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			Trinidad and Tobago

			 

			Carnival had never felt so earned.

			Maebell’s thighs ached from dancing. Her feet were dusted in glitter and ash. Her voice was half-shot from laughing, singing, yelling, and refusing to let the night end. And she had absolutely no plans of going to bed.

			Not until the sun came up.

			Music blasted from every corner of the Queen’s Park Savannah, horns weaving in and out of rhythm like second lungs. Soca beats climbed the air and wrapped themselves around sweaty limbs and gold-painted faces. Somewhere nearby, someone was wining low enough to get married. Someone else was balancing a full rum bottle on her head. Maebell had no idea where her feathered crown had gone, but she didn’t care. The thing had been scratching her edges all day anyway.

			“Bess t’ing I ever seen,” the girl next to her shouted over the music. “You mashin’ up Carnival with them hips!”

			Maebell laughed hard enough to snort. “What hips? These Alabama bones?”

			“Gyal, don’t play with me!”

			She threw her arms up and let herself be pulled back into the crush of bodies, dancing until her skin sparkled with sweat. This trip — this whole escape from her usual wilderness boots and compass watch — was supposed to be just that: freedom. No moss to study. No bark to classify. No trail to mark. Just pure, unfiltered noise and color and movement.

			But even here, her instincts clung to her like second skin.

			She caught herself checking wind direction by the flag on a food truck. Noted the nearest exit route between soca trucks. She had located every source of clean water within a six-block radius by noon. The map was always in her head. That’s what happened when you spent your life navigating by stars and river drift.

			Still, Maebell was proud of herself. She had booked this trip alone. Paid for it in full with her California Survival School bonus. And she had played Mas like she meant it.

			Her curls were wild, puffed and pinned under a silk wrap printed with tiny flying fish. Her costume — turquoise and gold — had once clung tight but was now half-peeled and damp with sweat. She’d danced with strangers, dodged a few creeps, and eaten three different types of corn in one day. She hadn’t thought about Alabama or LA or her parents’ compost toilet once.

			This was freedom. For the first time, she felt fully twenty-four.

			And still…

			As she ducked out of the street and into the small rental flat she’d booked near St. Clair Avenue, her gut pulled her to check her phone.

			One message.

			From: Connor (CSS)

			Subject: Quick Update — Guyana Pickup Info

			Her stomach flipped.

			She opened it with glitter-coated fingers.

			“Hey Squirt — just a heads-up. The team in Guyana’s adjusting a few things due to a small fire in the training region. Nothing major. Your flight is still scheduled for Thursday morning, but they may relocate your drop. Zayn Persaud will be your pilot. We’re sending him the gear list now. He’ll meet you in Georgetown. Thanks again for stepping in — you’re the closest instructor in-region and this team will love your teaching.

			Gear arrived yesterday. You’re clear to pack light.”

			Maebell sat on the edge of the couch, eyes skimming the message again.

			Zayn Persaud. Cute name.

			Small fire. She’d dealt with worse in a dry California canyon.

			Closer than anyone else. She was still getting used to being seen as reliable.

			The message didn’t ask her to prep — not really. The job was already set. This was just an FYI. But her pulse quickened anyway.

			Wilderness Explorers was a big deal. A real-deal adventure company in Guyana — the kind with eco-lodges, guided expeditions, and deep local partnerships. CSS had wanted to build a relationship for years. This was her shot to help open that door.

			She pulled out her spiral-bound waterproof field notebook — the kind she kept even on vacations — and flipped to a blank page. With one hand, she wiped a streak of glitter off her neck. With the other, she started writing:

			**Check canopy density: rainforest, not forest

			Clay vs red soil for traction?

			Is fire natural or human-set? (dry season in progress — watch for wind)**

			**Jungle bugs — what’s stronger than DEET?

			Wild water filtration hacks (in case gear gets delayed)**

			After a few minutes, she paused and blinked.

			She was smiling.

			This wasn’t nerves. This was the quiet thrill that came every time she stepped toward the unknown. Her parents had never understood it. They thought living off-grid meant staying in place. But she’d always seen the wild as something that moved. That called.

			She was just answering.

			Her phone buzzed again. This time it was another instructor from CSS, sending a video of a failed bow drill fire in Idaho. Maebell laughed, sent back a flame emoji and “Combustion, baby!” before getting up to change clothes.

			She stripped out of the costume and stepped into a loose cotton midi dress, still sticky with sweat and glitter. Her curls were too wild to tame, so she wrapped them again. As she leaned toward the mirror to swipe off smudged eyeliner, her reflection caught her by surprise.

			Sunburnt cheeks. Scratch on her collarbone from someone’s wing. Jewelry missing. Sand still stuck to her calves.

			She looked like someone who lived hard and well.

			“Alright,” she said aloud to no one, then reached for her bag.

			She was only half packed. Tomorrow she’d fold the rest. Her gear had been shipped ahead — machete, trauma kit, knife set, compass, flint, waterproof bags. She’d bring her own quick-dry layers, a few clean sports bras, and a small pouch of first-aid extras: charcoal tablets, peppermint oil, ibuprofen, and a mini sewing kit. Oh — and her nail scissors. She hated split nails in the field.

			Her sandals were still on the porch. She slipped them on, grabbed her hip bag, and paused at the door.

			She looked back once —the half-packed suitcase, feathers in everywhere and the glitter-streaked floor.

			Then she stepped back into the night.

			Soca was still pulsing in the distance.

			She had a few hours left to dance — and a whole new world waiting on the other side.

			Mae’s phone buzzed at 5:12 a.m., vibrating against the tiled nightstand in the cheap downtown guesthouse she’d taken for the night. It was still dark — that gray-lavender wash before dawn when the city lights died down but the sun hadn’t quite risen to replace them.

			Her entire body ached from the last day of Carnival.

			She’d danced until her feet blistered, until her throat rasped from screaming joy into the sky. Her costume feathers — which had once bloomed neon pink and turquoise from her shoulder blades — now lay limp in the corner, sweat-drenched and molting. Glitter clung to her collarbone like confetti that refused to leave the party.

			But the party was over.

			Mae sat up, blinking against the haze of too little sleep and too much adrenaline. Her thighs burned when she swung them over the side of the bed, her calves reminding her that she’d worn boots not built for road marches. She hissed softly.

			“Worth it,” she muttered, and then winced.

			Time to move.

			She padded barefoot to her small roller bag and unzipped it with practiced economy. Two tank tops. One loose long-sleeve. A pair of field pants. Her favorite cargo shorts that had survived four countries, one minor landslide, and one very aggressive monkey. A quick inventory check confirmed what she feared: she hadn’t packed enough even for the first few days in Guyana.

			But Conner would’ve planned ahead. He always did.

			Her jungle packs were waiting at the office. Two would have been couriered from the CSS supply cage—prepped with the gear she’d specifically tagged last year for any Caribbean or South American assignments: rope, flares, her ultralight hammock, salt tabs, water tablets, a snakebite kit she hated thinking about. They were probably already waiting for her.

			She slipped into the bathroom and flipped on the light. Her eyes were puffed, glitter caked in her lash line. “Girl…you look like a whole disco ball.”

			Washing her face in cool water, she let herself breathe.

			The mirror was small, cracked on the upper left. Mae leaned close anyway, checking for peeling. Sun exposure wasn’t a joke in the interior. She ran a finger over her cheekbone — still tender from the heat. “Hydrate or die,” she whispered to herself, reaching for the canteen on the windowsill.

			Next, her hair.

			Of all the things she could handle — rough terrain, tight rations, unstable radio towers — her hair was the one battle she would lose time and time again out there.

			She shook out her scarf, assessing the puff of thick coils matted from Carnival. “Absolutely not,” she mumbled.

			She didn’t have time to fully wash and condition it and twist it, but not twisting? Chaos.

			The last time she wore two-strand twists into the field, she left them in so long they nearly locked. She’d spent half a week afterward detangling each root, questioning every life choice.

			She’d considered locs.

			Still was, actually. But she loved the freedom. Braids. Bantu knots. Big fro. Straight. Twisted. Buzzed. Tied up in a scarf. There was a power in showing up as all your selves.

			She oiled her fingers and began parting her hair with the end of a metal pen. Twist. Coil. Pin. Repeat. It was meditative — a kind of armor-making. By the time she finished, her fingers smelled like argan and lemongrass, and her scalp was calm.

			Clothes next.

			Tank top. White. Fitted. The kind that clung but didn’t trap heat.

			Field pants — not her first choice in this heat, but she could change when she got to the location.

			Her sandals waited near the door. She’d definitely have to grab her favorite boots as soon as she touched down. In her mind, she could still see a streak of reddish mud from the Dominican assignment. She’d meant to scrub that out, but something about it made her feel rooted. Like every place she’d walked still walked with her.

			She was small. Petite, even. A coworker called her “the keebler” once and regretted it immediately. Conner still called her “squirt” though, but he was more like a brother. She didn’t mind.

			But size never mattered out in the bush. The forest didn’t care how much you could lift. It cared if you could out-think your panic. If you knew when to run. When to stay still. If you could ration your fear the way you rationed water.

			Mae knew fear.

			She knew the way it climbed up your spine in the middle of the night when the forest was too quiet, when the heat didn’t break, when something rustled too close.

			She knew how to walk with it.

			That was the real muscle.

			She was ready to head out.

			Outside the room, the city yawned itself awake.

			Street vendors rolled carts onto corners. Dogs barked at passing cars. And somewhere down the road, a steelpan rhythm floated on air — a ghost from yesterday’s celebration, not quite ready to sleep.

			Mae stood by the window for a moment, looking out.

			Carnival was a release. A soft war cry. A reclaiming.

			But the jungle?

			The jungle was God’s lungs.

			She’d never been to Guyana’s interior before. Her work the last year had focused on developing community-based conservation programs with local partners. She’d learned the names of villages and forest systems like prayers. Mapped rivers and biodiversity nodes from afar. And when she did go into the field, it was with the entire team. But this assignment was different.

			She would be going in alone.

			For real this time.

			Into a rainforest older than most countries. Into a place where tree roots walked and insects sang in four-part harmony. The Kaieteur plateau. The Pakaraima Mountains. Blackwater rivers and bloodwood trees.

			It was like no place on earth — and yet, somehow, familiar.

			Because she remembered Alabama— home.

			The off-grid woods she used to disappear into as a child. Creeks lined with red clay. The hush of moss underfoot. Nights with no Wi-Fi and too many stars to count. She learned survival in those woods. Learned how to find her way by smell and sky and the bend of branches. The Caribbean wasn’t home — but the wild always whispered the same language.

			The difference, she reminded herself, was scale.

			Guyana’s interior wasn’t quaint.

			It wasn’t for stargazing and childhood fort-building.

			It was primal. Lush. Teeming.

			And beautiful.

			She couldn’t wait.

			Mae zipped her bag shut and looped her scarf around her neck. Just in case. She grabbed the feathers from her Carnival costume and stuffed them gently into the corner of her suitcase, laughing softly to herself.

			“Can you imagine showing up to the rainforest in this?”

			She could already hear Conner cracking jokes. 

			She smiled.

			She had work to do, and as she stepped outside into the cool morning air, she squared her shoulders.

			Her feet still hurt. Her arms ached.

			But her spirit was light.

			This was where she belonged — between rhythm and root, between celebration and survival.

			She was Mae Grant and life was just getting started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			Georgetown, Guyana

			 

			Zayn Persaud wasn’t technically late. But the way Diane was pacing in her sandals made him feel like he was.

			“The wind’s turned,” she said, pointing to a satellite map with the back of her pen. “That’s where we’re vulnerable now. North Ridge and Sector B, possibly Sector C if it spreads.”

			Zayn squinted at the screen and then out the window of the Wilderness Explorers’ downtown Georgetown office. The morning sky looked harmless enough — soft blue haze, no smoke in sight. He sipped from his foam cup of black coffee and nodded like he understood.

			“I mean, we knew it was gonna get dry,” he offered. “That’s the season.”

			Diane shot him a look that could peel mango skin. She’d been the company’s senior field director for fourteen years. She didn’t have the patience for pilot commentary that sounded like a beach report.

			“This isn’t like last year,” she said. “This one’s moving faster.”

			He nodded again, slower this time. “So cancel the trip.”

			“We might have to.” Her fingers hovered over her tablet. “But we still have to get the instructor. She’s landing in forty-eight hours. That’s non-negotiable.”

			“The American?”

			Diane nodded. “California Survival School. She’s already been vetted. Gear’s arrived. We’re not dropping her into any hot zones, but she needs a full orientation on the terrain shift. You’re picking her up from Ogle. Solo flight.”

			Zayn leaned back in the office chair, letting it creak dramatically. “They couldn’t send one of their own from the States?”

			“She was already in Trinidad,” Diane said. “She’s the closest.”

			He raised a brow. “Right place, wrong timing. She knows about the fire?”

			“She will by the time she lands.” Diane tapped a few keys. “Her name’s Maebell Smith.”

			Zayn winced. “Maebell?”

			“Yeah.” Diane didn’t look up. “Sounds Southern. Don’t start.”

			He wasn’t starting anything. But the name stirred an image he wasn’t expecting — something about Sunday dresses and cornbread and women who wrote letters in cursive. It didn’t match the profile of someone flying in to teach jungle survival. He imagined she’d be uptight. Maybe with tight hair and tighter shoes.

			Then again, he was wrong about people all the time.

			Diane angled the screen toward him. “You’ll fly low along the coast, swing in toward Region Seven, and bring her into base camp. Stick to the east route — it’s clearer. If anything changes, radio me.”

			“Copy.”

			“And Zayn?”

			He paused mid-sip. “Yeah?”

			“She’s not a client. She’s a partner. Treat her like one.”

			Zayn gave her a mock salute. “Yessir.”

			Diane narrowed her eyes. “Get out.”

			Zayn stood, snagging the flight manifest off the corner of her desk. But her words lingered.

			She’s not a client. She’s a partner.

			It wasn’t the first time someone had warned him like that — and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

			Zayn knew what people thought when they saw him walk into a room: too smooth, too charming, too casual with women who didn’t know better. Never mind the flight hours under his belt or the fact that he hadn’t dropped a passenger — or a deadline — in his entire career. For some reason, his laid-back attitude made people think he wasn’t serious about anything.

			Especially women.

			Especially if they were cute.

			And to be fair... his track record didn’t exactly help.

			He’d dated a French travel blogger who’d asked for jungle shots and ended up in his bed. Had a thing with a marine biologist who claimed she needed help loading equipment — two months of sweaty field runs and even sweatier nights. And then there was that awkward moment with the diplomat’s daughter who definitely wasn’t just tagging along for the scenery.

			Nothing scandalous. Nothing unprofessional. Just... patterns.

			Patterns that made people like Diane side-eye his every assignment.

			He got it.

			On paper, Zayn Persaud was a thirty-year-old man with no apartment, no mortgage, no spouse, no kids. Still lived at home in a house his father built from the ground up. Still came and went like he had nothing waiting for him. He’d heard the whispers from the older pilots — how he was wasting his time, coasting on charm and talent instead of planting roots.

			His mother never said anything outright, but he saw it in the way she’d look at him when she thought he wasn’t watching. Like she was waiting for him to announce something grown. A plan. A person. A reason to build something of his own.

			But what was the rush?

			He made good money. He wasn’t reckless with it. He took care of his gear, paid his share of the house, checked in with his parents even when he was days out in the interior. He went out on weekends, sure — played cricket with his boys, hit the clubs when the mood struck. So what?

			Wasn’t that what life was supposed to be? Flying, laughing, living?

			He didn’t see the problem.

			Still, Diane’s words stuck.

			She’s a partner. Treat her like one.

			Zayn rubbed a hand over his jaw as he stepped outside and felt the weight of the morning sun settle against his skin.

			He wasn’t worried. Cute or not, Mae Grant wasn’t just another adventurer passing through. This was a joint assignment — Wilderness Explorers and CSS. She had her own weight in this world, her own survival stories, her own expectations.

			He could keep it professional.

			He’d fly her in, drop her at camp, and move on to the next route.

			Simple.

			Clean.

			By the time he loaded the gear into the company’s smallest bush plane, the heat had settled into the runway like a smothering towel. The aluminum glinted white-hot under the mid-morning sun, and sweat pooled at the small of Zayn’s back before he even finished securing the cargo net.

			The Cessna 206 Skywagon was older than most of the pilots at the company. It wasn’t his first choice, but he trusted her more than half the new tech birds people raved about online. She was stripped down — bare bones, no frills — but Zayn knew every click, every rattle, every mood swing she had in dry heat.

			He gave the propeller a gentle nudge before starting the walkaround.

			“Alright, sweetheart. Let’s behave today.”

			She didn’t answer, but he liked to think she appreciated the courtesy.

			The engine always needed coaxing when the air was this dry. So he popped the cowling and checked her belts again. Nothing frayed. Nothing stiff. Then the aux fuel. Fire extinguisher. Survival kits. Medical. Radio comms. He checked it all twice.

			This wasn’t the kind of assignment where you forgot something and shrugged it off later. The fire changed everything.

			Flying near active wildfires wasn’t just dangerous — it was unpredictable. Heat didn’t rise in a neat column; it roiled in uneven drafts, punching upward with chaotic force. And for a small bush plane like his, that meant turbulence that could slap you sideways with no warning, or worse — pull you into a sudden updraft and toss you like a paper scrap.

			Zayn had studied the physics of it during training, but it was different when your boots were on the airstrip and the smoke was already visible in the distance. Fires created their own weather — localized wind shears, microbursts, even pyrocumulus clouds that formed out of smoke and ash and could strike with lightning. He’d seen them on satellite scans. He’d felt their effects in-flight.

			What most people didn’t know was that even without flames licking the horizon, the smoke alone was a threat. Visibility dropped to near zero. Engine intake could clog with soot. Filters got overloaded. Even radios weren’t guaranteed in fire zones.

			And it wasn’t like you could just not fly.

			Sometimes the only way in or out of a camp was by air. You couldn’t reroute medical evac teams. Couldn’t delay equipment drops if a site was counting on them to survive. You just had to plan for the worst and hope your instincts — and your aircraft — were good enough to get you through.

			Zayn didn’t fear fire.

			But he damn sure respected it, and if that respect required multiple systems check, then so be.

			He didn’t know how comfortable Maebell Grant, the partner not client, would be on a short-hop inland flight over uninterrupted jungle. And though she came highly recommended — “smart as hell, field-seasoned, relentless,” Diane had said — that didn’t mean she was unshakable.  It did mean that she would need him to fly safe.

			Zayn climbed into the cockpit, flipped the avionics master on, and waited for the familiar hum. Static. Then the navigation panel flickered to life.

			He keyed in the radio, gave a quick burst of comms back to base. Clear.

			Still had a few minutes before takeoff.

			He reached for his thermos and took a slow sip of warm tamarind tea. His mother had made it earlier that morning, pretending not to hover as he packed. She always acted like she was just “passing by” when she ended up placing something in his bag — extra protein bars, a roll of wipes, a shirt she insisted still smelled clean enough. He never stopped her.

			“Back in a day,” he’d promised.

			“You never know with the bush,” she said, then kissed the top of his head. “Bring your whole self back.”

			Now, seated under the sun-blasted canopy with the engine beginning to whine and thrum beneath him, Zayn exhaled.

			He wasn’t worried about the fire reaching the base camp. Not really. He knew the jungle breathed on its own timeline. The locals weren’t panicking, and Diane wouldn’t have greenlit this if she thought they were in danger. But something about this one felt... louder.

			He’d flown hundreds of trips in and out of Guyana’s interior. Scientists. Backpackers. Eco-tourists with too much money and not enough bug spray. He liked the short trips best. Nothing too deep. Just a few hours of clouds and cockpit quiet, then back to town where the roti was hot and his mother always had rice warming on the stove.

			This one felt different.

			His mother had always told him to trust his stomach. The garden told her things, she’d say. The tea talked. Zayn didn’t have a garden near him right now, but his stomach was definitely saying something. And it wasn’t about the coffee.

			As he finished the last systems check, he pulled out his notepad and tapped the pen clipped to his shirt. It had a tiny laser pointer built into it. He used it during his college internship at the national park service to give safety talks. Still tapped it when he was thinking.

			Zayn liked flying. He liked being good at something. But he hadn’t applied to Caribbean Air like he said he would. Or Suriname Express. Every year he told himself he’d go for it, move up to commercial and join the sleek, pressed-uniform crew with crisp call signs and smooth landings.

			But he liked being local. He liked flying people over the country he knew by heart. The dark folds of Kaieteur Falls, the long stretch of Iwokrama canopy, the spotty shimmer of Essequibo River at dusk. He knew how to read the way birds flew sideways before rain. He liked spotting tapir tracks from the sky. The big airlines didn’t care about that.

			He was comfortable and wasn’t ready to leave this. Not yet.

			But he didn’t want to stay stuck either.

			He was thirty. He still lived with his parents. He hadn’t been in a serious relationship in... a while. He was charming and the ladies loved him, sure, but he was not great with follow-through and even worse at actually taking care of something besides himself. His last girlfriend had called him “unbothered to a fault” before packing her bags and moving to Paramaribo.

			Maybe everyone was right. He coasted too easily, had too much fun and wasn’t serious about much.

			Either way, Zayn had a flight to run and forty-eight hours to not mess it up.

			He tapped his pen once more and looked up at the sky.

			The clouds were holding.

			For now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			The first thing Mae noticed was the sweat.

			Not hers—though she was definitely glowing in all the wrong ways after hauling her bags through Piarco International Airport—but his. The man leaning against the wing of the small plane, parked in Piarco’s south terminal, wore mirrored sunglasses, cargo pants, and the kind of sweat that said I live here, not I’m dying here. He was calm. Dry in places she wasn’t. And when he turned toward her, the heat ratcheted up a notch for an entirely different reason.

			“Mae-bell Smith?” he asked, drawing out her full name like it was part of a slow dance.

			Mae blinked. “Just Mae.”

			He grinned, pulling off his shades. “Ah. Okay. I was picturing something way more... floral.”

			She snorted. “That’s my great-grandmama’s name. Apparently, she was a hellion on wheels, so I try not to complain. But yeah. Mae.”

			“Zayn,” he said, offering his hand. “Your chauffeur.”

			She took it, noting the firm grip, the relaxed posture, and the way his eyes crinkled just enough to say not a jerk. His voice was smooth with a soft Guyanese lilt. He had a dimple. Unfair. 

			“This dude is a problem,” she thought to herself while simultaneously checking if she needed problems today.

			Zayn was fine. Like, unfairly hot—the kind of good-looking that should come with a warning label. He had this air of laid-back swagger, just cocky enough to let you know he knew it, but not so much you wanted to throw him out of the plane. Mae could practically feel herself melting, and not just from the Guyana heat. Classic.

			“I thought I’d be in the back,” she said, eyeing the plane’s narrow body.

			“You’re the only passenger. Front seat’s all yours.”

			She smiled. “I’ve never flown shotgun before.”

			“You’ve never flown with me before.”

			Mae raised a brow at the confidence. This guy.

			Still, she followed him to the plane, ducked under the wing, and climbed up. The interior smelled like fuel and heat and something faintly citrus—maybe his cologne or whatever he’s drinking in that thermos. Her arms brushed his as she settled in. He flipped switches and checked dials with casual efficiency, his body moving like the cockpit was an extension of himself.

			“So,” she said, buckling her belt. “How bad’s the fire?”

			He glanced at her. “Diane brief you?”

			“She sent a message. Said you’d fill me in.”

			He hesitated for a beat. “It’s not nothing. But we’re keeping clear. They might adjust your landing zone, but you’ll still get your feet dirty.”

			She grinned. “Good. Ain’t no fun in stayin’ clean.”

			Zayn blinked, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Fair warning—your accent is throwing me off.”

			Mae laughed. “Yours too. I understood like 80% of what you just said.”

			“I’ll slow down,” he said, starting the engine. “You translate American Southern for me, and I’ll translate Guyana for you.”

			The propeller roared to life, and Mae felt her pulse rise—not from fear, but from the shift. She always got this flutter at takeoff. A thrill of leaving one place and trusting the sky. Add Mr. Persaud to the mix and she was absolutely feeling the moment.

			As they lifted off the runway and climbed above the coastline, Georgetown spread out below them in a patchwork of green, tin roofs, and water veins. It was flat, lush, unfamiliar. Beautiful.

			Mae leaned slightly toward the window, then toward him. “So... how long have you been flying?”

			“Six years. Been with Wilderness for the last three. Before that, I did some park service work. And tours.”

			“Ever crash?” she teased.

			Zayn chuckled. “Only into bed after a long day.”

			She rolled her eyes but smiled.

			They flew in companionable silence for a few minutes, the rumble of the engine filling the space. Mae studied the terrain below. The dense green of the forest. The winding river. The occasional break in canopy that might be a village—or maybe just a trick of light.

			“You know this place like the back of your hand, don’t you?” she asked.

			Zayn didn’t answer right away. “Kinda. My dad’s a light hiker. My mom grows every local plant you can name. I just fly over it most of the time.”

			Mae nodded. “So you’re a local... who doesn’t always land.”

			He glanced at her, amused. “Something like that. You?”

			“Raised in the woods,” she said. “Northern Alabama. Off-grid. My parents are full-blown preppers. Solar panels, compost toilets, rain catchment, all of it.”

			He whistled. “So survival school was your vacation?”

			“More like a compromise,” she said, smiling. “I went west and took what I could get. Ended up liking it and figured I’d use it to see the world.”

			Zayn tilted his head. “That’s badass.”

			“I couch-surfed for a year in LA. Worked side gigs. Learned how to make a fire from cardboard and lip gloss. Survival looks different when you’re broke in a city.”

			He laughed. “Remind me never to cross you.”

			“Oh, you wouldn’t survive.”

			Their eyes met for a second too long.

			Mae looked away first, her cheeks warming. She wasn’t usually quick with flirting. She could dress the part—grit, boots, tattoos—but when it came to actual connections, she fumbled. Growing up isolated meant she’d skipped all the usual rites of passage. No prom. No parties. No locker-side crushes. She didn’t have her first real date until she was twenty, and that had ended with her sleeping on a borrowed couch and googling how to tell if a guy’s nice or just pretending.

			She didn’t trust herself around cute men with easy laughs. Especially ones with dimples and regional charm.

			But Zayn seemed... safe. Not in a boring way. In a maybe I can laugh with you without getting burned way. But what did she know…he was probably a playboy or something.

			Unsure she stayed quiet.

			Outside, the trees below thickened—miles of dense canopy crawling toward the horizon. From this height, the rainforest didn’t look real. It was too solid, too endless, like a green sea frozen in time. But then Mae saw it: a break in the canopy. Not a natural clearing. Something darker. Moving.

			A thread of smoke curled into the sky.

			Mae leaned forward, pressing a hand against the scratched window. “Is that smoke?”

			Zayn didn’t answer right away. He was still, his jaw set beneath his sunglasses. But she caught it—the barely perceptible way his hands shifted on the controls. Tighter. Focused. His fingers flexed.

			“Shouldn’t be this far east,” he muttered.

			The hair on Mae’s arms prickled.

			She sat back slowly, eyes darting between the thickening smoke and Zayn’s posture. It had changed. The usual easy confidence in his spine was gone. Replaced with something taut. Like a bow drawn too tight.

			He flicked off the auto-trim. Manual override.

			Mae’s chest squeezed.

			The plane dipped slightly as he adjusted altitude. He radioed in, calm but clipped, enunciating each word with precision. Static crackled in reply.

			Then—nothing.

			He tried again.

			Nothing.

			She shifted in her seat. “Everything okay?”

			Zayn didn’t turn. “Just... hang tight.”

			It was the pause. The way his voice didn’t quite meet his words that told her everything she needed to know.

			The smoke widened, a thick ribbon twisting in the wind like a snake. The closer they flew, the darker it became. Not ash-gray. Not wildfire red. Black. Wet-looking. Chemical.

			Something was burning. Something man-made.

			Another gust of wind slammed into the plane’s underside. Mae’s stomach lurched. The harness caught hard against her chest as the plane tilted. Outside, trees blurred into one green smear.

			Zayn’s hands moved quickly now—altimeter, throttle, flaps. Mae gripped the armrests, trying to focus on her breath. One-two. One-two.

			Then came the sound.

			A deep, mechanical groan, low and angry, like the plane itself was protesting.

			Beep.

			A red light blinked near Zayn’s wrist.

			“Backup failure,” he said.

			Just like that.

			Two words. No emotion. But his knuckles had gone almost white on the throttle.

			“Zayn?” Her voice cracked.

			He didn’t lie. That scared her more.

			“I’ve got it,” he said again. But there was something unraveling at the edges now. She could feel it.

			The smoke enveloped them in seconds. Everything outside the window disappeared into gray-black blur. Mae’s breath hitched as pressure shifted, her ears popping. Another shriek of metal howled through the fuselage, like claws dragging across the skin of the aircraft.

			A sudden jolt flung her against the seat. The whole plane pitched left.

			“ZAYN!”

			“We’re banking east—” he started.

			Then came the fire.

			Not flames—heat. A wave of it, surging from below. It hit them like a punch. Mae gasped as sweat broke out across her skin in an instant. Her breath caught.

			Outside, the sky turned orange and black in the same blink.

			Zayn’s voice snapped, “Brace!”

			Mae didn’t hesitate. Training. Instinct. She curled forward, hands wrapped around the back of her head. The harness dug into her shoulders. Her face pressed against the edge of the seat in front of her.

			Another sound tore through the plane.

			Like steel screaming.

			Something ripped open.

			Mae couldn’t breathe.

			All around her, everything shattered. The world tipped violently. Light blinked out. The right wing dropped, dragging them into a spin.

			Her head slammed sideways.

			The cabin filled with the sickening sound of metal twisting, the faint pop of a panel bursting. A suitcase cracked open midair, spilling clothes and gear that whipped past her face.

			Time distorted.

			Mae didn’t know if it was seconds or minutes. Her senses blurred.

			But then—

			Zayn’s arm.

			Not reaching for the harness. Not shielding himself.

			Reaching across the dash. Steady. Determined.

			Reaching toward her.

			A flash of brown skin, taut muscle, control.

			And then everything went white.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			[image: Logo-8.jpg] 

			The forest below was all jagged green — no clearings, no soft landing pads. Just trees with trunks thick as towers, vines like nooses, and uneven ground that had swallowed men whole before.

			Still, he fought for the yoke, banking left, trying to bleed airspeed.
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