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CHAPTER 1

“I don’t use my crystals to talk to dead people.”

“I bet you know someone who does.” Mara spoke into the innards of the open cell phone casing without looking up at her mother. “I don’t understand your hang-up. If it makes Buddy feel more secure, what’s the big deal?”

“You’re feeding his delusions by keeping that old thing working. Buddy needs to accept he can’t call his father anymore,” Diana said from behind the wheel of the Toyota RAV4. “The man’s been dead for three years.”

They barreled down the ramp to Interstate 205, descending from urban sprawl onto the forest-bound highway. Mist speckled the windshield. Diana flipped on the wipers, maneuvered into the left lane and pressed the accelerator. They sped north to Portland International Airport.

Mara glared out the corner of her eye. Parking her car at the airport would have been a small price to pay for a less convoluted commute from Oregon City. Apart from leaving late, her mother had insisted on making a short detour south to West Linn to pick up Dramamine at a friend’s pharmacy. To make matters worse, her former schoolmate Buddy had called in a panic last night saying his phone had died, so he took the bus out from southeast Portland before the sun came up so Mara could look at it. What should have been a simple trip to the airport had become an obstacle course.

Mara reached up, flicked a little aquamarine crystal dangling from the rearview mirror. “We all have our quirks. Don’t you think it’s the pot calling the kettle black, questioning Buddy’s belief system?” Holding tweezers used to wrangle loose wires, she pantomimed air quotes around “belief system,” mocking her mother’s oft-used phrase.

“There’s a difference between a belief system and a delusion. Talking to your dead father on an obsolete phone is not a belief system. It’s unhealthy.”

Mara exhaled, rolled her eyes and leaned her head toward the back of the vehicle. “Hey, Buddy.”

He pulled out an earbud. “Huh?”

“Tell my mom where your dad is.”

“Dad is dead,” Buddy said, looking at Diana.

“Are you ever going to see him again?” Mara asked.

“Only if I am good and I go to heaven.” He reinserted the earbud. 

Mara raised an eyebrow at her mother. “Sounds like a ‘belief system’ to me.” More air quotes. She looked back down at her work.

“Whatever you call it, at some point he’s going to have to face reality. You can’t keep that phone working forever. You’ve been fixing it, what, more than a year?”

“About five years, since middle school. His dad gave it to him for his eleventh birthday. A bunch of bullies who used to pick on him because of his learning disability had smashed it into the sidewalk. I put it back together and have been keeping it going since.”

The phone had been old and used when Buddy first got it. Mara had long ago replaced the internal components with those from a more modern device. The original phone would not have worked on present-day cellular networks—its outdated technology could not have picked up and processed a signal. All that remained of the original was the oversize plastic casing featuring a hinged plate that covered the keys and folded out when a caller spoke into it. It even had one of those nubby antennae on top. The challenge had always been keeping the smaller modern components connected and integrated with the larger device’s external features and buttons.

“Bridge,” Diana said.

Mara took a deep breath as they crossed the Willamette River on a modern, featureless span that sloped slightly toward the lower bank on the north side. The interstate crossing, elevated high above the river, provided stunning views of Northwest greenery flanking the water, but the structure itself was generic, unremarkable compared to the smaller Oregon City Bridge, visible to the east, or any of the more ornate and historic bridges in Portland. Given there was no traffic, the crossing took about a minute.

Mara exhaled and continued working without looking up.

Five minutes later as they approached an overpass, Buddy yanked an earbud free and said, “Bridge! Hah, I got one.”

Diana looked into the rearview. “That’s an overpass, Bud. And we’re not even on it.”

“I thought it was a game, like blue car, red car,” he said.

“No, Mara doesn’t like bridges. So I give her a heads-up.”

“What’s wrong with bridges, Mara? There are lots around here.”

“It’s not the bridges, Bud. It’s the water under them I don’t like,” Mara said, poking her tongue between her teeth, concentrating on her work, twisting her wrist, trying to get a better angle on an unruly lead.

*

After being herded through zigzagging queues on a pasture of blue-and-teal industrial carpet, Mara felt a twinge of accomplishment when she stepped through the metal detector and set off no alarms. She heard only the clatter of belongings tossed into plastic bins, slid onto conveyor belts and fed into the scanning machine amid the drone of flight announcements. All that faded into the background when a baggage-screening agent crooked a finger at her.

Mara pointed at herself inquiring if she was the target of the finger. The agent, a large woman wearing a bright blue shirt and a Maggie name tag, nodded.

“Step over here, ma’am. Can I see your ID?”

Mara dodged a briefcase heaved into her path by the huffing mountain of a businessman ahead of her in line and padded around the end of the baggage-screening station in her stocking feet.

Maggie, the agent, handed Mara her shoes, yanked her roller bag from the conveyor and slung it onto what looked like a metal autopsy table. Mara held her shoes against her side with her left arm and held out her driver’s license using her right.

Maggie raised a finger as she pulled a vibrating phone from her shirt pocket.

“Bring me a Cinnabon, and I want one of those things of extra icing,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at Mara. “Gotta go.” She unzipped the main compartment flap on the side of the suitcase and flipped it open.

“What have we got here?” She reached into the bag, heaved an oblong brown crystal into the air and pointed it at Mara.

Mara rolled her eyes. “Ironically it’s a cinnamon stone, a garnet. Sort of a metaphysical insurance policy. It’s supposed to protect travelers from harm,” she said, deadpan. The rock looked more weaponized than magical, especially under the glare of airport security. “My New Age mother put it in my bag.”

“I see. Maybe a little Dramamine would have been a better choice.” Maggie snorted to herself.

“We stopped off for some of that as well. Mom likes to cover all the bases.”

“Where you headed, Miss Lantern?”

“Down to San Francisco to visit my father for a few days.”

“I see. Unfortunately this is a little too big and sharp for carry-on. You’ll need to check your bag or leave it with me. Tell your mom to try something smaller and less pointy next time.”

Mara glanced at the time on her phone. “You can keep it. I’ll pick it up when I come home.”

“Jeez, I hate taking your good luck charm, especially one from your mom.” Maggie handed Mara a flyer with instructions on how to retrieve the rock upon her return, zipped up the bag and set it on the floor.

* * *

The departure screen suspended from the ceiling above the bank of seats in front of Gate B2 indicated Flight 559 to San Francisco was running half an hour late. Relaxing a bit, Mara rubbed her neck and looked down. The gate area still had plenty of empty seats. No ticket agent stood behind the podium next to the closed door to the jet bridge.

A sour expression from across the room caught her eye. Doing a double take, she recognized Mr. Ping, the owner of the ceramic shop—which was next door to where she worked, a small gadget and bike repair shop on Woodstock Boulevard in southeast Portland. He glared at her. He always glared at her, as if he had only one expression.

Bruce, her employer’s grandson and the repair shop’s bicycle mechanic, calls him Wo Fat, after a Chinese villain on Hawaii Five-0. Probably not politically correct. However, Ping is Chinese American, and he is fat. His villainy, thus far, is limited to wrongly accusing Mara of causing power outages in his ceramic shop. Though she is certain she could resolve the issue, he refuses to allow her access to his shop to investigate. He prefers to lodge complaints with whatever authorities will listen—the city, the power company, even a local state legislator.

“Going to San Francisco, Mr. Ping?”

“It appears so.” He got halfway through an eye roll when he noticed the plane pulling up to the gate. “Excuse me,” he said, walking toward the men’s restroom across the terminal walkway. A few feet away, he stopped, turned and said, “Please don’t plug in anything on the plane. I’d prefer not to have any midflight outages. Would that be too much to ask?”

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Ten rows from the back of the plane, Mara took the aisle seat next to an older woman who was reading in the middle seat with her grandson sitting next to the window. The kid, who looked to be seven or eight, squirmed while alternating between staring out at baggage handlers on the ground and playing with a mobile game console. Grandma was stylish, with short-cropped silver hair, high cheekbones and a trim figure. She did not look comfortable dealing with children, leaning away from the boy, watching him from the corner of her eye. Mara guessed she had married into a family later in life.

Just as the flight attendants shut the plane doors and began their safety demonstrations, the boy announced his game console was dead. Grandma looked panic-stricken.

“You want me to take a look?” Mara asked.

“I said it’s not working,” the kid said.

“I know. Maybe I can fix it. It’s what I do. I work at a gadget repair shop.”

He looked dubious. The girls-don’t-fix-stuff look.

“Let her look at it, Jeremy.”

He reached across his grandmother, handing it directly to Mara.

“Thanks. I’m Mara.” She shook hands with grandma. Jeremy had already turned away to watch the tarmac roll by.

“Sarah Gamble. Not that I don’t appreciate the help, but you don’t look old enough to be an engineer.”

“Engineer would be overstating it a bit. I’m more of a gadget mechanic, I guess.”

Mara turned over the game console and fished a key ring out of her jeans pocket. It held a couple minitools including a Phillips head screwdriver. Probably as illegal as oversize crystals as far as airport security is concerned but handy nonetheless. Once the back panel was off, she found and fixed loose fittings connecting the console’s rechargeable battery to the rest of the mechanism in a couple minutes, a common problem with this brand of Korean console. She worked on dozens of these back when they were the hot new thing. She closed up the back, slid the Power switch and the device announced itself with a high tone that drew the boy’s attention.

“Hey, you fixed it! Thanks!” The boy reached for the console, but the accelerating plane pressed him back into his seat before he could grab it. Mara handed it to his grandmother who passed it along.

Mara smiled, sat back and closed her eyes. What a geek.

She snoozed.

* * *

Her eyes snapped open in a tunnel of spinning lights. Blue-and-black bands strafed the passenger cabin. Vertigo swept over her as the plane slid upward into what felt like an unseen maw. A wave of gasps and cries rippled from the front of the plane. Something tussled around up there; Mara could sense movement and feel thumps in the floor.

“Please remain seated with your seat belts fastened. The plane is still ascending. The seat belt sign is still on. Please remain seated.” False composure from the flight attendant.

The plane dropped into a pocket of calm air, lifting people above their seats as far as their seat belts would allow. Passengers gasped in unison. Some cried out. Others flailed, looking around for help.

Panic took flight.

Mara leaned into the aisle for a better look. There was nothing to see but silhouettes of heads and shoulders also stretching for a better view. She leaned forward to look above the headrest in front of her, but gravity and the slope of the climbing plane pulled her back. Giving in, she fell deeper into her seat.

A scream sliced through the cabin. Distinct from the spreading sounds of hysteria, it was less primal. More hate or anger than fear.

Mara unhooked her seat belt and stood up, too fast. The unnatural angle of the ascent, the pitching and yawing of the plane, and the gyrating blue-black strobes disoriented her. The vertigo was worse up here. Her stomach dropped. Her mouth went dry; her brow grew damp. Despite the pounding at her temple, she tried to stay detached, observant, her mind-set whenever she had a technical issue to resolve.

She could not get her bearings and found it difficult to focus on one point. The spinning light passed through passengers and seats, creating a living, moving X-ray, transforming everything to transparent shadows. Mara could see through everything and everyone. The source, whatever it was, alternately emitted bursts of blue-and-black light intensifying the strobing effect.

Trying to focus, she widened her eyes.

She saw double.

Two of everything and everyone overlapped. One version darker, more opaque. The other, more transparent, slightly misaligned, out of sync. Everything still strafed by, light and dark, blue and black.

She held out her hand to steady herself and froze. Wiggling the fingers of her right hand in front of her face, she could see only one hand. She looked down. There were two Sarahs and two Jeremys next to her empty seat, but she saw only one hand.

There was two of everything on the plane, except her.

“Unreal,” she said. She waved at her seatmates. “Can you see me?”

One of the Sarahs leaned over to wrap an arm around her grandson.

“Of course, dear,” Sarah said. “Please have a seat.”

The transparent version of everything wheeled farther out of sync, sliding apart from the darker reality, deviating more, rotating on a different axis. Mara teetered over the aisle, turned toward the front of the plane, trying to get her balance.

Streaks of light washed through the man sitting across the aisle. Blue-and-black flashes revealed two versions of him. The darker one was normal. The other had scales, gill slits opening and closing on his neck, breathing like a reptile. His features alternated—man, reptile; man, reptile—keeping the beat of the blue-black strobes careening through the cabin.

His head twitched toward Mara. She froze.

Blue irises turned to yellow then disappeared behind lids that slid from the corners of his eyes. A long split tongue flicked at her.

She gagged and grabbed for the headrest in front of her. Her hand passed through it, and she fell into the aisle, closer to the lizard man. She landed facing the front of the plane where she saw blue flashing feet running toward her head. Desperate to get out of the way and to put space between her and the creature across the aisle, she grabbed a hand rest and pulled herself up into her seat. She took a deep breath, hazarded a look across the aisle.

Blankly the man stared back. No scales, no gills and thankfully no yellow eyes.

Running down the transparent version of the aisle—at a tangent from the solid one—a transparent teenage boy, with mussed red hair and a flushed face, staggered, bouncing side to side, holding onto seatbacks to offset the incline of the plane.

Passengers—some intermittently with horns, fangs, snouts and fur—leaned away from him as he lunged toward the back of the plane.

He looked terrified, running for his life. As he approached, he locked eyes with Mara. His widened, and nothing yanked him off his feet.

Something pulled the boy from the back. Mara just could not see it.

He landed on his butt in the middle of the aisle three feet from her. Sitting on the floor with his legs in front of him and his back to the front of the plane, he slid backward, up the aisle against the incline of the still-climbing plane. Something unseen pulled the waist of his pants. Even though Mara could see through him, she could not see what had a hold of him.

In his right hand, he clutched what looked like a swirling ball of blue mercury emitting bursts of light throughout the passenger cabin.

After being dragged four rows, he grabbed a seat leg with his left hand. The pulling at his waist stopped. He sighed and relaxed. After a minute, the pulling started again, this time at his shirt collar. He rolled onto his side and the front of his shirt bunched up at his throat, constricting his breathing. He gagged as his face reddened.

Mara took a few steps toward him, taking care not to touch any of the creatures that appeared and disappeared in the flashes of light. When she got close enough, she squinted into the light and said, “Are you okay?”

Through gritted teeth the boy said, “Do I look okay to you?” His grip was slipping. “Don’t just stand there. Help me!”

Mara assessed the situation and said, “Stop fighting it. Let go of the seat and lift your arms.”

He flung his arms above his head as if surrendering.

The shirt slid over his head and flew down the aisle, into the ongoing commotion in the forward cabin. As he stood up, he held out the glowing ball and shook it. Light spun more violently; images careened farther out of sync.

“Come on, come on,” he said to the light. “Get me outta here!”

He solidified.

“Hey, I can’t see through you anymore.” Mara tapped him on the shoulder, checking his concreteness. He looked to be about fourteen years old. She looked around. No more double vision. Everything had realigned.

“Uh-oh, I’m running out of plane,” he said, ignoring Mara, looking up and down the aisle. He shoved her into her row and bolted past to the back of the plane.

“Hey!” She went after him. “What’s going on?”

Making her way to the rear of the plane, she heard footsteps pounding behind her, someone following her.

“Please take your seat. Please step out of the aisle.”

Finally a flight attendant.

A scream, almost in her ear. “Give it back, or I swear I will kill you.”

The boy stopped. He stood next to the restroom, his shoulders pressed to the wall. Tensed, he looked past Mara.

“I’m not giving it back,” he said, tears in his eyes. He pressed his lips together to keep them from trembling.

Mara turned around.

And saw herself.

No double vision. This Mara was just as solid as, well, Mara. But different. Same brown hair, slightly different cut. Same green eyes, but with eyeliner and eye shadow. The duplicate wore a nicely fitted maroon leather jacket over a silk shirt and a tight pencil skirt, none of which this Mara would be caught dead in. Not exactly gadget-monkey attire.

“You’re in my way,” the duplicate said.

Mara gaped at her double. It took a little turbulence to draw her out of her bewildered silence. “Who are you?”

“I don’t have time for this,” the duplicate said, looking past her. “Sam, just give it back. This is your last chance.”

“You want that light he has, don’t you?” Mara asked.

“Mind your own business,” the duplicate said. “Step out of the way or you might get hurt.” She made no move to get physical.

“Is that a threat?”

“I don’t make threats,” she said, pointing at Mara and swinging her arm to the left toward the emergency exit door.

Mara was flung into the air, following the path of her counterpart’s arm, striking the door with her head and crumpling to the ground.

The duplicate stepped to the back of the plane. The boy crouched on the floor, curling his body around the blue light and said, “No.”

She grabbed a handful of hair, bent back his head and through clenched teeth said, “This is your last chance.” She pried his fingers from the ball of light and pulled it away. He looked up, saw Mara approaching from behind, and his entire body stiffened.

“No! Don’t touch her!” he yelled as Mara grabbed her duplicate’s shoulders.

Everything exploded into crystal shards of brilliant blue that cascaded into darkness…and silence.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

On her way back to the Broughton Beach boat ramp to get her car, Stephanie Jensen jogged in place on Marine Drive Trail next to the Columbia River, waiting for her husband, Paul, to catch up. After spending a few minutes staring at the State of Washington on the other side of the water, inhaling the cool early autumn air, her attention turned to an airplane approaching over the river.

Portland’s airport sat on the other side of the trail. Seeing jetliners over the river was commonplace. Even though some people thought they intruded on the natural beauty of the area, Stephanie loved watching them come in.

She sensed the plane’s trajectory was off, that it headed toward the river, not the airport. It always looked that way when she stood under the flight path like this.

She stretched, reaching down to her toes. When she switched to working her shoulders by lifting her arms, she looked up again.

The airplane was much closer.

As she watched, it split into two separate overlapping planes, one translucent, the other more opaque, stacked on top of each other. It looked as if one intended to plow into the river while the other tried to gain altitude and avoid its counterpart’s fate.

She shook her head and rubbed her eyes.

Better. Just one plane, but it was awfully low.

Her husband jogged up.

“Paul, look at the plane,” she said, pointing west. “It doesn’t look like it’s going to make it to the airport.”

“It’s impossible to tell from this vantage point. I mean we are practically on the runway here, and the jets are always lining up with the river as they come in,” he said, holding his hand over his brow to get a better look. “It does look low, though.”

They watched for another minute, waiting for the plane to adjust its heading toward the airport.

It continued to descend, perfectly aligned with the center of the river.

The couple stood frozen, until they heard the scream of the engines.

“Call 9-1-1!” Paul yelled.

Stephanie raised a phone to her ear, but Paul could no longer hear her voice over the roar.

The plane, whipping up spray that arced toward both banks, hurled past them only ten feet above the water. As it passed, Paul saw a gaping hole near the tail. His head turned as he tracked it until the nose of the plane collided with the current and dived underwater. The tail of the plane maintained its momentum, continued barreling forward, somersaulting over the front, landing upside down on the river.

By the time water thrown into the air had splashed down, the roar was gone. The engines had broken off and sunk, taking most of the wings with them.

*

The belly of the airplane floated above the waterline as it listed toward the far bank. At the same time, the current pushed it back the way it had come, past Stephanie and Paul. They watched helpless as sirens filled the air around them. People began to gather on both sides of the river.

“Do you think anyone survived?” Stephanie asked.

“I don’t see how,” Paul said. “I think we should get back to the car and go home. It might be hard to get out of here once the rescue-and-recovery people arrive, and we’ll just be in the way.”

They wrapped arms around each other and headed to their car.

When they arrived at the end of the path and began to cross the parking lot toward their car, a little girl with a brown ponytail called to them. She stood next to the ramp where the parking lot sloped into the river allowing boats to be backed into the water. “Hey, there’s a girl here. It looks like she fainted or something.”

Paul jogged over and crouched next to the young woman lying in the middle of the ramp less than two feet from the water. She appeared to be in her late teens. Something had charred her green polo and turned the legs of her jeans to tatters, but she was dry. A nasty gash oozed along the side of her head into her brown hairline. He touched her neck, felt a pulse. Her chest rose and fell.

He looked up to see if anyone nearby could help. Two docks flanked the ramp. The one on the left extended out into the river and wrapped around several floating aluminum structures, probably used to house or maintain boats. On the right, a shorter dock jutted straight into the river. Both were devoid of traffic or people.

A noise drew his attention to the wooden wall running parallel to the straight dock. Waves from the airplane’s splashdown crashed against it. Water lapped higher up the ramp but not far enough to reach the injured teenager.

In her right hand, she held a jeweled three-inch copper medallion. At first Paul thought it was a disk or DVD, but it was too small, and much too thick and heavy. He took it from her hand and tucked it into the pocket of her jeans.

“Did she fall out of that plane, mister?” the little girl asked.

“No, she wasn’t on that plane. Look how dry she is, and I don’t think anyone on that plane—”

“Honey,” Stephanie interrupted. “I don’t think we need to worry this young lady about the plane.”

“You think all the people on the plane died, don’t you?” the girl said.

Paul looked to his wife for help.

“You’re wrong. They didn’t all die,” the girl said, as her gaze followed Paul’s to Stephanie.

“Why do you say that?”

“Look out there.” The little girl pointed to the river.

Stephanie heard a splash and turned. She saw a head bobbing in the water.

Then an arm rose up out of the water and waved above the head. 

“Help!”

More splashing. More shouts. More bobbing heads and waving arms.

There were dozens of them.

 

 


CHAPTER 4

Mara felt something pressing down on her chest. Her eyes felt glued shut, unwilling or unable to open, even though she sent the correct signals from her brain. She mustered up the will and tried again.

A brown crystal sat on her chest.

She lay in a bed, covered to her neck, with a cinnamon stone sitting on her chest. It was heavy enough to feel, but not so heavy as to hamper breathing. She shifted her field of vision past the rock and focused on green eyes almost identical to her own, but accented by crow’s feet and concern.

“Mom?”

“Hey, honey. You’re awake,” Diana said. She stood up at the end of the bed. “Can I get you something?” She pushed a button on the wall.

“Get—”

“Yes?”

“Get this rock off me.”

Diana moved to the raised head of the bed, grabbed the crystal and put it on the nightstand to Mara’s left. Diana reached over and brushed hair from Mara’s forehead. “Hey there, how are you feeling?”

“Where am I? What happened?” Mara felt like she was talking through a tunnel into an unfamiliar beige room. She was in bed, but not her bed. This one featured a metal railing looming above the mattress on the right side. A curtain hung beyond the railing. A television set floated in the air above the room.

“You’re in the hospital. Don’t you remember what happened?”

“I was on the flight to San Francisco to see Dad.…”

A middle-aged nurse wearing a yellow smock walked in and smiled. She thrust a knobby hand toward Mara’s face, sticking a digital thermometer into her mouth. After a few seconds, the nurse plucked it out and lifted her black eyeglasses to see the results.

“Do you have a headache? Are you dizzy?” the nurse said.

“No. I’m a little confused.”

“That’s to be expected,” she said, bending over Mara and pulling her right eyelid up with a thumb. The nurse flashed a penlight into Mara’s eyeball, did the same with the left eye, straightened and held up three fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”

“Three,” Mara said, squinting.

“Excellent. The doctor should be around to see you later this afternoon. You can drink some water if you’re thirsty,” she said. “You’ll have to wait for the doctor to give the okay before you can eat solids.” She smiled again, turned and walked out the door.

“Very efficient. Not very holistic, but to the point, I guess,” Diana said. “I put a small amethyst under your pillow. I hope that doesn’t get you bent out of shape.”

“The cinnamon stone, how’d it get here?”

“A woman named Maggie saw your name in the newspaper and brought it by a little while ago. Said she was sorry she took it from you.” Diana fussed with the covers. “You should have checked the bag. It would have made the flight.”

“A magic stone couldn’t fix the plane, Mom.” Concentrating was taking an effort.

“So you remember the crash?”

“It crashed? I thought, I assumed it landed.” Her tongue stuck to her lips and the inside of her mouth.

Diana grabbed a plastic cup from the nightstand and held it to her.

“No, Mara, the plane crashed into the Columbia River when it tried to make an emergency landing.”

Mara coughed. “All those people. How many?”

“Everyone survived. Every one of them either swam to the bank or was fished out of the river. No one died. They’re calling it a miracle. No one was seriously hurt. You are the only one still in the hospital.”

Mara shuddered, felt panic rising. Her eyes fluttered, threatened to roll into the back of her head. She envisioned drowning, not able to help herself, the current pushing her under. She held her breath, closed her eyes, trying—but hoping she failed—to remember what happened. Nothing. She could recall nothing, especially being in water.

The fear drained her. Her eyelids drooped.

“Who pulled me out of the river?” She pushed back against the drowsiness.

“The EMTs said a couple joggers found you on a boat ramp, of all things. They said you had already dried out before they got to you, but you had a nasty blow to the head.”

“I wonder how I got there.”

“I don’t know. I’m just glad you did,” she said, patting Mara’s leg.

“How long have I been here, Mom?”

“Four days. Today’s Thursday. They kept you sedated to make sure you were all right. You got a good knock on the head,” she said. “I think you better get some rest. We can talk again later.”

Mara was already asleep.

* * *

The following morning, Mara awoke with a start. She sat up in bed, getting her bearings. She was in the hospital.

The curtain had been pulled back to reveal a second bed next to Mara’s. Beyond the unoccupied bed, bands of daylight streamed through vertical blinds in a narrow window that ran the height of the room. A bouquet of pink lilies sat on a table in the corner. Not so beige here today.

Mara turned to the nightstand. The crystal was there, the one from the security screener at the airport. Mara touched her left temple; her hand snapped back as it touched a tender spot. Rotating her head to detect any wooziness, she decided she was good to go.

As she got out of bed, her mother walked into the room.

“Where do you think you’re going?” As the industrial-size door hissed closed behind her, Diana ran a finger over her right ear, pushing her graying brown hair behind it, a gesture she always did when preparing for a confrontation. Despite her Birkenstocks and burlap Earth Mother exterior, she was no pushover.

“There was a plane crash?” Mara asked. “Everyone survived?”

“Yes, now get back in bed.”

She crawled back under the covers. “That’s hard to believe. A plane crashes into the river and everyone survives,” she said. “Did the pilot land it on the water like the one in New York a few years ago?”

“No, Mara. The plane was destroyed. It was not a smooth glide onto the water,” Diana said, clipping her words in the way she did when she didn’t want to talk about something.

“Your father was here for a couple days to check on you. He had to go back for a patient yesterday morning, but he put your doctors through the wringer, did his own examination and asked that you call when you are up and about.”

“I bet he did. Have you heard from Bruce or Mr. Mason? I hope everything is okay at the shop.”

“The shop is fine. Bruce called to see how you were. He and his grandfather sent you those flowers. Remember, you were going out of town, so everyone planned for you to be gone anyway. Nothing to worry about.”

Diana sat in a chair on the side of the bed, opened a magazine.

“So what caused the crash?” Mara asked.

Diana didn’t answer immediately; obviously she debated whether to discuss the accident. “I don’t think they know yet. They are still investigating.”

“Did something happen in the back of the plane?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like an explosion.”

“Do you remember an explosion in the back of the plane?” Diana put down her magazine.

“Was there one?”

“The news said witnesses saw a big hole in the back of the plane. What do you remember?”

“The flight had just taken off,” Mara said. “There was something going on in the cabin, strange lights. And I saw this boy. Someone was chasing him. He had something she wanted.”

“Someone was chasing him in the plane?” Diana said. “Who was chasing him?

“I was.”

“You were what, chasing the boy? Why would you do that?”

“It wasn’t me. It was someone who looked like me.”

“Someone who looked like you was chasing a boy.”

“I ran after him, to the back of the plane.”

“You mean the person who looked like you did, right?”

“No, we both did. She was trying to get something from him.”

“Him, who?”

“The boy, Sam. That was his name.”

“Okay, what was she trying to get from him?”

“It was a blue ball of light. That was all I could see,” Mara said. “I followed him to the back of the plane, and she came after us.”

“And then what happened?

“She knocked me out of the way and grabbed the light from Sam. I tried to stop her.”

“And then?”

“Something exploded. I blacked out after that.”

“Hmm… Maybe you should sleep on that.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“It’s not that, sweetheart. After a couple days, you might be able to sort it out. Maybe you had a dream that got mixed up with your memories. I’d meditate on it.”

“You would.”

“Maybe this will help your memory.” Diana walked to the nightstand and opened a drawer. “I found this in your pocket after they brought you into the emergency room.”

She lifted a charred copper medallion that filled her palm. The face of it featured a central pyramid-shaped jewel, a dark orange crystal, surrounded by four large crystals alternating with four smaller ones. All but the central stone and one of the larger ones encircling it were black, appeared burned. The unharmed crystal was sea blue. Though the object was blackened with soot, etched details stood out from its copper face.

It featured three concentric circles. The smaller central one held only the orange crystal. The second circle was divided into quarters. Each quarter featured a different glyph of five parallel lines. The outermost circle contained four pairs of icons that bracketed the larger crystals along the periphery of the medallion. The symbols looked unfamiliar, unlike any other writing or drawings Mara had seen before.

“Where did you get it?”

“I have no idea. I’ve never seen it before,” she said. She reached for it. “Are you sure they didn’t mix up my stuff with someone else’s?”

“They just bagged up your jeans in the emergency room, and this was in the pocket. I took it out myself. The jeans were definitely yours. The other pockets had your keys and phone in them.”

Mara shrugged. “No clue.”

She flipped it over. It had heft, clearly solid metal and mineral. The back had no ornamentation other than a groove along the circumference inset about an eighth of an inch. She tried to rotate the inner circle of the backing with her fingertips, like removing the back of a watch. It didn’t turn.

“What are you trying to do?”

“Open it.”

“Mara, you don’t have to disassemble it right now.”

“Won’t open anyway.”

“It’s quite a remarkable piece. It feels powerful to me. That center crystal is a sunstone, I’m sure. Oregon’s state gemstone, you know.”

“I wonder what power the legislature gave it. Probably the ability to ward off migrating Californians.” She handed it back to her mother.

“I see your snarkiness remains intact. What are you going to do with it?”

“What I do with everything, I guess. Fix it up, put it on a shelf at the shop and see if anyone turns up to claim it.”

Diana placed it back in the drawer, returned to her seat and her magazine.

“Great. So when do I get out of here?” Mara asked.

“Let’s let the doctors decide that. Why don’t you just relax and get some rest?”

“How about a couple newspapers to read? I can catch up on what happened, save you the trouble.”

“I don’t want you to get upset,” Diana said.

“What’s to get upset about? You said everyone survived. It was a miracle.”

Eventually her mother relented and went down to the hospital gift shop to buy newspapers. She returned with editions from the past three days, all with screaming headlines and large photographs of airplane wreckage.

As her mother handed them to her, Mara’s eye caught the image of a crane on a barge pulling the main fuselage of the plane out of the river. Her breath caught. She casually placed the stack on her lap.

“I’ve got a few errands to run, so I’ll leave you to read for a bit,” Diana said.

“Haven’t you forgotten something?” Mara asked, eyeing the rock on her nightstand.

“Considering everything, I think you can humor me. That one stays as well as the one under your pillow. The last time you abandoned it, you fell out of the sky. Maybe it’ll keep you from falling out of bed.”

“Whatever.”

“You know, a lot of people come out of experiences like this with a new appreciation of spiritual matters.”

“Or a new appreciation of gravity.”

“Whatever, back at you.” She kissed her daughter’s head and left.

Coverage of the crash filled the newspapers. While the accident remained under investigation by the National Transportation Safety Board, some articles speculated that someone had placed an explosive in the rear of the aircraft. Officials refused to rule out terrorism, but they felt it was unlikely. Volunteers from local religious and service organizations, who had helped recover survivors, marveled at how anyone could have survived such a catastrophic plunge into the river, much less everyone on the flight.

Mara scanned the photographs, some slightly blurry, obviously taken with cell phones: small boats racing to pluck passengers from the water, soaked people wrapped in blankets, airplane parts bobbing in the current and shocked spectators gawking from the banks. That was just the front page.

She flipped inside. Her eyes locked onto the picture of a sodden Mr. Ping, sitting on a park bench next to the river, looking exhausted and confused. The article next to his picture reported the flight was only half full, carrying 121 passengers, all accounted for according to an airline spokesperson.

Mara rustled through the newspaper. “Come on, come on,” she said to herself. After turning a few pages, she folded the paper in half and ran her finger down a list of survivors. She recognized Sarah and Jeremy Gamble, her seatmates, and Mr. Ping. Her finger slid past the rest of the names to the end of the list. She reviewed them several more times then gave up.

There was no Sam on the list.

 


CHAPTER 5

Newly minted Detective Daniel Bohannon squinted into a rare sun break as he drove north on Interstate 205 toward the airport, listening more than talking to his phone’s hands-free speaker.

“I know this sounds like busy work, but I don’t really give a crap if you don’t like it. It’s part of the job. Just do it. You’ll get a chance to do some real detecting soon enough. Besides, it’s Friday. What were you going to accomplish anyway? The NTSB investigator-in-charge, name is George Pirelli, says they need some local help. Probably directions or something,” Lieutenant Mike Simmons said. “Turn south on Northeast Forty-Second Street away from the airport, and you’ll see a big hangar on your left. Ask for George. He’ll tell you what they require. Give me a call or email later with an update and an estimate of how long you’ll be working with them.”

“Not sure what help I’m going to be,” Bohannon said. “It’s not like I’m an aviation expert.”

“They didn’t call us for an aviation expert. They’ve got plenty of those. Just check in with George, see what they want and give it to them.” The lieutenant hung up.

Fifteen minutes later, Bohannon pulled into a tiny gravel parking lot off the side of a large aluminum hangar. While a wall of gray sheet metal blocked the horizon, he sensed it was the narrow side of a structure that extended quite a ways. Access roads ran around the hangar, but there were no signs, so Bohannon wasn’t sure he was in the right place as he got out of the car. A guard in a black tactical SWAT-style uniform carrying an automatic weapon stood between a personnel door and a huge hangar door clearly designed for large vehicles and equipment. He didn’t move but kept his eyes on Bohannon as he approached.

“I’m looking for George Pirelli with the NTSB,” the detective said, holding up his wallet, flashing his badge.

The guard clicked a button on the microphone mounted to his left shoulder. “I’ve got a Daniel Bohannon from the Portland Police Department here to see IIC Pirelli.” He tilted his head to the right, listening to a response in an earpiece.

“Wait here,” the guard said, giving no more information.

Five minutes later, a short, pudgy man of about fifty walked out the smaller door with his hand extended. “Hi, George Pirelli with NTSB. Thanks for coming out to help.”

“Daniel Bohannon. People call me Bo.”

“I’m detecting a drawl there, Bo. You’re not from around here are you?”

“I grew up in Georgia. Moved out here about eight years ago to work for the Portland P.D.”

“Come on in. I’ll show you around and bring you up to speed,” he said, stepping back from the door to allow Bohannon to go in first.

“Not sure how much help I can be.”

“Oh, I think a strapping young man such as yourself will be able to lend us a hand. You play football in school?”

“High school, not college. Bad knee.”

No walls divided the interior of the hangar, making it spacious enough to induce vertigo. Fifty yards in from the door stood the remains of the 757 that had plunged into the Columbia River five days before.

With its landing gear missing, the body of the plane lay on its belly, crumpled on the floor, broken into equal pieces set end-to-end as if someone had hoped to rejoin them. The back half featured a large hole, exposing the interior of the cabin. One wing, in several segments, was arranged perpendicular to the main fuselage, approximately where it used to connect. Engines sat off to the sides, surrounded by piles of parts. Random scraps of metal lay in front of the cockpit, pieces of the puzzle yet to be fitted.

Wires, hydraulic lines and other innards protruded from every wound. The cracked shell of the airliner reminded Bohannon of an egg, much too fragile to be hurling hundreds of miles an hour into the sky. Its torn edges looked like paper and tinfoil, flimsy.

“We’ve recovered a great deal of the plane in a very short time, considering the circumstances. The plane broke up on impact, and the river’s depth and current could have easily made recovery much more difficult. We’ve been lucky to make as much progress as we have,” Pirelli said.

“It’s hard to believe there were no fatalities. Look at that wreck,” Bohannon said. “You’re telling me not a single person was thrown out of that plane? No one was crushed or drowned in the river? The newspapers were spot-on. It was a miracle all right.”

“We try not to speculate too early. Drawing conclusions too soon can lead you down the wrong path. Every crash has its twists and turns. Each is a puzzle in its own right. Sometimes what looks obvious, at first, ends up being wrong later. I’m sure you can relate to that, Detective.”

“Do you guys have any theories about what brought the plane down?”

“Not yet. Obviously there’s a hole in the back of the plane, but we don’t know what caused it. We’ve done some preliminary testing for explosive residue, and we’re checking some samples for metal stress and fatigue.”

“So how can I help?”

“Well, we need help interviewing some of the passengers to figure out what happened before it went down. I’ll give you a quick orientation on what we do and how we do it. Then we’ll partner you up with Special Agent Ethan Suter of the FBI to do the fieldwork. He’s out of San Francisco and has experience working with us on crash investigations. He should be here in about an hour or so. We figure things will move faster having a local cop to help navigate and negotiate, if that becomes necessary,” Pirelli said. “We’ve got a small conference room over here.”

They turned right and followed the wall until they came to a small block of a room tucked into the corner of the hangar. A little round table with four chairs sat in the middle of the room taking up most of the space. Pirelli had to suck in his gut and shimmy sideways to get to the seat on the far side. Bohannon sat across from him, blocking the exit with his wide shoulders.

“Here’s what you need to know. The NTSB’s interest in this investigation is to figure out what caused this crash, whether that was a defect in the aircraft, an explosive device or whatever else might’ve caused it. Then we recommend ways to fix it or avoid it in the future. Understand?”

Bohannon nodded.

“We don’t do criminal investigations. If we conclude a bomb brought down an airplane, the NTSB doesn’t go after the bomber. That’s what the FBI does. Your role here is to help us, the NTSB, find out what caused the crash, not to chase bad guys. Although Special Agent Suter works for the FBI, his role also is to help with the crash investigation, not to conduct a criminal investigation.”

Pirelli shuffled some papers while he spoke, building two neat stacks in front of him.

“You’re largely here to help us get around Portland more efficiently, although I’m sure Suter will appreciate help with the interviews. If at some point the evidence indicates a crime has been committed, the FBI can begin a separate criminal investigation. If they do that, they may keep us in the loop, or they may not. It’s up to them. Their only obligation is to share any information about the cause or potential prevention of the crash. They have no obligation to share anything with you or me about a criminal investigation, if they start one. They may have security concerns that we are not aware of, or they may simply not want to share. It’s their prerogative. Clear?”

“Yes.”

“Now, before Suter gets here, I’ll run you through some of the questions we would like you guys to ask passengers.” Pirelli slid one of his stacks of papers across the table. “This isn’t a survey, more like a list of talking points. Suter will be familiar with them.”

Pirelli spent fifteen minutes going over questions and making sure Bohannon understood the finer details, then excused himself to deal with an issue on the hangar floor. Bohannon reread the list of questions and fidgeted, growing more irritated as the minutes ticked by—irritated about sitting around doing nothing in particular and irritated by the assignment in general.

After an hour, he got up and stomped toward the door.

He heard voices outside.

“We’ve got to find out what’s going on, and we need to find out now,” Pirelli said. “Every time the coroners call family members to give a notification, they’re told they’ve made a mistake. The whole thing is screwed up. I usually have families beating down the doors to get information. On this one, nothing.”

“I’ve got the list. We’ll get started and figure it out,” said someone whose voice Bohannon didn’t recognize.

“Remember, we’ve got to keep this quiet. You need to be circumspect until we’ve got a handle on this.”

“Of course. I’ve got it.”

They approached the door. Bohannon moved back to his seat.

A tall, wiry man with a black buzz cut walked in and reached out a hand. “You must be Detective Bohannon,” he said. “Ethan Suter, FBI. Sorry I’m late. I had to wait for some information to be sent from San Francisco before I could come over.” Despite the almost jovial self-introduction, Suter’s face betrayed an incongruent intensity. His smile said good ole boy; his eyes, predator.

The detective shook the bony hand. “Call me Bo.”

“You ready to get started, Detective?”

 


CHAPTER 6

Bohannon’s duties as chauffeur began immediately. He drove his unmarked Chevy Caprice south to Gresham, a large suburb east of Portland.

“How many interviews are we doing?” he asked.

“There were 121 people on board. George’s folks are handling the crew. About a quarter of the passengers do not live in the Portland area. Luckily the flight was on Monday, so most of them were from here, as opposed to later in the week when more could have been out-of-towners leaving. We’ve got eighty-two people on our list.”

“Does the NTSB or FBI have other teams out doing interviews?”

“No. It’s just us for now. We’ll work our way through the list until we find something or until the NTSB says we’ve done enough.”

“That could take weeks if we go through the entire list.” Bohannon began mentally composing his plea for relief to his lieutenant.

“I doubt we’ll interview all of them. If George thought that was necessary, he’d ask them to come in to talk. Doing it this way allows us to work without drawing a lot of attention, which can slow things down.”

“If he was in a hurry, assigning more people to do interviews would do the trick. I’m sure you guys have the resources. You are the Feds after all.”

“We’re just here to talk to a few people. We want to quietly work through what happened, not draw a lot of attention. Most crashes, with a lot of fatalities, we don’t have that luxury. We just need to work it, calmly, methodically, until we find out what happened.”

Bohannon focused on the two-lane highway, keeping an eye on a knot of traffic ahead while scanning the green road signs to make sure he didn’t miss the exit heading east.

“Before we get there, let’s discuss our approach with these people,” Suter said, turning his face toward the detective but not looking at him. His eyes remained fixed in space beyond the windshield, his gaze locked onto nothing. When his eyes did follow his head, they looked through Bohannon, not at him. “I’ll do all the talking, for now. I need you to observe, see how they respond. Look for tells.”

“Tells?” Bohannon tried to track the FBI man’s eyes, which seemed to move independent of his head.

“You know, indicators that something more is going on. Are they nervous, ticky, uptight? How are their family members responding? Stuff like that.”

*

Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the Blue Spruce Apartments, a winding set of three-story buildings with matte earth-tone siding and alternating exterior stairwells. Bohannon roamed through the maze of parking lots until he located Building E. Assuming apartment 2A would be on the left side of the building, they parked along a nearby curb marked Visitor in stenciled yellow letters and walked up the flight of stairs in front of the apartment they sought.

Suter knocked on the door. They could sense movement inside, a shift of light in the peephole, then a click of a dead bolt and the turn of a knob. A large haggard man of thirty going on fifty stood over them in the doorway, leaning on the frame.

“Are you the investigator that called?” he said.

“Yes. Are you Mark Bartkowski?” Suter asked.

“Yeah. Look, I don’t think she’s gonna be able to talk to you today. She’s a little wound up, and I can’t get her to settle down.”

“You mean your wife, Deborah?”

“Yeah, that’s who you wanted to talk to, right? She was the one on the plane.”

“It would help a great deal if we could talk to her.”

“Look,” he said, stepping out on the landing, closing the door behind him. “Since she got back Monday, after the crash, she’s been a little off. I think the whole experience freaked her out. She’s been eating nonstop, and I mean nonstop. We’ve made three trips to the grocery store this week, filled up the trunk of the car with stuff each time. Also she doesn’t sleep or slow down. She’s always moving, walking, jumping, pounding, breaking things, crawling all over the place. She hasn’t slept since the crash. She’s as strong as an ox too. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Maybe she’s suffering from post-traumatic stress,” Suter said.

“I’ve tried to get her to go to a doctor, but she says nothing’s wrong. When I tried to get her to sit down for a minute, she threw me into the kitchen. Physically lifted me into the air. I weigh like three-twenty, and she tossed me more than twenty feet. You can see the dent in the fridge where I landed,” he said, pulling his T-shirt neckline sideways to reveal a dark bruise on his shoulder and chest.

“Why don’t you let us come in for just a minute? Maybe we can figure out a way to get you some help. Maybe family services or a local clinic could send someone over to take a look?”

“Just a minute.” Looking doubtful and put out, he went back into the apartment, shutting the door behind him.

Suter turned to Bohannon. “Is there some kind of social or mental health services we can get out here? That guy looks like he’s been put through hell.”

“The county or city probably has something, but they aren’t likely to make house calls. It’s more likely the Gresham P.D. would come out here on a domestic abuse call and then take her to be evaluated,” Bohannon said.

“Come in,” said someone from behind the door.

Bohannon looked at Suter, shrugged and pushed open the door. They stepped into a small living room. A well-worn couch and two recliners stood askew from walls adorned with crooked pictures knocked off-kilter by something that left deep gouges in the drywall. Claw marks. Shards of a glass coffee table were heaped into a corner. Books and CDs stacked on their sides teetered precariously on a bookshelf that appeared to have been haphazardly picked up. The television threatened to slide off its damaged stand. Tuffs of shredded carpet littered the floor.

Debbie Bartkowski, a two-hundred-fifty-pound blonde in a flower-print housedress, stood smiling in the hallway off to the side of the room. She raised a two-liter bottle of cola in a toast and took a swig. Her eyes went wide, and she belched, a drawn-out affair that lasted fifteen seconds.

Her husband cringed. “Deb, come sit with us for a minute.” He motioned for Suter and Bohannon to take the recliners.

“You guys are the investigators from the airport?” she said, moving to the couch.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Special Agent Ethan Suter of the FBI, and this is Detective Daniel Bohannon from the Portland Police Department. We’re working with the Flight 559 investigation team. Can we ask you some questions? We’ll try not to take too long.”

“Just one minute. Mark, can you get me those cookies on the counter in the kitchen. I’m starving,” Debbie said, waving to the back of the apartment.

“There aren’t any cookies. You ate those about an hour ago,” he said.

“Well, get me some other cookies,” she said. Her face reddened, and her eyes bulged.

“Honey, there are no more cookies. We’ll get some in a little while after you talk to these gentlemen.” He leaned away from her, almost cringing.

“I’m damn well not going to sit here and STARVE to death,” she screamed, her complexion deepening, veins protruding on her neck and forehead, her breath coming in rasping pants. She jumped to her feet, held her head down like a bull ready to charge. “I’ll go get them myself.”

She bolted for the front door. Mark Bartkowski ran out of the apartment after her. Bohannon and Suter looked at each other, not sure what to do.

“We’re not going to get anything here,” Suter said. “Let’s go see if we can help and then move onto the next passenger. She’s obviously not in a state to provide any reliable information.”

“Agreed,” Bohannon said.

From the landing outside, they saw Mark Bartkowski in the parking lot trying to coax his wife back inside. As the investigators descended the stairs, Debbie Bartkowski wailed, demanding the car keys.

“I’m not letting you drive like this. You’ll kill yourself or someone else,” he said, reaching for her arm.

“No!” she yelled, dodging him.

She sprinted toward the apartment building, cutting across the lawn, heading directly to the side of the building instead of taking the sidewalk toward the stairs leading to her home. Considering her size, Bohannon was amazed at her agility. He cringed and prepared to look away as the woman sped toward the wall, picking up enough speed that she blurred. He began to jog toward the inevitable crash, then stopped.

Debbie Bartkowski reached the wall and went up it. Without pausing, the portly woman, using both hands and feet, crab-walked up the side of the building, leaving a trail of scratches and gouges while kicking up a cloud of dust in her wake. Upon reaching the second-story windows, her toes pried loose a plank of siding. She kicked it aside, sending it flipping in the air toward the parking lot. Seconds later, she stopped above the third-story windows, below the eaves.

“Lord, have mercy,” Bohannon said under his breath.

On the ground, her husband looked up wide-eyed, his mouth hanging open.

Debbie grabbed the edge of the roof with both hands and pushed off the side of the building with her feet, flipping her body onto the top of the apartment building. Her flowery housedress flapped in the wind as she straightened, holding her hands to her side like a gymnast completing a successful dismount.

Her husband cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Honey, please come down from there. We’ll go get something to eat.”

She turned and sprinted along the roofline.

“We need to call the Gresham P.D. and get some help out here,” Bohannon said. He glanced at Suter. He had his gun drawn, tracking the woman on the roof.

“Are you insane?” Bohannon hissed. He reached over and pulled down Suter’s arm. “You can’t shoot an unarmed woman, no matter how crazy she is.”

“She’s going to hurt someone. Someone that strong and unstable should not be running around loose,” he said. His neck twitched several times, jerking his head to the side. A bead of sweat ran along a vein that had popped out on his forehead.

“Put that away,” Bohannon said.

“She’s going to jump!” Mark pointed as his wife launched herself into the air.

Her trajectory took her toward a road that paralleled the building. Her husband turned away, covered his eyes. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”

She held her arms up high, glided seemingly in slow motion, in a controlled and smooth arc.

“God almighty,” Bohannon said.

Debbie’s dress rippled and flapped in the turbulence. The hem caught on a bent knee preventing it from flying over her waist. Her hair waved in the wind, forming a contrail behind her head. In achingly slow motion, her momentum waned, and gravity reasserted itself. She lowered her arms like a plane extending its flaps and pointed the toes of her right foot outward as she alighted on the roof of a parked service van.

It collapsed with a resounding crash, rocking onto its passenger-side tires, threatening to roll over the curb, but settled back down on the street with a second crash. The flattened vehicle swayed on its springs.

The men ran toward the van to help. Debbie, unfazed, vaulted out of the metal crater she had created and sprinted from the apartment
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