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My father taught me that a plane is only ever borrowing the sky, and the sky always calls the loan.

He said it the first time he let me hold the yoke, when I was nine and my feet did not reach the pedals. He said it the last time too, on a gravel bar above the Sethe River, with his hands going gray in the cold and the wreck of his own aircraft ticking behind us as the engine cooled. He was not a poet. He was a freight pilot who flew too low into a valley he knew too well, and the valley took the loan back all at once.

I did not cry that day. I have thought about that a great deal since.

I sat with his head in my lap and I watched the ridge line where the rescue would come from, and I counted the minutes the way he taught me to count fuel, and I did not cry, because crying does not bring a helicopter and it does not warm a dying man and it does not change the arithmetic of a mountain. It only tells the mountain something about you it does not need to know.

He lived four hours. The helicopter came in five.

After that I flew the route he flew. I told everyone it was because I knew it, which was true, and I did not tell anyone it was because I did not know how to be a person who was not on her way somewhere. On the ground I was nobody’s daughter and nobody’s anything. In the air I was the reason a box of insulin reached a village, the reason a woman in labor reached a hospital, the reason a hunter with a shattered ankle did not die on a gravel bar the way my father did. I was the way there.

I liked being the way there. You cannot lose a road. A road does not get left. A road is the thing the leaving happens on, and that is a safe place to be, if you do not look at it too long.

I flew the Torn Range for six years before I ever heard the word Fenwith, and when I heard it, it came out of the mouth of a man in handcuffs, and it sounded like a curse he was trying not to say.

His name was Kell Ardan. I did not know then that he was not a man at all, or not only a man. I did not know that the range I had been flying my whole adult life was not empty rock and ice but the territory of something that had watched my little yellow plane cross its sky a thousand times and never once been seen. I did not know that the thing pulling at the edge of him, the thing that made him hold himself so still in the back of my aircraft like a man holding a door shut against a flood, had a name, and that the name meant slow starvation, and that before the week was out it would be trying to eat him alive from the inside while I watched.

I did not know that I was about to be stranded on the far side of the only life I understood.

I only knew what I always knew when I strapped a stranger into the seat behind me and pushed the throttle forward and felt the gravel drop away beneath the wheels.

I knew I was the way there.

I did not yet know I could be the place someone stayed.

The morning it started, the sky over Halgren airstrip was the flat white of old bone, and the wind came down off the range in long cold breaths that smelled of glacier and something else, something animal, that I told myself was the caribou moving south.

It was not the caribou.

I know that now.

I did not know it then, and so I did the thing I always did. I checked my fuel, and I checked my weather, and I signed for the freight and the one passenger the marshal’s office was paying me to fly out of the country, and I climbed into the sky that was only ever borrowing me back.

The sky called the loan four hundred miles from anywhere.

This is what I found on the other side of the crash.
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The marshal brought him to the strip at half past six, chained at the wrists to a belt at his waist, and I disliked the whole arrangement before I ever saw the man’s face.

I do not fly prisoners. I want that understood. I fly freight and freight-shaped people, hunters and surveyors and the occasional oil-company suit who thinks the range is a thing you can buy an afternoon of. I do not fly men in restraints, because a man in restraints has a reason to want the plane on the ground and himself off it, and there is no reasoning with that at eight thousand feet.

But the marshal’s office paid double, and the freight season had been thin, and my father’s plane needed an engine rebuild that cost more than I made in a good quarter, and so I had said yes to a voice on the phone before I let myself think about what I was saying yes to.

Now the truck pulled up in the bone-white light and I thought about it.

Marshal Doon climbed out first. I knew Doon. He flew with me twice a year to check the far cabins, a heavy careful man who chewed sunflower seeds and never once trusted the sky. He did not look careful this morning. He looked like a man carrying something he wanted out of his hands.

“Sena.” He nodded at me. “Thanks for taking this.”

“Taking what.”

He opened the back of the truck.

The man inside did not blink at the light the way a person does coming out of a dark space. His eyes were already open, already on me, and they were a pale flat gold I had no word for, the gold of the sky before snow. He was big through the shoulders in a way that the chains made look worse, and he held himself with a stillness that was not calm. I had seen that stillness before. I had seen it in a snared lynx my father and I found on a trapline when I was a girl, the animal not thrashing, not fighting, just holding, every muscle locked into the decision to wait for its chance.

“His name’s Ardan,” Doon said. “He’s a transfer. Out of country, down to the federal facility at Coldwater Bend. You drop him, you sign the sheet, you come home. You don’t talk to him.”

“I don’t talk to freight either.”

“I mean it, Sena.”

I looked at the man. The man looked at me. Something crossed his face that was not fear and was not the flat contempt I expected from a chained man, and I could not name it, and not being able to name it bothered me more than any threat would have.

“What’d he do,” I said.

Doon’s jaw worked around a seed he was not chewing. “That’s not your business.”

“It’s my plane. It’s my business who’s behind me in it.”

“He’s not violent.” Doon said it too fast. “He’s not — it’s a jurisdiction thing. He’s a problem for people who need him to be somewhere else.” He lowered his voice, though the man could plainly hear every word. “Just fly him, Sena. Please. I want him off my strip.”

The man spoke for the first time.

“She should know what she’s carrying.”

His voice was low and even and it had the same quality as his stillness, a thing held down hard. Doon flinched. I did not.

“I know what I’m carrying,” I said. “Two hundred pounds of you and a jurisdiction problem. Get in the plane.”

I do not know why I said it like that. Something about the way Doon would not meet the man’s eyes made me want to meet them. Something about a man everyone wanted gone made me want to be the one who did not flinch.

That is a flaw in me. I have had a long time to look at it.

They loaded him into the back seat of the Cessna and Doon ran a second chain from the belt to the seat frame, and the man let them, watching me the whole time through the little window like I was weather he was reading. I did my walkaround. I checked the fuel drain for water, checked the control surfaces, checked the tires, and the whole time the back of my neck knew he was watching, the way you know a room has a wasp in it before you see it.

Doon caught my arm as I climbed up.

“Coldwater Bend by dark,” he said. “You call me when you’re wheels down. Not before, unless something’s wrong.”

“What would be wrong.”

He did not answer that. He put a folded paper into my jacket pocket, a manifest I did not look at, and he stepped back off the strip and stood there with his hands in his pockets watching me start the engine like a man watching a coffin go into the ground.

The prop caught. The gauges came alive. I ran up the engine and watched the needles and did the small liturgy of numbers that had kept me alive for six years, and behind me the man sat still and said nothing, and the smell came into the cabin then, the animal smell I had blamed on the caribou, and it was stronger with him in the plane, cold and green and wild, glacier-melt and crushed spruce and something underneath it that I did not have a name for and that made the oldest part of my brain sit up straight.

I told myself it was his coat. Men who lived rough smelled of the country they lived rough in.

I taxied to the end of the gravel. I turned into the wind. I did the last of my checks and I keyed the radio and told Halgren I was rolling, and then I pushed the throttle to the stop and the little plane gathered itself and ran, and the gravel blurred and dropped, and we were up, and the range opened out ahead of us white and enormous in the flat morning light.

I climbed out over the foothills. The strip fell away behind. Doon’s truck was a black speck and then nothing.

For twenty minutes there was only the engine and the country and the ordinary work of flying, and I let myself believe it was an ordinary flight.

“You fly this range often,” the man said.

I did not answer. Doon had said don’t talk to him and for once in my life I was inclined to do what I was told.

“You should turn back,” he said.

“I don’t take flight instruction from the cargo.”

A silence. Then, quieter: “There’s weather in the Sethe gap. You can’t see it yet. It’s behind the shoulder of the high peak, the one shaped like a broken tooth. In an hour it will be in front of you and there will be nowhere to put down between here and it.”

I looked at the broken-tooth peak. There was nothing behind it but white sky.

“There’s no weather in the gap,” I said.

“There will be.”

“You a pilot?”

“No.” A pause. “I know this country better than any map you’re flying off. I was born under that peak. I’m telling you to turn back to Halgren and wait a day, and I’m telling you against my own interest, because the man who wants me at Coldwater Bend will make your life very hard if you don’t deliver me. Do you understand what it costs me to tell you to turn around?”

I did not understand. Not then.

I looked at the peak shaped like a broken tooth, and I looked at the clean white sky behind it, and I did the arithmetic I always did, fuel and distance and daylight, and the arithmetic said go, and I had never in my life met a mountain that lied to me the way people did.

So I trusted the mountain.

“Sit back,” I said. “Don’t talk. We’ll be at Coldwater by dark.”

He sat back.

Forty minutes later the broken tooth slid past off my left wing, and behind its shoulder, exactly where he said it would be, the sky was the color of a bruise, and it was moving toward me faster than anything that color had a right to move.
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The storm came out from behind the peak like it had been waiting, and maybe it had.

I have flown into weather before. Weather is a thing you manage, the way you manage a fever, with patience and small corrections and a clear head about what you can and cannot do. What came around the shoulder of the broken tooth was not weather I could manage. It was a wall. It stood from the deck to a ceiling I could not see and it swallowed the light, and the first gust hit the little plane like a fist and stood her on one wing, and I brought her level and my hands were doing it before my mind had finished being afraid.

“Turn south,” the man said behind me. Not panicked. Flat and fast. “There’s a valley. The river runs out of it toward low ground. It’s your only floor.”

“I fly the plane.” My voice came out steadier than I was. “You be quiet.”

The snow came all at once, not falling but flung, horizontal, and the world went white to the glass. I lost the peak. I lost the horizon. I lost the ground, and losing the ground is the thing that kills you, because your body will swear you are level when you are dying in a slow turn toward a mountain you cannot see. I put my eyes on the instruments and I flew the little glowing dials the way my father taught me, attitude and altitude and airspeed, trust the dials, your inner ear is a liar in the white.

The wind was taking us east. East was the high country. East was rock.

“South,” the man said again. “Sena. South is down. East is the wall.”

I do not know how he knew my name. Doon had said it, in front of him. I do not know how he knew that east was rising ground when I could not see my own wingtip. I only know that some animal part of me heard the certainty in him and turned the plane south, against my training, against the panel, on the word of a chained stranger, and that turning south is the only reason I am alive to write this.

The downdraft caught us over the valley mouth.

There is no fighting a mountain downdraft in a light plane. It is like arguing with the sea. The air simply falls, and you fall with it, full throttle and nose up and the altimeter unwinding like a clock with the spring cut. I saw the trees come up out of the white, black and close, and I hauled the nose up to trade every knot I had for a softer place to hit, and the man behind me said one word, very quietly, and it was not a curse and it was not a prayer.

He said, “Left.”

I banked left.

A ridge of granite went by under the right wing close enough to
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