.
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“So,” he began as she settled in next to him on
the oversized club chair.

“So, what’s new with Hank?”
“You remember how I told you I couldn’t get any

information on the missing bomber through my
usual channels?”

“I do.”
“I knew I wouldn’t have any better luck with

those dog tags. But BC CCCP stands for the Armed
Forces of the Soviet Union, so they likely date back to
the crash.”

“Sure.” She’d figured as much.
“Even if I could sneak into a database, any infor-

mation that old would be mothballed in a paper
archive, not anything I could easily access.”

“So, you reached out to Hank.”
“I did. And he called a friend at the War College

in Carlisle. She’s a war historian specializing in
Soviet-US relations during the 1950s and 60s.”

“And what did she say?”
“She said the serial number indicates that the

tags belonged to a Soviet soldier with the last name
Ivanoff.”

She frowned. “That’s not much.”
“No, it’s not,” he agreed. “But she also said that a

Vladimir Ivanoff, assigned to the Chukotski Base in
Siberia, was declared missing in action in 1956.”

“Huh.”
“Right.”
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“What action?”
“It wasn’t specified. But this professor friend told

Hank that, from the way the description was written,
—the wording, certain turns of phrase—it was clear
to her that Ivanoff was an officer with Soviet Intelli-
gence. The GRU.”

“The dog tags in Archie Cowman’s box belonged
to a Soviet intelligence officer?”

“Apparently.”
“And what does this have to do with a downed

U.S. bomber in the Monongahela River?”
He spread his palms wide and shook his head.

“Your guess is as good as mine. And Hank’s, and the
historian’s. But there is one other thing that’s inter-
esting. After she accessed the file on Ivanoff, Hank’s
friend got a call from the Pentagon. They were very
interested in why she was reading up on a Soviet
intelligence officer who’s been presumed dead for
more than six decades.”

Sasha sucked in a breath. “Yeesh. What did she
say?”

“She sort of fudged it. She said a friend of a
friend was working on a genealogy project, running
down the family tree.”

“How did that go over?”
“DoD—the call came from an aide to the Secre-

tary of Defense, Sasha—DoD told her not to repeat
anything she saw in the Ivanoff files and not to access
them again.”
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“Wow. That’s … weird.” She hugged her long
cardigan tight around her torso.

“Yeah. So Hank obviously can’t help us any more.
And he wants us–”

“To let it go.”
“Right. It’s probably not the best choice of family

project for us and two five-year olds.”
“That’s true,” she agreed.
He stared into his hands for a moment, then

looked up at her, his gray eyes searching. “But, we’re
not going to let it go, are we?”

“Can we? I mean, can you?”
He screwed up his face.
“I can’t,” she plowed ahead.
He let out a relieved sigh. “Me neither.”
“Do you think the Department of Defense is

really going to care what some random Pittsburgh
family of four does to pass the time while
snowed in?”

He pinned her with a look. “Let’s not pretend
we’re a normal family. I’m an off-the-books agent for
Department of Homeland Security and you’re a …”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m a trouble magnet.”
He pulled her closer and hugged her to his chest.

“You said it, not me.”
She inhaled his cedar and citrus body wash scent

for a long, heady moment before she pulled away.
“Hank’s friend’s cover story gave me an idea. I think I
know another way to track down Agent Ivanoff.”
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“Oh, really? Care to share?”
She dropped a kiss near his ear, then hopped to

her feet. “Nope. You herd the twins for an hour or so
and give me some quality time with my laptop. I’ll
have something to report in no time.”

As she headed toward the front of the house to
grab her laptop, he called after her, “Hey, Sasha?”

She twisted her neck to look back at him. “Yeah?”
“Pancake pro tips: use medium heat, and don’t

crowd the griddle.”
She stared back at him for a long, wordless

moment, then straightened her shoulders and
marched out of the room, ignoring the soft laughter
that followed her.

SASHA HOLED herself up in the bedroom to do her
research. As promised, in a little over an hour, she
came back downstairs, clutching a sheaf of papers
and wearing a triumphant grin.

She hurried into the kitchen to find Leo and the
kids. Finn and Fiona looked up from the table where
they were coloring to greet her with victorious smiles
that matched her own.

“Mama, guess what?” Finn breathed.
“What?”
“We learned about the captain!”
“The captain?”
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“The brave tugboat captain who rescued the
passengers from the plane,” Finn explained, holding
up a drawing of what could have been a boat.

It could also have been a picture of a tiger, a
house, or a sandwich as far as she could tell. But it
could have been a boat.

Fiona squealed with delight. “We asked Dad to
read us the article again, you know, about the ghost
plane. And we heard a clue! The tugboat captain
rescued everyone. Maybe he would know something
that could help us solve our mystery.”

Sasha bobbed her head, impressed. It was a solid
instinct. Of course, she already knew they’d hit a
dead end. But she smiled encouragingly. “That’s very
smart.”

“It was. It was a great idea,” Connelly agreed.
“Unfortunately, the captain died in a car accident,
just about a month after the plane crash—in January
of 1956.”

“That’s too bad, for him and for us. It also meant
that Mr. Cowman never got the chance to follow up
with him about the plane crash.”

“You already knew?” Connelly eyed her.
She shrugged. “I knew that Archie Cowman

repeatedly tried to reach Captain Roberts in the
days and weeks following the crash. And there was
a reference to his ‘mysterious and convenient death’
in one of Cowman’s later pieces. To be honest,
when I read it, it seemed a bit paranoid, but now
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….” She trailed off and gave her husband a signifi-
cant look.

She had more to say, but not in front of the kids.
She turned to them. “Still, thinking of him was

good detective work, you two.”
“It was,” Finn agreed somberly. “And now we

need a break.”
“You do?”
“Yes, solving a mystery takes a lot of brain

breaks,” Fiona informed her.
“What are you thinking?”
“Screen time,” her daughter said instantly. “The

movie about the princess and the monster.”
“The monster and the princess,” Finn corrected

her. “The monster is the star.”
“He is not!”
Sasha intervened before the conversation turned

ugly. “I think that’s fair. And that was some solid
advocacy, my little lawyers.”

They ran off to their playroom to watch their
movie.

“Should one of us go up and make sure they can
set it up?” Connelly asked.

“Are you kidding? We’re maybe a year or two
away from asking them for help with technology.
They’ve got it down pat.”

“Fair point.”
He leaned over her shoulder, and they studied

Finn’s drawing of the tugboat together.
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“Is this right side up?”
He shrugged. “Who could say? So, spill your

news. You looked about as excited as the kids did
when you came down here. You found something.”

“I did. Before my Nana Alexandrov died, she was
on a kick of tracing her family tree, and I helped her
search databases on the internet. When you
mentioned that the military historian used the
excuse of doing genealogical research, I realized I
could do the same. I logged into Nana’s old account
on one of the more robust ancestry sites and found
all the people who had Vladimir Ivanoffs listed in
their family lineages.”

“Were there many?”
“A boatload. Apparently, Vladimir Ivanoff is the

John Smith of Russia.”
“Ugh.”
“It wasn’t too bad, though. I just cut and pasted a

basic message that I sent to all the hits. I said my
name is Sasha Alexandrov and—”

“Alexandrov, huh?” He twisted his mouth into a
little smirk.

She drew herself up. “Technically, I am an
Alexandrov. And the account is under Nana’s name.
Besides, Sasha Alexandrov seemed more likely to get
responses than Sasha McCandless or, even worse,
Sasha McCandless-Connelly. I mean, I’m not
searching for relatives in County Cork.”

“Fair enough. Go on.”
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“Anyway, I said that one of my ancestors in Pitts-
burgh had known a man named Vladimir Ivanoff,
who had briefly been in the city back in the 1950s.
And that he may have been a former Soviet military
officer. Yes, I fudged the truth. Sue me.”

“I know better than to sue a lawyer.” He laughed.
“Did anyone bite?”

“I got one response. Some second or third cousin
a couple times removed wrote back and said family
lore held that Vladimir, a distant relative, served as
an intelligence officer in the Soviet Army and was
killed in Pittsburgh.”

“Really?”
“Yep. The details are sketchy because the cousin’s

English is about as strong as my Russian, but from
what I gather the story is that Vladimir was in Pitts-
burgh to gather intelligence about a new technology
being built—possibly a very lightweight weapon that
was to be coated with special paint that would make
it undetectable. Invisible.”

“So what? Some sort of early stealth bomber?”
“Maybe. But it made me think. The article said

that the bomber went down over Pittsburgh on its
way to somewhere else.”

“A base in Maryland.”
“What if that’s not true? What if Pittsburgh was

its destination all along? Think about it. There’s
Alcoa, Pittsburgh Plate Glass, all the steel companies.

52 MELISSA F.  MILLER



They all had tight ties to the military, especially back
then.”

“So, Ivanoff was here to either surveil or sabotage
a test run of this new technology ?”

“Possibly. Or maybe he was supposed to steal it. I
don’t know. But I do know this—even though Hank
said Ivanoff was listed as missing in action, he got a
hero’s burial in absentia, according to the cousin.
The family got some special medal. I feel like I
should arrange to send the dog tags when this is all
said and done.”

“Reporter threatened. Tugboat captain died,
possibly under mysterious conditions. GRU officer
presumed dead.” Connelly ticked the points off on
his fingers.

Sasha held up two more fingers. “Don’t forget,
Hank’s friend was warned not to look into Ivanoff,
and there’s the small matter of a missing plane.”

He blew out a breath. “I guess all that’s left to do
is track down a retired, possibly dead, MI6 agent
whom we know only by his initials.”

“How hard could it be to find J.C.P.?”
Not very, as it would turn out.
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n a hunch, Sasha reviewed her printouts.
She pulled out the materials from the online

archives related to the bomber’s crash and subse-
quent disappearance and cross-referenced the
passenger manifest against Archie Cowman’s list of
rescued men: the pilot, Major Charles Lee Morgan;
co-pilot, Captain Adam Strauss; Sergeant Ronald
Jones; Airman Second Class Trent Williams; and one
Jack Calvin Pierce, identified as ‘guest, R.A.F.’

If Jack Calvin Pierce was the mysterious J.C.P.
identified in the photograph in Cowman’s box, and if
R.A.F. stood for Royal Air Force, it wasn’t too great a
leap to imagine that Cowman had, for some reason,
believed the R.A.F. officer was working on behalf of
his country’s intelligence apparatus.

She opened an internet browser and cracked her
fingers, glad Connelly wasn’t nearby to scold her for



the habit. The only questions were whether she
could manage to locate Jack Calvin Pierce, and, if so,
would he still be alive?

She could, and he was.
She closed her laptop and went off to find

Connelly in the playroom, engrossed in the epic
battle between the misunderstood monster with a
raging toothache and the feisty princess with
dreams of becoming a dentist. She lingered in the
doorway until the big musical number ended, and
then caught Connelly’s eye. He extricated himself
from Finn’s hug and gently moved Fiona off his
knee.

“What’s up?” he stage whispered as he joined her
in the hallway.

“I’m pretty sure J.C.P. is a man named Jack Calvin
Pierce, a retiree who hails from a charming fishing
town in Pembrokeshire, Wales.”

“No kidding. You found him?”
“His PicaPage profile is public. He’s an open

book, er, page.”
He clicked his tongue against his teeth. “That’s a

bit odd for a former MI6 agent, don’t you think?”
“Well, his bio lists him as retired from the Royal

Air Force. I assume if he is MI6, he wouldn’t say so.
You know, like someone else I know.” She raised an
eyebrow.

“Sure, but I don’t have a PicaPage page, or a
Snapagram handle, or any of that. You know how I
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feel about putting our life out there on the internet
for the entire world to see.”

“Oh, I do. Apparently, Mr. Pierce doesn’t share
your concerns. Or maybe someone helped him set
up his page, and he doesn’t know how to lock down
his privacy settings. Or it could be that he’s in his late
eighties, and he figures any enemies he’s made are
already dead and buried . . . or not much of a threat
at this point. Whatever his reason, he was easy to
find.”

“So, did you send him a private message? I mean,
I know it’s the middle of the night in Wales, but he’ll
see it in the morning.”

“I didn’t send him a message yet, and he’s not in
Wales.”

“I thought you said—”
“I did. But he posted a Boxing Day picture. In the

comment thread, he said he was popping off to the
States for a visit to his grandkids.”

“He’s in the country?”
“Connelly, he’s in the county. Just today, he was

tagged in a photo that I definitely recognize. He’s
standing on the front porch of a house in Fox
Chapel.”

“You’re sure? He’s here?”
“His daughter and her family live in that house

near Hartwood Acres—the one with the wide wrap-
around porch. I’d know it anywhere.”

“That’s … quite a coincidence.”
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“I guess.”
She knew they were thinking the same thing:

there are no coincidences.
“So, what’s our play?”
“I’m not sure. I guess I message him, ask him if I

can call him. I mean, it’s probably our best chance to
talk to him, right? We can’t pass it by.”

The muscle in his right cheek twitched. That
meant he was thinking. “I think that’s right. Go
ahead and reach out to him. But then, we need to set
aside our mystery and turn to a much more impor-
tant matter.”

“Really? What’s that?”
“Tomorrow’s our anniversary. That special dinner

out while the kids spend the night at your parents’
place is probably not going to happen.”

“Really, the roads are still that bad?”
“Afraid so.”
She shrugged. “Well, I’ll be spending it with you.

That’s the important part.”
He gave her that lopsided grin of his that still

made her stomach flutter. “Glad to hear it. But I need
you to pick a menu for a home-cooked meal from
your favorite secret agent. It’s got to be something I
can make from the fridge and pantry. Even if we
could get to a store—which is questionable—the
shelves are bare.”

“So, no milk, eggs, and toilet paper, huh?” The
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time-honored Pittsburgh reaction to a blizzard was to
stock up on the big three.

“And no flour, fresh veggies, beef … I guess the
Turnpike was closed and the delivery trucks are all
delayed. And even the state stores are closed, so we’ll
be toasting to seven years with whatever liquor we
have on hand.”

She blinked in surprise. “I think there’s a bottle of
Prosecco in the fridge—Ryan and Riley gave it to me
at Mom and Dad’s white elephant exchange.”

“That’ll work.”
“That’s wild about the stores, though. I’ve been so

busy researching our mystery that I haven’t kept up
with the news.”

He leaned down and brushed her lips with a soft
kiss. “The idea was to keep the kids occupied. Glad to
see it worked on you, too.”

She swatted his arm and laughed. “You inventory
the pantry. I’ll send Mr. Pierce a message.”

“It’s a deal.”
She turned to leave and then swung back to face

him. “You’re sure we aren’t going to run out of
coffee?”

He lowered his gaze and eyed her gravely. “I’m a
highly trained federal agent skilled in risk assessment
and survival tactics. I assure you there’s enough coffee
to see us through. Anything less would be negligent, a
failure of preparation, a dereliction of duty—”
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“Okay, okay. I get it.”
“Not to mention the fact that keeping you

supplied with sufficient coffee is a simple matter of
self-preservation.”

She walked away, laughing to herself.

SASHA TYPED OUT THE MESSAGE, backspaced to delete
it, and thought. She didn’t want to lie to Jack Pierce,
but she did want to entice him. She tapped out a new
note:

Mr. Pierce,
My family lives in the

Pittsburgh neighborhood of
Shadyside in a house once owned
by Archie Cowman, who was a
reporter for the Pittsburgh
Press in the 1960s. We recently
found a photograph of you in a
box of Mr. Cowman’s personal
items along with a set of Soviet
Army military ID tags, among
other things.

Would you happen to know to
whom the tags belong? I’d love
to return them to the owner or
his family.
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My phone number is (412)555-
5555. Please call any time.

Sincerely,
Sasha McCandless-Connelly

She pursed her lips and read it over. After a
moment, she shrugged and hit ‘Send.’ He’d respond,
or he wouldn’t.

But she bet he would. If an MI6 agent and a GRU
officer had both been in Pittsburgh when the
bomber crashed, she was pretty sure they would’ve
crossed paths.

She closed her laptop and walked over to the
window. She thought she’d heard Finn’s distinctive
squeal floating up from the backyard. Sure enough,
Connelly, the kids, and the dog were having a snow-
ball battle on the back deck. From what she could
see, the action appeared to be three against one.

As she watched, Finn distracted his dad by
jumping on his back while Fiona flung a fistful of
loose snow in his general direction. Mocha leaped at
the snow, barking and snapping.

She grinned and unearthed a pair of snow pants
from the back of her closet. Her husband needed
backup. She raced down the stairs, Jack Calvin Pierce
forgotten for the moment.

In fact, she wouldn’t think about the retiree again
until she found him climbing through her laundry
room window just before dawn.
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Wednesday, December 30

asha woke up cold. She shivered and reached
for the blankets. But the heavy top quilt had

been pulled away from her and was tucked under
Connelly’s thighs. Compounding the issue, the dog
was curled into the crevice behind Connelly’s knees,
and the cat was nestled into his side, under his
armpit.

“Traitors,” she whisper-hissed at the furry heat
sources.

She slipped out of bed and felt around in the pre-
dawn light for the pale blue fuzzy sweater coat
Connelly had given her for Christmas. As she pulled
the knee-length cardigan tightly around herself, she



noted, not for the first time, that she wasn’t entirely
sure the cardigan was supposed to be knee-length. As
she crept from the bedroom, she remembered the date.

December 30. Her seventh wedding anniversary.
Seven years of marriage to Leo Connelly.

She trudged down the stairs and into the kitchen
to pour her first mug of coffee. Then she leaned
against the counter and rewound seven years’ worth
of memories.

Their union had gotten off to an inauspicious
start. The remote Nicaraguan resort where they’d
gathered their closest friends and family for a vaca-
tion/wedding had been raided by armed banditos.
Even worse, the mercenaries had been hired by a
psychopathic murderer whom they’d brought to
justice. Jeffrey Bricker had promised to pay hand-
somely if the bandits killed the bride and groom.

Seven years later, in her dark kitchen, Sasha shiv-
ered and wrapped her hands more tightly around
the hot ceramic of the coffee mug as she remem-
bered the attack.

Darkness. Chaos. Fear.
Armed with pinking shears and a geisha pin, she

and her closest friends had slunk out into the quiet
hallways to confront the intruders.

“All’s well that ends well,” she told herself firmly.
And the raid had ended well. The would-be

hostage-takers had been neutralized, and Sasha and
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Leo had decided to marry a day early, on New Year’s
Eve Eve. She, in a blood-stained, torn gown. He,
battered, but handsome.

Her eyes misted, and she rested the mug on the
counter to dab at them with her overlong sweater
sleeves.

One year later, on their first anniversary, with a
winter storm bearing down, they’d been on the run
from a dirty FBI agent, and, unbeknownst to her, the
reason she was vomiting constantly was that she was
pregnant … times two.

She laughed aloud. The first seven years of her
union with Connelly had been anything but quiet
and peaceful.

“Here’s to the next seven being blissfully boring,”
she said softly, raising her mug to her lips.

She was rummaging through the refrigerator,
wondering if she dared to serve her beloved break-
fast in bed on the heels of the pancakes disaster,
when she heard a soft thump in the laundry room.

It’s probably Java.
The cat was, well, catlike in the way he prowled

through the house. He easily could have sneaked
down the stairs unheard.

And then came the unmistakable, slightly louder
thud of the window above the dryer closing.

She froze. Last time she checked, Java didn’t have
thumbs.
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She closed the refrigerator door without a sound
and listened hard.

She’d have heard Connelly coming downstairs.
He was not catlike.

The most logical explanation—illogical though it
might be—was that there was an intruder in her
house.

Her heart jackhammered, and her throat threat-
ened to close. She took a long breath and scanned
the kitchen for a handy weapon. The knives were
locked away, out of reach of the twins. She snatched
the corkscrew from the dish rack. It wasn’t much, but
it was something. She stuffed the wine opener into
her pocket and tiptoed toward the laundry room.

She stopped in the hallway just outside the
laundry room’s door, which was ajar. She heard
nothing on the other side of the door, but she felt a
presence. A presence and a blast of cold air, no doubt
from the window that must’ve been opened.
But how?

Before she could form a workable theory, a floor-
board creaked, and the door eased open.

She planted her feet in a fighting stance, consid-
ered pulling out the corkscrew, and decided against
it. Daniel, her Krav Maga instructor, counseled using
one’s body as a weapon whenever possible—it was
unlikely to be used against you by your assailant the
way a gun, a knife, or even a corkscrew might. She
raised her fists up to her cheeks and waited.
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Three seconds later, a tall, lean figure slipped
into the shadowy hallway. The intruder wore a dark,
hooded coat and was in stocking feet. The first sound
she’d heard had probably been him removing his
shoes or boots so he could pad undetected through
the house where her children lay sleeping.

Her children. Finn. Fiona.
Her fear bloomed into fury, and she didn’t hesi-

tate. She pulled back her left fist and rotated it into
position, dropped her hips, then drove a powerful
uppercut into the trespasser’s chin. She connected
with jawbone, and his head snapped back and
banged against the wall.

And then, with a motion so fast she never saw it,
his hand snaked out. He clenched her throat, one-
handed, squeezing off her air supply and lifting her
feet from the floor.

She clawed at his hand, pulling at his fingers
until, finally, she wrenched his pinky free and bent it
back until she heard a satisfying snap. He howled
and loosened his grip.

She raised her right knee and aimed it at his
groin, but he swept her left leg out from under her
with a quick kick. She toppled backward into the
kitchen and bounced off the dishwasher. She landed
in a heap on the floor.

She scrambled to her feet and yanked the
corkscrew from her pocket just as he flipped on the
kitchen lights.
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She blinked in the sudden brightness, then
squinted to see if she recognized the intruder who
blinked back at her.

He was an old man. His face was pale and papery
against the hood of his black parka. His eyes were
cornflower blue and sharp under heavy lids.

She knew those eyes.
She’d seen them just hours ago in the face of

grinning grandpa standing on a wraparound porch
festooned with Christmas lights and holly wreaths.

“Jack Pierce?” she croaked disbelievingly. Her
throat was raw and tender.

The man glanced down at his right hand. His
pinky, bent at an unnatural angle, dangled limply.

He looked back at her. “In the flesh. And you
must be Sasha McCandless-Connelly. I’d shake your
hand, but I believe you’ve broken my finger.”

She arched a brow. “No need to shake. It spreads
diseases. Besides, I usually reserve friendly greetings
for visitors who come in through the door, not the
window.”

Whatever response Pierce might have given was
lost in the din when Connelly and Mocha thundered
down the stairs and barreled into the kitchen.

Mocha was barking, her ears pressed flat against
her skull and her teeth bared. Connelly’s teeth were
also bared, and he gripped his Glock in his right
hand. As he skidded to a stop, he aimed the weapon
directly at Pierce’s center mass.
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“Don’t shoot him,” Sasha said wearily.
Connelly kept his eyes on the man but addressed

her. “Are you sure?”
“It’s Jack Pierce.”
“Really? Then what the devil was all the racket?”
“He let himself in. Through the laundry room.”
“What?”
Pierce gave a sheepish chuckle. “You’ll want to

tape over that window. Had to cut a hole in the glass
to get to the latch, you know.”

Connelly lowered his arm, and Mocha yawned
and wandered over to the visitor to sniff his socks.

“Do you want a cup of coffee?” Connelly asked
Pierce.

“A cuppa tea would be delightful if you’ve got
one. And a paracetamol. Eh, that’s acetaminophen to
you Yanks,” he added helpfully.

“Sure.” Connelly eyed Pierce’s injured hand. “You
do that breaking in?”

“Nah, your women there bent my finger back
until—”

“Let me guess. Until she broke it?”
“Bingo.”
“It’s sort of a thing with her when she meets new

people.” He raised his palms as if to say what can
you do?

Sasha bit back her response while Connelly
bustled around the kitchen.

She wondered what about the message she’d sent
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had prompted the retired MI6 agent to break into
their home. Not to mention how he’d found them.
They were vigilant about keeping their personal
information off the Internet. And yet, here he stood.

“So much for a quiet anniversary,” Connelly
whispered as he walked past her, dropping a kiss on
the crown of her head.
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ocha’s barking woke the twins, who
stumbled into the kitchen, rubbing their

eyes and yawning. Fiona dragged her blanket behind
her. Finn’s hair stood up from his head in little
spikes.

Fiona stopped short and blinked at the stranger
sitting at the kitchen table. Finn froze a step behind
her, mouth open, and gaped.

“Morning, sweetness,” Sasha said.
“Mom, who’s that man?”
“Fiona, Finn, this is Mr. Pierce. Mr. Pierce, these

are the twins—Finn and Fiona.”
Jack Pierce smiled, and his eyes crinkled as he

sized up the kids. “Hmm, Fiona and Finn. Let me
guess. You’re six?”

“Yes,” Fiona lied.



“Five and a half, Fee,” her outraged brother
corrected.

“I’m estimating,” she explained, unperturbed.
“Besides, it’s rude to let old people know when
they’re wrong.”

Connelly’s laughter exploded, and he sprayed
coffee onto the counter. “Sorry,” he gasped as he
wiped up the coffee. “Fiona, it’s also rude to call
someone old.”

She fisted her hands at her hips and narrowed
her eyes. “How old are you, Mr. Pierce?”

“Fiona!” Sasha shook her head.
Pierce chuckled. “I’m eighty-five and a half.”
“That’s old, right?”
He nodded gravely. “Indisputably.”
Connelly raised an eyebrow. “An octogenarian

got the jump on you?” he stage whispered.
Sasha shot him a death glare, but it was Pierce

who responded.
“In fairness, your wee slip of a girl did break my

finger. Pathetic, really, considering my training.” He
winked at Sasha.

She was busy doing mental math. “So, you were
… twenty when the bomber crashed?”

“Thereabouts.”
“And you were already an MI6 agent?” He’d more

or less confirmed his affiliation with the intelligence
agency by mentioning his training. She figured there
was no harm in putting it out in the open.
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Pierce blinked but didn’t deny it. “It was a
different time.”

Finn and Fiona were poking one another and
whispering. Finally, Finn spoke. “You were here
when the ghost plane disappeared?”

“The ghost plane?” Pierce furrowed his brow.
“The plane crashed in the river and then

vanished. We think maybe it was a ghost plane,”
Fiona explained.

“Your guess is pretty close to the truth,” Pierce
told the kids.

Connelly and Sasha exchanged a look.
She crossed the kitchen, took Archie Cowman’s

tin box down from the windowsill over the sink, and
sorted through the contents until she found the
photograph.

She passed the picture to Pierce. “This is you,
right?”

He held it gingerly by the corners and stared
down at the faded image for a long moment. The
twins bounced on the balls of their bare feet in silent
excitement.

Finally, Pierce nodded. His voice was full of
amazement. “Yes, that’s me. I can’t believe he kept
this picture all these years.”

“How did you come to be there? When the plane
crashed, I mean. Pittsburgh’s a long way from
England,” Connelly prodded.

Pierce didn’t answer. He flipped the photo over
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and studied the writing in the lower right corner.
Then his lips thinned.

When he looked up, his eyes were alert and
searching. “How did you connect these initials to
me? Seems that’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it, love?”

The question was addressed to Sasha. She
answered it with one of her own.

“How did you find us? I didn’t put my address in
the PicaPage message—only my phone number. And
we’re not listed anywhere.”

“If you know who used to employ me, I’m sure
you can imagine I have some nonpublic sources
available to me. So that’s the answer to your ques-
tion. What’s the answer to mine?”

She glanced at Connelly, wondering how much
she should divulge about their own nonpublic
sources. To a retired foreign intelligence officer. In
front of a pair of five-year olds who couldn’t keep a
secret.

Connelly swallowed his coffee, then said, “We
have some nonpublic sources of our own.”

“Ah, yes, the former Homeland Security agent and
his wife, the innocuous civil attorney.”

Pierce’s tone made clear that he already had
some idea about their involvement in sundry crim-
inal investigations.

“So, now that we all know what we know, why did
you come here?” Sasha plucked the photograph from
between his fingers and returned it to the box. She
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secured the lid and placed the metal container back
on the windowsill.

Pierce stared down into his empty mug as if
searching for an answer in the cluster of tea leaves on
the bottom. When he looked up, his blue eyes held a
hint of steel.

“I was going to steal the box.”
Finn gasped. “Why?”
“To keep a secret. But maybe, after all these years,

it’s time to share it, eh?” Pierce surveyed their faces,
then nodded to himself.

“Definitely,” Fiona told him.
“Why don’t I make some scrambled eggs and

toast while Mr. Pierce tells us his story?” Connelly
suggested.

“That sounds wonderful,” Pierce agreed. He
shifted in his seat to catch Sasha’s eye. “May I borrow
the contents of your box for my story? A show and
tell, if you will.”

He winked at the twins, who giggled in unison.
She gave him a long look before she passed the

box back to him. Despite his outward appearance as
a genial grandpa, it wouldn’t do to relax too much.
She recalled the grasp of his strong fingers around
her windpipe, squeezing the life out of her. Jack
Calvin Pierce had been trained in the service of Her
Majesty, and Sasha was confident that training had
included several techniques for disarming, disabling,
and applying deadly force to his adversaries.

Full Fathom Five 75



He took the box from her and placed it on the
table reverently. As he lifted the lid, she settled into a
chair and draped Fiona’s abandoned blanket over
her feet. Java materialized and made himself
comfortable on the blanket.

“I was a young man working for the Queen of
England—”

“You worked for the Queen?” Finn exclaimed.
“In a manner of speaking, yes. I was a spy.”
Fiona’s eyes were comically large, and her mouth

hung open. “Wow, cool.”
“Your government and mine were working

together to keep the whole world safe from the
Soviets.”

The amazement turned to confusion.
“Russia. It used to be called the Soviet Union,”

Sasha explained.
“Oh. So you fought the Russian spies?” Fiona

asked.
“I suppose you could say that.”
“Were they evil?” Finn wanted to know.
Pierce pursed his lips and considered his answer.

“They were just people. They had a job to do, and so
did I,” he said finally.

“So, the plane,” Connelly prompted from his spot
at the stove.

“Right. England and the United States were
working on a secret project.” He picked up the news-
paper clipping and gestured with it. “It was a plane

76 MELISSA F.  MILLER



that could turn invisible.”
“A stealth bomber?” Sasha asked.
He shook his head. “Not quite. You could call it a

prototype of—or a precursor to—the modern stealth
bomber, but you have to remember, it was the 1950s.
The technology was primitive. They devised a solu-
tion to escape visual detection. Yes, radar and
infrared sensors were also a concern, but the early
heat-seeking systems were still being fiddled with.
The simplest, most elegant solution was to create a
ghost. As I said, your kids have the right idea.”

“So, the plane wasn’t visible to the naked eye?”
Connelly asked.

“That’s correct. One of your local paint manufac-
turers paired up with an aluminum company to
create a lightweight airplane body coated in a special
paint color.”

“Wow,” Finn whispered.
“They called it Chamela. It was a play on

chameleon. The paint somehow absorbed the colors
of its surroundings and blended in. So, in the night
sky, the plane was black and starry. In the daytime, it
was blue with fluffy white clouds or gray with dark
storm clouds. Whatever the surroundings were,
Chamela reflected it.”

“Mr. Pierce, that sounds fantastical.” Connelly
twisted around and fixed him with a look.

Pierce raised both hands, palms up. “I’m not spin-
ning a yarn here, I promise. It’s true. I saw it with my
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own eyes. It worked. We were coming back from a
test run when the plane crashed in the river.”

“You were on the ghost plane?” Fiona breathed.
“I was. It was frightening. The plane went down

fast and broke apart on impact. The water was frigid
and ….” He trailed off and stared down at the table.

Connelly caught Sasha’s eye and gestured for her
to do something.

Like what?
“Can I get you some more tea, Mr. Pierce?”
He blinked and looked up. “Yes, that’d be lovely.

But I must insist you call me Jack.”
“Okay, Jack,” Finn piped up.
Pierce laughed and rested a gnarled hand on

Finn’s mop of hair.
Sasha fixed another cup of tea for their guest and

carried it to the table along with a plate of toast, the
butter, and some jam. Connelly scooped eggs onto
five plates and poured milk into glasses for the twins.

Once they’d all settled around the table, Fiona
piped up. “So, the tugboat captain saved you?”

Pierce picked up the spoon from the raspberry
preserves and absentmindedly dropped a glob of the
jam into his tea then stirred it in. Connelly raised an
eyebrow but said nothing.

Pierce turned to Fiona. “Yes, the captain saved us.
We were flailing around in the icy water, trying to cut
ourselves loose from the seatbelts. Our uniforms
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were heavy and dragged us back down.” His voice
grew soft as he recounted the memory.

Finn was a statue, poised with a forkful of fluffy
yellow eggs hovering just outside his open mouth.
Frozen with anticipation, he waited to hear what
happened next.

Pierce went on. “The first crew member to break
free made it to the surface and waved his arms,
hollering for help. The captain spotted him and
came to our rescue. The rest, as they say, is history.”

They ate in silence for a moment. Then Finn
asked, “But where did the plane go? Did the spies
take it away in the night?”

Pierce gave a soft laugh and sat back in his chair.
“I imagine the plane is still on the bottom of the
river, blending into the river’s bottom. After all this
time, it’s probably become a part of the riverbed.”

“But, there have been divers and sonar teams,”
Sasha protested. “It would have been detected.”

“Would it have? As I said, the impact was consid-
erable. Small pieces, scattered along the bottom of
the river, moving with the currents, undetectable to
the human eye. I believe it’s still there. But, of course,
I don’t know for certain.”

Connelly dangled the Soviet dog tags over his
fingers. “And the owner of these?”

“He’s likely become part of the riverbed, too,”
Pierce answered softly.
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Sasha studied his face. His expression was
impassive.

“What was he doing there, though? He wasn’t on
the plane. At least, he wasn’t on the manifest.”

Pierce wrinkled his forehead. “I imagine he was
sent there to spy on us. The Cold War, you know. The
fifties … it was a fraught time. It’s hard to explain to
someone who didn’t live through it.”

“But, you say he died. Did you see him—in the
water?” Connelly pressed.

“He wasn’t on the plane, but there’s no doubt the
Soviet Union had heard chatter about Project
Ghost.”

“Project Ghost?” Finn echoed.
“Right, that was the codename for the invisible

paint project. I’m sure he was tracking our flight in
an effort to see if, well, he could see us. When the
plane hit the water, the sudden change in environ-
ment would have confused the paint, for lack of a
better word. The plane was visible as it switched
from blending into the sky to blending in with the
water.”

“Was it?”
Despite Sasha’s casual tone, Pierce’s head

jerked. “I mean, I’m told that’s what would have
happened. I can’t know for sure because I didn’t
see it.”

“Because you were on the plane.”
“Right. Because I was on the plane.”
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They both fell silent. Connelly narrowed his eyes
and studied Sasha for a long moment.

Then he turned his attention back to Pierce.
“How did you come to have grandkids in town, Jack?”

The shadow lifted from Pierce’s eyes. “Ah, now
that’s a cracking good tale. I was taken to the hospital
to be checked over. A lovely nurse, Bettina Ford, took
such good care of me that I swept her off her feet and
took her back to England with me.” He smiled at a
private memory.

“You and Bettina got married?”
“Aye, and we had a daughter. Our Catherine

loved her summer visits to her grandparents in Pitts-
burgh. So much so, that when she graduated from
university, she settled here. And now, I have grand-
kids of my own here.” He winked at the twins.

“Speaking of your grandkids, I’m sure your
daughter and her family must be wondering where
you are. Do you need to use the phone?” Sasha
asked.

He waved a hand. “They’re accustomed to my
shenanigans and my comings and goings.”

“How did you get here?” Connelly asked. “The
roads are closed.”

“Catherine’s husband keeps a pair of snowmo-
biles in the garage. He’s quite the outdoorsman, Eric
is. I just borrowed one and zipped down from Fox
Chapel. I cut the engine when I reached your back
alley and hid the contraption behind your garage.”
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He shrugged as if it were no big deal.
“As one does,” Connelly deadpanned.
Sasha gathered up the dirty cups and plates and

took them to the sink.
“We’ll get those Mama,” Finn told her.
“I appreciate the offer, Finn. But I’ll take care of

the dishes. Why don’t you and Fiona head upstairs
and bundle up in some warm clothes? I’ll bet Jack
would love to see the snow fort you built on the
deck.”

The twins whooped and raced for the stairs.
Sasha locked eyes with Connelly and jerked her

head to the side. He threw her a puzzled look but
joined her at the sink.

“What’s up?”
“Do you still have your gun on you?” she asked

out of the side of her mouth, running the water full-
blast to cover their conversation.

He patted the waistband of his pajama bottoms.
“Good. Keep the kids outside until we come out

to join you, okay?”
“What’s going on?”
“I just need to confirm something.”
“Sasha—” his voice held a warning.
She twisted the faucet handle to stop the water,

then stretched up onto her tiptoes and kissed him
lightly. “Thanks.”

He glared at her for a few seconds, then nodded
and walked out of the kitchen.
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asha waited until Connelly and the kids were
outside. She flipped through the collection of

images stored in her memory until she saw a clear,
vivid picture of her grandmother’s dented red tea tin
with the word чай (chay) inked on the side in gold.

Then she drew in a deep breath through her
nose, let it out slowly, and turned from the sink to
face Pierce.

“Would you like another cup of chay, Vladimir?”
His face went blank, utterly blank, like stone. She

joined him at the table and sat quietly until he spoke.
“How did you know?”
She pointed at the jar of raspberry preserves.

“The way you fixed your tea. My Nana Alexandrov
used to put jam in her tea. She said that was the only
way any self-respecting Russian would take her
chay.”



He managed a wistful laugh. “Not the only way.
Holding a sugar cube between your teeth while you
drink it is also acceptable.”

She eyed him for a moment longer. He seemed to
crumple in on himself under the weight of her gaze.

“What happened?”
“Jack Pierce really was only twenty when he died.

But, me, I was even younger. Seventeen years old,
shaking in my too-big, black buckle, kirza boots. A
newly minted member of the G.R.U.”

“You were just a boy.”
He nodded. “I was chosen for the mission

because of my youth. I posed as a high school
student from Poland, coming to the United States to
attend college at the University of Pittsburgh. My job
was to find out if Project Ghost was real.”

She pushed back her chair and fetched the kettle
to refill his tea. The task was designed to keep her
busy and him talking. But she needn’t have worried.
Having broken sixty-five years of silence, the man
wasn’t about to stop now.

“I was given the coordinates of the flight and the
names of the passengers in a dubók, a dead drop, just
like in the movies. So I sneaked out of my dormitory
and was standing on the bridge, right in the flight
path, when the plane went down.”

He paused to stir a spoonful of jam into his tea, a
swirl of red in the dark liquid.

He took a sip, then continued, “I saw nothing,
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just the night sky, but I could hear it. A loud roar,
growing louder. And then, it was like I told your chil-
dren, there was a flash of plane as the bomber hit the
water. And then it vanished, seamlessly turning into
waves even as it fell into the river. I couldn’t believe
what I’d seen.”

“How did you end up with Jack Pierce’s identity?”
“I was still standing there, in shock, I guess, when

the tugboat captain rescued the crew. I overheard
them talking, saying that Pierce was still missing.
And then they were taken away, to the hospital or
back to the base. I don’t know. A short while later, I
spotted a body floating near the shore.” He met her
eyes. “He was already dead.”

“You took his ID and left your dog tags,” she
guessed.

A brief nod. “I was terrified. Imagine seeing proof
with your own eyes that your country’s most fear-
some enemies had access to invisibility. We couldn’t
defeat that. And, in truth, I craved the temporary
freedom I enjoyed masquerading as a student in
America. I wanted out.”

“And Jack Pierce’s drowning death was your
opportunity.”

“Yes. His body must have been pulled back under
because it was never found. Your reporter, Mr.
Cowman, found the tags. I watched him pocket
them. That was just before he snapped my photo.”

“He approached you?”
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“Yes, and I told him my name was Jack Pierce.
The police overheard and knew that I … er, Pierce …
had been on the plane. I was whisked away to the
hospital, and I guess the police told Cowman I was
with the Secret Intelligence Service. The rest is true,
meeting Bettina, falling in love.”

She bit her lip in thought. “You assumed Pierce’s
identity and nobody questioned it?”

“It wouldn’t work today. Computers, social media,
cell phones. But back then, I had his grainy passport
photo, his military ID, and his name. We were both
white men, similar ages, similar sizes, the same mili-
tary haircuts. It wasn’t hard.”

“What about his bosses—at MI6?”
“I wrote up a report about the crash. It was

partially true. I added a bit about engaging in hand-
to-hand combat with a Soviet spy after the American
G.I.s skedaddled. I claimed I mortally wounded him.
I had his—my—false identification as a Polish
student to back it up. I added enough detail to allow
MI6 to investigate quietly. And it determined that
Jack Pierce had killed Vladimir Ivanoff, a G.R.U. offi-
cer. After that? Jack Pierce was a hero and they didn’t
ask any questions.” He shrugged.

“Were you a double agent?”
He shook his head. “No. I told you, I wanted out.

The Soviet Union believed Ivanoff was dead. The
British government believed Ivanoff was dead. I was
content for Ivanoff to be dead. I became Pierce.”
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“What about the U.S. military? surely they inves-
tigated, too.”

“Eh, your government was more concerned about
burying the incident. There were whispers that the
Chamela paint might have caused the crash.
Everyone wanted to forget that night—except Archie
Cowman.”

“Did Bettina know?”
Another head shake. “Not until the very end. She

was dying when I told her. She just laughed. She was
married to Pierce and that was good enough for her.”

“What about your daughter?”
His clear blue eyes clouded, and he drained his

mug before answering. “Her father is Jack Pierce.”
She picked up the dog tags, turned over his hand,

and pressed the metal disks into his palm. “These
belong to you.”

He rubbed a thumb over the worn, engraved
numbers that, once upon a time, had been tied to the
person he was. Then he placed the tags back in the
box, taking care to nestle them against the yellowing
newspaper article.

“No, they belong to history.”
His hand hovered over the photograph. “But I

would like to take this if you don’t mind.”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.”
He stood and carried his mug to the sink and

placed it in the basin. Then he retrieved his black
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parka and put it on. He slipped the photograph into
an inside pocket and patted it as if to verify that it
was secure.

“I’ll check out that fort and be on my way.”
“Will you be able to drive the snowmobile all the

way back? With your, um, injury?”
He grinned at her. “I’ve endured worse, and less

deservedly. I did break into your home, after all.”
“Still.”
He waved away her worry. “Don’t worry about

me. I’ll muddle through. I always do. But what will
you do?”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”
“It’s been a long time, but the intelligence

community’s been known to hold a grudge. Are you
planning to unmask me?”

She studied his lean face and his bright eyes for a
moment. Then she shook her head. “I don’t have the
energy to start an international incident.” Again, she
added silently.

“So you’ll keep my secret?”
“Yes. We learned the fate of the plane. That was

the mystery the kids wanted to solve.” She smiled.
“Thanks for your help with that.”

“No, thank you. You’re giving me the gift of living
out my years in peace rather than listening for a
knock at the door.”

He zipped his coat up to his chin and pulled on
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his gloves, easing the leather gingerly over his
broken finger.

As he put his hand on the doorknob, she said,
“Wait. I do have another question. The tugboat
captain’s car accident. Was that really an accident?”

He turned back and gave her a grim look. “Eh, I don’t
know. I was in England by then. But, if I were a betting
man … someone in your government was tying up loose
ends. Especially if the technology being tested was too
unstable and dangerous for them to use. They’d want to
make sure nobody else perfected it to use against them.”

“I suppose.” It made sense, given the paranoia
and mistrust of the Cold War era.

“The captain was most likely collateral damage.”
“And the threatening calls Archie Cowman

received?”
A nod of acknowledgment. “That was me. I’m not

proud of it, but I had a lot to lose if he dredged up the
past.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you still?”
“I won’t harm your family, Sasha. You have my

word.” Before she had time to respond, he twisted
the knob and stepped out onto the deck to cheers of
excitement from the twins.

She gave Connelly a thumbs-up signal through
the window to let him know there was no need to
shoot their guest then rushed off to find her coat and
boots.
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December 30, 2020

8:45 P.M.

iona stifled a yawn. Finn rubbed his eyes with
both fists. Connelly shot Sasha a thumbs-up

signal over their bath-damp heads.
Mission accomplished.

Through a concerted program of snowball fights,
tag (indoor and outdoor), a scavenger hunt, and a
family dance party/pillow fight, they had successfully
exhausted the twins. Their cozy beds beckoned.

“Let’s get you pumpkin butts into bed. But first,
we have a very important job to do.”

Fiona gave up on the stifling and unhinged her
jaw, yawning widely. “We do?”



“We do. We’re secret keepers now. We need to put
the box back in the attic and keep Jack’s secret about
the ghost plane for another sixty-five years,”
Connelly told her.

“Really?” Finn asked, his voice thick with sleep.
“Really. Just imagine, Finn. You’ll be all grown up,

maybe with kids of your own, and on some rainy day,
or snowy day, or a day when they’re home sick from
school, another little boy or girl will be playing in the
attic and find the box.”

Fiona’s eyes shined. “And they’ll have a mystery
to solve!”

Sasha smiled at her. “Exactly.”
“Okay, let’s do it,” Finn agreed.
Connelly handed him the box, and he crawled

into the small space.
“Stick it way in the back, Finny,” his sister called.
He climbed out, dusting his hands on his

pajamas.
“I did.”
“Good job,” Sasha told him.
Connelly wrapped Fiona’s small hands around

the hammer and held the first nail in place. “Ready?”
“Ready.”
They pounded in two nails, then Finn helped

nail the final two.
“There. The secret of the ghost plane is safe.”
“Cool,” Finn said.
“Cool,” Fiona echoed.
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“Fee-fee, wanna camp out in my room?”
“Yeah.”
They tromped down the stairs, Fiona holding

Connelly’s hand, Finn’s small warm hand inside
Sasha’s.

It was Connelly’s night to read the bedtime story,
so Sasha gave the kids their goodnight kisses and
headed downstairs to pour the Prosecco that had
been chilling in the fridge.

Connelly joined her in front of the fire within
minutes.

“That was quick.” She passed him his glass.
“The hours of constant interaction and the early

dinner of mac and cheese paid off,” Connelly told
her, clinking his flute against hers.

She noted his pained expression. “Your home-
made baked macaroni and cheese is transcendent.”

He settled in next to her on the sofa. “It wasn’t
what I envisioned for our anniversary dinner.”

“To unexpected surprises.”
He smiled. “I’ll drink to that.”
They fell into a companionable silence. She

watched the flames lick the log in their hypnotic
dance.

“Did you talk to Hank?”
“I did. He said that Project Ghost and Chamela

are designated top-secret, highly confidential.
Uncomfortable questions will definitely be asked if
the files are accessed. His best guess lined up with
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Pierce’s. The DoD determined that the technology
they were testing caused the crash and scrapped the
program.”

“And then got rid of as much evidence as they
could?”

“Yeah. It makes me wonder if they didn’t secretly
remove the plane. Even if Pierce was right, and it
would’ve blended into the riverbed. It’d be a risk to
leave it. But I suppose we’ll never know.”

No, they never would. She nestled in closer, and
they stared into the fireplace.

After a moment, she put down her glass and
turned to look up into his cashmere gray eyes. “Do
you think we made the right decision? Keeping
Vladimir Ivanoff’s secret?”

“I do.” His voice was firm, but his expression was
tender.

“I hope so.”
“I know so.” He placed his flute on the table and

took both her hands. “Of his bones are coral made.

Those are pearls that were his eyes. Nothing of him that

doth fade, But doth suffer a sea-change / Into something

rich and strange.”

After a moment, she got the reference. “The

Tempest.”
“Bingo. Vladimir Ivanoff underwent his sea

change. Jack Pierce is five fathoms deep. Let the rich,
strange result be.”

She thought for a moment, then nodded. “You’re
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pretty hot when you quote Shakespeare. You know
that?”

“Duh. Why do you think I recited it to you on our
wedding night?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Same reason I recited it
to you, I imagine.”

He laughed huskily and tugged her closer. “It
worked.”

“Happy anniversary, Connelly.”
“Happy anniversary, Mrs. Connelly.”
She grinned. “That’s Ms. McCandless-Connelly

to you.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dear lovely reader,
I wrote this slice-of-life novella over ten weeks

between March 17 and May 21. For most of that time,
most of the U.S. and much of the world was living
under stay at home orders in an effort to flatten the
curve of COVID-19. I thought my readers would
welcome a distraction, and I knew I would! So I did
something I'd never done before: I serialized a story.
Each Friday, I sent the newest chapter to my news-
letter readers. It was a departure for me, and it was
surprisingly fun. 

I also chose to write about a family who was
stuck at home thanks to a massive winter storm. I
wanted to tell a story that was both relevant to the
current situation and an escape from the realities of
that situation. Full Fathom Five: A Sasha and Leo
Novella is the result.



The plot is inspired by a real, honest-to-goodness
unsolved mystery. On January 31, 1956, a B-25 bomber
really did crash into one of Pittsburgh's rivers and
disappear! https://www.heinzhistorycenter.org/blog/
western-pennsylvania-history/mystery-of-
pittsburghs-ghost-b-25-bomber To this day, nobody
is sure what became of the plane.

The details of Full Fathom Five are, of course, not
real. As far as I know, there was no top-secret
chameleon paint project run out of Pittsburgh
during the Cold War. Although, one never knows,
there could have been! https://www.thedrive.com/
the-war-zone/29543/the-visible-history-of-the-
militarys-hunt-to-realize-an-invisible-aircraft

Finally, the character of Jack Pierce/Vladimir
Ivanoff, a tough, fit octagenarian who gets the jump
on Sasha in a fight, is an homage to Dr. Anthony
Fauci, the 79-year-old director of the National Insti-
tute of Allergy and Infectious Disease, who report-
edly continued to run 3.5 miles a day while working
extraordinarily long hours fighting COVID-19 as a
member of the White House Coronavirus Task
Force. https://www.menshealth.com/fitness/
a31927365/anthony-fauci-running/

Whether you read this novella during a
pandemic, a winter storm, or lounging on a beach, I
hope it provides a brief escape from daily life. Be
well, and take good care of yourselves and your loved
ones!
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Warmly,
Melissa
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