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			Dedication

			
		
    The woman in Seat 14A has been dead for four hours. No one noticed.
Paramedic Maya Chen is the first to find her—and the first to realize that the Cascade shuttle's crash landing in the remote Washington wilderness is no accident. Seven strangers survive. None of them are random.
Maya. A surgeon with a shattered leg and an unspoken past. Miriam, whose brother died after treatment at a shuttered retreat. Jenna, running from a truth she left behind. Dennis, still searching for a daughter who vanished fifteen years ago. Leo, hiding in the cargo hold with a black case full of secrets. And Dr. Richard Ashland, the forensic psychiatrist who wrote the report that destroyed Maya's family.
Ashland is dying. He admits this freely. He also admits that he brought them all here—to the ruins of Cascade Peak Wellness Retreat, a facility closed after a state investigation into unorthodox therapy. The plane crash was not an accident. The weather was not random. Their survival was not luck.
Beneath the retreat, tunnels lead to a preserved underground facility: therapy rooms, medical bays, a theater filled with photographs of former patients. And at the deepest level, an ancient chamber where the earth itself remembers every truth ever buried there.
Ashland's binders contain thirty years of confessions. Patients he broke. Families he shattered. A network of doctors still practicing his methods across the country. But the binders also contain something else—a list of names that includes the mother of one of the survivors.
As the walls shift, the lights fail, and the line between reality and nightmare blurs, the group faces an impossible choice: walk away with the evidence and expose the network, or descend further into the darkness to confront the one truth Ashland has never told.
Some secrets wait fifteen years to be uncovered.
Some prisons are built from guilt, not stone.
And some reunions demand a price no one is prepared to pay.
The Memory Field is a haunting psychological thriller about the weight of buried truths, the cost of silence, and the courage it takes to finally look back at what you left behind.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The woman in Seat 14A had been dead for approximately four hours before anyone noticed.

Not dead in the theatrical sense—no blue lips or vacant stare. She sat upright, seatbelt fastened, reading glasses still perched on her nose. A paperback novel rested open in her lap, spine cracked at page 187. To anyone glancing down the aisle of the northbound Cascade shuttle, she looked like every other passenger: tired, contained, forty thousand feet above the Washington wilderness.

But the man across the aisle had noticed something wrong with her breathing two hours ago. Or rather, the absence of it.

Maya Chen hadn't said anything because she wasn't supposed to be watching strangers that closely. She was a paramedic by trade, which meant the habit of assessing threat and distress was baked into her nervous system. But she was also a woman traveling alone, which meant she'd learned to keep her observations to herself unless someone asked.

No one had asked.

Now the plane was starting its descent into North Cascades Regional, a small airport that existed primarily to serve the resort town of Mercer Springs. The pilot's voice crackled overhead—"We're beginning our initial approach, please return to your seats"—and the woman in 14A did not stir.

Maya unbuckled her belt.

She moved across the aisle with the casual efficiency of someone reaching for an overhead bin. A quick check. A light touch to the woman's wrist, pretending to steady herself against the seat.

Cool. Not cold. But cool.

No radial pulse.

She pressed two fingers to the side of the woman's neck, blocking the view from other passengers with her shoulder. The skin had a waxen quality that Maya recognized from a dozen calls she'd run in Chicago. The kind of calls where dispatch said "possible cardiac" and you knew before you arrived that you were walking into someone's last moment.

"Sir," she said quietly to the man in 14C, who had been scrolling his phone. "I need you to press your call button. And remain calm."

He looked at her like she'd asked him to solve a quadratic equation.

"Call button," she repeated. "Now."



Flight attendant Kelly D'Angelo had been flying the Cascade route for eleven years. She had seen heart attacks, panic attacks, one memorable fainting spell triggered by a first-class passenger's exotic pet snake that someone had failed to declare. She had never seen a passenger die mid-flight without a single person noticing.

"Are you sure?" she asked Maya, keeping her voice low.

"I'm sure."

"Rapid response?"

"Beyond rapid," Maya said. "She needs to be assessed on the ground, but I'm telling you—she's gone."

Kelly's face did something complicated. Professional composure wrestling with something more human. "I need to tell the captain."

"You need an EMT on the ground waiting. And you need to keep everyone calm. If people panic while we're descending—"

"Right. Right." Kelly straightened her spine. "Thank you."

She walked toward the cockpit with a measured pace that suggested she was fighting the urge to run.

Maya returned to her seat. She buckled her belt, pulled out her phone, and stared at the blank screen. No service. They were too low now, threading through the mountain passes where cell towers were an afterthought.

She looked at her own hands. Clean. Steady.

The woman in 14A had been dead for hours. Which meant Maya had spent nearly an entire flight sitting six feet from a corpse, reading her own paperback, sipping ginger ale, and not noticing.

That's not on you, she told herself. You can't monitor everyone. You weren't on shift.

But she had noticed the breathing. Or rather, she'd noticed the breathing stop. She just hadn't acted. Because acting would have meant admitting she'd been watching the woman for reasons that had nothing to do with medical assessment.

The truth, which Maya had been carefully not looking at for the past two hours: the woman in 14A had reminded her of someone. The way she held her book. The angle of her jaw when she looked out the window.

A stranger's face should not be able to make your chest feel like it was filling with cement. But this one had.

And now that stranger was dead.



The descent was rougher than Maya expected. The Cascade Range had a reputation for sudden turbulence—the kind that came from wind shearing off granite peaks and tossing small aircraft like dice. The shuttle banked hard to the right, and through the window Maya saw a wall of pine forest rushing toward them, then falling away as the plane straightened.

Below, a river caught the late afternoon light. Silver. Winding. Carving through a valley so deep the bottom was already in shadow.

The landing gear engaged with a hydraulic thunk.

Maya checked her watch. 4:47 PM.

She had been en route to Mercer Springs for a job interview. A small urgent care clinic, serving the resort community and the surrounding backcountry. The recruiter had made it sound like a sabbatical—fewer gunshot wounds, more broken skis and altitude sickness. A chance to reset after three years of Chicago trauma bays that had turned her efficient and hollow in equal measure.

She hadn't told anyone the real reason she was leaving. Not her sister. Not her former partner at CFD. Not the therapist she'd ghosted six months ago.

The plane dropped through a pocket of rough air. The woman in 14A's head lolled forward, and her reading glasses slid down her nose. No one saw except Maya, because everyone else was gripping armrests and praying to their respective gods.

Kelly appeared in the aisle, face pale. "We're diverting."

"Diverting where?"

"Mountains are socked in. The pilot says Mercer Springs is below minimums—fog or something. We're going to Spokane."

"Spokane's three hours east."

"Tell me about it." Kelly attempted a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "They're rerouting us through the pass. Lower altitude. We'll be on the ground in—"

The plane dropped.

Not turbulence. Not an air pocket. A genuine drop, the kind that lifted stomachs out of bodies and turned loose objects into projectiles. Maya's phone flew from her hand. Someone screamed. The overhead bins groaned, and somewhere behind her a child began to cry with the particular shrillness of pure animal fear.

Then the engines changed pitch. A grinding, sputtering sound that Maya had heard only once before, on a ride-along with a medevac crew whose helicopter had thrown a warning light.

Kelly grabbed the nearest headrest. Her mouth moved, but the words were swallowed by a second drop, harder than the first.

Maya looked out the window.

The mountains were gone. Not obscured by clouds—gone. Replaced by a solid gray-white nothing that pressed against the glass like cotton batting. They were inside a cloud bank so dense it felt like flying through a wall.

The plane banked hard left.

Then harder.

Then the nose dipped, and Maya felt the unmistakable physics of a stall. The absence of lift. The weight of the world pressing down on the fuselage, telling gravity to collect what belonged to it.

She had time for one thought: This is how it ends. Not a call. Not a scene. Just—

The trees appeared through the gray. Close. Too close.

And then the world became noise.



Sound came back first.

Not complete sound. Partial. A high-pitched whine that resolved into the ringing of her own ears. Beneath that, something that might have been water. Dripping. Hissing.

Then smell. Aviation fuel, sharp and chemical. Smoke, but not fire—the acrid bite of overheated metal and burned insulation. And underneath everything, the wet-iron smell of blood.

Maya opened her eyes.

She was still in her seat. The seat was no longer attached to the floor. It lay on its side, partially wedged against what remained of the fuselage. Above her, where the ceiling should have been, there was sky. Gray and low and spitting drizzle.

She moved her fingers. Her toes. Her neck.

Pain. But not the wrong kind. Not the spinal kind, not the internal-bleeding kind. Just the ordinary agony of having been thrown around like a doll in a clothes dryer.

Unbuckled her seatbelt. Dropped two feet onto broken plastic and wet carpet.

The cabin was a disaster. Not the cinematic kind—not twisted metal and roaring flames. Worse. The quiet kind. Seats torn from floor tracks. Luggage exploded across the aisle. The emergency exits gaping open, showing the fractured stumps of alder trees pressing into the fuselage like fingers.

And bodies.

Maya counted without meaning to. Six visible. Three moving. Two not.

She went to the closest still figure first—a middle-aged man in a blazer, slumped against the beverage cart. He was breathing. Shallow, rapid, but breathing. Blood matted his hair, but the skull beneath felt intact. Concussion. Possible scalp laceration. Not your priority.

Next: a woman in her twenties, no visible injuries, but her eyes were open and unfocused and she was making a sound like a tea kettle. Shock. Breathe with her. Get her sitting up.

"Can you hear me?" Maya asked, taking the woman's face in her hands. "Nod if you can hear me."

The woman nodded. The tea-kettle sound stopped. Her eyes found Maya's and held.

"What's your name?"

"J-Jenna."

"Okay, Jenna. You're going to be fine. I need you to sit here and breathe for me. Slow breaths. Can you do that?"

Jenna nodded again. Her hand came up and gripped Maya's wrist with surprising strength. "Don't go."

"I have to check on other people. But I'm not leaving this plane. I promise."

She didn't know why she said that. She didn't know if it was true.

The third moving figure was crawling toward the forward exit. A man, late thirties, built like someone who used his body for a living. His left leg was bent at a wrong angle—not compound, but close—and he was dragging it behind him like a wounded animal dragging a trap.

"Stop," Maya said. "Don't move. I need to see your leg."

"I need to get out." His voice was calm. Almost too calm. "There's fuel. If there's a spark—"

"There's no fire. The fumes would have ignited on impact if they were going to. Stop moving."

He stopped. Looked at her. His eyes were the pale blue of a winter sky, and they held a calculation that Maya found both reassuring and unsettling.

"You a doctor?" he asked.

"Paramedic. You?"

"Orthopedic surgeon." He glanced down at his leg. "This is going to be a professional embarrassment."

Maya almost laughed. Almost. Then she heard a sound from the rear of the cabin that erased every other thought.

A cough. Wet. Gurgling.

She moved toward it without deciding to move.

The rear section of the plane was worse than the front. The fuselage had torn open along a seam, and the floor slanted downward at a steep angle. Rain blew in through the gap. Somewhere outside, a tree branch scraped against metal with a sound like fingernails on a chalkboard.

The coughing came again.

Maya found him pinned between two seats that had collapsed together like a closing book. A man in his fifties, silver hair, expensive watch. His face was gray, and his lips had the blue tinge of hypoxia. When he saw her, his eyes widened. Not with fear. With recognition.

"You," he said.

Maya stopped.

"I know you," he said. Each word cost him. "From before."

"I don't—"

"The trial." He coughed again, and blood speckled his lips. "The deposition. You sat in the back. Third row. You wore a blue sweater."

Maya's pulse, which had been steady through the crash, began to race.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes," he said. "You do."

A shadow fell across them. Someone else had gotten to their feet. Maya looked up and saw a woman standing in the torn opening of the fuselage, backlit by the gray sky. Late forties. Dark hair plastered to her face with rain. She was holding a piece of twisted metal like a weapon.

"Is he alive?" the woman asked.

"Yes," Maya said. "But he needs—"

"Who is he?"

Maya looked back at the pinned man. At his expensive watch, his silver hair, his eyes that knew her from a courtroom she had spent three years trying to forget.

"His name," Maya said slowly, "is Dr. Richard Ashland. He's a defense forensic psychiatrist."

The woman with the metal lowered her arm. "I know who he is." Her voice was flat. "I testified in front of him. Four years ago. He said I was lying."

The rain picked up. The tree branch scraped the fuselage. Somewhere in the front of the plane, the orthopedic surgeon was calling out about fuel and sparks and the need to move.

And Maya stared at Dr. Richard Ashland, who had evaluated her sister's mental state after the incident that destroyed their family. Who had written a report concluding that Maya's testimony was "emotionally compromised." Who had helped send her sister to a facility instead of a courtroom.

"You," Maya whispered.

And the expression on Ashland's face was not guilt or apology. It was satisfaction.

As if he'd been waiting for this moment all along.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The orthopedic surgeon's name was Nolan Vance, and he was the most irritating patient Maya had ever treated.

This was not hyperbole. In three years of Chicago EMS, she had bandaged a man who tried to bite her, talked a marathon runner through an aortic dissection while his wife screamed in the background, and once removed a fishing hook from a toddler's eyelid. Nolan Vance, with his broken leg and his calm blue eyes and his habit of offering medical advice while she worked on him, was worse than all of them.

"You're going to want to splint above and below the joint," he said, as Maya tore open an emergency kit she'd found wedged under a seat. "And check distal pulses first. If the popliteal artery is compromised—"

"I know how to splint a leg."

"Just saying. It's a long bone fracture. Displacement looks moderate, but without imaging—"

"You're a surgeon. I'm a paramedic. Right now, I'm the only one of us who can stand up. So shut up and let me work."

Nolan smiled. He actually smiled, a quick flash of white teeth that made him look less like a wounded professional athlete and more like someone who found chaos genuinely entertaining. "Yes, ma'am."

Maya cut away his pant leg. The fracture was bad—tibia and fibula both, the tibia threatening to break skin. But the foot was warm, and she could feel a pulse behind his knee. No compartment syndrome. No arterial bleed. He'd walk again, assuming
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