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Prolog

Ten years earlier. Afghanistan. Night mission.

“Heads up, boss. On our six. Radar has no matching signatures. Coming up on our left side now.”

I glanced to my left. “Jesus, RIO, what is it?”

“Looks like a UFO, or maybe an illusion. There’s no heat signature.”

“Any threats?”

“No. Nothing. Get on its six and see what happens.”

I throttled back, but so did the object. I sped up. So did the object. Every move I made was mirrored.

“No can do. It’s playing with us.”

Suddenly, the object was right in front of us, dead centered in the kill box as if daring us to shoot.

I armed guns and two sidewinders.
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I stepped onto the first white-painted steel stair of the Skyview control tower. Not a giant leap for mankind, but a defining step for me—a new beginning two years after leaving the military.

A chill ran up my spine as I stood at the foot of the spiral staircase inside the Skyview International Airport control tower. It’s cold. I put on my gray polyester and cotton hoodie, zipping it up snugly around my neck.

The Colorado summer heat had been building since I arose for my first day as a civilian air traffic controller, reminding me of the almost unbearable heat as I flew attack missions in Afghanistan and other climate-challenged countries. 

As I took the first step, the same attitude came over me that has guided me throughout my life. I don’t back down easily.

Bring it on.

One hundred and fifty steps later, I scanned my shiny new plastic sealed badge at the security checkpoint and peered into the iris scanner, my heart still recovering from the climb. Military security checks were familiar, but this scanner’s ability to map both iris patterns and retinal blood vessels felt like science fiction. I wondered what would happen if I presented a bloodshot eye to the scanner. It could dispense an aspirin or maybe dispense with me. I noticed security cameras in strategic locations high up on the walls. Homeland Security knows that it’s just a question of when, not if, there will be a control tower takeover by terrorists.

The scanner light changed from red to green, and the door lock clicked open. No aspirin today.

I wiped the contact surfaces with an alcohol packet, reminding me of barracks inspections. As soon as I opened the door, I saw Sarah, a controller and the only person besides my wife that I trusted.
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As I stepped into the room, the flashing monitors and sharp voices tugged at past memories. The vigilance I’d honed in the cockpit felt like an old companion—and a warning. 

The control room was alive, with the low hum of equipment and the staccato clicks of keyboards blending into a symphony of voices speaking with precision and urgency.

I unzipped my hoodie, sensing a warmer environment than the one in the staircase.

I watched as Sarah unplugged and walked toward me after a relief controller replaced her.

“Good morning, Alex. You’re looking sharp in that blue Oxford.”

She loosened my tie and smiled.

“Ready for your first day?”

“Hi, Sarah. It’s great to see you again. I’m ready. How was your first month on the job?”

She drew me closer and whispered in my ear, “I survived. The supervisor is Evelyn Williams. She’s going to run you through the wringer your first month. Don’t worry— she did the same thing to me. Once she sees you can handle it, you’ll be golden—until the next crisis.”

She gently pushed me back.

“We made a great team in ATC school, Alex. I’ve had my blunders, and I know I’ll need a wingman to steer me right. Welcome aboard. We’re going to have some fun.”

“I, too, feel the same, and I’m quite sure you’re going to save my butt more than once in the future.”

Sarah and I have had fun ever since we met. We laughed at each other’s blunders, trashed anyone we didn’t like, and laughed at her endless jokes. Thirty-five years old, physically fit, and beautiful, Sarah would be a great catch for any deserving guy.

“Hello, Alex. Welcome. I’m Evelyn, the day shift supervisor.” Evelyn removed her headset, her eyes scanning the room before locking on me.

“Good morning, Evelyn. It’s nice to meet you.”

Maybe 45’ish, tall, and with an air of unshakable authority. Evelyn exuded competence, commanding respect as she introduced herself. She paraded me around the control center, introducing me to the other five controllers on duty. Alex Lachlan is the new guy, an ex-military pilot fresh out of six months of ATC school and 18 months of training, and a new team member.

In the routine atmosphere of my new workplace, I couldn’t help but detect a subtle undercurrent of coded communication. The phrase ‘fresh out of ATC school’ seemed to cast a shadow of skepticism upon me among my soon-to-be fellow controllers. But this particular vibe felt like an invitation for unrestricted criticism.

Their polite nods felt more like reserved curiosity. This wasn’t a world where trust was given freely; it had to be earned.

I remember feeling the same scrutiny when I was introduced to my fellow squadron members. Who is this guy? Where did he come from? Is he a good pilot? Can he be trusted? Fortunately, I passed inspection and was rewarded with the call sign ‘Ax’, a trashed version of my first name.

Or maybe my unease wasn’t about Evelyn at all. It could be the faint drumbeat of vigilance, the kind I carried in the cockpit—an old habit I thought I’d left behind. As I stepped further into this world of flashing monitors and sharp voices, the whisper of PTSD felt closer than ever, threatening to sneak back into the corners of my mind.
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Evelyn’s voice cut through the room like a commander’s directive: “Unsaddle your headset and plug in to console three over there.”

Air traffic control console displays are like pie slices of the sky, each responsible for a designated section around the airport. When a plane exits one slice, the controller passes the flight strip to the adjacent console.

I pulled my custom Bose headset from around my neck and retrieved the coiled plug-end from my right front pants pocket. The cushioned, low-back seat felt just right as I slid into position at console three, facing a thirty-six-inch circular radar display. Plugging in, I adjusted the volume and let the steady stream of traffic chatter fill my ears.

Before I could settle in, Evelyn’s presence loomed behind me, her tone brisk. “Let’s ease you in today. Delta 346 is on the left downwind approach for runway 27 right. Get it on the ground and clear the runway—Delta 572 heavy is right behind it.”

I scanned the radar. Two Delta flights appeared on the same approach. “I see 346 and 572. Confirm 346 is mine?”

“346 is yours.”

Delta 346 was cruising at 6000 feet, heading 090 and clocking 250 knots. Time to guide it in.

“Delta 346, Skyview approach. Turn left, heading 360. Reduce speed to 210 knots. Descend and maintain 4000. Expect runway 27 right.”

Planes follow a specific heading when landing. Runways are named for their magnetic compass headings. Runway 27 points west (270 degrees), while its opposite, runway 09, points east. Skyview’s parallel runways—right and left—are clearly marked at both ends.

The pilot’s response came promptly. “Turn left, heading 360. Reduce speed to 210 knots. Descend and maintain 4000. Expect runway 27 right. Delta 346.”

Minutes later, the radar showed 346 nearing its approach path. “Delta 346, Skyview approach. Turn left, heading 270. Reduce speed to 180 knots. Descend and maintain 3000. Expect ILS intercept at 3000. Report final.”

ILS—Instrument Landing System—guides planes along a precise glide path, either automatically or manually, as pilots track markers on their multifunction displays. It’s both art and skill.

At console two, Sarah handled Ground Control. Her voice carried over the radio, sharp and clear. “Traxair 172, taxi via Golf. Turn left at India and proceed to gate 34 via Charlie. Caution: company aircraft departing gate 35.”

Taxiways at Skyview were labeled with phonetic names, such as Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie, creating a web of paved routes that guided planes to and from the terminal.

“Traxair 172, don’t ignore the caution. We’re not playing bumper cars today.”

“Roger, Traxair 172.”

Meanwhile, Delta 346 turned final, perfectly spaced from Delta 572 heavy behind it. The term “heavy” refers to the weight of an aircraft and the dangerous wake turbulence it generates. Proper spacing is crucial.

Evelyn nodded. “Nice work, Alex. Get it on the ground and out of the way.”

“Thanks, Evelyn.”

“Skyview, Delta 346 on final,” came the call.

“Delta 346 wind 350 at 10 knots. Altimeter 29.84, cleared to land, runway 27 right. Skyview Approach.”

Altimeter settings are crucial; incorrect barometric pressure readings can result in altitude errors. The pilot repeated the clearance, landing smoothly moments later.

“Delta 346, contact Ground on 123.21. Skyview Approach.”

“Contact Ground on 123.21. Delta 346.”

The digital flight strip was instantly transferred to Sarah. I leaned over. “Delta 346 is all yours.”

“Delta 346, exit runway left at Hotel. Taxi via Alpha, left on India. Hold short of runway 27 left.”

Moments later, the collision warning alarm blared. Bright red alerts flashed across every screen.

“Whose planes are those?” Evelyn shouted.

John Whitman raised his hand sheepishly. “They’re mine.”

Sarah muttered, “Figures. Watch out for that guy.”

Evelyn’s voice was ice. “Hand off the Onyx to Alex and the BajaJet to Elena. Now!”

The Onyx and BajaJet flights were closing at 775 miles per hour, only 50 miles apart. They’d collide in less than four minutes if we didn’t act fast.

“BajaJet 870, warning, traffic alert, twelve o’clock, 9,000 feet, 50 miles. Turn left, heading 245 immediately,” Elena ordered.

“Onyx 72, warning, traffic alert, twelve o’clock, 9,000 feet, 50 miles. Expedite climb to flight level one-zero,” I commanded.

Both planes adjusted course and altitude. Seconds ticked by, feeling like hours. Finally, the radar showed safe separation.

Elena muttered, “Damn, that was close.”

Whitman had disconnected and stood by his console. Evelyn escorted him out of the tower, her face a mask of frustration. I made a mental note: weak links have no place in this high-stakes environment.

During the morning break, over coffee and cinnamon rolls, I turned to Elena. “Is Whitman coming back?”

She shrugged. “Probably not. Third time this month he’s been pulled. He can’t handle pressure. Freezes every time.”

We talked about our paths to the tower. Elena’s story was raw and inspiring—a rise from migrant hardship to resilience. “Latina Strong,” she called it. Her grit mirrored the kind of determination I’d seen in the best of soldiers.

Back in the tower, I landed Freight50, my first heavy freighter. A familiar voice crackled over the radio. “Zat you, Ax?”

“Dave?”

“Affirm. See you Sunday.”

“Roger, Freight50.”

As I drove home that evening, my thoughts drifted between pride and reflection. The day had tested me, but I’d held steady. Tomorrow, I’ll face new challenges.

Bring it on.
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As I navigated the car into the driveway of our recently acquired home in suburban Pinecrest, Colorado, that evening, a profound sense of gratitude enveloped me. The warm glow from the garage revealed my wife, Emily, and Olivia, our sixteen-year-old daughter, meticulously organizing our belongings. Their silhouettes, illuminated by the bright lights, painted a picture of our shared anticipation as we embarked on this new chapter of our lives.

Over the years, I had dragged them across the country during my military career. Despite the upheaval, they rarely complained—except about the weather in places like Beeville, Texas. Emily’s ability to adapt amazed me. She’d earned her teaching credentials before we married and always managed to secure a teaching job wherever we landed. Her independence and career focus provided her with a sense of purpose, keeping her grounded amidst the chaos.

And then there was Olivia. How we ended up with a daughter like her is beyond me. At fifteen, she was already light-years ahead of where I was at her age. When I was fifteen, I was a lost ball in high weeds—no goals, no ambition, no hint of maturity. Not Olivia.

At just twelve years old, she announced that she wanted to become an aeronautical engineer. Growing up surrounded by airplanes on airbases left her convinced she had the talent to design these marvels—and the drive to fly them. By fourteen, she’d enrolled in flight school, and next month, at sixteen, she’d take her first solo flight. Her determination and confidence left me in awe. Pride doesn’t even begin to cover it.

That evening, after a lively debate over the last slice of pineapple pizza, Emily asked, “How was your first day?”

“So far, so good. I didn’t make any mistakes. There was a collision alarm situation, but we got it sorted out.”

“Your traffic?” she asked, concern flashing briefly across her face.

“No, another controller’s. He froze, so the supervisor assigned his traffic to us.”

“Who’s ‘us’?”

“Me and Elena Vasquez, the controller next to me. She’s sharp.”

“Was it a busy day?” Emily asked, glancing at the clock.

“Probably average. I’m not sure yet—didn’t have much time to ask around.”

Olivia interrupted, “Daddy, can you come watch me when I solo?”

“Of course. Let’s pick a day I’m off. How about next Thursday morning?”

“Dad! I have school on Thursday morning!”

“Right, sorry. How about Sunday?”

“Sunday morning is my last Search and Rescue cadet training session. Afternoon works better.”

“Perfect. Just let me know the time, okay?”

“Roger that, Ax,” she replied with a grin, using the mangled nickname from my military days.

As always, I marveled at Olivia. Where did this remarkable young woman come from? That evening, I resolved to give her all the support she needed. Who knows where she’ll end up?

After dinner, Olivia retreated to her room to study. Emily and I cleared the table and did the dishes together.

“I like our new home, Alex,” she said, rinsing a plate. “The neighbors seem great, and everyone in town has been so friendly. I hope we’ll stay for a long time.”

Turning to look at her, I was struck by her beauty. Her chestnut hair was styled in a French curl—my favorite. Her deep brown eyes, framed by subtle eye shadow, were as captivating as ever. High cheekbones and an effortlessly radiant face completed the picture.

What a lucky guy you are, Alex Lachlan.

“I hope so, too,” I said. “Being uprooted so often has been tough on you and Olivia. Beeville was the worst.”

“I couldn’t wait to leave that place. The heat was unbearable. One day, my classroom hit 105 degrees. It’s impossible to teach in those conditions.”

“At least here, you’ll deal with cold and snow instead of heat.”

“Cold, I can handle. In Beeville, I’d have been more comfortable teaching naked... not that my students or the principal would’ve appreciated it.”

Laughing, I replied, “What would you do if you were naked tonight?”

“Hmm. Probably take a shower...” she teased, letting the implication hang in the air.

“Together?”

“Why not?”

“Afterward, I’ll give you a massage—your choice: regular or orgasmic.”

“Deal,” she whispered, flashing a playful smile. “But only after Olivia’s asleep.”

“It’s a date,” I said, grinning as I dried the last plate.

The following day, I nearly overslept, but I made it to work just in time. The memory of our shared laughter lingered, setting a hopeful tone for the day ahead.
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Sunday, around noon, Em, Liv, and I drove to the Skyview airport for Olivia’s solo flight. The general aviation building used by the SkyFly flight training company came into view, its gray steel facade gleaming under the bright sun. Above the doorway, a large thermometer read a sweltering 95 degrees.

“Olivia, when you’re going to fly, what’s the difference between 75 and 95 degrees?” I asked, steering into the parking lot.

“20 degrees. At 95, there’s less lift during takeoff, reduced ground effect on landing, potential for wind gusts, and longer takeoff distances. More power is needed.”

“Flaps?”

“No. Too much drag during takeoff.”

“Good. You’re ready, Liv. You’re going to be a great pilot.”

“I’m not nervous, Daddy. Isn’t that weird?”

“No. Your mother and I stole your nervousness. Now we’re the ones who are nervous.”

We were met on the tarmac by Olivia’s flight instructor.

David Adams, in his forties, balanced dual roles as an air cargo pilot for Freight50 and a flight instructor for SkyFly on his days off. Dave had often remarked on Olivia’s talent and progress, and today, he seemed as invested in her success as we were.

“Morning, Alex. Hi, Emily. Ready for your big day, Olivia?”

“I’m ready, Dave,” she said confidently.

Stepping out of the car, Olivia handed Dave a check from her personal account—funded, of course, by her side jobs and guaranteed by me.

“For next month’s lessons,” she said.

“Thanks, Olivia. Hot today, isn’t it?” Dave remarked.

“Yes, and we’ve never flown in this kind of heat. It’ll be fun to see how I handle it.”

“You’ll do great. Just keep your speed up, okay?”

“Yes, Dad,” Olivia replied, rolling her eyes at the dual parental input.

We walked over to the silent Cessna 150 parked near the taxiway. Em and I hung back about fifty feet, not wanting to interfere. I saw Dave key his handheld radio.

“Radio check, Alex,” he said.

“Read you five by five,” I replied.

Emily turned to me, her voice tinged with emotion. “Is that really our little girl up there?”

“It is, Honey. She’s the same age as you were when you soloed. Nervous?”

“A little, but I’m confident she’ll be fine.”

We watched as Olivia opened the plane’s door, pulled the flap control to full, and began her preflight checklist. Dave observed her closely, nodding occasionally. Like me, she had her headset saddled around her neck, the coiled wire tucked into the pocket of her khaki shorts. Already almost six feet tall and an accomplished athlete, Liv was nearly a clone of her mother. Her long, dark hair sparkled in the sunlight, waving in the wind.

She moved methodically, checking the control surfaces, lights, tires, and fuel levels. “Landing light on, red on, green on, beacon on, flaps full. Ports clear, tires inflated, fuel eighteen gallons,” we heard her say over the radio. Finally, she inspected the propeller, air intake, and exhaust pipe, coiling the tie-down ropes neatly on the ground.

“She’s meticulous,” Emily observed.

“She learned from the best,” I said, feeling a swell of pride.

Olivia climbed into the pilot’s seat, removed the control lock, turned on the battery, and went through her final cockpit checks. Leaning out of the still-open door, she shouted, “Clear!” before shutting and locking it.

“Skyview Ground, Cessna November 4132 Bravo located at the general aviation apron, requesting closed pattern, with information Lima,” she called.

The engine roared to life, and the plane taxied toward the runway. As Olivia performed her runup checks and adjusted her instruments, Dave stood by with a calm but watchful demeanor.

The Cessna rolled onto the runway and accelerated smoothly, lifting off into the sky. Em and I clutched our binoculars, watching intently as our daughter climbed to altitude.

At about 500 feet, a gasp escaped me. The left main landing gear wheel assembly came loose, dangling precariously by a thin brake hose. My heart sank.

Before I could key my radio, Dave intervened. “I’ve got this, Alex. Don’t interfere.”

“She’s my daughter, Dave!”

“And she’s my student. Trust me.”

Dave’s calm authority settled over me, though it didn’t erase the dread churning in my gut.

“Olivia, check your left main gear,” Dave instructed. “Call the tower and declare an emergency.”

Olivia’s voice came through steady and clear. “Skyview tower, Cessna November 4132 Bravo declaring an emergency. I’ve lost my left main gear assembly.”

As the tower guided Olivia into a holding pattern, Dave coached her on the landing procedure. His instructions were precise and calm, and Olivia responded with unwavering focus.

“Keep your speed up. Use flaps to stabilize. Land on the right main gear, keep the nose up, and gradually reduce speed. When the left gear touches down, use the rudder to maintain a straight path. Don’t brake. Shut the engine off just after touchdown.”

The Cessna lined up for final approach, emergency vehicles lining the runway in preparation. Emily held up her phone to record the moment.

“Are you sure you want to record this? What if she doesn’t make it?” I asked.

“Then the NTSB will have a good record of what happened.”

As the plane touched down, a trail of sparks flew from the damaged gear, but Olivia kept control. The plane slowed to a stop, safe and upright. Relief flooded through me.

Dave placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s incredible, Alex. You should be proud.”

Emily added, “And that, Alex, is our daughter.”

Tears pricked my eyes as we rushed to meet Olivia, who emerged from the cockpit to a round of applause from the emergency crew. Dave’s voice softened as he spoke to me.

“I owe her my best, Alex. She reminds me of my daughter.” His eyes clouded briefly. “Olivia’s strength is her own, but seeing her out there... it helps me heal.”

“Heal? What happened?” I asked.

“My daughter was taking off in her Cessna, but a Lear jet was too close behind. I told her to abort, but it was too late. The Lear pancaked on top of her. That should never have been my last word to her.”

“I’m sorry for your loss. I apologize for trying to interfere. Thank you, Dave,” I said. “For everything.”

That day, Olivia proved she wasn’t just a student pilot. She was a force to be reckoned with—determined, composed, and unshakably brave.

An accident investigation later revealed metal fatigue in the wheel axle, invisible to casual observation,
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Six months ago, as my ATC training neared completion, the training company, Orion Five, posted a listing of controller job openings. Emily and I had long discussed where we wanted to settle next. As a family, we loved skiing, so the logical choice was somewhere with snow-covered mountains.

We spent countless hours online, exploring every city with an opening. In the end, we let fate decide and flipped a coin: heads for Colorado, tails for Idaho. Heads it was. The next day, I emailed my application to Skyview International’s ATC manager.

Two days later, I received an invitation to interview. We packed our bags and drove 1,300 miles from Tacoma, Washington, to Pinecrest, Colorado, stopping for three overnight stays along the way.

On the following Monday, I arrived at the Colorado Springs TRACON located at Peterson Air Force Base. I had set aside the entire day for the interview, not knowing how long it would take.

A Terminal Radar Approach Control (TRACON) facility manages radar and communications for aircraft approaching, departing, or passing through a designated airspace. Operated by the FAA, these centers play a critical role in aviation safety.

I found the attack-hardened building after following the gate guard’s precise instructions. The building’s unassuming exterior was surrounded by lush greenery, but closer inspection revealed its true purpose. Blast-proof windows with stainless steel frames, barred for extra security, and seamless tilt-up concrete walls hinted at its fortified nature.

Escorted by an Air Force security police officer, I passed through a three-chambered isolation hallway before entering a sparsely decorated lobby. As we reached the end of the hall, my escort saluted.

“Welcome aboard, Captain Lachlan.”

Out of habit, I returned the salute. It was a moment that brought back memories. The last time I saluted had been two years earlier when I passed the American flag for the final time upon leaving Joint Base Lewis-McChord in Tacoma, Washington.

Inside, I checked in with the receptionist and found a seat. Before I could get comfortable, a short, serious-looking man approached and introduced himself.

“Jim Means, ATC Manager. Nice to meet you, Alex.”

His handshake was firm but warm, putting me somewhat at ease. He led me into a Faraday-caged soundproof room, where three other interviewers waited. After seating me, Jim handed me a steaming cup of coffee and began the session.

“Mr. Lachlan, we’ve reviewed your application and have a few questions. Trina, why don’t you start?”

A woman in her forties, with sharp eyes and a confident demeanor, spoke first.

“Mr. Lachlan, may I call you Alex?” she asked.

“Of course. I’ve been called worse,” I said, hoping a touch of humor might settle my nerves. I thought I saw a fleeting smile before she continued.

“Why did you decide to retire from the Air Force and pursue a career as an air traffic controller?”

“My ten-year commitment was up, and I wanted a job where I could continue to keep people safe. Becoming a controller felt like the natural next step.”

“Why do you feel responsible for others’ safety?”

“The military ingrained it in me as a pilot. But that same sense of responsibility was one reason I retired.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“As a fighter pilot, you’re thousands of feet above your target. You rarely see the human impact of your actions in real-time. Watching mission recordings later and seeing the collateral damage, it stays with you. I realized I needed a way to contribute that didn’t involve killing civilians.”

Trina nodded, then glanced at her notes. “Your VA records indicate treatment for PTSD. Can you tell us about that?”

“Of course. My PTSD was a result of guilt for killing civilians. For two years, I saw a VA psychiatrist on a regular basis. Before applying here, I was released from treatment. They determined I’d made significant progress and no longer required counseling.”

“Thank you, Alex,” Trina said, signaling the end of her questions. Jim turned to the next interviewer.

“Arnold, you’re up.”

A man in a civilian suit with piercing green eyes leaned forward.

“Alex, you graduated near the top of your ATC class. What contributed to that success?”

“Three people: my wife, Emily, who spent countless hours helping me rehearse; Sarah, a fellow student at Orion Five, now a controller at Skyview; and my instructor, who pushed me harder than I thought possible.”

“How do you handle pressure?” Arnold asked.

“Pressure doesn’t bother me as long as I feel in control.”

“Examples?”

“Dogfighting enemy aircraft. Or finding the perfect birthday gift for Emily, my wife.”

Arnold chuckled, scribbled something on his notepad, and nodded to the next interviewer.

“Francie, your turn.”

Francie, a petite woman with a no-nonsense air, leaned forward.

“Alex, what would you do if your supervisor instructed you to ignore a Mayday call?”

This is the “leadership test,” I thought.

“I’d question the decision and request clarification. If their response wasn’t satisfactory, I’d take the call and accept the consequences, even if it meant being relieved of duty.”

“Interesting,” she said, her expression unreadable. “Do you have issues with authority?”

“Not at all. My concern is always about competence and safety, regardless of whether the person in charge is a man or a woman.”

“A woman...do you have confidence in women in positions of control?”

“Yes. During my Air Force career, several women were classified as Tactical Aircraft Maintenance Specialists assigned to my aircraft to ensure its safety and reliability. I trusted them with my life, and they never let me down.”

Jim stepped in to wrap up. “Thank you, Alex. We’ll make our decision by tomorrow evening.”

The interview ended abruptly. I couldn’t tell if I’d nailed it or bombed completely.

That night, Emily, Olivia, and I went out for steak. Back in our small motel room, I slept fitfully, nerves fraying with anticipation.

The next day, Zillow helped us find a promising property in Pinecrest, just five miles from Skyview. As the hours crawled by, tension hung in the air.

At precisely 5 p.m., my phone rang. It was Jim Means.

“Hi, Alex. Congratulations. We’re offering you the controller position at Skyview. If you can move by July 1, that will be your start date. I’ll email the necessary documents for you to sign and return. Again, congratulations.”

Relief flooded through me. “Thank you, Jim. I appreciate the opportunity and won’t let you down.”

“We’re confident in you. Welcome to the team, Alex.”

“Did you get the job, Daddy?” Olivia asked, peeking around the corner.

“I sure did. No more moving—you can keep your friends and school.”

Emily wrapped me in a hug. “Oh, Alex, that’s wonderful! Congratulations.”

“Thanks, girls,” I said, grinning. For the first time in years, I felt like we were finally home.
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Three weeks later.

“Air India 452, taxi to the terminal via taxiway Yankee, via Bravo, via Charlie.”

“Delta 36, exit runway 27 right at Hotel. Taxi via Alpha, turn left on India. Hold short of runway 27 left.”

“November Whiskey 993, pushback approved. Expect runway 27 right.”

“FedEx 12 heavy; hold short of taxiway Alpha.”

It was eight a.m. on a bustling Friday morning. My first thirty seconds on day shift.  Ground Control had started with a flurry of activity. The airport was alive with movement, each flight and vehicle demanding my attention. It seemed as though everyone had the same plan—to get home early. When I arrived early, the third shift was understaffed, so Evelyn temporarily assigned me to Approach and Ground, the designated A/G controller.

“Horizon 13, continue taxi,” I instructed, my voice sorting out the chaos.

Then came a familiar voice from my left. “Buenos dias, Captain.”

“Buenos dias to you, too, Elena. Are we having fun yet?”

“Si. Mucha diversión. Es viernes!” she replied with a grin.

“Phoenix Air 372,  cleared to land, runway 27 right,” I called out, keeping an eye on the steady stream of incoming traffic.

Air traffic control felt like solving an endless, high-stakes puzzle. Whether managing Approach, Tower, or Ground, the challenge remained the same: orchestrate countless moving pieces to ensure every flight arrived and departed safely. At Skyview, a smaller operation compared to the major hubs, all three sectors operated from a single building, making the work even more interconnected.

“FedEx 12 heavy, taxi via Alpha, left on India, continue via Charlie to the terminal.”

“Good morning, Sarah,” I greeted as Sarah joined me.

“Hey, Alex,” she replied, her voice carrying the energy of the morning rush.

“Continental 526, descend and maintain 4000. Continue approach,” I continued.

“Ready for a busy day, my friend?” Sarah asked, sliding into her seat.

“Cessna 369 Whiskey Delta, start approved, expect runway 27 right,” I answered before turning back to Sarah. “It seems unusually hectic this morning. What’s going on?”

“Three conventions in town,” she started, only to pause as I handled another call. “American 87, fly heading 360, descend to 8000. Skyview Approach.”

Sarah resumed. “And now everyone’s trying to get the hell out of Dodge.”

A new digital flight strip appeared on my screen. More traffic to manage.

“Delta 36, cross runway 27 left, continue taxi to terminal via Charlie. JetBlue 63, exit runway 27 left at taxiway Yankee. Hold short of taxiway Bravo, company crossing.”

Company meant another aircraft from the same airline.

“Got any plans for the weekend?” I asked Sarah, sneaking a glance at her.

“Hiking. I’m part of a women’s group hell-bent on hiking every trail within a hundred miles. We’ve got an overnight camping trip planned.”

“Sounds fun. Don’t forget your bear spray.”

“And my trusty Winchester, or maybe my AR-15,” she added with a wink.

“JetBlue, 63 turn left on taxiway Charlie. Continue taxi to the terminal. Caution, company aircraft pushing back at the gate just beyond yours.”

“Atta girl. Be prepared when the scoutmaster’s not around.”

“Roger that,” Sarah replied, her tone playful as she plugged in and relieved me from Ground.

The morning buzzed along, busier than I’d ever experienced, until....

“Skyview Approach, Transcon 611 declaring an emergency. We have smoke in the cockpit and a loss of cabin pressure. Requesting an immediate straight-in approach.”



***

“Take the shot, Boss.”

I centered the object more accurately, flipped open the missile safety switch covers, and started to press the trigger.

Suddenly, the object disappeared, only to reappear on our right side. It began to change color in a rhythmic manner.

“Whoa, Boss! How the hell did it do that? It moved in an instant.”

“Whatever it is, it can’t be one of ours.”

The object continued changing colors as if it were trying to communicate.
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