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      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday.”

      A night flight. I never did night flights. Well sometimes. But never in the mountains.

      It was a clear night. About as clear as anyone could ask for.

      I could see the mountain peaks sprawled out below me, so running into the side of a mountain wasn’t a concern. Shouldn’t be anyway.

      But the plane felt… off.

      No one responded to my premature distress call. Pressing my hands against the rich leather wheel, I took a deep breath. Let it out slowly.

      Everything was okay. It was a good thing no one had responded. It would be hard to explain feeling off to those who worked with machines.

      I was thirty minutes away from the little Whiskey Springs airport. Runway. It was Whiskey Springs runway. It didn’t even have a terminal, so I dubbed it a runway. Not an airport.

      The big gangly lab with solid black fur sitting in the passenger seat next to me let out a little whimper.

      “It’s okay, Biscuit. I’ll have you on the ground in no time at all. Your new owner is waiting for you.”

      Biscuit barked one time.

      “You a nervous flyer?” I asked with a quick glance over at the dog. He just blinked at me. “No need to worry.”

      “No need to worry,” I repeated, this time to myself, straightening in my seat.

      It was just me and Biscuit, the airplane, and the night sky.

      Biscuit was a trained, certified seeing-eye dog on his way to his new owner. A fifteen-year-old girl who had been in an accident, leaving her totally blind.

      I could have… should have… waited until after the storm to get Biscuit to his new owner, but I wanted to get him to the girl as soon as possible. Before the storm. Once these mountain storms set in, they could last for days.

      I suppose I took after my Aunt Ainsley.  She had created a whole company around delivering pets for those who needed them. Pilots for Pets. A division of my grandfather’s company, Pilots for Pets was devoted to flying pets anywhere in the country they needed to go.

      I worked for her. And it was shocking how many pets needed to be flown somewhere every day.

      Sometimes she flew regular, non-certified pets for people to adopt. An animal lover, she believed that she was making a difference. And I was right there with her.

      Static came through the radio. Flying tonight had not been my best decision. But Biscuit needed to be with his new owner. Amy. Her name was Amy.

      I tried again, minus the distress call. “This is Flight 555. Just checking in. Anybody listening?”

      No response. Just the steady roar of the jet’s engines. Typically I loved being in the air. Alone. It was considered by a lot of people, namely the psychologists in my family, to be a form of meditation. I did not doubt it. A couple of days without flying and I started to get antsy.

      My Aunt Brianna believed that all pilots were addicted to the quiet, peacefulness of being literally on top of the world.

      But tonight there was no time for relaxation. Tonight I had to be alert and watch not just the computers, but keep my eyes on the visual, too.

      Ainsley usually took the western flights. I tended to stay south. But she had a thing this weekend with her husband. And me, being newly piloted and single, volunteered for anything and everything that had to do with flying.

      It wasn’t my fault. Love of aviation ran through my veins. My grandfather Noah Worthington had started a private charter company with just one airplane. Then he added another. And another.

      His company exploded. The doubters said he was growing too fast. But he handled it like a natural. Grew it smoothly into an empire. And now… Now he owned hundreds of planes based around the country.

      When pilots graduated with their aviation degrees, they vied to work for Noah Worthington. The big airlines were no longer the name of the game.

      My grandfather, Noah Worthington was. And my father, Quinn Worthington ran the whole thing now. Daddy had never flown a plane in his life, but had taken what Grandpa had started and grew it into a gigantic family business.

      The plane shifted.

      I was almost to the airport, just minutes out. I was in the correct position.

      The directional dial made a little flip, then settled back with a wobble. The plane went into a descent I had not authorized.

      A microburst?

      Altitude warning alarms began beeping.

      I gave the plane full power, but the descent continued.

      Forcing myself to stay calm, I went to the next step.

      Lowered the landing gear.

      I wasn’t going to make the airport runway at this rate.

      I pulled out of the dive with full power.

      “Something’s wrong with the system,” I muttered. “We’re going to stall.”

      Biscuit whimpered and, lowering his head, covered his eyes with his paws.

      “Agreed,” I said and started a controlled descent.

      But I was too high.

      I switched off the motor.

      A bold move. But I could recover.

      My heart pounded hard against my chest.

      Then we began to level off and the warning alarms stopped.

      I blew out a breath. Biscuit peeked out at me with one eye.

      “We’re okay,” I said. Biscuit uncovered his face and sat up.

      If he wasn’t a smart dog, I didn’t know what one was.

      My heart rate returned to normal. I checked all my systems. Everything was back on track for landing at Whiskey Springs.

      I looked down, out the window, watching for any indication of the airport. How was I supposed to find an unlit runway in the dark?

      Should have thought of that.

      Then everything started beeping again. All the warning alarms were going off. Deafeningly loud now.

      I was losing altitude.

      I could not see the runway ahead. Just mountains and valleys covered with trees. And snow. Trees and snow. No airport in sight. Nothing that resembled a runway.

      Just alarms going off. Screens flashing.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday.” I barely recognized my own voice. But I was trained for this. Right?

      I checked the locator signal. Sent a distress alert. Nothing happened.

      Nothing was working.

      System failure.

      We were going fast. Much too fast. Nothing was correcting.

      I braced myself.

      We were going to crash.

      The moon had gone behind the clouds or a mountain or somewhere. It was pitch dark now. I couldn’t see a thing.

      The plane was shaking now. We were going down. Not a nosedive. But a quick level descent. Not that it mattered in these mountains. A level descent could be straight into the side of a snow-capped mountain.

      I gripped the wheel and held on to it for dear life and closed my eyes.

      So many thoughts crossed through my mind.

      Trying to focus, I could not help but wonder if my twin brother knew I was in trouble. Would he sense it?

      Biscuit whimpered.

      I reached out and gripped his paw.

      “We’re going to be okay,” I told the dog.

      Then I prayed. Please let me be right.

      “Mayday. Mayday! Mayday!!”
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      I wanted nothing more than to be left alone.

      That was the whole purpose of renting a cabin in the mountains for three months. Longer if I wanted.

      I heated a bag of popcorn in the microwave, poured it into a bowl, and went to sit in front of the fireplace.

      No television. No Internet. No phone service.

      I was here to think. To reset.

      To figure out what it was I wanted to do next.

      I was thirty-three years old. Four years of Air Force. ROTC. Eleven—three weeks shy of twelve—years committed to the Air Force.

      My whole life had been wrapped around the military. My father before me and my grandfather before him. My great-grandfather had fought in World War II.

      I came from a long line of men who had fought and died for their country.

      When I’d enlisted, I figured I’d die in the service. Just like my father and his father and his father.

      It was what the men in my family did. They got married. Had a son. Then went to war and died.

      I knew where I went wrong. I had enlisted without getting married and without having a son. So I’d broken the streak.

      As a result… maybe not connected… but still possible… the military had kicked me to the curb. Honorable discharge. Full retirement. All that. But new President. New rules. The military was too big.

      So now it wasn’t. And hundreds, maybe thousands of us were dumped out as over-trained, warped civilians.

      And now all my plans had gone up in flames just like the logs in the fireplace.

      I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. I was trained to always be on alert. I doubted that instinct would ever go away.

      It hadn’t exactly been purposeful, my breaking of the family destiny. But it seemed admirable to not leave a widow alone to fend for herself and her children.

      My mother had done her duty. She had raised me up. Sent me to college. Then she had

      done the unthinkable. She had remarried and moved off to God only knew where with her new husband. We didn’t keep in touch. Last I heard from social media, she was in Italy.

      She had asked me not to join the military. I’d insisted. And it had gone downhill from there. How could she not understand tradition?

      As far as me getting married, I figured I would meet someone while I was active duty. Someone who was strong enough to carry on the Montrose family tradition. Alone.

      I tossed a piece of kindling into the fireplace. Watched it immediately go up in flames.

      Just like my military career.

      I had no contingency plan for taking on a second career as a civilian.

      A wolf howled in the distance. Less than a minute later, another wolf answered. Water roared as it crashed over the boulders in the shallow river. There was a waterfall not half a mile from here. When the air was super still, I could hear the water crashing over the side of the mountain onto the rocks below.

      What I didn’t hear was just as important. I didn’t hear sounds of civilization. No loud motors. No loud music. No people.

      People would just interfere with my thinking.

      I finished off my bag of popcorn and contemplated getting another. Instead, I opened another bottle of water and drank it down.

      I had nothing against alcohol, but it would just dull my thoughts. And since I was here to think, that made no sense to me.

      So I sat and stared into the roaring fire.

      There was a storm coming in. Probably sometime in the night. I would wake to a world covered in white, fluffy snow.

      Suited me just fine.

      I’d take a walk. Follow the river. Enjoy the solitude.

      I’d been here for six days and so far all I’d done was to work off some of the mad by chopping enough firewood to last two winters.

      When I got the discharge letter, I had been stunned. I’d stayed stunned long enough to get out and get myself here. Then the mad had hit me like a load of bricks.

      I decided I would hike out tomorrow and pay Mrs. Dawson for the rest of the winter. It would be nice to be snowed in until spring.

      I had electricity out here so it wasn’t like it would be a hardship. And I had my computer if I found myself so inclined to write my memoirs or some such. I also had a stack of novels by my favorite authors I’d brought with me.

      Yes. I would stay here through the winter. Mrs. Dawson had warned me that if I was still here when the first big storm came through, I’d probably be here for the duration.

      I’d promised to let her know what I decided.

      “If I don’t hear from you,” she’d said. “I’ll assume you decided to stay and you can pay up in the spring.”

      Very kind of her, but I didn’t like owing anyone. Besides, I could use some more supplies while I was in town. Some more coke and popcorn. Maybe some frozen pizzas. There was a little store not far down from Mrs. Dawson’s house. That’s what I would do.

      I let my mind go blank as I stared at the crackling fire. It was best to clear out the cobwebs. Dust away the old and start fresh.

      At first I thought I imagined it.

      Thought I was having a flashback.

      Had to be a flashback, I reasoned.

      There were no airplanes out here.

      Something else I had to work through. They wanted me to go to group therapy. Not happening. I could take a winter and work it out myself. That’s what all the old guys did. They didn’t sit around in a circle and talk. They worked it out themselves.

      That’s what I was going to do. Work it out myself.

      That’s what part of the thinking was all about.

      But the roar was getting louder.

      This was not a flashback.

      I got up and went to the door of my cabin.

      I saw nothing, of course, in the darkness.

      Just the glow of the moonlight reflecting off a distant mountainside.

      I felt the airplane as it flew low over my cabin.

      Then I felt the air shake as it slammed against the ground.

      If I had to bet. No one was walking out of that crash alive.

      But no point in betting against myself.

      I grabbed my coat and two big flashlights, and took off toward the sound of the crash.

      I hadn’t gotten far when a gangly black dog met me coming from the plane crash.

      He sat down on his haunches. Barked once, then got up and headed back the way he had come.

      He wanted me to follow him.

      The dog was like Lassie.

      And he led me right to the sight of the crash. I used both my flashlights, military grade, to quickly cover the distance.

      If I had bet on myself, I would have lost.

      Not only had the dog survived, but there was a girl sitting on the ground staring blankly at nothing.

      Pieces of what was left of the airplane was behind her.

      As I neared her, I could see that she was wearing a uniform.

      She looked up at me with big dazed eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes.” Then shook her head. “No.” She took a deep breath like she had been holding her breath. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Can you stand?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      I held out a hand, but she just lowered her head, burying it against the dog’s fur.
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      My ears were ringing and I was in a daze.

      The dog had barked at me until I had come to and crawled out of the airplane into the darkness.

      In the pitch dark, I smelled jet fuel and heat. Tasted something metallic in my mouth. My forehead was damp and sticky with what I had a sick feeling was blood. My blood.

      The dog had run off, but he was back now. With someone in tow. Someone with flashlights.

      The man spoke to me. Asked if I was okay.

      I did not know how to answer him.

      “Is there anyone else?” he asked.

      He kept asking me questions. I could barely hear him. Could barely think.

      When the dog sat down beside me, I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my face in his fur. He was vaguely familiar. Enough so that I found comfort in him.

      The man left for a minute… a few minutes… I don’t know how long. Then he came back and knelt next to me.

      “Where is the pilot?” he asked. His voice was gentle now. Maybe the ringing in my ears was not quite so bad as it was.

      I shook my head. The dog licked my face.

      “Is anything broken?” the man asked.

      Broken. Was it? I did a mental check of my arms and feet. I felt like hell, but I didn’t think anything was broken. I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Good,” he said. “Do you mind if I check? Just to be sure?”

      I released my hold on the dog and shook my head again. The man set the flashlights on the ground on either side of me and started with my right hand, gently touching each of my fingers.

      He spoke gently as he went. I tried to pay attention, but I only caught parts of what he was saying.

      “I’m trained as a field paramedic,” he said, moving his hands up my arm to my shoulders and down to my other hand.

      Then he checked my ankles and moved up each leg. He moved quickly and competently. It was clear that he was practiced at this.

      “Do you know where the pilot is?” he asked again as he put a hand beneath my chin and looked into my eyes.

      Pilot? I glanced over at the wreckage of what had once been an airplane. I had been in a crash.

      An image of the flashing screens and system alarms going off in the cockpit flashed in my head, but I quickly buried them away.

      The dog barked once.

      “Is this your dog?”

      I glanced over at the gangly black lab sitting protectively next to me.

      “Yes,” I said. But the startling truth was I honestly did not know. I felt like the world was swirling around me and I couldn’t get my footing.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, ripping off the hem of his shirt and wrapping it around my head. His touch was gentle, but confident.

      I did not know this man. But I trusted him.

      My name. I wanted to answer. My thoughts were too scattered. I couldn’t focus enough to think.

      “I don’t know.” I looked at the man now, searching for something that I could lock onto.

      His eyes were kind in a handsome face. He had not shaven for a couple of days, but handsome nonetheless.

      But I still did not know him.

      I jumped when a piece of metal fell in the plane wreckage.

      “We need to move,” he said. Without waiting another second, he swooped me up and carried me several yards away from the plane, the dog at our heels.

      The explosion shook the earth as the plane burst into flames.

      My heart was racing and my breath was coming too fast.

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      I could feel the heat coming off the burning wreckage. I couldn’t catch my breath.

      He placed his palm on my chest beneath my neck. “It’s okay,” he said, again, shifting so that all I saw was his gaze on mine.

      “Breathe with me,” he said, taking a long slow breath.

      I did. I stumbled with it at first, but then I mirrored his breathing and felt a little more in control.

      “I need to get you back to my cabin,” he said, lightly touching my forehead. “You bumped your head. I need to get you cleaned up so
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