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      The Alaskan dawn poured rose-gold light across the inlet, but Sloane Winters barely noticed the spectacle.

      Seventy-two hours ago, she’d handed in her Seattle Trauma badge. This morning, she stood outside Whitewater Bay Regional, clutching an HR packet and trying to slow a heart that insisted on leaping ahead of the rotor blades she hadn’t even heard yet.

      Calm is a choice, she reminded herself. The words had soothed dozens of interns. They’d have to work on her, too.

      She crossed the parking lot toward the Laughing Moose Café, a cedar-sided building next to the hospital, when a massive moose with an impressive rack of antlers emerged from behind the building.

      The gentle giant looked at her with curious, friendly eyes and slowly approached, lowering his great head to sniff at her jacket pocket where she kept granola bars, his wet nose nudging her hand as if asking politely for a treat.

      “Come on, Murph, let the lady through,” came a voice from behind her. A local stepped up beside them, gently nudging the moose away from the cafe entrance. “He’s harmless, just looking for his morning snack. Go on inside before he decides to follow you. I’m Mike, by the way—I run the hardware store down the street.”

      “I’m Sloane,” she said. “Thanks for the rescue.” She headed inside before Murph could change his mind about letting her pass.

      Blessed warmth and the scent of maple syrup rolled out the moment she opened the door.

      “Welcome!” called Maggie Lee, the owner, from behind a gleaming espresso machine. Her red hair was braided and pinned up. “I see you met Murph. He’s harmless. Let me guess, new flight crew?” She slid a cup beneath a portafilter with the grace of a veteran nurse pushing meds.

      “First day,” Sloane admitted, looking brand new in her flight suit.

      “Then you need the Whitewater Welcome.” Maggie tamped grounds with a brisk twist. “Triple shot, hint of maple, sprinkle of birch-smoked salt. Trust me.”

      June Harrington, barista by day, social-media minor celebrity by night, propped a phone on a tripod. “Unboxing the newbie’s first sip,” she narrated to her livestream. “Will she survive the extreme caffeine?”

      Sloane laughed as the camera’s red light blinked. “Only one way to find out.” She took the cup Maggie offered and let the maple-edged crema coat her tongue. “I might actually live forever.”

      A bell over the door jangled. A burly man in a quilted parka strode in, plucked a drip coffee from the self-serve urn, and grunted as though the world had attacked him personally. Maggie’s smile thinned.

      “You’re out early, Dmitri.”

      “Some of us work for a living,” Dmitri Volkov muttered in a thick Russian accent. “Some of us make TikToks.”

      June bounced a foam heart on top of a latte. “That’s content creation, thank you.”

      Dmitri’s gaze snagged on Sloane’s flight patch. “You the new sky angel from the city?”

      “Just a nurse doing her job.”

      “Hmph. Don’t let corporate caffeine poison you,” he growled, brandishing his travel mug emblazoned VOLKOV’S ROAST—THE REAL PICK-ME-UP. Then he stomped out, door rattling and the scent of dark roast in his wake.

      Maggie sighed. “Ignore him. He owns the kiosk on the first floor inside the hospital. Thinks I’m gunning for his territory. Which, to be fair—” she shrugged—“I am, but gently.”

      “How cutthroat.” Sloane lifted her cup in salute.

      The door hadn’t finished rattling shut when it banged open again. In lurched Gus Harkness. He was part of the seasonal trail crew and an eternal conspiracy theorist. His boots were caked in something that looked suspiciously like swamp muck.

      “He’s back,” Gus announced, eyes shining beneath a knit cap that read KEEP IT SQUATCHY. “Mile Marker Nine. Left prints the size of snowshoes and a stink like wet skunk.”

      Maggie pointed her milk pitcher at him. “Wipe your feet before you track half the Kenai in here.”

      Gus shuffled to the counter, leaving a trail of mystery sludge. “Give me a double to steady my nerves. Fella’s out there guarding his territory.”

      June angled her phone, whisper-narrating to the livestream. “Breaking news! Local legend Gus claims fresh Bigfoot encounter. Comment with your favorite cryptid emoji.”

      Sloane giggled. “Does this happen often?”

      “About every other Thursday,” Maggie said. “Full moon, new moon, or whenever the coffee runs low.”

      Gus jabbed a finger toward the window, where the mountains loomed. “Laugh all you want. One day, he’ll march right down Main Street and order a latte. Then who’ll be laughing?”

      “Depends,” Sloane said, raising her cup in salute. “Does Bigfoot tip?”

      Gus considered. “Cash only.”

      The café erupted in laughter, and even June’s phone shook with it.

      The Flight Operations door stood ajar, a box fan pushing stale air over laminated weather charts. Inside, a tall man in a navy flight suit studied a tablet. His hair was military short. Zach Reeves, if Maggie’s orientation packet and a few late-night Internet searches were accurate.

      Before she could introduce herself, he spoke without turning. “Winters, right? Seattle MedEvac?”

      “That’s me.” She extended a hand. He shook it. Firm, professional, no smile.

      “Briefing starts in three.” He tapped the tablet. “Ceiling’s twenty-five hundred, winds fifteen gusting twenty-five out of the northwest. Sitka Pass reporting moderate turbulence.”

      “I read the METAR earlier,” she said, matching his clipped tone. “Conditional yellow east of Pioneer Ridge.”

      That earned a fractional raise of an eyebrow. “You kept up.”

      Dr Malcolm Harrison breezed in—a silver-templed ER director whose lab coat seemed permanently wind-ruffled. “Sloane Winters, welcome.” He shot her a reassuring grin before jerking a thumb at Zach. “Don’t mind Reeves. He trusts skill, not résumés. Prove you can handle a hoist in shear winds and you’re golden.”

      “I’ll settle for alive,” she quipped.

      The last member of the morning crew, nurse-tech Ruby Olsen, arrived with a cinnamon roll the size of a hubcap. “Emergency carb loading,” she announced. “You must be the famous Seattle transplant. Ignore Zach’s attitude. Underneath, he’s a marshmallow.”

      Ruby’s grin was infectious. Zach’s scowl deepened just enough to prove her point. Sloane bit back a chuckle.

      They circled the operations table while Zach laid out the call rotation and radio protocols. Twenty minutes later, she could have diagrammed their entire service area in her sleep. The knowledge steadied her pulse until the overhead speaker crackled.

      “Hope-One, copy priority yellow—logger down, possible pelvic crush, Sitka Creek clear-cut. Weather VFR, winds one-six-gamma, gusts two-three.”

      Zach met her eyes across the table. “Questions?”

      “Just one.” She slid her helmet on and tugged the chin strap. “You prefer ready or ready-ready?”

      A corner of his mouth threatened a smile, then he thought better of it. “Let’s go.”

      The Bell 429 sat on the helipad like a coiled raptor, rotor blades tethered but twitching in the gusts. Sloane jogged the short distance, shoulder bag thumping, heart suddenly light. First flight with a new partner always felt like walking a high wire—part terror, part exhilaration.

      Zach climbed into the left seat, fingers dancing across switches. “Pre-flight done. Basket loaded. We’ve got a fifty-minute window before the ceiling drops.”

      “Plenty of time,” she answered, sliding the side door open and performing her ninety-second cabin check: stretcher latched, med kit stowed, portable ventilator active, fluids warming.

      He keyed the intercom. “Hope-One departing Whitewater, en route Sitka Creek, souls two plus one patient on return.”

      Control cleared them, and the helicopter lifted. The hospital dropped away as tundra and spruce swept under the skids like a scrolling map. Sloane checked her watch—07:59—and forced a long exhale. Calm is a choice.

      Below, fog pooled between ridges, amping the nerves in her stomach. She pulled them tight and stored them beside the maple afterglow of Maggie’s coffee, then cracked the cabin mic.

      “Reeves, you ever think about how many bad days add up to our job security?”

      “Only on good days,” he replied. The man did have a sense of humor. Dry as winter air, but real. A beat of silence, rotor hum filling the headset.

      “My safe word is espresso,” she added, testing the line.

      “Duly noted.” Was that a chuckle? Hard to tell over the engine whine, but something eased between them.

      Sitka Creek clear-cut appeared ahead, a brown gouge in endless forest, logging machines frozen mid-work. A small crowd converged on a neon-tarp rectangle. Sloane flexed her gloved fingers around the litter rail.

      Zach began his landing patter. “Tail wind quartering. I’m putting us on the south edge where the mud looks firmer. Ten seconds.”

      Sloane’s world narrowed to the patient she hadn’t seen yet, the gear she carried, and the pilot who had to keep them all alive. For an instant, nerves spat sparks in her chest. Then the skids kissed ground.

      “Clear right,” she said, unbuckling.

      “Rotors hot. Watch the tail.”

      She dropped to the mud, sprinted. Cold air sliced along the collar of her suit, smelling of sawdust and diesel. First rescue in Alaska, she thought, adrenaline already clearing the edges of fear.

      The patient lay pale, pressure falling. A fellow loggers muttered that Mike’s wife was pregnant. Sloane’s medical brain took the reins. Assess, binder, fluids, TXA, fast. But her heart registered the unborn child, the desperate loggers around them, the timber-scented wind. All right, Alaska, she told the churn of mountains and sky. Let’s see what you’ve got.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Sitka Creek clear-cut – 08:03 A.M.

      Wind clawed at Sloane’s helmet as she knelt in the churned mud beside Mike Rogerson, her gloved fingers working with practiced efficiency despite the helicopter’s downwash trying to knock her sideways. The pelvic binder felt slick in her grip. Blood and rainwater made everything treacherous.

      “Easy, Mike,” she murmured, though she doubted he could hear her over the rotor wash. His face had gone gray, pupils dilated with shock and pain medication, but his chest still rose and fell in a steady rhythm. Good. Keep breathing.

      She threaded the orange webbing beneath his hips, feeling the unnatural give where bone should be solid. The injury was bad. She could see the telltale asymmetry, the way his left leg canted inward at an impossible angle. Without stabilization, every jostle during transport would grind broken pelvic fragments against arteries that were already bleeding internally.

      Two clicks as the buckles engaged. The sound was swallowed by wind and engine noise, but she felt the mechanism catch through her fingertips. Now came the crucial part. How to give enough compression to stop the bleeding, but not so much that she crushed what remained.

      “Hold him steady,” she called to the loggers flanking Mike’s shoulders. Their faces were grim and mud-streaked, but their hands were gentle as they braced him against the downdraft.

      Sloane gripped the ratchet handle and pulled. The binder drew tight around Mike’s pelvis with mechanical precision, each click drawing the broken geometry of his lower body inward by degrees. Half an inch. An inch. She watched his face for signs of distress, felt for the pulse point at his wrist.

      Bone fragments that had been grinding like broken glass settled into approximate alignment. Internal bleeding slowed as compressed tissue found new equilibrium. It wasn’t pretty, but it was life-saving, and in her business, pretty didn’t matter.

      “There,” she breathed, securing the final strap. The binder held Mike’s pelvis like a mechanical embrace, buying them time to get him to the trauma surgeons who could put him back together properly.

      Mike’s breath hitched. “Baby… due in three weeks,” he rasped, voice thready over the rotor thunder.

      Sloane slid two grams of TXA into the yellow port of his IV. “And you’re going to be there handing out cigars.”

      She shot a glance at Zach, still in the cockpit, holding the Bell 429 in a hover just high enough to keep the skids from sinking into churned mud. He gave her a thumb-and-forefinger circle—ready when you are.

      “Let’s package,” she told the two loggers assisting. They lifted Mike in a single count, laid him into the litter, and snapped the restraint straps. One logger swiped his eyes with a muck-smeared sleeve. The other pressed a crumpled photo of a sonogram into Sloane’s free hand.

      “For luck,” he mouthed.

      She tucked it into her vest pocket, latched the litter to the floor rails, and hit the intercom. “Cabin secure.”

      Zach settled the bird just long enough for her to slam the side door. Then the world kicked upward.

      Trees dropped away in a blur of snow-dusted green. Sloane knelt beside the litter, left knee braced against the turbulence.

      “BP ninety-four over sixty,” she called forward. “Heart rate one-thirty, maintaining.”

      “Copy,” Zach answered, voice steady.

      A sudden downdraft smacked the cabin. The stretcher jumped; Sloane caught the rail with her elbow before the IV line could tear loose.

      Mike’s eyelids fluttered. “Sophie,” he whispered.

      “Talk to me about Sophie,” Sloane said, widening the saline drip. “What color will you paint her room?”

      “Yellow… brighter than this mud pit.” A ghost of a smile.

      “Good choice.” She kept him talking, one-skein conversation, one-skein vitals, weaving hope and medicine together because sometimes they were the same thread.

      Five miles out, she heard Zach inhale sharply. Ahead, a flash of grey swooped across the windscreen. Celeste Chong’s news drone, camera eye gleaming.

      “Seriously?” Sloane muttered.

      “Free advertising,” Zach said, and tipped the nose just enough to dodge.

      Zach set the skids down feather-soft. The trauma team was already double-timing across the pad, gurney wheels squealing. Sloane rattled the hand-off—“Crushed pelvis, femur fracture, TXA on scene, liter in, stabilized vitals”—and jogged alongside until the automatic doors closed behind the stretcher.

      Inside the airlock, adrenaline left her in one long shiver. She steadied herself against the wall, then felt a warm touch. Zach, handing her the sonogram photo she’d forgotten she’d tucked away.

      “Dropped this.”

      “Thanks. I’m starting a tradition. Pictures go in the ‘they-lived’ file.”

      “Good file to keep.” He wasn’t smiling exactly, but the edges of his eyes had softened.

      By the time they reached the lobby, her stomach reminded her she’d had nothing but coffee since 5 A.M.

      “How long before Celeste’s drone footage hits her channel?” he asked.

      “Ten minutes.”

      He thunked the wall with his knuckle. “I say six, loser buys the winner a maple macchiato.”

      “Deal.”

      Doors parted and Ruby was waiting. “Whatever bet you two are making, put me down for eight minutes. I’ve got insider info. Drone Girl’s editing bay is two desks from mine.” She slipped a bill into Sloane’s pocket like a bookie.

      The Laughing Moose had food and that was all Sloane wanted. Maggie waved them over, copper braid swinging.

      “Flight fuel,” she said, sliding them two latte-laden cups. Maple froth formed perfect hearts. Sloane’s tongue practically sighed.

      At the end of the counter, June angled her phone. “Livestream: heroes arrive!”

      Sloane saluted with her cup. “Can we get a filter that hides helmet hair?”

      June cackled. “I’ll add sparkles.”

      A side door slammed. Dmitri Volkov barreled in. “They avoid the kiosk again!” he barked. “For this sugar shack?” He glared at Maggie’s pastry case as if it contained plutonium.

      Maggie batted her eyelashes. “They prefer establishments with good customer service.”

      Dmitri grumbled in Russian, then thrust two cinnamon rolls at Sloane and Zach. “Eat. You fly better with carbs.” He stomped out, not waiting for thanks.

      “He’s a cupcake under the espresso crust,” Maggie whispered.

      “Cupcakes don’t stomp and fume,” Sloane replied.

      They claimed a corner table by the window. Snow flurries blew sideways outside, but the maple latte warmed Sloane from collarbone to boot soles.

      “Nice save on-scene,” Zach said, peeling the paper off his cinnamon roll. “Binder placement was textbook.”

      “Your landing was needle-threading. That stump was, what, two feet from the tail?”

      “Twenty-three inches,” he corrected, and she couldn’t tell if he was kidding.

      Her pager buzzed. Just a system check. She tucked it away, then found Zach studying her over the rim of his cup.

      “You always talk to your patients like that?” he asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Like their futures are already fact.”

      She shrugged. “If they believe it, sometimes their bodies catch up.”

      “Huh.” He looked out the window, as if testing the idea against the pale sprawl of mountains.

      A ping sounded on June’s phone. She squealed. “Six minutes, forty-one seconds. Celeste just dropped the reel!”

      Zach lifted a brow, and Sloane groaned. Fishing in her pocket, she produced the crumpled five from Ruby.

      “I’ll tab it later,” he said. “Bragging rights are sweeter.”

      Their cups were half-empty when their pagers went off in tandem.

      “Ready for round two?” Zach asked.

      “Tell Celeste to keep the drone warm,” she said, fastening her collar. “Let’s fly.”

      They left the warmth of the café, boots echoing down the corridor, the mountain wind already clawing at the rooftop hatch above. In her pocket, the sonogram photo pressed like a promise that the day’s first save was only the beginning.
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