
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Flight of Shadows

Shane Reed


Copyright

Copyright © 2025 by Shane Reed

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




Captain Joe Armstrong's hands rested on the yoke, steady as bedrock. The Boeing 737 responded to his every subtle input, an extension of his body after decades in the cockpit. He scanned the instruments, his piercing eyes betraying no hint of the weariness that had begun to settle into his bones.

"Chicago Approach, this is United 1542, descending through 10,000 feet," Joe said, his voice crisp and authoritative.

The radio crackled. "United 1542, Chicago Approach. Cleared ILS approach runway 28R. Wind 270 at 15."

"Cleared ILS 28R, United 1542," Joe confirmed, his movements precise as he adjusted the aircraft's heading.

The city sprawled below, a tapestry of lights against the encroaching dusk. Joe's co-pilot called out altitude markers, each one bringing them closer to terra firma. Flaps extended. Gear down. The familiar choreography played out with clockwork efficiency.

Joe's mind drifted momentarily to Caroline. Would she be waiting up for him tonight? He pushed the thought aside, refocusing on the task at hand. There'd be time for home later.

"1000 feet," the co-pilot announced.

"Stabilized," Joe responded, his grip tightening imperceptibly on the controls.

The runway lights grew larger, a welcoming beacon guiding them home. Joe felt the familiar surge of adrenaline, his senses sharpening as the ground rushed up to meet them.

"500 feet."

"Continue."

The aircraft bucked slightly in the crosswind. Joe's corrections were instantaneous, almost subconscious. He'd done this thousands of times, yet each landing held the same electric thrill as his very first.

"200 feet."

"Landing."

The wheels kissed the tarmac with a gentle bump, a testament to Joe's skill honed over decades. A surge of satisfaction washed over him as he eased back on the throttle, the roar of the reverse thrusters filling the cabin.

"Nice landing, Captain," his co-pilot remarked.

Joe allowed himself a small smile. "Thanks, Rick. Let's get her to the gate."

As they taxied, Joe's practiced hands moved across the instrument panel, initiating the post-landing checklist. Each switch flipped and dial adjusted was a step closer to the end of another successful flight.

"Flaps up," Joe commanded.

"Flaps up," Rick echoed, complying.

The familiar routine should have been comforting, but an inexplicable unease began to creep into Joe's consciousness. He pushed it aside, focusing on the task at hand.

"APU start," Joe said, his voice betraying none of the growing disquiet.

As the auxiliary power unit hummed to life, Joe couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. The cockpit, usually a sanctuary of order and control, suddenly felt confining.

"You alright, Joe?" Rick asked, noticing his captain's furrowed brow.

Joe nodded tersely. "Fine. Just... tired, I guess."

But it wasn't fatigue plaguing him. It was a creeping dread, as if the calm, controlled environment of the cockpit was a thin veneer about to crack under the weight of some impending emotional maelstrom.

As they approached the gate, Joe's movements remained precise, but his mind raced. Why this sudden anxiety? He'd done this countless times before. Yet today, each familiar action felt like a futile attempt to hold back an approaching storm.

Joe stepped out of the cockpit, his hand instinctively reaching for his phone. The screen lit up, revealing a flurry of notifications. His breath caught in his throat as he saw the missed calls—five from Scott's wife, Sarah.

"What the hell?" he muttered, thumb hovering over the voicemail icon.

A flight attendant brushed past him. "Great landing, Captain."

Joe barely registered the compliment, his focus zeroed in on the phone. He pressed play, lifting it to his ear as his free hand clenched involuntarily.

Sarah's voice, usually warm and cheerful, crackled through the speaker, tight with tension. "Joe, it's Sarah. I... I need you to call me back as soon as you can. It's about Scott. Please, it's urgent."

Joe's pulse quickened, each beat hammering against his ribcage. He swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lump forming in his throat.

"Everything okay, sir?" Rick asked, pausing beside him.

Joe shook his head, not trusting his voice. His fingers trembled as he dialed Sarah's number, a cold sweat breaking out across his forehead.

"Come on, pick up," he whispered, pacing the narrow aisle. Each ring seemed to stretch for an eternity.

Finally, Sarah answered. "Joe? Oh, thank God."

"Sarah, what's going on? Is Scott alright?" The words tumbled out, his usual measured tone abandoned.

There was a pause, heavy with unspoken dread. Joe's stomach churned, anticipating the worst.

"Joe, I... I don't know how to say this," Sarah began, her voice cracking.

Joe leaned against the cockpit door, his legs suddenly unsteady. "Just tell me, Sarah. Please."

As Sarah spoke, the bustling sounds of the airport faded away. Joe's world narrowed to the voice on the phone and the thundering of his own heartbeat in his ears.

Joe's mind reeled, struggling to process Sarah's words. "Heart attack... gone... so sudden." The phrases echoed in his head, disjointed and surreal.

"No," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "That's not... Scott can't be..."

Sarah's muffled sobs filtered through the phone, but Joe barely registered them. His thoughts raced, fragmented and chaotic. Scott's infectious laugh. Their last fishing trip. The promise to meet for drinks next week. How could it all be over?

"I'm so sorry, Joe," Sarah managed between tears. "I know how close you two were."

Joe's throat constricted, choking back a sob. He needed to say something, to comfort Sarah, but words failed him. His chest tightened, each breath a struggle.

"I... I need to go," he muttered, ending the call abruptly.

The airport terminal swirled around him, a cacophony of noise and movement. Joe's eyes darted frantically, seeking an escape. He needed space, solitude, somewhere to make sense of this new, unthinkable reality.

Without conscious thought, his feet carried him through the crowd. He moved with purpose, weaving between passengers and luggage, yet his mind was elsewhere. In the cockpit, where he was in control. With Scott, reliving memories now tainted with finality.

"Captain Armstrong?" a crew member called out, but Joe brushed past, unseeing.

He found himself in a quiet corner near an empty gate. Slumping into a chair, Joe stared blankly at his hands. The same hands that had just safely landed a plane full of passengers. Now they felt useless, unable to grasp the enormity of his loss.

"Scott," he whispered, the name catching in his throat. "What am I supposed to do now, buddy?"

Joe's gaze lifted, scanning the terminal. His eyes locked onto the neon sign of the airport bar, its warm glow a siren call. He stood, hesitating for a moment as his pilot's discipline warred with raw emotion.

"Just one," he muttered, his usual measured tone cracking. "To steady the nerves."

Joe's footsteps echoed on the polished floor as he approached the bar. The bartender, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes, looked up.

"What can I get you, sir?"

Joe's hand gripped the edge of the bar, knuckles white. "Whiskey. Neat."

She nodded, reaching for a bottle. "Rough flight?"

"You could say that," Joe replied, his voice hollow.

The amber liquid sloshed into the glass. Joe stared at it, his reflection distorted in its surface. He lifted it slowly, the weight of more than just alcohol in his hand.

The first sip burned, a welcome distraction from the ache in his chest. Relief washed over him, quickly followed by a wave of guilt. He shouldn't be here, shouldn't be drinking. What would Scott think?

"Dammit, Scott," Joe whispered, his stoic facade crumbling. "Why'd you have to leave like this?"

He took another sip, larger this time. The bar's noise faded to a dull roar as Joe wrestled with his thoughts. The drink in his hand represented more than momentary solace; it was a crossroads, a decision that could alter the course of his carefully controlled life.

"You okay there, Captain?" the bartender asked, noticing his internal struggle.

Joe looked up, realizing his uniform had given him away. "I'm fine," he lied, the words automatic. "Just... processing some news."

He drained the glass, the warmth spreading through his chest a poor substitute for the comfort he truly needed. Joe gestured for another, his resolve weakening with each passing moment.

"To absent friends," he murmured, raising the fresh drink in a silent toast.

The glass clinked against the bar top as Joe set it down, his eyes unfocused. A flood of memories washed over him, unbidden and bittersweet.

"Remember that time in Bali?" Joe murmured, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. "You convinced me to try cliff diving."

The bartender raised an eyebrow, but Joe barely noticed. He was lost in the past, reliving the exhilaration and terror of that moment.

"I was terrified," Joe continued, his voice low. "But you said, 'Come on, Joe! Life's too short for fear.'"

He chuckled softly, the sound hollow in his throat. "Guess you were right about that, weren't you, Scott?"

Joe's fingers tightened around the glass, knuckles white. Another memory surfaced: Scott's infectious laughter echoing through the cockpit during a particularly turbulent flight.

"You always knew how to lighten the mood," Joe said, his words slightly slurred. "Even when things got rough."

The cacophony of the airport bar seemed to dim, voices and clinking glasses fading into a muffled hum. Joe's world narrowed to the glass before him, its contents a murky promise of temporary oblivion.

"What am I supposed to do now?" he whispered, more to himself than to his absent friend. "You were always the one pushing me out of my comfort zone."

Joe lifted the glass again, studying the way the light refracted through the amber liquid. It was easier to focus on this than to confront the yawning emptiness that threatened to engulf him.

"To adventure," he toasted quietly, his voice thick with unshed tears. As he drank, Joe couldn't shake the feeling that he was adrift, untethered from the one person who truly understood him.

The bartender approached, concern evident in his eyes. "Last call, Captain. You need me to call someone for you?"

Joe shook his head, the motion making the room spin slightly. "No," he replied, his usual authoritative tone replaced by something more fragile. "There's no one to call."

Joe's hand tightened around the glass, knuckles whitening. He stared at his distorted reflection in the polished bar surface, barely recognizing the man looking back at him.

"Another," he demanded, pushing the empty glass forward.

The bartender hesitated. "Sir, I think—"

"I said, another," Joe snapped, his composed facade cracking. "I'm not flying tomorrow. I'm not flying ever again if I don't want to."

As the bartender reluctantly poured, Joe's mind raced. What was the point of staying sober, of maintaining control, when the world could rip away everything you cared about in an instant?

He lifted the fresh drink, a grim smile twisting his lips. "To oblivion," he muttered.

A small voice in the back of his mind warned him of the dangers ahead, of the slippery slope he was about to descend. But the alcohol was already dulling that voice, making it easier to ignore.

Joe downed the drink in one go, relishing the burn. "Keep 'em coming," he told the bartender. "I've got a lot to forget."

As he signaled for another round, Joe could almost hear Scott's voice, urging him to stop, to think. But for once, he didn't want to listen to reason. He wanted to drown in this numbing embrace, to escape the pain that threatened to consume him.

"Sorry, old friend," Joe whispered, raising another glass. "But I can't be the steady one anymore. Not without you."

The bar lights blurred, the world softening at the edges. Joe welcomed the haze, knowing that tomorrow would bring a hangover and regret. But for now, he was resolved to lose himself, setting course for a destination he couldn't yet see—one that promised to be far more treacherous than any flight he'd ever piloted.
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The alarm blared, piercing through Joe's skull like a jackhammer. He groaned, fumbling to silence the noise. His mouth tasted of stale whiskey and regret.

"Not again," he muttered, squinting at the clock. 5:30 AM. Just enough time to make his flight if he hurried.

Joe swung his legs over the edge of the bed, wincing as the room tilted. The curtains were drawn, but slivers of gray dawn light crept in, illuminating empty bottles on the nightstand. He rubbed his temples, willing away the throbbing headache.

"Pull it together, Armstrong," he growled to himself. "You've got a job to do."

He stumbled to the bathroom, flicking on the harsh fluorescent light. The mirror reflected a haggard face he barely recognized - bloodshot eyes, stubble, skin sallow and drawn.

Joe turned on the faucet, splashing icy water over his face. It did little to clear the fog in his mind.

"What are you doing?" he asked his reflection. "This isn't you."

But it was. This was who he'd become since Scott's death. The thought of his friend sent a fresh wave of grief crashing over him. Joe gripped the edges of the sink, knuckles white.

He couldn't think about Scott now. He had a plane to fly.

With robotic movements, Joe retrieved his neatly pressed uniform from the closet. The familiar weight of responsibility settled on his shoulders as he buttoned up the crisp white shirt.

"Just get through today," he told himself. "One flight at a time."

But even as he knotted his tie with practiced ease, Joe knew he was lying to himself. The drinking, the sleepless nights, the crushing guilt - it was all catching up to him. How much longer could he keep this facade going?

He straightened his captain's hat, steeling himself for the day ahead. The man in the mirror looked every inch the consummate professional pilot. If only he felt like one.

Joe moved through airport security with practiced efficiency, his motions automatic after years of routine. The familiar buzz of the metal detector barely registered as his mind drifted.

"Scott would've loved this," he thought, eyeing a group of excited tourists. His friend's infectious laugh echoed in his memory, a bittersweet reminder of adventures past.

"ID and flight credentials, please," the TSA agent's voice cut through his reverie.

Joe handed over his documents, forcing a polite smile. "Of course."

As he collected his belongings, a young boy's excited chatter caught his ear. "Dad, look! That's the pilot who's gonna fly our plane!"

For a moment, Joe saw himself and Scott at that age, wide-eyed with dreams of soaring through the skies. The image faded as quickly as it came, leaving a dull ache in his chest.

Boarding the aircraft, Joe's steps faltered slightly. He steadied himself against the cabin wall, taking a deep breath before entering the cockpit.

"Morning, Joe," Captain Richard Harrison greeted him, already running through pre-flight checks.

"Richard," Joe nodded, settling into his seat. He reached for the controls, willing his hands to stop their slight tremor.

As Joe began his own checks, he couldn't shake the feeling of Scott's presence. Every switch, every dial seemed to hold a memory.

"You alright there?" Richard's voice was casual, but Joe caught the concerned glance.

"Fine," he replied curtly. "Just a bit tired."

Richard hummed noncommittally, returning to his tasks. The cockpit fell into a tense silence, broken only by the mechanical clicks and whirs of preparation.

Joe's mind raced, torn between the present moment and vivid flashbacks. "Get it together," he silently berated himself. "You can't afford to lose focus now."

The plane lurched forward, taxiing towards the runway. Joe's grip on the controls tightened, his knuckles turning white. Sweat beaded on his forehead as the familiar pre-flight sequence suddenly felt alien and overwhelming.

"Flaps set for takeoff," Richard's voice cut through the fog in Joe's mind.

"Copy," Joe responded automatically, his eyes darting across the instruments. The numbers blurred momentarily, and he blinked hard, trying to clear his vision.

"You sure you're good, Joe?" Richard asked, his tone more pointed now.

Joe swallowed hard. "I said I'm fine," he snapped, immediately regretting his harsh tone. "Sorry, I just—"

"Tower clearing us for takeoff," Richard interrupted, his focus shifting to the task at hand.

As they accelerated down the runway, Joe's heart raced in sync with the increasing speed. The critical moment approached – the point of no return.

"V1," Richard called out.

Joe's hand hovered over the controls, his mind suddenly blank. The plane continued to hurtle down the runway, but Joe remained frozen, the world around him seeming to slow to a crawl.

"Rotate!" Richard's sharp command pierced through Joe's paralysis.

In a split second, Richard's hand shot out, grasping the controls. He pulled back firmly, guiding the nose of the plane upward. The aircraft responded, lifting off the ground and climbing into the sky.

Joe snapped back to reality, his breath coming in short gasps. "I... I don't know what happened," he stammered, shame and fear washing over him.

Richard's jaw was set, his eyes fixed ahead as he navigated the ascent. "We'll discuss it later," he said, his voice taut with tension. "Right now, I need you to focus. Can you do that?"

Joe nodded, forcing himself to steady his breathing. "Yes, sir," he replied, his usual confidence shaken to the core. As they climbed higher, Joe couldn't shake the terrifying realization of what could have happened – and the growing certainty that he was losing his grip on the one thing that had always defined him.

Richard's piercing gaze bore into Joe. "You okay?" The question hung in the air, heavy with unspoken concern.

Joe forced a smile, his fingers tightening imperceptibly on the controls. "Yeah, just tired. Long night." The lie tasted bitter on his tongue.

Richard's eyes narrowed, unconvinced. "Right."

Joe's mind raced, desperate to change the subject. He ran through the post-takeoff checklist, his movements mechanical. Each action felt like a fight against the fog in his brain.

As they reached cruising altitude, Richard cleared his throat. "Listen, Joe. Why don't you take a break? I've got this."

Joe bristled. "I'm fine, Richard. It was just a momentary—"

"It's not a request," Richard cut in, his tone brooking no argument. "Go. Clear your head."

Reluctantly, Joe unbuckled his harness. His legs felt unsteady as he stood. "I'll just be a minute," he muttered.

In the galley, Joe gripped the counter, his knuckles white. What the hell is wrong with me? he thought, his reflection in the small mirror a haunting reminder of his near-catastrophic lapse. Scott's face flashed in his mind, and Joe squeezed his eyes shut, willing the image away.

The key turned in the lock, and Joe stepped into the dimly lit foyer. Silence enveloped him, broken only by the soft ticking of the grandfather clock in the living room. He exhaled heavily, his shoulders sagging as the weight of the day settled upon him.

Caroline appeared in the hallway, her blue eyes immediately locking onto his haggard face. "Joe?" Her voice was soft, tinged with worry. She moved towards him, her steps hesitant. "What happened?"

Joe's throat tightened. He forced a weak smile. "Nothing. Just a long flight." The lie felt hollow, even to his own ears.

Caroline's hand reached out, gently touching his arm. "You look exhausted. And..." She paused, her nose wrinkling slightly. "Have you been drinking?"

Joe stiffened, his defenses rising. "It was just one or two to unwind. No big deal."

"Joe," Caroline said, her tone shifting from concern to determination. "We need to talk about this. It's becoming a pattern, and I'm worried about you."

Joe's jaw clenched. He wanted to brush past her, to retreat to the solitude of his office. But something in Caroline's eyes held him in place.

"I love you," she continued, her voice cracking slightly. "And I want to help. But you need to want it too. We can get through this together, save our marriage. Please, just... consider getting some help."

Joe's mind raced, torn between the urge to lash out and the desperate need for comfort. "I don't need help," he muttered, even as a part of him recognized the lie. "I can handle it."

Joe's facade cracked, anger and frustration boiling over. "You don't understand!" he snapped, his voice rising. "How could you possibly know what I'm going through?"

Caroline flinched, but stood her ground. "Then help me understand, Joe. Please."

"It's not that simple," Joe growled, pacing like a caged animal. "You think a few therapy sessions will fix everything? That I can just... forget?" His hands clenched into fists, knuckles white.

"I'm not saying that," Caroline replied, her tone steady despite the hurt in her eyes. "But this isn't healthy. You're hurting yourself, and—"

"And what?" Joe interrupted, whirling to face her. "Hurting you? Is that it?" The words tasted bitter on his tongue, but he couldn't stop. "I'm sorry my pain is such an inconvenience."

Caroline's expression hardened, a mix of determination and heartbreak. "That's not fair, and you know it."

Joe felt a twinge of guilt, quickly buried under a wave of anger. "Life isn't fair," he spat, storming past her. He needed to escape, to be alone with his thoughts.

The home office door slammed behind him, the sound echoing through the house. Joe collapsed into his chair, surrounded by the detritus of his spiraling life. Empty bottles clinked as his elbow knocked against them, papers scattered across the desk in disarray.

He buried his face in his hands, shame and regret warring with the anger still coursing through him. 'She doesn't deserve this,' a small voice in his head whispered. But acknowledging that meant facing truths he wasn't ready to confront.

Joe's gaze lifted, drawn to a framed photograph on his cluttered desk. His breath caught in his throat. There they were, Scott and him, grinning like fools in their first pilot uniforms. The memory hit him like a physical blow.

"Damn it, Scott," Joe muttered, his voice thick. He reached for the frame with trembling hands. "Why'd you have to go and leave me like this?"

The image blurred as tears welled in his eyes. Scott's carefree smile seemed to mock him now, a reminder of everything he'd lost.

"Remember what you used to say?" Joe whispered to the photograph. "'The sky's the limit, Joey-boy!'" He choked out a bitter laugh. "Guess you found the limit after all, didn't you?"

The facade crumbled. Joe's shoulders shook as silent sobs wracked his body. He clutched the frame to his chest, years of suppressed grief pouring out.

"I can't do this without you," he confessed to the empty room. "I don't know how to... how to just keep going."

The silence that followed was deafening. Joe slumped back in his chair, emotionally drained. Outside, life continued. A lawnmower droned in the distance. A car horn honked. The world moved on, oblivious to the storm raging within him.

Joe sat motionless, the weight of his unresolved grief pressing down like a physical force. The quiet hum of normality beyond his walls only emphasized the chaos in his mind. He was adrift, lost in a sea of memories and regret, with no clear path forward.
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Joe's knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel, his jaw clenched tight. The therapist's office loomed before him, a mundane brick building that felt more like a fortress. His mind raced, searching for excuses to leave.

Caroline's voice cut through the chaos. "Please, Joe. Do this for yourself. For us."

He exhaled sharply, steeling himself. With mechanical movements, he exited the car and approached the entrance. Each step felt heavier than the last.

The office door creaked as Joe pushed it open. The scent of lavender air freshener hit him, oddly discordant with his frayed nerves. Dr. Elizabeth Andrews stood to greet him, her smile warm but her eyes sharp and assessing.

"Mr. Armstrong, welcome. Please, come in."

Joe nodded curtly. "Dr. Andrews."

His legs felt like lead as he crossed the threshold. Fight or flight instinct screamed at him to turn back. He clenched his fists, willing himself forward.

Dr. Andrews gestured to a plush armchair. "Make yourself comfortable."

Comfortable. As if that were possible. Joe perched on the edge of the seat, back ramrod straight. His eyes darted around the room, cataloging exits, avoiding the doctor's gaze.
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