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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.
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      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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      Sloane liked the way mountains looked from a helicopter. Enormous yet manageable, their lethal beauty flattened into a relief map slipping under the skids. Raider Peak, however, seemed to lean in and bare its teeth as Zach nudged the Bell 429 through an invisible fist of turbulence.

      “Wind’s jumped five knots,” he warned over the intercom.

      Sloane steadied the medical kit between her boots. “Route still clear?”

      “For now. Ceiling’s dropping behind us, though. If we don’t boogie, we’ll be sipping cocoa with the ice climbers till spring.”

      “Cocoa sounds nice. Hypothermia, less so.”

      A crackle from the ridge team burst in. “Patient unresponsive, weak carotid. Litter ready. Hoist recommended. Visibility variable, blowing spindrift.”

      Sloane toggled her mic. “Copy. Warm saline primed, heated blankets standing by.”

      She braced as Zach banked into a tight orbit. Below, two red jackets flagged a makeshift landing zone no bigger than a pool table perched on a thirty-degree slope. Spindrift swirled like powdered sugar in a snow globe shaken by giants.

      “Hauling you down thirty feet,” Zach said. “I’ll keep the cable short. The gusts are messy.”

      “That’s one way to say terrifying.” She clipped in and sidestepped out the door into a roar of rotors and needle-sharp snow.

      Her boots kissed ice. The world narrowed to wind whip, rotor thunder, and the sprawled form of the climber: male, twenties, helmet cracked, skin the color of skim milk. A search and rescue tech shouted vitals. Core temp eighty-nine, pulse thirty-four, respirations shallow.

      Bad but salvageable. Sloane slid in a warmed saline line, slapped heat packs against axilla and groin, and secured a cervical collar. The litter clips locked and she flashed the winch-up signal. The world jerked skyward.

      Inside the cabin, she wrestled the laden litter into brackets while Zach lifted clear of the ridge, ice crystals hissing along the fuselage. The patient’s face had gained a shade of pink but his breathing still came in shallow puffs that barely fogged the oxygen mask.

      “Core eighty-nine and rising,” she called over the steady thrum of rotors, fingers dancing across the portable monitor. The numbers climbed with agonizing slowness.

      “Roger,” Zach answered, voice tight as a guitar string. The altimeter dipped. So did Sloane’s stomach, that familiar elevator-drop sensation that meant they were riding thermals like a leaf in a hurricane.

      She pressed her palm against the patient’s forehead. Still too cold, but warming. Come on, she willed him silently. Stay with us.

      “Easy,” she murmured to him or the mountain or maybe to the helicopter that bucked beneath them like a spooked horse, she wasn’t sure.

      Zach’s voice was soft in her ears. “You always hum when it gets hairy?”

      Heat bloomed across her cheeks. She hadn’t noticed the song slipping out. It was the same pop hook from June’s playlist that had been stuck in her head since hearing it. The melody had escaped without thought.

      “Side effect of altitude,” she said and felt the flush deepen despite the cabin chill.

      Through the headset, she caught Zach’s soft chuckle—warm, surprised, intimate somehow in the cramped space filled with medical equipment.

      Five minutes from Whitewater Bay, clouds slammed shut like sliding warehouse doors. Snowflakes plastered the windscreen, each one a tiny star that bloomed and melted against the glass.

      The world beyond turned into a white void, erasing the horizon line that pilots needed like a lifeline.

      “Visibility just went to peas-on-a-plate,” Zach muttered, tension threading through his voice like wire. “I can pick IFR vectors or hug the tree line.”

      Sloane glanced at the monitor. The patient’s oxygen saturation wavered at ninety-two percent, stable but fragile. Altitude changes could tip him backward into crisis.

      “Patient won’t like altitude pressure,” she said, making the call. “Hug trees. I’ll keep breathing for him if needed.”

      “Copy.” His voice sounded carved from granite, steady despite the helicopter’s increasing shudder as crosswinds tried to push them sideways into the white maze of storm and mountain.

      She tightened her grip on the litter rail and found herself humming again, softer this time, almost unconsciously, as if the melody could somehow guide them all safely home.

      Peas-on-a-plate, she repeated silently, tucking it away. The man had poetry buried under his layers.

      At least the drone problem solved itself. Celeste’s quad-rotor couldn’t penetrate the snow wall.

      Ten feet above the helipad, a gust smacked them sideways. Zach fought the yaw pedals and the helicopter skidded left, right, then kissed the deck like a sullen cat deciding to allow affection.

      “Skids down, rotors hot,” he breathed.

      “Cabin clear.” Sloane’s pulse was still galloping to match the wild flight path they’d flown.

      Inside the ER bay, Sloane rattled the hand-off: “Male twenty-seven, basilar skull fracture likely, moderate hypothermia, warmed fluids, sats improving.”

      Dr Harrison’s team swept the climber toward CT.

      She peeled off her gloves, expecting the adrenaline drain, but it didn’t come. The air outside the automatic doors howled like a jet engine, rattling windowpanes.

      Ruby hustled past carrying armloads of blankets. “National Weather Service just upgraded us. Blizzard warning till midnight. CEO’s locking nonessential doors.”

      “So we’re essentials?” Zach asked behind her.

      “Some would say,” Ruby said.

      Overhead, lights flickered. A generator hummed. The nurse’s station erupted in groans.

      Zach arched a brow at Sloane. “Looks like cocoa and hypothermia might still be on the menu, just here instead of the ridge.”

      Ten minutes later, they found the staff lounge converted into a storm bunkhouse. Maggie appeared, cheeks wind-burned, clutching two thermoses.

      “Laughing Moose to the rescue,” she announced. “Triple-maple hot chocolate, no charge. Dmitri’s roasting beans upstairs and swearing in five languages.”

      “If he snarls, toss him a scone,” Sloane suggested.

      “Already did. He snarled in Russian, then ate two.”

      Maggie vanished to med-surg. Zach unscrewed a thermos, steam curling between them.

      “Peace offering,” he said, handing it over.

      Their fingers brushed and a static spark jolted them apart.

      They sat on adjacent cots, cups steaming. Snow hammered the window like thrown rice, blotting out everything beyond, cocooning them in white noise.

      “Busy first morning,” Zach said.

      “Is it always like this?”

      He considered. “Some days it’s worse.”

      She laughed into the rim of the cup. Chocolate and maple coated her tongue.

      After a silence measured in heartbeats, he asked, “Why leave Seattle? Level I trauma center’s a hard gig to walk away from.”

      She traced a circle on the thermos cap. “I needed somewhere my work mattered without swallowing me whole. Whitewater was hiring. Plus”—she gestured at the wall of white—“I like extreme sports.”

      “May tag you in next time I heli-ski,” he said.

      “Is that an invite?”

      “Depends whether you hum on descents too.”

      She rolled her eyes, but the teasing eased something tight behind her ribs. His turn, she thought. “And you? Rumor says Special Ops. Why trade deserts for glaciers?”

      His grin vanished, replaced by a hitch in his throat. “I, uh, thought Alaska would be quiet.”

      Thunderous gusts rattled the pane, as if mocking the idea. Sloane waited. He swallowed, eyes fixed on swirling white.

      “Sometimes quiet isn’t a place,” she said softly. “It’s when the noise inside finally fades.”

      His gaze found hers, surprised, almost raw. The moment stretched—cozy, electric—until a pager chirped from the doorway.

      Dmitri stomped in, dusted with snow, brandishing a tray of espresso shots. “Ceiling’s down to four hundred feet. We caffeinate. We survive.”

      He thrust tiny cups like rationed ammunition. Sloane accepted one. Zach did likewise, nodding thanks. Ruby popped her head in. “Waiting room’s filling with stranded day-surgery patients. Anyone who can swing an IV pole or play UNO is drafted.”

      Dmitri harrumphed. “I pour. You poke.” He marched out, espresso tray held aloft like a standard.

      Zach stood, offering his hand. “Come on, Seattle. Let’s make ourselves useful.”

      She took it and let him pull her to her feet. Their palms lingered half a heartbeat longer than strictly professional. Snow hissed against the glass. Somewhere overhead, a generator coughed.

      “Race you to the supply closet,” she said.

      “Loser sings pop covers at karaoke.”

      Horrified grin. “You wouldn’t.”

      He laughed, and they set off side-by-side into the controlled chaos, cups sloshing, storm howling, something unspoken crackling hotter than maple cocoa.
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      The storm had blown itself ragged overnight, leaving the sky scrubbed clean and brittle. A crisp scent hung over the helicopter pad as Sloane followed Zach toward the service elevator. The metal grating beneath her boots still held puddles of melted snow, and every step sent tiny echoes bouncing off the concrete walls.

      Both of them were running on two hours’ cot sleep and Dmitri’s espresso drip, the kind of bone-deep tired that made everything feel slightly unreal. Sloane’s muscles ached from the overnight rescue—a hypothermic kayaker who’d underestimated March waters.

      The elevator doors opened with a mechanical wheeze, and Ruby jogged up waving a neon-pink flyer like a battle flag. “Heads-up—Hospital Auxiliary voted to hold the Spring Thaw Fundraiser this Saturday. That’s forty-eight hours, if you’re counting.”

      The flyer’s garish brightness hurt Sloane’s sleep-deprived eyes. She squinted at clip-art coffee cups and cartoon snowflakes melting into spring flowers. “Didn’t we just defrost?”

      “Fundraiser season waits for no one.” Ruby twirled, somehow energetic despite the early hour, her scrubs still crisp, while Sloane felt like she’d been tumbled in a dryer. “Bake sale, silent auction, dunk tank, and—drum roll—dueling coffee booths. Maggie versus Dmitri, straight caffeine showdown.”

      Zach groaned, the sound echoing off the elevator walls. “Collateral damage imminent.”

      Sloane could picture it now. The town’s two coffee champions facing off like gunslingers, espresso shots at twenty paces. The thought was amusing.

      Ruby thrust a clipboard at Zach with the enthusiasm of someone who’d clearly had more coffee than the rest of them combined. “You promised to captain the dunk-tank rig.”

      “I said I’d look at the dunk tank.” His voice carried that particular brand of resignation that came from being volun-told for community service.

      She spun on Sloane with predatory precision. “And you, new girl, volunteered for the decoration committee, congrats! Mandatory meeting at nine.”

      Sloane blinked, her brain struggling to process the words through the fog of exhaustion. The elevator’s fluorescent lights seemed too bright, casting everything in harsh relief. “I don’t remember volunteering.”

      “Blame Zach. He wrote your name in when you fell asleep on the break room table.”

      Heat crawled up Sloane’s neck. Not embarrassment, exactly, but something more complex. She turned to find Zach watching her with that same unreadable expression from yesterday, the one that made her pulse skip despite her exhaustion.

      His hair was still mussed from their helmets, and stubble shadowed his jaw, making him look rougher around the edges than usual.

      He lifted a shoulder, unrepentant. “Figured you needed roots. Nothing grows roots like hot-gluing bunting at 3 A.M.”

      The words hit her sideways. Roots. The concept felt foreign and appealing all at once. She’d been so focused on keeping her head down, doing her job, not getting too attached to another place that might not last. But here was Zach, casually signing her up for community involvement like she already belonged.

      “Hot-gluing bunting,” she repeated, testing the words. “That’s your idea of integration?”

      “Wait until you see Ruby’s glitter cannon,” he said, and something in his tone made her stomach flutter despite the exhaustion weighing down her limbs.

      The elevator lurched to a stop, and the doors opened onto the main floor with its familiar antiseptic smell and the distant hum of morning shift change. Sloane stepped out, the flyer still clutched in her hand, evidence of her accidental membership in something she wasn’t sure she was ready for.

      But as she walked down the corridor beside Zach, their steps naturally falling into sync, she realized that maybe she wanted to find out what growing roots felt like.

      The Laughing Moose had become command central with colored lights and cardboard boxes. Maggie presided over a war map, actually a baking-paper sketch of the parking lot layout, marking booth locations with jelly beans.

      Dmitri stalked in, arms loaded with burlap bean sacks. “I want a booth by the entrance,” he declared, scattering stray snow on the floor. “Traffic is key.”

      Maggie tapped a jelly bean north of the dunk tank. “Already taken. Children’s Face Paint goes there.”

      “They can move,” Dmitri growled.

      Sloane stepped between them, palms out. “Easy, espresso gladiators. We can put Dmitri’s kiosk opposite Maggie’s, turn the walkway into a Coffee Row. Two options double sales, right?”

      Maggie’s eyes narrowed, calculating, not hostile. Dmitri’s glower thawed a millimeter. “We rotate the tip jar for hospital charity,” he said.

      Maggie offered her hand. “Deal.” They shook, pragmatism forged in caffeine.

      June caught everything on her phone. “Viewers are losing their minds! Hashtags #peacebrew and #caffeinatedtruce trending!”

      Gus barreled through the door, brandishing a Polaroid of a snow-smeared footprint. “Proof again! Squatch prints behind the dumpsters!”

      Maggie herded Gus toward the exit, promising a ‘cryptid testimony’ booth if he brought soap for his boots.

      Decoration command relocated to the ambulance bay, where fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows over tables groaning under boxes of string lights and gingham. The concrete floor held the day’s chill, seeping through Sloane’s boots as she, Zach, and Ruby formed an assembly line: zip-tie, drape, staple, repeat.

      The repetitive motions should have been mundane, but every brush of Zach’s fingers against hers as he passed down light strands sent electricity racing up her arms.

      He climbed the ladder with practiced ease, muscles shifting beneath his thermal shirt. Sloane steadied the base, ostensibly for safety, really to watch how concentration pulled his brow into a slight furrow, how stubble caught the overhead light along his jaw.

      “You missed a zip-tie,” he said, glancing down.

      She flicked one from her wrist, where she’d been collecting them like jewelry. “No such thing as a missing tie, only future potential.”

      “Poetic.” A smile tugged at his mouth as he tightened a strand, the tiny LED bulbs catching like stars. “Hand me the next clip.”

      Their fingers grazed as she passed it up; a spark jumped. Not static this time, something deeper. She didn’t yank away and neither did he. For a heartbeat, his thumb traced across her knuckles, and she forgot how to breathe properly.

      Ruby’s throat-clearing echoed off the concrete walls. “Not you two generating enough voltage to power the whole town.”

      Heat crawled up Sloane’s neck. Zach descended a rung, bringing him closer to eye level. “Just team-building.”

      “Uh-huh.” Ruby’s grin said she was cataloging every stolen glance, every lingering touch. “Building something.”

      The last strand went up with military precision, but Sloane’s hands trembled slightly as she secured the final clip. When she leaned back to appraise their work, multicolored lights cast a warm glow that softened the bay’s institutional edges.

      “If these lights survive coastal winds, I’ll consider it a medical miracle,” she said.

      “They’re tougher than they look.” Zach hadn’t moved from the second-to-bottom rung. They stood nearly eye to eye now, close enough that she could count the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from his skin. Her pulse hammered against her throat.

      “Thanks for, um, signing me up,” she said, voice softer than intended, words barely louder than the fluorescent hum overhead.

      “You’re welcome.” His gaze dropped to her mouth—one beat, two. Time crystallized around them. Ruby’s distant whistle as she packed supplies, the tick of the wall clock, the almost-inaudible buzz of the lights they’d just hung. Sloane’s world narrowed to the space between them, to the way his eyes darkened as he leaned infinitesimally closer.

      Her breath caught. His hand found the small of her back, steadying, drawing her nearer. The ladder creaked softly under his weight. She could taste anticipation on her tongue, feel the whisper of his breath against her lips⁠—

      The radio squawk shattered everything like glass.

      “Hope-One, copy emergent call—fishing vessel Northern Star, severe laceration with arterial bleed, one mile offshore, heavy swell. Coast Guard unavailable. Launch ASAP.”

      The transformation was instantaneous. Zach’s expression flipped from almost-kiss to mission-mode without missing a beat. He stepped off the ladder with liquid grace, already mentally airborne.

      “Duty calls.” The words came out rougher than usual.

      Sloane exhaled shakily, her pulse vaulting from romantic anticipation to operational readiness. The almost-kiss hung between them like a held breath, unspoken but impossibly present.

      Ruby tossed them a mesh bag of heat packs. “Don’t die; dunk-tank assembly’s at eighteen-hundred sharp.”

      Sloane caught the bag and fell into step beside Zach as they jogged toward the stairwell. Their strides matched perfectly, breath synchronizing, the near-kiss quivering in the space between them like something alive.

      They burst onto the rooftop where the wind had shifted, carrying salt instead of snow. Below, the inlet stretched steel-grey and restless, waves promising trouble.

      Sloane cinched her helmet, the familiar weight grounding her as she climbed aboard the Bell. The turbine’s roar filled the space that had almost become a kiss, drowning out everything but the mission ahead.

      “Souls two,” Zach told tower, his voice steady and professional. “Destination Northern Star.”

      The rotors blurred to invisibility. The hospital fell away beneath them, shrinking to a collection of lights and rectangular shadows. Somewhere behind them, string-lights fluttered in the wind, bunting snapping like tiny flags, and the echo of almost lingered in the air like the scent of spruce on a cold morning.
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      Whitecaps hammered the fishing vessel like fists on a tin roof. Even from two hundred feet up, Sloane could see the crimson smear that trailed along the starboard deck—blood sluiced thin by freezing spray. The deckhands’ frantic waves cut through the roar of the Bell 429’s rotors.

      Zach edged the helicopter into a steady hover. “Swell six feet, maybe more,” he called over the intercom. “Hoist only. Basket first for gear, then you.”

      “Copy.” Sloane unsnapped her harness and slid the med pack into the rescue basket. The name stencilled on the trawler’s stern—Northern Star—twisted her gut. Ruby had mentioned her father was fishing today.

      A crewman keyed his handheld up to the shared frequency. “Hope-One, patient is Hank Olsen—massive arm laceration from winch cable. Pressure dressing blown.” Ruby’s dad. Stakes, meet stomach.

      “Vitals?” Sloane asked.

      “Can’t get a BP, he’s stopped answering.”

      “Hang on, we’re coming,” she said, and signalled Zach.

      The winch squealed; the basket dropped through skirling spray. Sloane followed, clipped to the secondary line. Wind knifed through her flight suit. At ten feet off the deck, a wave reared, slamming green water across her boots. She swung in, touched down, unhooked, and knelt beside the prone form of Hank Olsen.

      Hank’s coat sleeve was a crimson rag. Sloane slit it further: a forearm gash deep enough to reveal a white flash of tendon. Tourniquet—a makeshift rubber hose—was losing ground; the artery spurted bright with each sluggish heartbeat.

      “TXA, one gram IV,” already spiking a saline line. Her gloves turned slick. Pulse weak, 60; skin cool but not cold, shock setting in. She placed her tourniquet, tightening a full turn, then removed the rubber hose the crew had placed. Bleeding slowed to an ooze.

      “Hank,” she said, leaning close. “It’s Sloane from the hospital. Ruby’s fine. You keep breathing so she can yell at you.” Lids flickered. A start.

      The deck lurched, nearly pitching her into the scuppers. Overhead, the Bell crabbed sideways, turbulence or pilot error? No. Zach never erred. But his voice crackled through tight, almost strained: “Basket ready. Bring him now, seas are building fast.”

      She glanced up. The rotor wash whiplashed spray in violent vortices, no place for hesitation.

      With help, she slid Hank into the litter, lashed the straps, and signalled for lift. The winch groaned, wire singing under strain. Mid-air, a gust slapped the litter broadside; it jack-knifed toward the tail boom.

      “Hold it!” Zach’s voice barked, raw. The helicopter yawed but stabilized. Sloane’s breath stopped until the litter cleared the skids and swung safely into the cabin. Then it was her turn to ascend.

      She clipped in. Water sheeting off her boots froze to rime mid-rise. In the cabin, she landed on her knees beside Hank. Zach’s head and shoulders were rigid, hands white-knuckled on the controls.

      Pulse 58. BP 80/50. She bolused warmed fluids, pressed combat gauze into the wound, layered pressure, and set the pump. Another lurch; her shoulder slammed metal. She looked forward. Zach’s visor reflected only clouds, but his breathing rasped audibly in the ICS channel.

      “You good?”

      No answer.

      Her heart jackhammered. She keyed a private channel. “Reeves, talk to me.”

      Static, then: “Fine. Just focus on the patient.”

      Except his voice vibrated like guitar strings drawn too tight. Flashback, she realized. Maybe the red deck, the boom of swell mimicking mortars—whatever ghost chased him, it was in the cockpit now.

      Patient first, partner second. She squeezed Hank’s hand, still with her, and then keyed back. “Ten-four. Vector direct, I’m stabilized back here.”

      “Roger,” he said, quieter.

      The helipad loomed through the mist. Zach set down harder than his usual feather-touch but safely. Doors slid open, and the trauma crew swarmed. Ruby was front line, eyes wide, voice professionally steady as she accepted the report.

      “Dad, you idiot,” she murmured, brushing ice from Hank’s brow while the gurney rolled. “You promised to stick to the crab pots.”

      “He’ll keep that promise now,” Sloane said. Ruby squeezed her arm, gratitude all but spoken as her eyes shimmered with tears.

      The automatic doors swallowed father and daughter.

      Sloane turned and found Zach still in the cockpit, visor down. Rotors idled, one static blade above his canopy like a guillotine. The metallic tick of the cooling turbine mixed with the distant hum of the hospital’s ventilation system. Two worlds, air and ground, refusing to merge.

      She climbed onto the skid, her boots still damp from the Northern Star’s deck. The helicopter’s cabin smelled of salt spray and blood, of adrenaline sweat and aviation fuel. She opened the door and immediately noticed the white-knuckled grip, the way his chest rose and fell too fast.

      “You’re bleeding,” she said. A superficial cut across his knuckles where he’d clenched the cyclic, but the real wound was invisible, written in the rigid set of his shoulders, the thousand-yard stare that looked through her toward some distant battlefield.

      He didn’t react. Face pale beneath his helmet, eyes fixed on nothing she could see. The same stillness she’d witnessed in trauma bays when shock set in, when the body’s defenses built walls the mind couldn’t breach.

      She unfastened his harness with practiced efficiency, fingers brushing the zipper on his collar. His flight suit was damp with sweat despite the chill. “Zach.” Her voice carried the same steady authority she’d used with Hank on the trawler. “We’re home.”

      Ice-grey eyes snapped to hers, confusion morphing to relief so raw it stole her breath. Recognition flooded back like color returning to a washed-out photograph. He exhaled, shoulders sagging as if released from invisible ties, and she watched years of training wrestle with whatever ghosts had followed him out of the desert.

      “Storm in the desert,” he whispered, nonsense for the moment but not to him. His pupils were still dilated, hands trembling with the aftershock of fight-or-flight. Then louder, forcing normalcy. “I’m okay.”

      “No one’s okay alone,” she said, guiding him down from the cockpit. Her medic’s eye catalogued the signs. Delayed stress response, hypervigilance, and the way he kept checking exits. On the deck, he flexed his injured hand, hiding the tremor poorly, a tell she filed away for future reference.

      They walked the service hallway where no patients went, boots squeaking against polished linoleum. The building’s hum wrapped them. The ventilators sighing their mechanical rhythm, distant pages crackling over intercoms, the heartbeat of the place. Here, surrounded by the familiar sounds of healing, she felt his breathing gradually slow.

      He stopped near a utility closet door, shoulders hitching. The fluorescent light overhead flickered, casting shadows that danced across his face. “What you saw⁠—”

      “I saw a man keep two lives in the air during a gale,” she said, cutting through whatever self-recrimination was building behind his eyes. She’d learned to recognize the way trauma survivors dissected their performance, found fault where none existed.

      His laugh was a bark, bitter as black coffee. “Some pilot.”

      “Best one I’ve flown with.” She didn’t add, even when the past tried to eat you alive. He heard it anyway, saw it in the way her eyes softened without pity, understanding without judgment. Shame drained from his shoulders, leaving only bone-deep fatigue.

      She reached for his cut knuckles, pulled an alcohol wipe from her pocket. The sharp scent of antiseptic cut through the hospital’s background odors. He didn’t flinch when she dabbed at the wound—a good sign. Trust, slowly rebuilding.

      “PTSD can be treated,” she murmured, cleaning blood away with gentle precision. The cut was shallow but had bled freely, mixing with the salt spray still beading on his skin. “Story behind those letters is what matters.”

      He watched her work, silent, and she felt the weight of his attention. The tremor in his hands had mostly subsided, replaced by the stillness she’d come to associate with his flying—controlled, purposeful. When the bandage sat white against weather-beaten skin, he flexed his fingers experimentally.

      “I’ll tell you the story,” he said finally, his voice rough but steady. “Over coffee. But not today.”

      “Saturday,” she offered, thinking of dunk tanks and bunting, of normal life continuing despite the chaos they’d just navigated. “After the fundraiser.”

      A real smile flickered, the first she’d seen from him since they’d lifted off the Northern Star. “If we survive, Maggie versus Dmitri.”

      She stepped back, releasing him. “Deal.”

      He headed for the ops stairwell, shoulders straighter with each step. She pocketed the bloody wipe and allowed herself one shaky breath. Her own delayed reaction finally surfaced. The pager on her hip buzzed, non-emergent this time, simply Ruby texting Dad in OR, stable. Thank you.

      Sloane typed two words: Anytime, friend.

      Then she turned toward the elevator and the day’s next echo of crisis, pulse steady because calm, she’d learned again, wasn’t just a choice.

      It was a team sport. And sometimes the most important save happened not in the air or on an operating table, but in a sterile hallway where two people chose to see each other’s wounds and call them what they were. Proof of survival.
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      Sloane stood on Whitewater’s rooftop, visor up, sunrise sharpening the inlet into hammered pewter. The mountain air bit clean and cold through her flight suit, carrying the scent of pine resin and lingering snow.

      She flexed her gloved fingers. Today was training day. No alarms, no lacerations, just drills to keep the air crew razor-sharp. She needed the win, needed something to steady the restless energy that had been humming under her skin.

      “Ready for recess?” Zach asked, hopping down from the Bell 429 with a checklist tablet, his boots hitting the helipad with practiced ease.

      “Call it ‘recess’ and I expect juice boxes,” she said, though her pulse quickened at the way morning light caught the auburn threading through his hair. “What’s on the syllabus?”

      “Confined area pinnacle landings, double-hoist retrieval, zero-visibility instrument approach.” He flashed half a grin that made her stomach do something acrobatic. “Gold star if no one pukes.”

      She climbed into the right seat, settling into the familiar embrace of harnesses and headset. “Raise the bar, Reeves. I left my inner ear in Seattle.”

      The first landing zone was a thumb-sized boulder outcrop above Pony Ridge, a granite tooth jutting from the mountainside. Zach settled the helicopter so gently the skids kissed rock without commitment, the aircraft’s weight shifting with the mountain’s unforgiving geometry.

      “My turn,” Sloane said, switching seats during a quick hover exchange. Her hands found the controls like coming home—cyclic responsive under her palm, collective smooth as silk. The Bell’s twin engines sang their familiar harmony as she eased the bird into the air, threading between spruce sentinels until a snow-dusted ledge opened like a held breath.

      The mountain fell away beneath them, revealing the valley’s morning tapestry of mist threading through pine boughs, a hawk circling thermals, the distant ribbon of highway. Commit. She brought the helicopter down with surgical precision, feeling the exact moment the skids kissed earth, tail rotor clear of the granite face behind them.

      Zach whistled low. “You fly like you’ve got mountain goat DNA.”

      “More like caffeine in my veins.” She lifted off and spiraled toward the valley floor, the altimeter’s steady beep marking their descent.

      Ground effect cushioned the touch like an invisible hand. She slid him a sideways look, catching his expression, something between professional admiration and something else entirely. “Gold star earned?”

      “Gold star,” he confirmed, jotting an imaginary mark on the windshield. His eyes, storm-grey and unguarded in the morning light, lingered on her mouth one heartbeat longer than they should. The headset crackled with static that had nothing to do with radio interference.

      The next drill was to practice a litter hoist. Ruby played the mock patient, swaddled in an orange bag and giggling through the intercom like this was the world’s most expensive amusement park ride. Tommy, the crew chief, timed them with sadistic glee, his stopwatch clicking with the precision of a metronome.

      Sloane worked the controls while Zach coordinated from the left seat, their movements synchronized like a dance they’d rehearsed a thousand times.

      The hoist cable sang through the air, Ruby’s laughter echoing through their headsets as she swayed beneath the rotor wash. Twenty feet up, thirty, the Bell holding steady despite the mountain’s tricky thermals.

      “Twenty-nine seconds basket to skids,” Tommy announced when they finished, his voice carrying the satisfaction of a drill sergeant who’d just witnessed perfection. “Unit record’s twenty-six.”

      Zach eyed Sloane, and she felt that familiar competitive fire kindle in her chest. “Rematch after lunch?”

      “Eat your protein first,” she said, though her heart was already racing at the prospect of beating that record with him. “Can’t break records on empty glycogen.”

      Tommy snorted. “Flirt later, athletes. Someone’s gotta coil the cable.”

      Ruby winked from the litter, her face flushed with excitement and altitude. “Call me when you two finally cash that tension.”

      Sloane pretended to check the IV drip, but heat crept beneath her helmet like sunrise, and she wondered if the thin mountain air was making her light-headed or if it was something else entirely. Through the cockpit glass, she caught Zach’s reflection watching her with an intensity that made her forget, for a moment, that they were supposed to be professionals.

      Back at the Laughing Moose, preparatory chaos ruled. The bunting was half-hung, cupcake towers leaned perilously, and donation baskets erupted with gift cards. Dmitri commandeered a corner, assembling a gleaming lever-pull espresso machine that hissed like an offended cat.

      Maggie brandished chalkboard menus. “Name your signature drink for the day of the event,” she said, shoving a stub of chalk at Zach. “Winner gets bragging rights.”

      Dmitri barked his laughter. “No contest. Volkov’s Voltage.“

      Maggie sketched a syrup-swirled mug. “Moose-spresso.”

      Sloane accepted the chalk, drew a helicopter silhouette perched on a latte cup. “Rotor-Rush. Ingredients classified.”

      Zach reached for the chalk, then paused. “I’ll one-up everyone. Surprise recipe day-of.” He tapped the board, leaving only a question mark.

      June’s livestream chat exploded with emojis. “Mysterious Pilot Potion!” she crowed.

      Dmitri crossed his arms. “Pilot cannot enter! Conflict of interest.”

      “Why?” Zach asked. “Afraid my mystery drink steals your thunder?”

      A hush fell. Even the espresso machine seemed to hold its breath. Dmitri’s glare was volcanic. Then, unexpectedly, he grinned. “Challenge accepted. I raise the stakes. Loser wears moose-antler headband the entire fundraiser.”

      Maggie clapped. “Done!”

      Sloane leaned toward Zach. “You realize he makes award-winning roast.”

      “He’s never tasted my secret weapon,” Zach murmured.

      “Which is…?”

      His lips twitched. “Classified.”

      Heat flickered low in her belly at the absurd intimacy of culinary secrecy.

      Lunch might have happened. They’d been so busy Sloane couldn’t remember. After inventorying med-kits, she headed back to the Laughing Moose to help out. Her phone pinged in the midst of baking.

      Zach [15:11]

      Pics or it didn’t happen [photo: coiled rescue cable shaped into a heart]

      She laughed, fingers flying.

      Sloane [15:12]

      Careful, that’s a binding contract.

      FYI: practicing mystery drink flavors. My tongue is numb.

      Zach [15:14]

      Perfect. Can’t taste defeat.

      He followed with a selfie. His tongue bright blue, courtesy of some slushy.

      She snapped a return photo of mixing bowls, spilled syrup, flour on her nose. Caption: Scientific testing. Pray for me.

      Three dots pulsed, vanished, pulsed again. Say something, she urged silently.

      His reply:

      Maple suits you.

      Ridiculous! But her cheeks warmed like sunrise.

      At shift’s end, she climbed the exterior stairwell for a breath of cool evening air, her boots ringing against metal grating that still held the day’s warmth. The fundraiser grounds below looked half-finished.

      She pulled off her helmet, letting the evening breeze lift the sweat-damp hair from her neck. God, when did everything start feeling so electric?

      The day’s flying had been flawless, every landing textbook perfect, every hoist drill executed with surgical precision, but the real flying had been happening in stolen glances, in the way Zach’s voice had gone soft over the intercom when he’d called her landings “poetry in motion.”

      Footsteps echoed behind her, deliberate and familiar. She didn’t need to turn to know it was him. She’d memorized the rhythm of his gait, the way he took the steps two at a time when he was eager, measured and careful when he was thinking.

      “Trade secret,” Zach said, emerging onto the landing with two to-go cups in hand, steam curling from the lids. “Wanted your palate off maple before the big showdown.”

      The cup was warm against her palms, and she inhaled before sipping. The espresso was rich and complex, honey threading through the bitter like liquid gold, and something else, something wild and unexpected. “Spruce tips,” she said, surprised. The bright, almost citrusy note danced on her tongue.

      “Gathered them myself this morning,” he said, settling beside her against the railing. Close enough that she could smell his soap, something clean and cedar-scented, could see the way the evening light caught the amber flecks in his storm-grey eyes. “Figured if I’m going up against Dmitri’s Russian artillery, I needed a home-field advantage.”

      “We do another brush-up hoist tomorrow, 0600 if skies hold,” he said, his voice quieter, more intimate in the gathering dusk.

      “Count me in,” she said, though her attention drifted to his hand a breath away from hers on the rail. Evening light gilded the scar on his knuckle she’d bandaged yesterday—a small wound from a stubborn carabiner, but she’d been so careful with the antiseptic, so gentle with the gauze.

      The air between them hummed with unspoken words, thick as honey, electric as the moment before lightning strikes. She could feel the warmth radiating from his body, could hear the subtle shift in his breathing. Turn toward him, something whispered in her chest. Just turn and see what happens.

      She almost did. Almost turned to face him, almost let her hand drift those crucial inches to cover his, almost asked the question that had been building in her throat all day. The moment stretched taut as a rescue cable, full of possibility and want and the kind of risk that had nothing to do with flying.

      A boom echoed from the parking lot below, sharp as a gunshot. They jerked apart, the spell shattered, and Sloane’s heart hammered as if she’d just pulled out of a dive. Gus sprinted across the asphalt, waving a blurry Polaroid above his head like a battle flag.

      “He’s back!” His voice cracked with excitement, with something that might have been fear. “The sasquatch—he’s back!”
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      The air was brittle-blue, the kind of crystalline morning that made Sloane believe Alaska wanted to apologize for every storm it hurled. She sat on the cabin deck of the Bell 429, legs braced, watching Zach line up for the practice hover.

      Ten feet below, two volunteer SAR (search and rescue) climbers waited beside a brightly painted rescue litter nestled on a patch of sun-glazed snow.

      “Last rep, then coffee,” Zach said over the intercom. “No puking, no heroics.”

      “Copy,” Sloane answered. “Gold-star run.”

      Ruby’s voice filtered from ops back at base. “Tower sees light snow in upper bowls—still green. Keep it tight, Hope-One.”

      “We’ll be home before the syrup’s warm,” Zach assured her.

      Sloane checked the stopwatch on her glove. Twenty-nine seconds to beat—today they’d crack twenty-six.

      The hoist cable hissed, litter descending toward the climbers like a silver pendulum. Sloane’s pulse fell into its rhythm: drop, hook, lift—air-crew choreography they could perform in dreams.

      The litter touched, and the SAR crew clipped on. Sloane’s thumb hovered over the winch-up switch. A shotgun crack shattered the crystal morning. The mountainside moved.

      The snowfield above the SAR crew fractured, slabbing off in a sheet wider than a basketball court. Sloane’s eyes registered motion before her mind formed the word avalanche. A white river roared down, pulverizing the sunlit stillness.

      “Cut cable, cut cable!” the nearest climber screamed.

      Zach reacted first. Collective up, rotor pitch screaming. The cable jerked; the half-loaded litter lurched sideways, snapped free, and vanished under the advancing wave of snow.

      “Jesus,” Sloane breathed.

      Within three seconds, the avalanche swallowed the SAR crew and the litter. White spray engulfed the skid tips. A blast of powder slapped the windshield like a thrown bedsheet. Visibility zero.

      Zach pitched the bird forward, clawing for altitude. Silence filled Sloane’s headset, no wind outside, no breaths inside, as if the whole world had paused at the precipice of disaster.

      Then the headset crackled. Ruby, her voice an octave too high. “Hope-One, do you copy? Slide detected on seismo grid—status?”

      Sloane’s throat worked, each swallow feeling like broken glass. “SAR team buried. We’re clear by air, but visibility is three feet. Requesting immediate secondary team with beacons and probes.”

      Ruby cursed softly, the words crackling like static electricity. The rest dissolved into white noise that matched the chaos in Sloane’s chest.

      The snow plume thinned with agonizing slowness, revealing a gouged, inverted landscape that looked like the mountain had been turned inside-out. A debris tongue more than three hundred feet long glittered under fresh spindrift, each crystal catching the morning light.

      Somewhere beneath that white churn lay two men, Will with his steady hands and dry humor, Eli who’d taught her to splice rope on her first SAR call, maybe alive, maybe already slipping away into the blue-cold darkness.

      Zach hovered in a shallow orbit, the helicopter’s shadow skating across the debris field like a restless ghost. His voice emerged tight as overwound wire. “No safe set-down. Trees and boulders. We wait for the ground crew.”

      “We can’t.” The words tore from Sloane’s throat. “The clock’s ticking.” She knew the statistics by heart. Hypothermia could claim a buried victim in fifteen minutes, maybe less in this cold.

      Asphyxiation was faster still. She pressed her face to the window, breath fogging the glass as she scanned for a safe insertion line. Rock outcroppings jutted like broken teeth. Twisted metal from the litter glinted between boulders. Nothing. Nothing safe.

      A new blip winked on the radar, twin signals broadcasting personal locator beacons one ridge over. The display showed them smack in the avalanche’s runout cone, probably hikers who’d triggered their emergency beacons when the mountain came down around them.

      “Two additional victims,” Zach muttered, his voice hollow.

      Cold sweat slid along Sloane’s spine, mixing with the ice crystals that had somehow found their way inside her jacket. Her hands shook as she calculated distances, times, and survival odds. Mathematics of the impossible. “If we lift the hikers first, we’ll lose the climbers.”

      “Can’t land here, can land there.” He pointed at the second ridge with a gloved hand that trembled just slightly. Flatter terrain, trees acting as natural anchors against another slide. “Drop me. I’ll dig until ground SAR arrives. You extract hikers.”

      His voice carried that forced calm she’d learned to recognize, the same tone he’d used after the desert storm, when he’d sat in the cockpit for twenty minutes unable to move, staring at sand that looked too much like snow.

      The memory flickered behind her eyes, his white-knuckled grip on the controls, the way his breathing had gone shallow and fast, how she’d talked him through each step until the paralysis broke.

      His knuckles were white now, too.

      “Negative,” she said, the word sharp as broken ice. “I dig; you fly.” Professionally logical, the rescue pilot stays with the rescue machine. Privately necessary. She couldn’t risk losing him to the ghosts lurking beneath that visor, couldn’t bear the thought of him freezing up while two men suffocated under tons of snow.

      Zach stared at her through the helmet’s tinted shield. For a heartbeat, she saw past the professional mask to the man beneath. Storm-grey eyes focused and grateful, understanding exactly what she wasn’t saying. A fraction of a nod. Decision ratified.

      Her fingers moved with practiced precision, clipping into the static line, securing the med pack across her chest. The helicopter hovered sideways, tail against the updraft that tried to push them into the debris field. Spindrift fanned across the cabin like frozen smoke, crystallizing on her visor in fractals that caught the light.

      “Give me ten,” Zach said, his voice steadier now. “Any longer, I’ll shuttle the hikers and come back for you.”

      “Copy, ten.” She stepped off the skid into white space, harness cables singing as they took her weight. The fall lasted forever and no time at all, until her boots punched through the snow crust and sank knee-deep.

      The rotor wash died overhead, sound fading to nothing. The sky stretched empty above her, blue as hypothermia. She was alone in powder that muffled everything—her breathing, her heartbeat, the desperate prayers she didn’t realize she was whispering.

      Beacon on. The device chirped to life, its electronic song the only sound in the white cathedral of the mountains. The probe extended with a metallic click. Sloane moved downhill, sweeping in a grid pattern, each step an effort against snow that wanted to swallow her whole.

      Ping.

      The probe struck soft resistance—maybe an air pocket, maybe salvation. She plunged again, deeper this time. Thock against something solid. Heart hammering against her ribs, she dug with her hands and a shovel, snow hissing off the blade like steam. Her breath came in sharp puffs that crystallized before they could dissipate.

      Fingers brushed fabric, then the familiar texture of a climbing helmet. She uncovered Will’s face, cyanotic but visible, lips blue as winter sky. An air pocket, intact and precious. She cleared his mouth and nose with shaking fingers, found no respirations.

      Two rescue breaths, watching for the rise and fall of his chest. Then compressions, pushing hard against ribs that felt fragile as bird bones beneath layers of insulation.

      A whump overhead made her look up. The helicopter returned, Zach’s flying was precise as surgery despite whatever demons he was fighting. The winch lowered a bright-orange rescue sled, its color violent against the white. Seven minutes? Less. He was beating the clock, beating his fears.

      Over her shoulder, a new voice shouted. Ground SAR had arrived, clad in teal parkas that stood out like tropical birds against the avalanche debris. Sloane kept compressions until they took over, then sprinted to the second probe mark, her legs burning as she fought through the deep snow.

      Will’s partner, Eli, lay face-down in a pocket beneath a spruce trunk, the tree’s bulk having deflected the worst of the avalanche’s force.

      Pulse weak but present, threading against her fingertips like a whispered promise. She opened his airway, fitted an oxygen mask with hands that no longer shook. A SAR medic started an IV, his movements economical in the cold. Sloane slipped warmed saline from her pack, the plastic bottle a miracle of retained heat.

      Rotor beat thundered again, closer now. Zach hovered tree-top high, the helicopter’s shadow dancing across the snow. Sled one already secured with Will inside, his chest rising and falling with mechanical precision. Now Eli.

      She glanced up and saw Zach’s visor tilted to track the litter, tension strung tight along his shoulders, but no freeze, no paralysis. His hands moved on the controls with the fluid grace she’d always admired. You’re here, she thought, fierce pride warming her chest. You’re right here with us.

      Snow dusted her collar, but she barely felt the cold anymore. Adrenaline and purpose had turned her into something more than human, a machine built for saving lives.

      By the time she climbed back into the cabin, cheeks burning from wind-ice and exertion, Zach already had the hikers loaded—two college kids shaking more from terror than chill. One sobbed thanks into Sloane’s elbow, words tumbling over each other in grateful incoherence. The other recorded everything on a cracked phone, as if documentation could make sense of surviving the impossible.
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