
Table of Contents

The Pilot’s Last Flight (Girls love, #56)

Chapter 1 – Turbulence

Chapter 2 – The Investigation

Chapter 3 – Grounded

Chapter 4 – Black Box

Chapter 5 – Layover

Chapter 6 – The Altitude Between Them

Chapter 7 – Emergency Descent

Chapter 8 – Crash Survivors

Chapter 9 – Night Flight

Chapter 10 – Final Approach

Chapter 11 – The Last Flight

Chapter 12 – Safe Landing

Sign up for Gianna Kelly's Mailing List


The Pilot’s Last Flight

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Turbulence
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The storm over Denver looked alive.

From thirty-seven thousand feet, the thunderheads rose like black mountains illuminated from within by violent flashes of white lightning. Rain hammered against the cockpit windshield hard enough to sound like gravel. The aircraft shuddered again beneath the pressure of unstable air currents, and several warning chimes flickered briefly across the overhead panel.

Captain Valerie Hart kept both hands steady on the controls.

“Crosswinds are increasing,” her first officer, Daniel Reed, said carefully as he monitored the instruments. “Tower’s recommending holding pattern for another twenty.”

Valerie stared ahead through the storm-dark sky.

“No fuel margin for that,” she answered calmly. “We land now.”

Her voice carried the kind of authority that made arguments disappear. Twenty-two years flying commercial aircraft had given her that. Passengers trusted pilots they never saw. Airlines trusted pilots who never panicked.

And Valerie Hart had built her entire life on never panicking.

Another violent burst of turbulence slammed through the aircraft.

The plane dropped sharply.

Somewhere behind the cockpit door, passengers screamed.

Daniel inhaled sharply beside her. “Jesus.”

Valerie’s grip tightened slightly around the controls.

Outside the windshield, lightning flashed again, illuminating rain so dense it looked solid.

“Altitude holding,” she muttered.

Her headset crackled.

“Flight 728, wind shear warning active on runway two-six. You are cleared to divert.”

Valerie’s jaw tightened.

Diverting meant another forty minutes in storm conditions. More fuel burned. More risk. More uncertainty.

And uncertainty had become dangerous lately.

Because for the past three months, something had been happening to her.

Tiny moments at first.

Brief dizziness.
Blurred peripheral vision.
A strange tightening in her chest during descent.
Little things she ignored because pilots who admitted weakness stopped flying.

And Valerie Hart did not know how to exist without the sky.

Another violent shake tore through the aircraft.

The controls vibrated beneath her hands.

Daniel looked toward her. “Valerie—”

“I have it.”

Her voice came out sharper than intended.

Silence settled heavily inside the cockpit except for alarms, rain, and radio chatter.

Valerie focused on the instruments.

Altitude.
Approach vector.
Air speed.
Everything narrowing into procedure.

Control.

That was the trick.
Flying was never emotion.
Flying was discipline.
Outside emotions got people killed.

Another flash of lightning burst across the cockpit windows—

—and suddenly Valerie couldn’t breathe.

The air vanished from her lungs.

Her vision blurred.

Not slightly.

Completely.

Darkness crowded the edges of her sight while her pulse exploded violently in her throat.

No.

No, not now.

Her fingers went numb against the controls.

The cockpit suddenly felt too small. Too hot.

Daniel’s voice sounded distant.

“Valerie?”

The instruments doubled in front of her eyes.

Panic.

Raw and absolute.

She hadn’t had one this bad before.

Not during flight.

Her heartbeat became deafening.

The aircraft tilted slightly left.

Warning alarms immediately erupted.

“Captain!”

Daniel grabbed the controls instinctively, correcting the bank angle.

Valerie forced herself to inhale once.

Twice.

The air barely reached her lungs.

Her vision flickered.

Not now.
Not here.
Not with two hundred passengers behind her.
Years of training took over where thought failed.

She locked onto the artificial horizon display.

Blue over brown.

Level.

Breathe.

Another inhale.

Her hands trembled once before stabilizing.

Daniel stared at her. “Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer.

Because if she spoke honestly, the answer would destroy everything.

The runway lights appeared faintly through the rain ahead.

Too fast.
Too unstable.
The aircraft shook violently again as crosswinds slammed into the fuselage.

“Wind shear alert,” the automated system announced.

Daniel swore quietly.

Valerie’s chest still felt tight, but the blindness was fading now, retreating enough for her to focus again.

Control returned in fragments.

Professional instinct buried the fear.

“Flaps thirty.”

Daniel obeyed immediately.

Rain streaked sideways across the windshield.

Lightning flashed again.

The plane dropped sharply.

Several passengers screamed louder behind the cockpit door.

“Correcting,” Valerie muttered.

She manually adjusted pitch.

Another alarm.

Too low.

Too unstable.

Her pulse thundered painfully in her ears.

Daniel looked tense now. “We can still abort.”

Valerie stared at the runway lights.

No.

She could land this aircraft.

She had to.

Because if she couldn’t—

Her thoughts stopped there.

“Landing gear confirmed,” Daniel said quietly.

Valerie guided the aircraft lower through brutal turbulence.

Every movement required force against unstable air currents.

The plane bucked violently like something fighting to escape gravity itself.

Then suddenly—

Runway.

Visible.

Straight ahead.

Her breathing steadied by force alone.

“Approach stabilized.”

Barely.

Rain exploded across the windshield.

Crosswinds shoved hard from the right.

Valerie corrected instinctively.

Another violent shake.

Then wheels hit runway.

Hard.

The impact jolted through the entire aircraft, but they were down.

Passengers burst into scattered applause somewhere behind them.

Valerie kept both hands tight on the controls as reverse thrust roared through the engines.

Speed decreasing.

Stable.

Alive.

Finally the aircraft slowed enough to taxi safely.

Only then did Valerie realize her uniform shirt was soaked with sweat beneath her jacket.

Daniel exhaled hard beside her.

“Well,” he muttered, “that was horrifying.”

Valerie gave a faint humorless smile.

“Smooth enough.”

Daniel laughed once in disbelief.

“You and I have very different definitions of smooth.”

But Valerie barely heard him.

Because her hands still trembled.

Tiny.
Almost invisible.
Still trembling.

And that terrified her far more than the storm had.



The airport terminal buzzed with exhausted travelers and delayed flight announcements.

Valerie moved through the employee corridor in silence, carrying her flight bag over one shoulder. Her expression remained composed, unreadable, professional.

Years of practice made that easy.

Inside, however, her pulse still hadn’t settled completely.

She entered the quiet crew operations room and poured herself black coffee she had no intention of drinking.

The fluorescent lighting overhead made her headache worse.

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

She almost ignored it before answering.

“Captain Hart speaking.”

A woman’s voice answered immediately.

“Captain Hart, this is Melisa Moreno with the National Aviation Safety Review Board.”

Valerie straightened automatically.

Of course.

That was fast.

“We’d like to schedule an incident review interview regarding tonight’s weather approach.”

Valerie’s jaw tightened.

“It was severe turbulence,” she said flatly. “Nothing unusual.”

“Two onboard systems recorded instability warnings during final descent.”

“Which happens during storms.”

A small pause followed.

Melisa’s voice remained calm. Professional.

“Yes. But procedure still requires investigation.”

Valerie closed her eyes briefly.

Investigation.

She hated that word.

It implied scrutiny.
Exposure.
Weakness.
“When?” Valerie asked coldly.

“Tomorrow morning. Nine a.m.”

Valerie glanced toward the dark airport windows where rain still crawled across the glass.

“Fine.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

The line disconnected.

Valerie lowered the phone slowly.

Something unsettled her immediately about the woman’s voice.

Steady.
Observant.
Too calm.
People who sounded like that usually noticed things others missed.

And Valerie could not afford to be noticed right now.

Not by investigators.

Not by doctors.

Not by anyone.

Because the truth sat like ice beneath her ribs:

Tonight she had almost lost control of the aircraft.

Not because of weather.

Because something inside her was breaking.



Miles away, in a quiet office lit only by desk lamps and computer screens, Melisa Moreno replayed cockpit recordings through her headset.

Rain crackled in the background audio.

Warning alarms beeped sharply.

Professional voices exchanged procedure calmly.

But beneath the calm, Melisa heard it.

Fear.

Tiny.
Controlled.
Hidden expertly.
Most people would miss it.

Melisa never did.

She leaned back slowly in her chair.

On the monitor beside her, Captain Valerie Hart’s personnel file remained open.

Twenty-two years flying experience.
Exceptional evaluations.
No prior incidents.
Decorated safety record.
Perfect.

Too perfect.

Melisa removed the headset carefully.

Outside her office window, distant lightning flickered over the city skyline.

She looked again at Valerie’s photo attached to the report.

Sharp blue eyes.
Controlled posture.
Beautiful in a severe kind of way.
Women like Valerie Hart spent their lives convincing the world they were unshakable.

Melisa knew the type well.

Because sometimes the people who looked strongest were the ones closest to falling apart.

And during those six seconds of cockpit silence before landing—

Captain Valerie Hart had sounded terrified.
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Chapter 2 – The Investigation
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The conference room smelled faintly of burnt coffee and recycled air.

Valerie Hart hated rooms like this.

No windows.
No cockpit.
No control.
Just fluorescent lighting, recording equipment, and people whose job was dissecting mistakes.

She sat at the long metal table with her arms crossed tightly over her chest, uniform immaculate despite the sleepless night behind her. The dark navy jacket remained buttoned perfectly. Her silver captain insignia gleamed beneath the harsh lighting.

Professional.
Untouchable.
At least on the outside.

Inside, exhaustion scraped against every nerve.

She had slept less than two hours.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the aircraft dropping through storm clouds while panic squeezed the oxygen from her lungs.

The cockpit silence afterward haunted her most.

Daniel noticing.
Watching her.
Almost realizing something was wrong.

The door opened.

Valerie looked up automatically.

And immediately understood why the voice on the phone had unsettled her.

Melisa Moreno carried herself with dangerous calm.

Mid-thirties, maybe. Dark curls pulled loosely behind her neck. White blouse beneath a charcoal-gray coat. No visible effort toward intimidation, which somehow made her more intimidating.

But it was her eyes that held Valerie’s attention.

Observant eyes.
Sharp eyes.
The kind that listened harder than people spoke.

Melisa entered carrying a thin file folder and a tablet.

“Captain Hart,” she said politely.

Valerie gave a curt nod. “Ms. Moreno.”

“Melisa is fine.”

Valerie said nothing.

Melisa took the seat across from her and opened the file carefully.

The silence stretched.

Valerie already disliked her.

Not because she’d done anything wrong.

Because she looked patient.

Patient people were dangerous during investigations.

They waited long enough for cracks to appear.

Melisa clicked on the recording device between them.

“This interview is part of standard post-incident procedure regarding Flight 728 on May twenty-third during severe weather approach into Denver International Airport.”

Her tone remained professional but not cold.

Valerie answered automatically. “Understood.”

Melisa glanced briefly at her notes.

“Can you walk me through the approach from your perspective?”

Valerie resisted the urge to sigh.

“Storm conditions intensified during descent. Crosswinds exceeded initial projections. We adjusted approach vectors accordingly and landed safely.”

“Any equipment malfunction?”

“No.”

“Communication issues with tower?”

“No.”

“Crew impairment?”

Valerie’s eyes lifted sharply.

“No.”

Melisa held her gaze evenly.

Not aggressive.
Not apologetic either.
Just watching.

Valerie felt irritation stir immediately beneath her ribs.

“Captain Reed reported a brief instability during final descent,” Melisa continued calmly. “Specifically a left bank deviation.”

“Turbulence.”

“The cockpit recording suggests otherwise.”

Valerie’s jaw tightened.

Of course she’d listened to the recording already.

“How many storm landings have you reviewed, Ms. Moreno?”

Melisa didn’t react to the edge in her voice.

“Enough to know the difference between environmental instability and pilot hesitation.”

Pilot hesitation.

The words landed like accusation.

Valerie leaned back slowly in her chair.

“There was no hesitation.”

Melisa folded her hands loosely together.

“Then help me understand the six-second lapse before correction.”

There it was.

The exact moment.

Valerie
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