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Disaster strikes Flight 114 out of Lhasa, Tibet when the cabin depressurizes in a severe storm over the Himalayas, and the co-pilot is forced to make an emergency crash-landing at high altitude. With limited supplies and no radio communications, the survivors are faced with a life-or-death decision: stay with the plane and await an unlikely rescue, or attempt a perilous descent while they still have enough strength?

For flight attendant Beth Agnew, the choice is even harder. Her paraplegic sister, Mina, is on board. Beth blames herself for the accident that crippled Mina years ago, and has vowed never to leave her side. In the thin air, it would be impossible to carry anyone down a mountain anyway. But two amateur American climbers hatch a daring plan: if they can find their gear that spilled during the crash, they might be able to take half the survivors with them for an all-or-nothing descent beneath the clouds.

Stay or go? As the group splits, leaders emerge and alliances form, and each of them must face their worst fears. For those attempting the climb, a gauntlet of hidden dangers awaits, including maze-like glaciers, avalanches, high-wire traverses in gale-force winds, and the deadliest obstacle of all: a treacherous icefall. It’s survival beyond the limits in the wildest descent on Earth—an emotional odyssey of courage, endurance, and devotion.
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The peaks of the southern Himalayas seemed to pierce the dark clouds below with a stubborn will to shine. Tips of white islands gasping above a clay-fogged sea. Sunlight reflected up off one summit, dazzling Beth Agnew for a moment as she trundled her beverage trolley down the narrow aisle toward the plane’s galley. She didn’t mean to veer off course, and the passenger she rammed knew it. But as his lips receded from clenched teeth, he struggled to find a note of levity. He sucked in a hurtful gasp instead, gripped his sore elbow, and aimed a wounded glare up at Beth.

She stuffed a hand over her mouth, not only appalled that she’d injured a passenger, but that she’d struck the one guy on board whose approving glances she hadn’t avoided in the past twenty minutes or so since takeoff. One Patrick R. Endfield, according to the passenger manifest (she’d looked him up right away after her first round of safety checks). Shirt sleeves rolled up, top two buttons undone, Harrington jacket laid across his lap while he’d delved into a doorstop novel set in Medieval England: he’d been her middle-aged man of mystery, one of those clean-cut, hard-to-read ubiquitous travelers who never bothered anyone but stirred the imaginations of adventure-starved women everywhere.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Ow.”

“Did it hit the nerve?”

He tried his hardest to suppress the pain, bless him, but the corner of the trolley had whacked him good. His elbow had to be throbbing like a bitch. No wonder his eyes were moist and he’d grown as pale as his tray table.

“How bad is it?”

“Well, it’s broken.”

“What—how can—it didn’t—wait, what’s broken?”

“The ice,” he replied.

“Huh?”

Rubbing his elbow, he finally sprouted a boyish grin. “That’s some ice-breaker—” He checked her nametag, “—Beth. I normally go for a drink upfront, but you led with the whole wagon.”

Hand on her heart, she indulged her chuckle. “You should see me drive a bus.”

“I’ll settle for a Pepsi.”

“You’re on, courtesy of Klutz Airline.” She cracked open one of the mini cans, poured its frothing contents into a plastic cup. “Ice with that? Or ice for that?” She nodded at the elbow he still nursed.

“Nah, I’m good, thanks.”

“Ow, ow, stewardess,” a burly man with a goatee hammed it up a couple of rows behind. “Your trolley just ran over my foot. Can I have a free bourbon?”

“And I’ll have a gin and tonic,” said the man next to him. “Emotional distress. It’s practically a war zone in here.”

A smattering of laughter from around the cabin caught Beth in self-conscious No Man’s Land between her two personas. If this had been anywhere else, she’d have loved nothing more than to let her hair down and up the banter’s ante, give as good as she got. But Mina was on this flight. Even if her younger sister hadn’t turned around to watch, she’d certainly be listening from her seat at the front. And that was all the reminder Beth needed to focus on her uniform instead, her duty to stay polite but professional.

She could change, damn it. She had changed. It was important that Mina knew that.

Patrick seemed to perceive her discomfort. He dropped a hundred-yuan note onto the trolley. “For the POWs back there,” he said, and smiled at the duo’s guffaws and gushing gratitude. 

“Everything okay?” he asked Beth.

“I’m fine, thanks. I’ll just get you your change.”

“Keep it.” He leaned close to whisper, “Unless you’re free for dinner in Ahmedabad.”

She said nothing, held a cordial smile, fighting the urge to give him a time, a wink, hell, the phone number to book a table at her favorite restaurant—Bayleaf in the Marriott Courtyard. But she was determined not to let her professional guise slip. Not here. Not now.

She counted his change—it was against airline policy to accept tips—and moved on, served the ‘war-wounded’, then hustled to the galley. It was warm in the cabin, despite the aircon, too warm. Hard to breathe. The bulkheads and the low ceiling seemed to close in about her, the pressure squeezing so that her ears could no longer pop with the rising altitude. Beth loosened her collar, thought about splashing her face with cold water, but realized it would ruin her makeup. Her professional image.

What an insane number this whole lifestyle switch had done on her. Beth Agnew, reckless creature of the rugged outdoors, was now cooped up in a steel can for a living, obsessing over rouge and hemlines and how best to be decorous at thirty thousand feet. 

She spied the bandana she’d kept to one side – one of the passengers had dropped it on the way in. A man’s? It bore the Harley Davidson logo, but she’d seen plenty of biker chicks sport that famous emblem over the years. Only there weren’t any onboard that remotely fit that description. No, it was probably one of the pent-up corporate types who released the pressure of boardroom warfare by whitening their knuckles at high speed at every opportunity. Like Perry did. And Zishan. Old friends who wouldn’t recognize her here, like this. She knew the type well. There were several on this flight who fit the bill, who had that unmistakable confidence that needed no translation, no matter how many borders they crossed.

They had the world at their feet. Just like Beth had had. Like...Mina should have had.

She heaved a sigh and snatched up the bandana. Wrapped it tight around her knuckles. Yes, it really did remind her of Perry, the most go-for-broke thrill-seeker she’d ever hung out with. A deeper trust fund even than hers. A good friend across multiple continents, he’d stoked her wildest ambitions for adventure on the snow, up sheer rock faces, and on the waves. Heck, they’d even wreck-dived looking for Portuguese treasure...and found a cranky Moray eel instead.

But he’d always kept his head about him, even when risking life and limb. He’d always kept...dry.

She eyed the drinks trolley askance, and her memory sprouted thorns. At the wheel of an MTI 40, hopping waves at 70 knots, her head a fuzzy pleasure dome awash with vague notions of being in control and out of control at the same time, the thrill that that stirred and held. Scant thought for her boat passengers as they yelled for her to watch out for the—

Beth cut off the recollection before it stabbed deep. Tried to focus on the here and now. Her job—the first responsible job she’d ever had. But as she gazed at herself in the mirror, all dolled up and stiff-necked, she knew it was a lie. All imposters tried on some level to convince themselves of their new identity, but for the disguise to last, they had to believe it. She only felt hollow, a tired husk, a mannequin. Beth’s gaze was instead drawn defiantly to the bandana wrapped around her hand. She twitched an impish smile, closed her eyes. Clenched her fists and held them low and close to her hips, as though they were gripping the handle of a tow rope. She imagined the spray from the wake of a powerboat peppering her face. The exhilarating skim and slice of her wakeboard as it danced a crisscross over the V churn of the speedboat’s stern wave. Adopting a side-on surfer’s stance, Beth bent her knees, braced herself with supple firmness for the staccato skips, amateur jumps, and sweeping turns ahead—

“Ah, pardon me, miss.”

Beth stood bolt upright, spun round as though she was on a swivel, and didn’t know whether to give a playful smile or an embarrassed head slump to the tall Italian-American man addressing her. She managed slightly more of the former: a gormless, lopsided grin. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Sorry for interrupting. Water sports, was it?”

She cleared her throat, blushed. Many of the women she knew would go for his type—smart, very Mediterranean, coiffed hair, big smile with perfect teeth, charm to spare—but for whatever reason she didn’t share that inclination.

“I was wondering, do you have any aspirin?”

“Oh, sure thing.” She gathered herself, fetched a packet from the cupboard, tore a line of tablets off, poured water into a plastic cup, and handed them to him.

He nodded at the bandana she’d forgotten to remove. “That yours?”

“Um, no.” Unwinding it from her hand, she added, “Someone dropped it near the hatch. I was just...it reminded me of someone, that’s all. I’ll have to find out who it belongs to.”

“I think I can save you the trouble. A buddy of mine has one just like that. He’s seated up front, right over there. Colt Eckersley. Wears that damn thing every time we go climbing. Come to think of it, the whole time we were in Lhasa, I don’t think I ever saw him without it...save for the monastery maybe.”

“Oh. Whereabouts is he again? If you can point him out, I’ll—”

“Allow me. If it’s his, you won’t get away, trust me. He’ll give you a blow-by-blow of the last two weeks in nauseating detail, every outing, every climb, and you’ll end up ramming him with your trolley. On purpose this time.”

She forced a laugh, gave him the bandana. “I’ve maimed enough passengers for one flight, thanks.”

“Good call...” He read her nametag, “Beth.”

“Appreciate the help,” she replied.

“Appreciate the aspirin. Never was much of a flyer. These changes in pressure always trigger migraines like a jackhammer.”

“Well, I hope you feel better.”

He shook the packet, then left to return the bandana to his friend. Beth poured herself a cup of water, gazed out through the window. The dark clouds had banked up ahead, and the mountain peaks, so imperious a few minutes ago, were smothered, one by one, by a rolling mass of grey thunderheads. Luckily, the pilot was steering a course well away from it. Even if that meant prolonging the flight, he knew better than to tangle with turbulence anywhere near a mountain range. Especially this mountain range.

All her neurotic hedging had left her acutely aware that Mina was on board, and that she’d barely spoken to her younger sister since checking her seatbelt on the runway at Lhasa. So she grabbed a packet of chocolate raisins—Mina’s favorite—and made her way forward through the cabin. Patrick Endfield spied her approach from the corner of his eye, and yanked his elbow away from the aisle in jest. She shook her head in kind, made sure he saw it. He quirked an eyebrow in reply.

Cute. Probably a lot of fun. Maybe in another life.

Mina had a front row window seat in a block all to herself. It wasn’t so much an issue of access during the flight—her wheelchair was stowed in the hold below, and it was only a ninety-minute flight to Kathmandu—but getting her to and from her seat while boarding and leaving the plane did require that extra space. And anyway, it felt like special treatment. A family favor. In Beth’s eyes, a perk of the job; in Mina’s, maybe not so much.

The same went for all that extra leg room...

Right away, she could tell Mina was uncomfortable. Her pinched face had more pink splotches than usual, and a light film of perspiration glazed her bunched, intelligent brow. She tried her best to hide it, of course. Oh, how she hated being a burden. But ever since the accident, her posture had required a delicate calibration. Her lower spine had to be positioned just so while seated, to avoid a flare-up of that agonizing back ache she’d only recently stopped taking prescription pain meds for.

“Hey, Mina.”

“Hey.” She lowered her paperback—some kind of political thriller, as usual—but continued sucking her candy to help equalize the pressure.

“Got enough cushions?”

“I could use...one more?”

Which meant two. Beth snatched one from the aisle seat, then excused herself while she took one from the seat next to a large Scandinavian-looking man in the row behind. He offered his own cushion as well, and asked if he could be of any assistance.

Beth smiled, accepted his offer, but only of the cushion. Mina was shockingly light to move, and as sister and flight attendant, it was doubly Beth’s duty. With a flick of her blonde ponytail, Mina stole a glance behind her while Beth eased her onto the rearranged cushions. She must have caught the Viking’s gaze, because her splotchy face now boasted a full beetroot blush as well.

“He likes you too,” whispered Beth.

“Shh!”

Beth snorted a chuckle, then winced as Mina scooped up both her own legs to adjust their positions and a bony knee clicked. A sensation heard but not felt. Instead, a knife twisted in a tender, bitter wound deep inside Beth. A wound that was always there, even when it didn’t bite. Sometimes days would go by without it biting, and she might forget about that place where it bit; but the smallest reflection on a shard of memory would not only locate the wound, it would grip the haft of the knife and twist until that tender bitterness was cut to its inescapable core.

It was like Vikram, her tutor, had said before he’d died: whatever feeling Mina lost, Beth was bound to gain. Pithy Indian wisdom, smarmy even; but he wasn’t wrong.

“How’s that? Any easier?”

“I think so,” replied Mina.

“You sure?”

“Uh-huh. And you can stop clucking, Mother Hen.”

Beth patted her sister’s clammy cheek a few times to wind her up, until Mina batted her away.

“Here,” said Beth, dropping the packet of chocolate raisins onto Mina’s lap, “so you don’t starve before dinner.”

“Still bribing customers to give you a good rating? What, no free drinks left?.”

Beth glanced round to see who was watching—nobody that she could see. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough to know you rammed him on purpose.”

“No way. I—”

“Hell, I would’ve.”

Beth chuckled. “Nah, you’d get someone else to do it for you, then you’d swoop in with the soft touch. I know you, remember.”

The call bell at the front of the cabin pinged above, signaling that the pilot wanted to speak to Beth. “Back in a minute,” she said to her sister as Chao Fah, the experienced Thai co-pilot, held the flight deck door ajar and drew open the curtain for Beth to join him. He didn’t appear alarmed, but neither was he smiling.

The first thing she noticed when she entered the cockpit was how rickety it sounded, as though a number of small, loose components were rattling around somewhere. There was definitely a vibration, and the captain chatted away a mile a minute into his radio. She caught a few weather-related Gujarati words she recognized, like pavana and asanti, that tallied with the mean-looking dark thunderheads piling like a herd of wild bison across the sky ahead. 

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“Not great,” replied Chao Fah. “None of this was forecast. We’re going to try and fly around it, but if it gets any worse, we might have to turn back to Lhasa.”

“Bummer. When will you know?”

“The next ten, fifteen minutes should clinch it. We’re putting the seatbelt sign on when I get back—I’m just paying a quick call—so you’ll have to make sure they’re all secure. No exceptions. Be firm if you have to. It could get rough for a while. But we’ll soon be through it, one way or another.”

“Okay.” She scanned the unfamiliar cockpit, noted the frayed edges of carpet, the ratty upholstery, the scuffed, aging fixtures that contrasted with mint-new ones around the windshield. “I’m in the jump seat, like last time?”

“Just like last time. I won’t be a minute.”

It was protocol for a member of the flight crew—or if not, then the cabin crew—to be with the pilot at all times, in case the worst happened. This hadn’t always been the case, but then it always took a tragedy to scare the aviation authorities into doing the right thing. On the few dozen flights Beth had crewed for in her brief career, she’d only had to sit in with the pilot once before. They tended to take a leak before they took off.

“I got you,” she said.

“Thanks, Beth.”

“No worries.”

The rickety jump seat squeaked as she unfolded it from its casing. Its harness straps stretched across her with an ease gained by frequent use. Captain Ramasubramanian—she’d given up trying to pronounce it, called him Captain Rama instead—had sharp features, a hooked nose, silver hair, and resembled, to her, a prehistoric bird with a likewise unwieldy name—Rhamphoryhnchus. He acknowledged her with a quick wave over his shoulder between bouts of radio chatter. She’d flown with him once before, out of Taiwan, and remembered he’d talked the ear off one of her fellow flight attendants. Had a reputation for being smooth with the ladies, though by all accounts wasn’t the oily cad you’d expect.

Seriously, though, what was it with Indian pilots and moustaches? Were they trying to look like movie star villains or porn stars?

“How it going, Beth?” he shot back.

“Good, thanks...Captain.”

“Arjay. You call me Arjay. We fly all over Asia, we practically family.”

Um, not even a little, but he was in good spirits, didn’t seem concerned about the storm ahead. That was reassuring. “How serious is it, Arjay?”

“All depend on wind direction—if weather turn or not. Don’t worry, though. I not fly us anywhere near that.”

“Can I ask, what’s that rattling sound?”

He shrugged. “Something work loose at around fifteen thousand. Something inside panel. Casing bolt, maybe. Plane was given refit last week—got ready just in time. There always something, right?”

“I guess.”

It was an Agila plane, she knew that much. That independent outfit operated all across South Asia, had close ties with the airline she worked for, Vayu. And luckily, they’d had this plane available for charter at the last minute when two of Vayu’s commercial jets had been grounded due to a union dispute. A party of Americans on a corporate retreat had wrangled this flight, had persuaded Vayu to lend Agila two of its pilots and one of its flight attendants—Beth, who’d jumped at the chance to get herself and Mina back home as quickly as possible after Vikram’s funeral to avoid a prolonged stay in Lhasa. But though Agila was generally regarded as a stalwart independent airline, a hasty refit to accommodate a big-bucks charter at the last minute didn’t exactly smack of Tibetan meticulousness.

Still, if old Rama gave it a shrug...

He updated Flight Control at Tribhuvan International Airport over the radio, then took a sip from his coffee flask. Chao Fah returned, humming the tune to the James Bond song, Nobody Does It Better. Beth pointed out he had egg on his chin, then chuckled with him as he zipped up.

“Okay, over to you, Beth,” he said, harnessing himself in. “Seat belt light on...now.”

She took a breath, unclipped her straps, folded the jump seat away and made her way back into the cabin. Most passengers had already responded to the overhead pings and the illuminated seatbelt signs. She made her way down the aisle, tucking flight bags under seats, asking people to raise their tray tables and their seatbacks, and waited until each and every one of them showed her they were strapped in.

Only one Pakistani man gave her crap—again, what was it with the moustache?—when she asked him to take his seat and he told her not to interrupt his right to scold his disobedient teenage daughter.

“You can do that from your seat, sir,” she replied. “The light is on.”

“What is it with bloody women not knowing their place?”

“Excuse me?”

“Bloody women: when they’re not flirting like whores,” aimed at his pretty daughter, whose big eyes were damp with shame but livid with defiance, “they tell us what we can and can’t do! I’m a father instructing his daughter on how she must behave.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but this is more important. It comes from the captain. It’s for your own safety.”

“I’ll do what is required, when I deem it necessary.” He lashed Beth with an appalled glare, but it didn’t wither her as intended, it chafed. The youngish man in the row behind, Caucasian, blond, tanned, sported the Harley Davidson bandana she’d found earlier. It had to be the American climber—Colt something? He piped up in a brash accent, “Come on, all she did was say hello, Bub. She didn’t mean nothing by it.”

The irate father thrust an accusing finger at the American. “She only seventeen! You filthy white dog sniff around somewhere else. She not for the likes of you...cockroach!”

Bandana Man crooked an eyebrow, then blurted out a mocking laugh. “Easy there, Abdul. She said hello, all right? What’ll you do when she actually flirts with a dude? Jeez.”

“American bastard,” the Indian muttered under his breath.

“You can have that one for free,” replied his opponent. “We’re just talking, innocent-like. But you trash talk our flight attendant one more time and I’ll cave your fucking face. You get me...Abdul?”

“Don’t call me Abdul!”

“Sit down!” yelled another man, the Italian-American a few rows behind. “Plant your ass in that seat before I put you in it.”

“There’s no need for that,” Beth cut in. “The gentleman was about to put his seatbelt on. I know he doesn’t want me to fetch the captain, but he knows I’ll have no choice.”

The Pakistani fumed a string of cuss words in Urdu, shared his stink eye with both Americans, then slumped into his seat and did as he was told.

“Apologies,” she said to those all around, including Bandana Man.

“No need, miss,” replied the latter. “You’re aces. How about you see yourself safe...till we’re through the rock ’n’ roll.”

She smiled at him, didn’t care much for his brash attitude. A cute little Malaysian girl travelling with what looked like an elderly relative—perhaps her granddad—tugged the hem of Beth’s skirt as she made her way to the galley. “Will it get bumpy?”

“Nothing to worry about.” Beth tousled the unkempt hair on the girl’s cuddly toy, some kind of Halloween ragdoll, and added, “My sister had one a lot like this. She was called Sally. Does yours have a name?”

The girl shrugged. “Mary Poppins.”

“Oh, okay. Well, Mary Poppins makes sure it never gets too bumpy. That’s her job.”

“She flies with an umbrella.”

“Yes, she does. And she speaks perfect English, like you.”

Beth caught the girl’s blush and her gap-toothed grin she tried to hide, then finished the safety checks. A couple of overhead lockers needed closing, that was all. Content that she’d handled herself well during the altercation—kept her cool, at least—she settled into her galley seat and felt like closing the curtain on the whole bunch of them.

At the first severe kick of turbulence a few minutes later, heads swiveled and necks craned in concert to peer out at the sheer, darkling cliffs of cloud looming ahead. White knuckles gripped the aisle seat arms. She tried her best to blank it all out: the fear, the bumps, the responsibility; and soon found herself whistling the tune to Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.

The entire cabin rattled through a series of galloping thuds, more violent than she’d expected or been led to believe. Beth didn’t notice the cockpit call bell the first few times it pinged. Several passenger lights blinked on in quick succession, but the moment she saw the flight crew’s summons she began to steel herself for the inevitable bad news. Rerouted to another airport? A full about-turn to Tibet? The grief she’d have to field from a cabin full of irked passengers who’d already been waylaid by bullshit scheduling snafus in Lhasa.

She gritted her teeth, wrestled her bunched facial expression into something like blank and neutral, and unclipped her seatbelt. Raised voices tried to snag her attention. Angry looks, pleading gazes bled into her periphery as she hooked her way forward using the tops of seats for balance. Even Mina’s mouthed query, What’s going on?, received only a dismissive shrug. Beth drew back the curtain, knocked on the flight deck door before entering.

Captain Rama was half out of his seat, tracing his fingers down the windshield frame. His co-pilot, Chao Fah, was busy rifling through the laminated pages of a flight manual. The plane was flying a lot lower than she’d realized, under 20,000 according to the altimeter, and was still descending. That was below the height of some of the nearest peaks. But why? Through the bangs and shimmies of turbulence, an undercurrent—a chattering undercurrent—recalled her previous visit, and the non-answer to her question: what’s causing the rattling?

The Captain shook his head, sank back into his seat and strapped himself in. “Beth, I need you to stay in the jump seat for now.”

“What’s happened?”

“It might be nothing, but loose fixture is never good. Not in high wind.”

The beads of sweat tracking from Chao Fah’s temple didn’t exactly reassure her; nor did the frantic way he riffled through the manual, ignoring Beth’s presence completely.

She considered how the two of them appeared—anything but calm—and how disconcerting that would be for the passengers if they could see...

Crap. She hadn’t drawn the curtain after her. Duty, Beth, duty. No matter how stormy the skies were, it was never not sunny in the cockpit. Calm is thy new religion. Hell, maybe she should fetch a couple of Mai Tais and put on a grass skirt.

The idea afforded her a wry smile as she drew the curtain and went to close the door after her. A deafening hiss and a roar of wind cracked open the cockpit. She instinctively grabbed for the jump-seat’s belt, managed to hook her arms around it as a force beyond imagining snapped the flight deck door off its hinges and flung it past her. Beth realized she was airborne as well, pulled so hard it lurched her core like elastic. The flight deck door slammed into the flight controls, where it wedged and chattered. At the same time Beth lost her grip and hammered shoulder-first against the pilot’s seatback. The sucking force threatened to pull her around the seat and out through the missing port windshield, but she somehow planted her feet against the bulkhead, stayed low, and clung tight to the solid upright as a hurricane blew through the plane.

Flight documents and checklists and crew jackets and anything not bolted down flew by, out through the open window. Loose items from the cabin shot past: handkerchiefs, scarfs, plastic cups, magazines, bits of paper, a Harley Davidson bandana, Mary Poppins...

When the initial suck of depressurization subsided, Beth heard only the roar of the wind and manly screams she would never forget. Screams no one on a plane should ever hear: the pilot’s, pleading for someone to grab hold of him; the co-pilot’s, admitting, at the top of his voice, that he had no control of the plane.

Beth peered around the seatback that had saved her life. She instantly saw three things that told her it was only a temporary reprieve from death. Captain Rama was hanging almost out of the open window. An entire windshield panel had been ripped away. He’d tried to hold onto the yoke, but the force of depressurization had sucked him into a horrid position. His leg had jammed at an awkward angle on the yoke, looked broken, while his upper body flapped outside in the icy Himalayan air. Worse, he’d somehow managed to disengage the autopilot. With the flight deck door wedged across the flight control panel, and the pilot’s leg holding the yoke into its utmost forward position, the plane was accelerating into a steep dive, with no way for the co-pilot to stop it.

If she didn’t do something, and right now, they would crash for sure.

Chao Fah held his oxygen mask over his mouth with one hand, and fought to work the mangled door loose with his other. If he could only get at the panel underneath to wrest control of the plane, he might be able to level her, re-engage the autopilot, take it from there. But he needed help. More than she could give him.

Gasping in the thin, rushing air, Beth inched her way around the seat and took the strain on one of the harness straps. She squirmed her way under it, used her feet to gain purchase of a solid position, and clipped herself in. She fumbled around to locate the oxygen hose. Noting where Chao Fah’s came from, she quickly found hers and affixed the mask. Greedy gulps fed a rush of adrenaline. She leaned forward, grabbed the pilot’s belt, and yanked back, working his foot loose from the yoke at the same time.

It pulled him free.

The force of the wind trying to suck him out onto the plane’s flank almost snatched him from her grasp. She bear-hugged his legs with both arms instead, as fully and as high up as she could. Struggled like hell to inch him back inside. It meant adjusting her hold. She touched the sharp end of a compound fracture in his tibia. He screamed in pain, passed out as a flurry of gusts slammed his head against the windshield outside. Beth steeled herself through an upsurge of nausea. She knew she had to ignore his suffering and her squeamishness and dig in, damn it—just dig in—as deep and for as long as she could. Already her fingers were going numb, her arms shaking, turning to rubber. But Beth would not let go.

She closed her eyes, imagined herself on a high ridge in a blizzard, holding a climbing partner over a fathomless drop, a single life-line shared between them. It was a question of endurance. How long she could maintain her grip when he started to slip...

For he had...started to slip.

Beth saw his bloodied head and his arms slap backward against the side windshield panel outside. She gave up her left arm’s slithering hold, and grasped for his belt again. Her right arm was wrapped around his ankles. Feet braced on the dash, she pulled with all the strength in her back, trying to haul him in, to pin him down. But he flapped wildly. Her frozen fingertips could barely crook on his belt to hold him.

She thought for a moment it might be the best thing for him, for all of them. To let him go. He’d be out of his misery and she could help Chao Fah regain control of the plane: maybe that was the most logical option, the most pragmatic.

What happened the last time someone’s life was in my hands?

As if in answer to those accusatory words from deep inside, a male voice cut through the wind. It wasn’t Chao Fah’s. “He looks dead already. What if we can’t pull him in?”

“You can’t let go!” fumed the co-pilot. “He’ll get sucked into the engine!”

The shock of that fact, and that Beth hadn’t thought of it, teetered her onto the verge of panic. Tingles in her clawed digits told her the darkling teeth of frostbite were vying for supremacy, over her hold, now over the lives of everyone on board.

A man’s hands, twice as big as hers, still possessing color, except at the knuckles, wrenched the pilot’s belt either side of her own bloodless fingers.

“I’ve got him!” Patrick Endfield shouted in her ear, his grimace of concentration making him seem remote despite the intimacy. “Slide out past me and we can switch places!”

“But the door—the plane’s still diving...”

“We’ve got help.” He nodded across to the tall Italian-American, who’d teamed up with Chao Fah to try to wrestle the chattering door from its wedged position.

“We n-need to lift him f-free, together,” she maintained. “Pull him in. He’ll d-die if we don’t.”

Patrick reassessed the situation, nodded his assent. “Okay, you pull his legs—everything you’ve got—I’ve got his belt.”

“G-give me a s-s-second,” she blurted into his ear, and let go to limber up the fingers of her left hand, playing an invisible harp close to her chest. Then she lifted her oxygen mask to blow warm breaths into that same hand clasped at her mouth. Played the harp once more. She held the mask to Patrick’s mouth, let him fill his lungs with a few deep breaths of oxygen, and decided she didn’t need it any more. She fixed the straps around his head. “Ok-kay, let’s d-do it.”

Beth took the strain, braced her feet on the dash again, and, bear-hugging the pilot’s thighs, hauled with everything she had left.

Thunk-thunk-ka-thunk!  

The back of Rama’s head and his flailing arms smacked against the outside panel. Could any of the passengers see that from the cabin? Maybe. Patrick spat frothing effort into the rubber mask as he pulled at the belt. But the wind-squall rushed and sucked and had its victim. It would not relinquish him. 

Beth couldn’t hold a gaze for more than a blink at a time under icy punches from the headwind. Even if she could, it wouldn’t have told her much. No mountains were visible beyond the murky clouds they hurtled through. A sudden, keening lift gave respite to the anchor in her chest. It was as though the whole plane had been scooped by a stratum of elastic air, where it lightened, leveled, relaxed. Gravity itself seemed to kiss Beth’s efforts (even as it simultaneously lurched her lunch). The windchill may have lessened a tad as well, though her core was an icicle at this point.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the Italian-American, sporting a duffle coat and ski gloves, upending the twisted flight deck door, and carrying it back into the cabin. Chao Fah now had full control of the plane from the co-pilot’s seat. He had on a parka, a bob hat, and Neoprene gloves that wouldn’t hamper his dexterity. His Mayday calls might have yielded replies, but there was no way he could hear them through the roar of the wind. So he was on his own, flying blind, in a storm at dangerously low altitude.

An altitude that gave the poor pilot a chance, at least. When the Italian-American returned, he brought help with him. Bandana Man, for one. And a middle-aged man, equally sporty-looking. They were all dressed for cold weather. At the co-pilot’s yelled direction, the plane now turning to fly before the wind, the five of them took this last chance to do what a few minutes ago had seemed impossible. With a series of concerted heaves, they succeeded in pulling the stricken Captain aboard.

The men carried him back into the cabin, made room for him to lie across three seats. Pockets of renewed panic erupted among the oxygen-gulping passengers. Nino—that was the Italian-American’s name—wasted no time in quelling them with a blunt-but-somehow-reassuring speech that suggested he was very good at his corporate day job, whatever that was. Clearly some sort of hotshot managerial role. He also helped his colleague, the middle-aged sportsman, administer remedial first aid to the pilot.

Concussion. A fractured wrist. Broken tibia. Several bruised ribs. Not to mention the severe frostbite he’d suffered out there in the bitter rushing air.

And Beth? Fielding a plethora of generous compliments from the men for her heroic effort...was not nothing. She had done something extraordinary, she felt. Had lived up to her responsibility. Had not disgraced the uniform. Duty, Beth, duty. But through the daze of the oncoming night she mostly heard the wind’s roar, felt the bitter tingle of her grasp in extremis, and saw Mina’s soft pink fingers roll across the beads of her rosary in the seat beside her. Mouthing the prayers Beth would not.

No, she didn’t want to waste them. Not with what still lay ahead for their flight over the raging heart of the Himalayas.
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​Chapter Two


[image: image]


Tucked under Patrick’s left arm, a bunch of navy blue wool and polyester blankets, airline issue. In his right hand, a fleece-lined man’s parka donated by a fellow passenger. He offered Beth the choice: blankets or parka.

The urge to get away from the horrors of that open cockpit, to curl up and bury herself under a pile of covers, and let Mina’s rosary recitals take over from here, was tempting—mighty tempting. Her Agila uniform was so ridiculous now, so impractical for any kind of adverse weather, the absurdity almost blew her mind. There were no words to describe how much she hated this position she’d somehow put herself in.

What the hell was I thinking, putting other people’s lives in my hands?

How about the parka, then? The practical means to continue performing her duties. As much as she hated being here, Beth knew she’d hate herself more if she didn’t go on doing all she could do. Muttered prayers were the extent of her sister’s contribution. Beth owed it to her, and to herself, not to shrink from this day.

She stood, braced herself against the aisle seat during another jolt, and took both the parka and the blankets. Two covers she draped over Mina, tucking them in. The third she handed to the big Scandinavian behind.

“Thank you,” he replied. “You know, I saw the pilot hanging there and I was sure I was hallucinating. It was like he was waving. I thought he was a goner for sure.”

“Same here.”

“What happened in there—to the windshield? Did something hit us?”

Patrick and Nino caught the question and halted, waiting for her answer. “I’ve no idea,” replied Beth. “It just punched out, as far as I know. There was no smash. Something was rattling around before it happened—something small and loose. The Captain didn’t know what it was.” She thought back over what he’d told her. “But there was a refit last week.” Speculating like this probably wasn’t the most responsible thing to do, so she shrugged off her theory of a botched job in the new windshield fitting. “We’ll have to ask the pilot—co-pilot—after we land.”

“You think he can land...on his own...in this?” asked Patrick.

Beth shot him a sharp, rebuking look. Planting any doubts like that in the minds of the other passengers served no purpose. None. Other than to sow panic. But Nino beat her to the counter punch, loud enough for everyone nearby to hear: “Sure he can. He’s trained to land in conditions way worse than this. And there’s nothing wrong with the plane except a missing windshield. Right, Beth?”

“That’s right. He’ll make for the nearest airport and we’ll all be sipping hot cocoa with marshmallows before you know it.”

A couple of forced smiles, more than a few petrified gazes. Beth considered doing the
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