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      It was a dark day in July when Brad Weekes crashed his busted light plane outside of Jesslton, South Dakota.

      The brilliant tangerine colors that had been filling the sunset sky had fled and the clouds were closing in, shutting away the light of the stars and distant cities.

      The sounds above had been wonderful. Just the hum of the engine, the whisper of the wings.

      The aircraft was an open-cockpit home-built disaster from the start. Crafted from the remains of a kitset that Weekes had found decaying in back of his newly purchased farm, in one of the dozen or more wooden sheds down the side of a valley.

      Weekes had bought the farm on the back of lottery winnings from his father. Over three million still in the account when the old guy passed.

      Weekes lay in damp grass now, still dazed. He stared up at the patterns in the low clouds. Mostly black and variations of gray. Nothing friendly about it at all.

      He'd heard the spluttering of the engine, and felt the shimmy in the stick, and had known then he was going down.

      Should have made for home earlier. Before dark.

      From nearby came the cooing of some animal. A bird, most likely. Evening plans disrupted by the incident of an aviation accident.

      There was the smell of corn on the air too. That strong, thick, earthy scent of strong plants growing.

      He could be anywhere. South Dakota wasn't exactly swarming with people. Could be a hundred miles from rescue.

      He listened some more. Maybe there was a road nearby. Maybe someone would be speeding along, maybe they'd even seen him come down. He did have navigation lights. It would have been obvious to anyone watching that something untoward had happened, even in the gloaming.

      He tried sitting up. His head swam. His right foot tingled.

      That wasn't good. Had he been 'thrown clear' of the wreck, as they liked to say? Had he landed on his head?

      This was going to mess up Melissa's weekend plans, that was for sure.

      Weekes lay for a few more moments. He was sore in about sixty different places. Stem to stern. Maybe even some broken bones.

      What would they do in first aid? Long ago he'd done a course. Check the breathing. Well, that was fine. Bleeding? Was that next?

      Could he be cut and not know it?

      He tried sitting again. His head swam some more.

      He lay back down.

      The ground was soft beneath him. Damp. Probably lying on grass. It was around him, just visible in the darkness.

      He began feeling around his arms and torso. He was wearing an old bomber jacket, leather with fur at the collar and wrists. Still in pretty good shape.

      From what he could feel it didn't seem too damaged. He didn't feel any stickiness of blood. That was good.

      Nothing across his chest or around his sides. No bleeding on his head--though there was an egg on the back right side. That was tender.

      Nothing on his neck. His butt and crotch were okay. Knees okay. There was a rip in his jeans right along the outside of his right thigh. Pity, the jeans were new.

      No damage to his skin, though. That was good.

      Looked like he was going to be okay. Just bumps and bruises. Lucky he had a hard head.

      Should finish the job of checking though. Right down his shins and feet. He was wearing sturdy MacMillan boots, which were also new, and great around the farm.

      He was no farmer, he knew that. Plan was to turn the place into restoration sanctuary. He was well on the way, with lots of native tree plantings, loads of birds and animals coming through and making themselves at home.

      It was a huge, long-term job. Great that his father had ensured he had a robust will. All that cash.

      It was going to be amazing.

      If he could just make sure not to crash his hobby plane.

      Weekes took a breath and forced himself to sit up. His peripheral vision spun with sparkles. He was really light-headed.

      Needed to check quickly. If there was a wound contributing to his light-headedness, then he needed to apply pressure. Old school first aid.

      Nothing on his left leg. All good. He wriggled his left toes.

      His right foot continued to tingle, and when he reached to check, it wasn't there at all.

      Just the bone and gristle from his lower leg, hanging loose and all wrong.

      Weekes lay back down and let darkness take him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole Wright loved the feel of the car. It was a late model Camaro, and it tore up the night as if it owned it.

      The South Dakota roads were quiet and wide and straight. The headlamps stretched out seemingly for miles. He was really able to open the car up. It made travel seem effortless.

      The car smelled almost new. It had fifteen hundred miles on the clock. Delivering it was going to just about double that. Minneapolis to Las Vegas.

      No hurry. Just get it there in one piece.

      Back in the day, driveaways used to be common. People got relocated and needed their car in a different state soon-ish. Trouble was, they'd been flown by their company. Or some iteration of that, meaning they couldn't drive themselves.

      Cheap way to get the car brought over was hook up with someone who had no transport and wanted to get to the same place. Without a company breathing down their neck.

      There were always people willing to transport a vehicle.

      International tourists, army recruits, all kinds.

      People like Wright, who had no particular place to be and, as the saying went, was in no particular hurry to get there.

      Minneapolis had been nice. A little cool, with winter heading in. Vegas seemed nicer. For a spell, anyhow.

      He had a country station playing low. Male singers struggling to understand why she'd left him, female singers doing their level best to explain it. The sounds suited the drive and suited the landscape.

      Miles of flat land. Endless acres of corn and barley and wheat. Breadbasket farms. Little towns that flashed by.

      He was avoiding the freeways. That would be too easy. They were good for A to B driving and lousy for sightseeing.

      Ahead, somewhere in the darkness, lay the Black Hills. Mt Rushmore and some real landscape. His plan was to swing through come morning.

      Right now he needed a place to stay. Some small motel with simple accommodations and a fair price. Ahead, the lights of another small town showed, a dim, hazy orange, increasing slowly as he approached.

      Maybe three or four miles off. Or five, or ten. Out here distances could be deceptive. Especially so soon after sunset.

      Still, no hurry.

      To the south, some lightning flickered. A late afternoon storm heading languorously west and petering out.

      To his north, some plane lights flickered. Low and moving slow. One of those little hobby planes, perhaps, with the fabric wings and aluminum struts and an engine that wouldn't even power a Volkswagen.

      As he glanced away, he saw the plane's lights shudder.

      Maybe it was bigger than he'd thought. Did those little planes even have lights? Should they be out after dark anyway? As far as he knew, they were flying by the seat of your pants. No real navigation instruments or warning set up. Just a yoke and a throttle. Real easy to build and fly, and cheap too.

      Wright slowed.

      He watched the lights. They dipped and rose. Continued with level flight for a moment, and dipped again.

      This time they didn't come back up.

      Just plunged toward the ground.

      Wright slowed some more. Maybe it was his imagination. Some trick of the light. His own dashboard instrument displays reflecting from the side window. Somehow. Maybe.

      But then something happened that confirmed that this wasn't his imagination.

      A burst of bright flame. From right where the light would have hit the ground.

      The flame twisted and turned and faded away quickly.

      Wright stopped the car.
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      The Camaro hummed, the engine complaining. It had just gotten up good speed and now the driver was trying to slow it down. How did that make any sense?

      Wright pulled the car over to the shoulder. He came to a stop and shut off the headlamps. Pulled on the park brake.

      He'd been traveling a while now, a year or so. Enjoying being a directionless tourist. There was money trickling in from home--Seattle--and he picked up odd jobs here and there. Moved from place to place on the cheap. This car was a good example of that. Costing him nothing more than gas. Food and a place to stay he would have needed anyway.

      No company, but sometimes that was good too. Sometimes a break from the endless energy of people was a good thing.

      Times like this, it was usually just a slow cruise from point to point. If he was taking in the sights, it was things like statues and museums, state parks and movies. Some days it was history, other days, frivolous entertainment.

      Mostly, it didn't involve stopping the car, wondering what he'd just seen out the window.

      An aircraft crash?

      Could that be?

      Wright cracked open the door. Cool, pleasant air swirled in, reeking of earth and things growing. All that corn and barley and wheat. Breadbasket.

      He stepped out. The ground along the shoulder was soft and damp. There had probably been rain through earlier in the day. Before he'd gotten into the area
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