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The Boeing 737 rose to skim the fluffy white clouds that had been slate-gray and impenetrable from the storm-splattered windows of the airport terminal below. After a two-hour flight delay out of Anchorage, where rain had been falling in a steady deluge all morning, the ride had pitched and thumped for several minutes during the steep ascent before smoothing out. The chimes sounded to signal that they were at cruising altitude and Nora Kavendash opened and shut her jaw, trying to pop her ears. Tired and uncomfortable, she pushed her shoulder-length brown hair away from her face, loosened her seatbelt, and leaned her seat back. The two additional degrees of incline hardly gave relief to her travel weary body, but she closed her eyes, counting the minutes before the jet would touch down in Juneau. Her estimation, considering they were fifteen minutes into the flight and all the deplaning rigmarole one they landed, placed her back home in just over two hours. Back to her bed. Back to blessed, uninterrupted sleep. She tried to relax her shoulders, rolled her head from side to side, and settled in.

Red darkness painted the insides of her eyelids and a twitch began to flutter under her left eye. She pinched the tender skin hoping to relieve the spasm, but it didn’t help. She was exhausted. The tired she felt was beyond the kind of tired that a nap in an airplane could touch—even if she could manage to fall asleep. She’d never been able to sleep on a plane. She opened her eyes and it felt like sand scoured her eyeballs. Unfiltered sunshine spilled into the aircraft through the open windows at the end of her row. The headache she’d been fighting for the last two days flared. From her aisle seat, Nora glanced over the two passengers that separated her from the window. The young woman in the window seat had earphones on, concentrating intently on the video game she was playing. Nora contemplated reaching across the woman who was sleeping between them to ask her to slide the shade closed, but realized it was one window open among several and wasn’t really worth the trouble. She sighed and leaned forward. Holding her nose, she closed her lips and pushed air into her sinuses. With a merciful pop, the pressure eased, and with it, some of the headache and a little of the crankiness she’d stored up over the last few days.

Nora was blocked when she tried to sit back in her seat. A glance over her shoulder found that the middle-aged woman beside her was leaning halfway into her seat. Gentle snores shook the loose skin of the woman’s neck. Nora let out an exasperated breath. How did she once deal so blithely with the lack of personal space in the slowly shrinking seats and overcrowded flights? Humans weren’t equipped for such close quarters. She gazed longingly up at first class, just two rows ahead of her. But there had been no first class seats available when the flight from Mexico into Seattle had been late and she’d needed to rebook the last two legs of her trip back to Juneau. She thought back to the saccharine helpfulness of the airline-ticketing agent who had helped her re-schedule her trip. The agent’s syrupy-sweet demeanor had bothered her so much that she’d accepted the first flight the agent had suggested just to get the transaction over with. She regretted that impulse now.

The lightening-fast flare of negativity in response to the invasion of her space was a clear indication that she needed this trip to be over. Nora summoned a little tolerance from her rapidly dwindling supply, and with a gentle nudge, she repositioned the woman and her airline blanket back into her own seat. She then moved her five-foot-ten frame like a contortionist to pull her backpack slightly toward her from under the seat in front of her. She slipped an e-reader out of the front pocket.

Reading device in hand and pocket zipped closed, she slid the bag back under the seat in front of her. The pack barely fit and she had to use her foot to push it. There was no room in the overheads on the sold out flight. The attendant had offered to check the bag when she boarded, but Nora hadn’t dared let it out of her sight. Not with Aunt Mace’s last chance tucked inside.

Nora’s thoughts drifted to the last four miserable days of non-stop travelling. The trip from Juneau, Alaska, to Mexico City and back had been a success as far as getting her hands on the drugs that her aunt so desperately needed, but the delays that had occurred on almost every leg of her round trip journey had drawn it out to almost twice as long as she had originally scheduled. With no time to sleep, it had left her on the brink of delirium. Weather delays, a schedule change, and a bizarre gang shooting at the Benito Juarez International Airport in Mexico City had extended her trip. The resulting kind of tired that she felt in the deepest core of her bones as she sat in the cramped airplane was beyond anything that she had ever experienced. It weighed her limbs down, affected her mood, altered her sense of reality. She had tried to sleep on the hard plastic seats of a darkened terminal gate in Mexico when the airport had been locked down for several hours, but the shooting, along with the constant worry that she’d miss her next flight, kept her from drifting off. The huge cockroach that had ambled over her sock-clad foot at the security checkpoint hadn’t helped, either. Sitting in her business class seat now, just a couple of hours away from home, she recalled the past four days, and wondered if she had somehow hallucinated the whole experience.

The flight attendants in first class now moved through the front of the cabin, attending to those lucky passengers who basked in an additional six inches of soft leather seat and eight inches of coveted legroom. Glasses were re-filled and pillows offered.

Nora watched a woman a few rows up from her offer to hold a baby for a harried young mother who was struggling with a bag of baby toys. The little girl bounced on the woman’s knee with giggles that were almost contagious. Although Nora could only see the woman from behind, she remembered her smile and brilliant green eyes from when she had moved past the woman during the boarding process. Nora observed the woman holding the baby from her seat in business class until an attendant pulled closed the light green fabric with the subtle design of leaves, separating first class from the rest of the passengers. Nora realized that she was still smiling when the woman in the seat next to her settled against her shoulder and snored into the softness of Nora’s favorite flannel shirt. She gently repositioned the woman back into her own seat without waking her, tucking the scratchy wool blanket between them, before she turned on her e-reader.

Several minutes later, Nora’s eyelids were sliding closed above the blurry screen in her hands when a hard jolt accompanied by a high pitched mechanical whine made her eyes snap open. She dropped her reader into her lap to grab the hand rest. Just as quickly, the disconcerting noise stopped and there was a moment of eerie quiet. Nora wondered if they had lost the engines, since the loud rumble that had nearly lulled her to sleep during their ascent was gone. But before she had a chance to get too worked up, the pilot’s velvet voice came over the airplane’s announcement system.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve run into a little mechanical difficulty with one of our engines.” A low mumble filled the cabin before the captain continued: “But don’t be concerned, this aircraft is equipped with two engines, and the other is working normally. While one engine is more than capable of getting us to where we want to go, we’re going to return to Anchorage just to be safe. Sorry for the inconvenience. We should be back on the ground in approximately thirty-five minutes, where the airline will assist you with adjusting your travel plans. Please remain in your seats with seatbelts fastened for the remainder of the trip. Flight attendants, please cease beverage service and stow the carts. Ladies and gentlemen, once again, on behalf of North Star Airlines, we sincerely apologize for the inconvenience.”

The pilot’s voice was calm and reassuring, and Nora pictured the beautiful woman with mocha skin and sparkling brown eyes who had stood in the cockpit doorway, just behind the flight attendant, greeting each of the passengers as they boarded the airplane. At the time, Nora had added the presence of a female commercial airline pilot to the very short mental list of good things that she had encountered on her trip. Now, listening to the pilot, she was comforted to hear the calm voice. She wondered if learning to speak that way was part of their training. The rest of the cabin must have felt the reassurance too, because the mumbling din quieted, and she could finally make out the gentle hum of the other engine droning away in the background, doing its important job.

The plane began to bank in a wide turn and Nora sighed. The four days of constant travel seemed like a nightmare now. The thought of spending more time in an airport—even one devoid of gang wars and cockroaches—made her shoulders droop. The siren’s song of her feather bed became a discordant wail.

“Holy Christopher, patron saint of all travelers, pray for us all,” muttered the woman next to Nora. Now wide awake, though her eyes were tightly squeezed closed, the woman’s lips moved against a small gold medallion that she held in her hand. She kissed it and tucked it and its chain back into her blouse. Nora watched as the woman crossed herself several times before she proceeded to rock in her seat, wringing her hands and whispering quietly.

Nora picked up her reader and hoped the woman wouldn’t start talking to her or ask her to pray with her. It wasn’t that she had anything against religious people, she was just comfortable with not knowing what or if there was a power pulling the strings of the universe, and she had no compulsion to pursue it.

Consistent with her luck throughout the trip, the woman plucked at her sleeve. “That was scary. My heart is still racing. The pilot seems to know what’s she’s talking about, though, doesn’t she?”

Nora was tired and uncomfortable, but too polite to ignore her, so she smiled and nodded. She guessed the woman was in her late fifties, and from the way she intently searched Nora’s face, she was trying to figure out how anxious she should be. Nora felt an inordinate amount of pressure over the scrutiny and resented the imposed responsibility to reassure the woman that everything would be okay. 

The jolt had startled her, but she had flown more than most people and she’d been in far dicier situations, so she felt safe in the air. Many of the missions she had flown as a passenger as part of the Search and Rescue team in her local Air National Guard unit had been done in inclement weather. One time, just flying for business, she had exited an airplane via an inflatable slide when something inside of the cabin began to smoke during an otherwise smooth landing. Flying was little more than a complicated car ride for her. They had one good engine. The pilot and flight attendants were calm. Her heart rate had already returned to normal. 

“Yes. I’m sure everything is fine. We’ll just go back and get booked on another fl—”

Another hard jolt shook the plane and Nora experienced a flash of guilt for trying to provide false assurances, but the feeling of the seatbelt going taut across her lap eclipsed that. An uncomfortable and disorienting sense of floating filled her belly and head. An incessant bell sounded throughout the cabin, signaling the flight attendants to immediately take their seats. She felt blindly for the woman’s hand beside her and wrapped it around the armrest and then placed hers over it, linking their fingers. Nora refused to look at her. She couldn’t bear to see her own fear reflected in the woman’s eyes. She heard what she thought was the beverage cart rattle loudly behind her and several cans of unopened soft drinks rolled down the center aisle a second later. A few overhead storage compartments opened, and startled voices murmured all around her, but otherwise, the cabin was strangely quiet.

“Flight attendants, secure all items and return all passengers and yourselves to seats immediately.” The smooth voice of the pilot issued from the cabin speakers. There was no sound of panic in it, but the tone left nothing to question. They were in serious trouble. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you haven’t already done so, fasten your seatbelts and make sure that they are tight across your lap. Stow all trays and loose items as best you can. Make sure seats are in the full upright position. If you cannot secure an item, please hold it secure in preparation for a forced landing. Place your feet flat on the floor beneath you, knees together. Lean forward, place the top of your head against the seat in front of you, and put your hands behind your head, lacing your fingers together. Your seat can be used as a floatation...”

Obediently, Nora let go of the woman’s hand and assumed the position, but in defiance of other instructions, she quickly pulled the straps of her bag around her ankles. There was no way she was going to leave it behind if they had to evacuate when they landed. She didn’t have time to stow her e-reader, so she stuffed it down the front of her shirt and then laced her fingers behind her head as told. The woman beside her began to sing a song in a breathless and frightened voice, but in all of the commotion Nora couldn’t hear the words and she didn’t recognize the tune. A baby’s cries filled her ears. Her heart lodged in her throat. Nora thought of the baby in first class. She chanced a glance up the aisle. The curtain that had been pulled closed between first class and coach was swaying open and closed with the jerking movements of the aircraft. She couldn’t see the baby but a few inches of the blond woman’s body were visible. She appeared to be sitting up. Her arm was across the armrest, hand relaxed, dangling limply from the wrist. In the turbulent jostling movements of the plane, the woman’s hand fell from its perch and her head lolled slightly to the side so that the woman was leaning into the aisle. Nora noticed the woman’s seatbelt was dangling, unfastened from her seat. She had time for disbelief when she realized the woman was asleep or unconscious.

Nora had no time to react. 

The world became a blur of noise and disorienting motion. Everything happened at once, and it happened so fast that Nora didn’t have time to determine if she was up or down, moving forward or backward, alive or dead. She kept her hands intertwined behind her neck and squeezed her eyes shut. The top of her head banged against the back of the seat in front of her as she tried to remain tucked in the crash position. Objects fell from the overhead compartments and whisked past her. She didn’t dare look up. The woman beside her bounced against her and Nora felt the woman’s arms reach out for her and slide away. Again, Nora didn’t dare look up. She felt everything at once and nothing at all. The circumstances were so foreign to anything that Nora had experienced that she felt disconnected from what was happening around her. Her heart bashed inside of her chest, but she kept her eyes closed tightly and her head down as best she could. It seemed as if her world had constricted into the small tight ball she had coiled into, and there was nothing else.

With a bone-crunching lurch, Nora was tossed back against her seat and she sensed that she was hurtling through space. She tried to bend forward to resume the crash position, but the forward momentum of their trajectory plastered her to her chair. Time seemed to slow down even as everything else sped up, and a loud roar filled her head. She had no concept of how long the hellish descent took, and she lost track of how many times her sense of equilibrium flipped and spun. The fear that encapsulated her seemed to be a black gel surrounding her, muting the sensations, silencing the noise, pressing her deep into the firm cushion of her seat.

When the unreal commotion suddenly stopped, a deafening silence fell upon her like a thick and heavy layer, and Nora wondered if she were still alive.

Ultimately, it was the thundering of her heartbeat in her ears and the shuddering sound of her breath that told her that she wasn’t dead. Her eyes, which were wide open, saw nothing. Her left hand clutched the armrest; the other had a claw-like grasp on the fabric of the seat cushion, even though she remembered having both hands behind her neck just moments before. Terror manifested itself in an inability to move and Nora struggled against it, yet she couldn’t seem to force herself into motion. A new fear that she might be hurt so badly that she was actually paralyzed triggered a cold flash that moved through her. Was she dead? Was this what death felt like?

She had no idea how long she remained there, motionless, sightless, in the horror movie company of her own breathing, trying to decide if she were alive or dead. Or somewhere in between. It seemed like an eternity.

––––––––

[image: ]


The prickle of something on the back of her neck convinced Nora that she could feel, and therefore possibly move. With a concerted effort, she let go of the armrest and lifted her hand and the whisk of fabric over her skin validated that she was alive. She went to rub her eyes and discovered the blindness was a blanket draped over her face and torso. With a terrified grunt, she flung the covering off and squinted into the sudden brightness. When her eyes adjusted, she looked around. She was lying on her back, still strapped into her seat. Above her was a thin swath of blue sky, framed by tall pine trees. To either side of her were smooth gray rocks, standing like sentinels above her. After long moments of struggle, her shaking hands were able to unbuckle her seatbelt, and she tried to roll away from the seat, but her legs would not follow. Panic seized her before she realized that the straps to her backpack were still around her lower legs. She laughed with relief and the sound came out in an unfamiliar bray, the cackle of an insane woman. She untangled her legs and kicked the bag away, rolling from the seat and onto her knees on the pine needle covered earth where anxiety grabbed her. Aunt Mace was expecting her home. Nora pulled her pack to her and checked her precious cargo. The plastic bag filled with rapidly dissipating dry ice that chilled the medication that needed to be kept refrigerated was undamaged. She zipped her pack and looked for her phone. Finding it in the front pocket, she switched it out of airplane mode but found that she had no signal.

Nora slid her phone into her back pocket and stood up. With tentative movements, she ran her hands over her body, taking inventory. She didn’t feel any pain. Everything seemed to be intact. The hard square shape of her e-reader slid out from the bottom edge of her shirt and landed at her feet. She stared at it in disbelief, an artifact of normalcy, when she wasn’t sure what normal was anymore. 

Nora picked up the device and stepped around the seat, noticing the torn metal where the adjoining seat had been. A thick layer of dirt and pine needles had collected around the headrest and in the chair, indicating that the seat had slid headfirst before it had come to a stop. She dropped the e-reader into the seat. Her eyes traced the disturbed path of forest debris, and she realized that her seat had skidded at least a hundred feet before it came to rest between two huge rocks. She pulled a handful of pine needles from the collar of her flannel shirt. She’d never been one to pray, but she felt the need to thank someone or something for the soft cushion of the forest floor and for not having been bashed against one of the trees or the large rocks that were strewn around the immediate vicinity. It was against all logical probability that she wasn’t dead.

Evidence of the crash surrounded her, a wide swath of plowed up dirt and broken trees. Nora began to walk, and then run, toward where she thought the airplane would be. She couldn’t see the aircraft, but its slide path led her over a slight rise. She looked frantically around her as she raced through the forest, hoping to see other survivors. There was no smoke and little debris aside from the torn up vegetation and disturbed earth. She caught a whiff of airplane fuel, but it was faint. It was silent save for the sound of her own pulse pounding in her head and her feet hitting the ground. There was no birdsong, no insect noise, not even the sound of the wind in the trees. Nature seemed to hold its breath while she processed the scene. Skirting left around a large rock in what had become a full sprint, Nora saw one of the aircraft’s wings propped against some trees. The sight distracted her long enough so that she almost didn’t see the path disappear into empty air. With open space careening toward her, she sat back hard, grasping at the ground with her hands. She skidded to a stop on her butt, the heel of her foot caught on a root barely a half-inch in diameter that dangled in a loop from the edge of the cliff. It was all that stopped her from the forward momentum that would have launched her into the deep abyss below.

Heart in her throat, she immediately switched course, performing a frantic crab-crawl backward until she was several feet from the edge. On solid footing, she leaned back on her hands while sweat streamed down her face, instantly chilling her in the cool autumn air. She tried to catch her breath, her respiration and heart rate careening, her raspy breaths stark in the eerie quiet. Light-headed, the sense of surrealism that she had felt in her exhaustion on the plane was a contrast to the complete sense of hyper-awareness that she felt now. The ravine in front of her was the width of a football field, with the thick forest picking up on the other side, stretching into the visible horizon. From where she sat, she couldn’t see to the bottom of the ravine and she wasn’t very keen on getting too close to the edge to check it out. But she was pretty sure that the plane was down there, and she needed to see. Although it terrified her, she crawled over to a nearby tree that jutted out over the crevice. Summoning her courage, she stood on shaky legs, hooked her arm around the trunk, and leaned over. Vertigo made her head swim, but Nora shut her eyes and took a deep breath. When she felt a little better, she slowly opened her eyes. Five hundred feet below, the hull of the airplane and the other wing littered the ravine floor in one large piece and a thousand smaller ones. Little was recognizable.

She needed to get down there to look for survivors. She searched for a way to descend. The bottom of the ravine narrowed to what looked to be no more than two hundred feet across, with nearly vertical walls going straight down. Looking to her right, the icy façade of a glacier filled the narrower end of the ravine. To the left, it bent out of sight. Aside from a small stream that wormed away from the glacier and along the bottom of the crevasse, there was no movement that Nora could see, except for a thin black stream of smoke that snaked up from one of the larger sections of the plane and threaded its way upward before it hit open space and blew in the opposite direction. Nora searched up and down the narrow canyon for a path that would take her down. Looking away from the crash, she heard the first explosion, and she turned toward the sound just in time to see a second, much larger, explosion.  A ball of heat raced past her, forcing her backward, and she instinctively rolled into a ball behind the trunk of the tree she’d been holding on to and covered her head with her arms. Several smaller bangs and thuds continued to sound, and Nora imagined the fuselage blown to bits, with the metal raining down.

When the explosions ceased, Nora tentatively peered around the tree and leaned over to look into the now thicker smoke that billowed from the space below. It was difficult to see, but between clouds of smoke, she was able to discern the largest section of plane, which had flames coming from each end. The smell of jet fuel and burning electrical components filled the air.

She sank to her knees, hugging the tree, and stared at the burning wreckage with a leaden weight filling her chest. How many people were still in the airplane? She felt helpless as she watched the conflagration burn uncontested. Her limbs were useless, hanging heavily from her body, and even if there had been a convenient way down into the ravine, she knew her body wouldn’t take her. The heat that reached her from the distance told her it wasn’t safe anyway. She’d have to wait until the fire burned down before she could get close enough to look for survivors.

Nora tore her eyes from the flames and shook her head to clear the fogginess that tried to block her thoughts—thoughts that were too painful to contemplate but too important to ignore. Images of the people she had seen on the flight flashed through her mind: the smiling pilot, the woman sitting next to her, another woman with green eyes and dazzling smile, a laughing baby girl. A hand seemed to reach in and squeeze her heart the tightest at the thought of the baby. She was back at the airport in Anchorage.

A frazzled mother was sitting in a seat across from her at the gate, surrounded by a diaper bag, a carry on, her purse, and a sippy cup, while watching a baby pull herself up on the seat next to her. The woman glanced at Nora and smiled, a look on her face seeming to apologize for contributing to the already frenetic energy that filled the boarding area. Nora loved kids but was exhausted on the last leg of a frustrating and extended trip. Normally, she’d play peek a boo with the baby to distract it to give the young mother a little break. But just watching them made her more tired. So she’d returned the smile, but leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes, blocking out the noise and activity all around her.

Snapping back to her new reality, standing above a canyon with the heat of an inferno blowing toward her. Were the mother and baby down there? She pushed the thoughts away. It was an unfamiliar response for her. She was used to dealing with difficult situations with a determined and practiced calm, and it had helped her in countless situations. This time was different, though. This was too close, too much to deal with all at once. She let her mind shut down. She’d deal with the unthinkable later, when she didn’t have to worry about survival. For now, she would do what she needed to do to help herself and any victims she found. 

She turned to retrace her steps, searching carefully for survivors among the trees on either side of the churned earth left in the wake of the crashed airplane, expecting to see others like her who had been thrown out above the ravine. She couldn’t be the only one left.

There was no one around and there was less airplane debris than she would have thought in the path of destruction leading away from the edge of the cliff. There was the wing that she’d seen leaning against a group of trees and an engine lying not too far from it. A piece of fabric blew in the wind. A nearly intact and upright beverage cart with all of the drawers still in it sat against tree. The cart looked like it had been set there on purpose, as if beverage service was a natural event in the Alaskan wild. Away from the flames and most of the carnage, she was surrounded by an eerie quiet.

She was all alone.

A surge of pent up anxiety made her stop still. Her head throbbed. She began to feel light-headed. She sat down and dangled her head between her knees. 

When she felt better, she got back up and walked back to where she had left the airplane seat, nestled between boulders. She stared at the seat for a long time, her mind unable to process what had happened. A jumble of emotions railed through her, but she couldn’t form a coherent train of thought. She righted the airplane seat and leaned it against the rock. Ripped from the adjacent seat and its mooring, the chair only had one arm, and part of one metal leg attached to its bottom. It leaned to one side when Nora tried to set it upright, so Nora propped it up on a low, flat rock, and then carefully dropped down into it. Energy coursed through her, and she tapped her foot on the pine needle strewn ground.

Where was she?

She looked at her wrist, which sported a mountaineer watch that she had worn since her days in the Air National Guard. In addition to the time, which was just before noon, it told her that she was at an elevation of 1,986 feet, and it was 57 degrees Fahrenheit. Her analytical brain kicked in. The longitude and latitude displayed were interesting but provided her with no real understanding of where she was, since she wasn’t familiar with the area. Based on the time they had spent in flight, she guessed that they had come down somewhere near Valdez, Alaska, in the Chugach Mountains. Unless the flight plan took a less than direct path from Anchorage to Juneau, it had flown along the coast of the Gulf of Alaska, and she pondered how lucky she was that they hadn’t had to make a water landing.  Would it have been smoother than landing in the rough terrain of the Chugach range? Did the pilot make a choice, or was the choice made for her? She pushed away the what-ifs and wondered how long it would take for help to arrive. It was a heavily wooded area, but if they weren’t too far from Anchorage, so hopefully it would be soon. Surely the airplane had some sort of homing beacon on it, and the pilot would have called in their location as they went down. She couldn’t see the plane or the smoke from the fire through the dense forest from where she sat, but she could smell it, and she figured that the smoke would also guide search and rescue toward their location.

Nora looked up at the sky, thankful that it wasn’t raining here as it had been in Anchorage.

She heard Aunt Mace’s voice in her head. It was the last conversation she had with her before boarding the flight in Anchorage.

“The flight’s delayed so I’ll be a little later than I told you last time,” Nora had explained.

“Another delay? I’ll bet it’s a set up between the airline and the airport. If they trap you there they force you to buy their overpriced food,” huffed Aunt Mace.

Nora heard one of Aunt Mace’s friends, Elphie, in the background: “She should have packed sandwiches. They’d have been better than that Styrofoam they pass off as food in places like that!”

“I don’t know about that,” Nora said with a laugh. “It’s just raining pretty hard and I heard one of the gate attendants tell someone that they were finishing up some scheduled maintenance.”

“I wouldn’t get on that sardine can if you paid me! Are you keeping dry?”

“I’m safe inside the building, Aunt Mace. I’m fine.”

“Well, trust your gut, Eleanor. You hear? If it doesn’t feel right, don’t get on that plane.”

“It’s just a little rain.”

Back in the forest, beneath the dense canopy, it was relatively dry. The clouds above were interspersed with patches of blue that she could see through the small gaps between the treetops. The clouds had dark gray centers, though, and there was a heavy feeling in the air. The daylight held the silver-gray tinge that signaled pending rain to Nora. Living in Alaska for the last four years had taught her that a weather system was rolling in. Nora hoped that she was wrong. She didn’t need a storm to compound her already dire situation. Even so, she should probably find somewhere to stay dry if it rained.

Glad to have a problem to solve to keep her mind busy, Nora wondered what she could use for shelter. A panel from the plane, one of eth few pieces of debris she’d seen, seemed like the best immediate possibility. She could use branches from the broken foliage, too. A cave would be better. Whatever it was, it didn’t have to be huge, just big enough to keep her dry. Unless there were others. There had to be others.

She pushed herself up from the chair and decided to search in the direction away from the ravine. The woods were less damaged in that direction, and she tried to envision how the airplane had come down. Examining the path of broken vegetation and upturned earth, it looked like the plane had touched down just feet beyond the rock formation where she had come to rest. Her seat must have been thrown from the plane just before it landed, which didn’t make sense because even she knew that airplanes didn’t just open up and disgorge passengers like that. But, then again, as brilliant as she was at software design, she had to admit that she didn’t know much about the physics of aerodynamics or crash analytics. In the face of fear, with the terror of her unknown future, Nora’s mind wanted to keep busy, and the impulse was to try to piece together the puzzle of how she had survived, but there was so much she didn’t know. Maybe the plane had cracked in half somehow, or had fallen apart due to the mysterious forces of velocity as it tumbled from the sky. Maybe the jolts she had felt were an act of terrorism and a bomb had gone off, ripping a hole in the structure. Maybe the plane had first touched down somewhere above her and had bounced down the mountainside. Maybe it was a mix of those ideas. Maybe it was something entirely different. Maybe she would never know.

She walked the path of her seat’s long slide. Even with her untrained observation skills, she guessed that the thick layer of dead pine needles that covered the forest floor probably cushioned her fall and slowed the speed of the slide. Observing the density of the tree growth and the scattering of large boulders all around, she shuddered at the improbability of not having been pummeled along the way. That her seat hadn’t tumbled and banged her up in the process seemed improbable. That she hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch in the ordeal seemed like an impossible feat. That she wasn’t still in the plane, at the bottom of the gorge, burning alive in the fire, seemed like a miracle.

All of this went through her mind accompanied by an emotional level of zero. Observations and facts were all that registered.

She was grateful for the hiking boots that she wore as she stepped around rocks and strode through countless years’ worth of fallen leaves and trees. Picking her way around the rough barked columns, she walked until she came to a wall of smooth rock about a hundred feet high. She had a moderate amount of rock climbing experience, but she wasn’t a free-climber. She’d always used equipment. And the wall, with its almost completely smooth façade and gentle inward sway, was well beyond her skill level, even if she had all the equipment she was used to.

She looked along the wall’s base in both directions and didn’t see a way up or around it. Picking her way along the base of the cliff to the right, she found that it soon came to a sharp drop-off that went into a deep crevice, an offshoot of the ravine behind her. It was narrow, just several feet across, but too wide to jump. She retraced her path the other way and found that the wall swooped around in an arc until it hit the edge of the main ravine that the airplane had fallen into. The face of the glacier she had seen sloped up and back. It appeared that she had landed on a pie slice-shaped ledge on the side of a steep mountain, and from what she saw, it would be difficult, if not impossible, for her to climb higher to see what was above her.

Below where she was standing, angled away from the glacier what looked like a game trail led down into the ravine where the airplane rested. From where she stood, she couldn’t see the aircraft around the curve of the ledge, but the smoke from the fire billowed toward her along with an uncomfortable heat. Thick and acrid, the smoke stung her eyes and burned her lungs. She pulled the neck of the t-shirt she wore from under her flannel shirt over her nose and mouth to filter the dense smoke. She coughed, feeling impotent. Her earlier assessment still held, it was too dangerous to make the descent—at least for now.

Rather than dwell on whether there were other survivors below her that she couldn’t get to she churned through what she had experienced in the—she looked at her watch—ninety minutes since the airplane had fallen from the sky. She guessed that the plane had hit somewhere above her, then it had touched down on the small wooded shelf that she was on, where it had slid for a short distance before finally plummeting into the ravine. A flash of hope filled her. Maybe there were other survivors stranded on the mountainside above her. An image of the woman who had sat next to her in the airplane came to her mind. If Nora had been thrown clear, maybe her seatmate had been, too. A manic sort of hope rose in her at the thought that others might be safe on the mountain above, and maybe in the ravine below, if they had gotten free of the wreck before the explosions. When rescue came, they’d all be saved when the crews followed the path of the crash. She just had to stay close and wait.

Nora retraced her steps back toward the small copse of rocks where she had landed, her psychological home base. On her way, she found two plastic wrapped airline blankets lying on the thick layers of pine needles that coated the forest floor. They were small and flimsy, but if help didn’t come before nightfall, they would help to keep her warm along with the one she’d been covered with on the chair. Feeling grateful for that piece of luck, she came to the crash path and carefully stepped over broken tree trunks and clumps of churned up soil.

She walked around the newly exposed roots of a tree lying on the ground, trying to grasp the reality of her survival. Something caught the corner of her eye. She was so focused on everything that had happened that she almost missed it. A color, golden and unnatural in its surroundings, peeked through a mound of dead pine needles next to the fallen tree. She bent to push the soil away. Shocked, she jerked her hand back when her fingertips swiped across a soft, wet expanse of skin, dark and caked with mud. She looked at the wetness on her fingertips and realized that they were covered in blood. She stood and fell backward over a branch in her hasty retreat, dropping the blankets she had been carrying. Her heart beat erratically in her chest.

A body. She had found a body. And she had touched it.

Fear and horror inundated her, but what was this reaction? Her first response was to run? She had been trained for this sort of thing. Disgusted with herself, Nora moved closer to the body. She studied the mound before she found the courage to brush aside more leaves and realized that she was looking at a woman’s face framed in disheveled blonde hair. The eyes were closed and she didn’t move when Nora began to move away the soil and dead foliage that almost concealed her. One side of the woman’s face was caked with mud, while the other side, once cleared of the loose pine needles, was relatively clean. Maybe she wasn’t dead. 

“Hey! Are you okay?” she shouted, knowing full well that the woman was not okay. But what do you say in a situation like this? She brushed aside more of the needles and found an arm. She ran her hand up to grasp the wrist and felt for a pulse. Nothing. She tried the carotid artery in the woman’s throat, and although the skin was warm and pliable, after a moment of trying not to concentrate on her own pulse that was hammering through her own body, Nora wasn’t able to detect a pulse there, either.

Initially, she thought that the dead woman’s torso—or at least her legs—were pinned under the fallen tree, but as she cleared more of the dirt, Nora found that the woman was merely pressed into the juncture between the tree and the ground beneath it. It was just earth and leaves that covered her. The dead woman wore a blue button-up blouse, over a white v-neck t-shirt and jeans. Recognition washed over her. It was the woman with green eyes who had been seated in first class, fourth row from the front, next to the aisle. Seat 4B.

She cleared the piles of pine needles around her and looked around, both terrified and hopeful that she wouldn’t see other bodies, and, god, please not the baby. She got up. Concern over the woman, beyond her help, lost out over the sudden possibility that a child might be out there somewhere, alone, hurt, and terrified. Nora listened for cries and canvassed the area, looking around branches and fallen trees, carefully kicking away mounds of pine needles. In an ever-expanding circle she moved, leaving no area unsearched, until she finally stood at the rim of the ravine, satisfied that the baby, or any other victims, were not in the area. She looked down at the fire that continued to burn far below and felt the brutal knowledge of the lost lives sweep through her. Sweating from the effort of her search and the shock of what she had just confronted, Nora wiped away the tears that streamed in a silent river down her hot face. She shivered in the cool afternoon air and went back to the woman’s body. She knelt next to her wondering what to do next.

Aside from a deep gash on her forehead, the woman showed no other outward signs of injury that Nora could see. Leaves and dirt congealed with the wetness that covered the side of the woman’s face. Tentatively, trying not to touch any more of the blood, Nora reached out and brushed away some of the hair that fell across the woman’s closed eyes. Her finger swept across a cheek, and Nora was surprised to feel that it was still warm. She knew that it didn’t take long for a body to grow cold, especially outside. She looked at her watch—two hours and five minutes had passed since the crash. Any idea that the woman had died instantly left her.

Nora stared at the pretty face for a few minutes, taking in the solemn moment. She picked away a pine needle from the woman’s high cheekbone and wiped a smudge from her defined jaw. She looked like she was merely asleep, her full lips slightly parted and her long dark lashes lying against the skin below her closed eyes—eyes that she knew were green and sparkled when she smiled. Nora felt the need to do something—anything—to mark the woman’s passing. With shaking hands, she cleared the rest of the pine needles, sticks, and bits of bark from the body, settled her limbs in a neat position, and she sat down next to her, taking one of the woman’s hands in her own. She lowered her head, at a loss for thoughts, almost wishing that she’d had just a little religious or spiritual experience in her background to help her through a moment like this.

The hand she held was cold and limp. She didn’t know the woman, but she remembered her in the reflection of the little girl’s smile. Grief swept through her then, and she allowed herself to cry again, this time with gut wrenching sobs and jagged breaths. Really scary things had just happened to her. People had died, but she was still alive, and that was something to be thankful for. A torrent of guilt rose in her. But she couldn’t give up. Not yet. She had to survive. She had to keep living because this woman and so many others had died. Nora gently placed the hand she’d been holding upon the front of the blue blouse. She straightened out the collar and stroked the top of her hand. She noticed that she didn’t wear any rings, but the slight indentation and tan line on her left hand indicated that a ring had been there recently and for a long time. She thought about the people that the woman had left behind, the baby she’d made smile. Sadness swept through her and Nora pulled away.

The woman’s chest rose as Nora sat back. It was so slight that Nora thought that she had imagined it, maybe even wished it. She stared to see if it would happen again. Then, a seemingly impossible amount of time later, it did, ever so shallow, barely a rise, but a breath, nonetheless.

The woman was alive! Maybe barely, but she was breathing, and that was all that mattered. A huge sense of obligation descended upon Nora. She had to take care of her. She was responsible for her survival.

“Hey! Wake up! Wake up!” She shouted, bending low and close to her face, listening for a breath, checking to make sure nothing blocked the woman’s breathing—something she should have done initially, but she refused to berate herself for it now. She jostled her—not enough to injure her more if there was something broken inside, but enough to wake a person if they were asleep.

Nothing.

She held the unconscious woman’s hand and a gust of wind lifted the hair from Nora’s brow, a reminder that rain was on the way. Through the narrow opening in the canopy along the path of downed trees, she saw that the sky had turned a cold, hard gray. The clouds looked low and foreboding, the kind that clung to the earth not far from the sea, moving in, gathering heaviness as they moved across land. Nora hadn’t seen the ocean, but she could feel it close by. For some reason, that gave her a sense of her bearings, which fueled her hope. The tops of the trees bent restlessly in a strong wind that Nora could not yet feel, except for an occasional gust that chilled her skin.

Nora looked down at the unconscious woman and considered her next steps. With rain almost certain, she couldn’t leave her where she was, but she didn’t know what to do. Was it wise to move her? What about internal injuries? Candidates for shelter were sparse. She had been all over the immediate area and she hadn’t seen any caves or even a hollowed out tree that they could use. Then she thought of the wing that was near the edge of the ravine. She couldn’t see it from where she was because of the slight rise, but she remembered that it was propped up against some trees and rocks and there might be some shelter under it if it was stable. She had to go check, but that meant leaving the unconscious woman alone for a few minutes. She didn’t want to, but she had no choice.

Before she left to assess the sheltering possibilities of the wing, she tore the plastic from the two blankets and spread the small wool covers over the woman’s legs and torso.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere,” she said as she tucked the scratchy fabric around the unconscious woman before she left her. She might as well have been talking to herself, but it felt good not to be alone.

The wing was as she remembered it, battered and slightly bent, but still mostly in one piece. A faint smell of jet fuel lingered in the area, but the engine had come off and was lying partially embedded in the soft earth several feet away. The wing was laying upside down, with the thickest, longest edge resting on the ground, and the high side leaning against some trees, the opening underneath facing away from the nearby ravine. The part of the wing that had been connected to the body of the airplane rested against a short crop of rocks, partially blocking off that side, forming a half sort of A-frame space beneath. She stooped to look under it and saw that there was plenty of space beneath. It would also provide a block against much of the wind that blew up from the ravine.

Up close, the wing was thicker than she had expected. Many of the flaps were extended and bent as a result of the crash. Nora estimated it was about forty or forty-five feet long, and at the widest, about ten feet across. The height of the space under it went from the ground to about four-and-a-half feet tall at the highest part. Blocked on the two sides, it looked like it would provide a good shelter from the rain and wind.

Nora pushed and pulled on the wing to make sure that it wouldn’t shift and crush them, but it didn’t budge. To be sure, she walked around to the other side and climbed on top of it, using one of the metal ridges that went up the bottom of the wing surface for support. She bounced on it first, and then jumped. The heavy thing still didn’t move. Relieved that she wouldn’t have to build something from tree branches, Nora jumped down and made her way to the curtain and panel that she had spotted earlier. She needed a litter to transport the injured woman.

Nora easily found the panel again. The curtain was barely attached to it, held on by a single rivet, and she pulled it free. She dropped it on top of the panel and dragged it back to where the woman was lying. It was heavier than she had expected, but there was a coat hook on one side that gave her something to grasp, making the task a little easier. She placed the makeshift stretcher next to the woman, who was resting exactly as Nora had left her. Nora waited to see the slight rise of chest that told her that she was still breathing. When she saw it, she realized that she had half-expected her to be dead when she returned. She shook the morbid though away and busied herself with the careful transfer of the woman onto the panel. She didn’t want to injure her any more than she already was. The woman was like a limp doll. Nora felt along her limbs for broken bones and didn’t find anything obvious as she positioned her on the flat surface. Aside from a few scrapes, and the gash on the woman’s forehead, she didn’t notice any other injuries. The woman herself gave no sign that she felt any discomfort—or anything at all, for that matter.

A thought occurred to Nora as she centered the woman on the stretcher. “Sorry about this,” she said as she pushed her hand into the woman’s pockets. The first pocket revealed a tube of lip balm, along with a wrapper for a protein bar. The second pocket contained a blister pack of 25 mg tablets of decongestant with three empty spaces. If the woman had taken three at one time, it could explain why she had been asleep on the plane. She pushed the items back into the woman’s pockets before she rolled her slightly to the side to reach into a back pocket. More than ever, Nora wanted to know who this woman was. She found a folded piece of paper that revealed itself to be a ticket sleeve. Inside were a boarding pass and a luggage check slip for one bag. Bingo. The woman’s name was Grace Trackton. Seat 4B. Boarding passes from LAX to Juneau, Alaska, via Anchorage.

“Grace? Hey, lady from 4B? Can you hear me?” Nora studied the woman for a sign of recognition. She remained unresponsive. Nora refolded the papers and slid them back into the pocket she’d pulled them from. “Well, anyway, hello, Grace Trackton. I’m Nora Kavendash. Do you mind if I call you 4B? I think I like that better.”

When her patient was squarely placed on the panel, Nora twisted the thin fabric of the curtain into a rope of sorts, slid it under 4B’s upper back, and pulled the ends up and under her armpits to make a sort of harness. She then tied the ends around the coat hook that protruded from the flat panel just above 4B’s head. After draping the blankets over the woman, Nora assessed her work and then took off the flannel shirt she was wearing and tied it around the woman’s torso to secure the blankets and to keep the woman’s arms at her sides so that she wouldn’t slide out. It looked awkward, and it didn’t look terribly secure, but it would keep her patient from sliding off the stretcher when she lifted it by one end and started to drag it. The parts of the curtain that ran up to tie to the coat hook served additionally to stabilize her head. Nora was pretty proud of her work. 

Nora hefted the panel under 4B’s head and pulled. It was hard work and she had to take several breaks on the way to move larger debris from her path and to catch her breath. 4B’s head moved a little from side to side, but other than the jostling from the ride, which Nora tried to minimize, she still hadn’t moved on her own. Finally, they made it to the wing and Nora slid the contraption, woman and all, beneath the shelter. She crawled in after and studied 4B as she untied the harness. Checking to see if the woman was still breathing was becoming an obsession for Nora. Her chest rose about four times a minute. Fresh blood seeped out of the gash on 4B’s forehead, probably a result of the bumpy ride. Nora took a closer look at it. It would probably stop again on its own, but it needed stiches—something she wasn’t sure she was willing to try even if she did have the right supplies. The best she could do was clean the wound and put a bandage on it. The good thing was that the new flow of blood had washed some of the dirt away, but small bits of soil and leaves still coated the area around it. She hoped that the tiny first aid kit that she kept in her backpack would have what she needed to attend to the wound.

“You’ve got a nasty cut on your forehead, 4B. I’m going to see if I have a bandage big enough to cover it. My backpack is over by the rocks. I’ll be right back.”

Shaking her head at herself for talking at an unconscious woman, Nora crawled out from beneath the wing. As she stood, a gust of wind rounded the metal slab carrying some of the thick smoke that blew up from the drop-off. The rush of air was stronger than before and buffeted her. Nora shivered. The effort of dragging the woman to the wing had made her sweat, and the rapidly cooling air was starting to get chilly. A drop of rain hit her face. They had made it to the wing just in time. The sky had grown darker, indicating that the storm that was coming might be more than just a light rainfall.

Nora moved back under the wing and tucked the blankets more securely around 4B to keep her warm against the falling temperature. The individual raindrops became a smattering. She would have to hurry to get her backpack.

“Okay. Now I mean it. I’ll be right back,” she said to her unconscious companion. She crawled out from under the wing and ran back to the rocks. She pulled her pack over her shoulders and took a few steps back toward the wing, when she stopped and went back. She tipped the seat back and started to drag it back with her. By the time she returned, the rain was sounding a regular patter against the surface of the wing.

“I’m back,” said Nora, ducking into the space below the wing, pulling her cargo in after her. She was out of breath and a little damp from her hurried trip through the light rain. She dropped to her knees beside 4B, who hadn’t moved. She was still breathing, though. Nora resituated herself so that she was sitting cross-legged, facing the woman, and lifted her backpack from the chair into her lap. She found the small first aid kit in a side pocket, along with an unopened bottle of water that she’d purchased at the last airport. She snorted when she thought how Aunt Mace would have reacted when she told her how much she’d paid for it. She then selected a clean t-shirt and set all of it on the panel next to 4B’s limp arm. She closed her pack, placed it aside, and then turned to study the unconscious woman’s wound.

Aunt Mace would laugh to see her now, playing doctor like she knew what she was doing. The outdoorsy, physical aspect of search and rescue was why she had joined the service, not the medical part. She really didn’t like the blood and guts part of it, but she had done it when needed. Trained to do emergency triage out in the field, she’d set bones, staunched bleeding, and once, even helped deliver a baby. Cleaning this wound was nothing to her. But Aunt Mace knew that, given the choice, she’d rather let someone else deal with the gory parts. There was no one else out here to do it, though.

Nora used some of the water to clean her hands. Then she squirted a generous amount of anti-bacterial hand gel she found in the first aid kit into her palm and rubbed her hands together. Once her hands were clean, she carefully picked most of the hair and larger pieces of debris from the area around the wound before she soaked the edge of her t-shirt in water and cleaned the area, starting from the edges in. Thankfully, the cut wasn’t as large as it seemed and the bleeding had already slowed again. Most of the ugly mess washed away from smooth skin, revealing a deep cut about two inches long running vertically from the hairline to down above the woman’s left eye. When Nora poured water over it to wash the last of the dirt away, a flap of skin folded up revealing a white line of bone. Nora, had to remind herself that she was normally fine with blood, as she continued to rinse away as much dirt as she could before she pushed the flap back into place. Finally, she applied a liberal coat of anti-bacterial gel onto a gauze pad and placed it over the wound before she taped it down.

4B didn’t react to anything during the entire procedure, and Nora wondered about the extent of her injuries. Nora had better than average medical knowledge, but anyone with any sense knew that head injuries could be very serious, and she knew that the longer 4B remained unconscious, the less of a chance she had of ever waking up, especially without the medical attention she so obviously needed.

Nora stashed the first aid supplies in her pack and then pulled the battered airline seat next to the panel that the woman was lying on. She braced the unsteady base of the seat with a few loose rocks, sat back in the cushioned seat, and studied 4B’s pretty face in the darkening shadows. The temperature was rapidly falling with the rain and the coming night. Nora pulled a hooded sweatshirt from her pack and put it on. She laid another over her lap and wished she had something to build a fire. She knew that it was unlikely that a search party would continue to look for them in the dark, but if help didn’t come by morning, she would climb down to the smoldering airplane and see what she could see.

4B’s chest rose and fell steadily. The fading light was already making it hard to see. Nora pulled a travel flashlight and her harmonica from the top compartment of her backpack, and sat back in her chair. As she blew into the instrument and the first few warbling notes filled the air, she willed the woman to wake up.
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Nora awoke with a start and her arms flailed out, her hand squeezing hard around the hand of her unconscious companion. It was the next morning and the other woman slept on. Heart racing, she took stock of where she was, and sat up a little straighter. Adrenaline raced through her body, but she was groggy. The very real final moments of the plane crash faded quickly from her memory, the cries of a baby echoing in the darkness. She stretched, trying to ease away the stiffness caused by sitting still for so long in the cold night air. Several times during the long night, she’d thought about curling up next to 4B to share the blankets and body warmth, but the strangeness of getting so close to a person she didn’t know, someone who might die at any moment, kept her from doing it, so she’d stayed in her chair. Surprised that she’d actually nodded off, she picked up the harmonica that had fallen near her feet, rubbed it on her pants leg, and dropped it into her shirt pocket. The watch she wore with the self-illuminating dial indicated that she had only been out for a few minutes. That meant that she had been awake almost all night, listening to every sound of the dark and unfamiliar forest, conserving the battery of her small flashlight, and wishing that she could make a fire. She watched with relief as the first weak morning light crept through the treetops. In the gloom beneath the wing, 4B was exactly as she had last seen her. Nora let go of the woman’s hand, tucking it under the thin blankets against the woman’s side. 4B may have been unconscious, but the limp hand wrapped in hers had been a comfort to Nora during the long, dark night.

Nora poked her head out from the wing. Through a small break in the treetops, she saw that the clouds were grayer and lower than before. The smattering of rain had stopped some time during the night without ever really turning into a steady rainfall, but the damp scent of rich earth and pine tinged the air. She shivered and worried that the cloud cover would hinder rescue efforts.

Nora ducked back into the shelter and pulled the blankets up over the unconscious woman’s shoulders. Back out in the wind, her hair dark brown hair whipped against her face as she lifted her arms high and twisted the kinks out of her lower back. She pushed her hair behind her ears and walked around the wing to the edge of the ravine. As she had done the day before, she held onto a tree trunk and leaned over to look down. She half-expected to see flames, but the fire had almost burnt itself out overnight. Occasional lazy billows of black smoke rose from the wreckage, indicating that the fire still smoldered. She studied the area surrounding it, looking for signs of anyone down there. Nothing moved in the early morning shadows. She hadn’t expected to see anything, but still she was disappointed.

Blurry from exhaustion, she checked on her patient one more time, and then picked her way along the rim, over to where the cliff rose up. She found the game trail and started down. It wasn’t a very friendly trail. She slid about as much as she hiked, but she managed to get all the way down. She just hoped that she’d be able to make her way back up again.

By the time she arrived at the bottom, the morning sun had lightened the thick gray sky. The floor of the ravine was more rugged than it looked from above, the result of a millennium of glacial surge and retreat. A narrow stream of water ran from the glacier and through the middle of the ravine, but other than that, the floor was a barren, boulder-strewn ally. Nora walked through the rocks toward the wreckage, intending to keep a wide berth. As she drew closer, she could feel the heat of the fire, but she couldn’t see it from her angle. As she circled it, she found that the entire other side of the fuselage had been torn away. The sections still retained some shape, and although the insides were now completely burned out, and black smoke continued to waft out of it, there wasn’t much flame. It was hard to tell how much of the plane was actually down there.

More debris littered the floor on the far side and Nora walked among it, not sure what she was looking for, but hoping for signs of survivors.

She wasn’t expecting it when she came across the first body.

Stepping around a waist-high boulder, she saw him spread at an impossible angle, burned and unrecognizable. At first, she didn’t know that she was looking at a dead man. When recognition hit her, it still didn’t seem real. She just stared, trying to make sense of the position he was in. And then it hit her. He was broken and twisted, and a horror washed over her. Sick to her stomach and frightened, she turned and walked away, but a few feet in that direction, she found another body. Burns left the body almost unrecognizable.

Part of her had known that she’d find bodies in the wreckage, but for some reason, she hadn’t thought it through before she approached the scene. Her focus had been on finding survivors. She had no idea what to do about bodies.

Her tour in Search and Rescue hadn’t prepared her for this. She’d never gone on any missions that required emergency response to major events. Her time in had mainly consisted of drills and exercises. And when she wasn’t practicing, she had been augmenting local agencies with live victims, finding lost or hurt hikers in the Colorado mountains and helping stranded rock climbers down from places they shouldn’t have attempted. Aside from funerals, the one and only time she had come close to a dead person was a hiker who had been hit by lightning on Pikes Peak. Some of her unit had been deployed to the Middle East, where they had seen and talked about the death they’d witnessed there, but since she had been a full-time college student during her time in the Guard, she had been spared some of the nightmares team members had been haunted by. Now, she felt wholly incapable of dealing with this situation.

She didn’t find any more survivors. She did find some items that she would be able to use, among them: a couple of backpacks; a length of rope; a professional-sized first aid kit that contained more airplane blankets; a tote bag containing several bags of gourmet beef jerky; half-dozen bottles of water; a jackpot computer bag that contained two apples, a hoagie sandwich, a sleeve of fig cookies, and an unopened bag of trail mix; a red ball cap; a pilot’s suit jacket; a few handbags, in which she had found two lighters, three candy bars, a pack of gum, a package of sunflower seeds, and two travel bottles of hand sanitizer; and a box of airline peanuts.
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Back at camp, and shivering from the effects that the crash site had on her more than the cold, Nora crouched next to the ring of rocks that she had assembled under the shelter of the wing. On the pallet a safe distance from sparks, 4B lay motionless near the rock wall. The weather had mostly cleared, but help had still not arrived, and she was focused on fire. The gray clouds that had threatened to douse them the day before were mostly gone. Blue sky tinged with sunset pink had emerged, but it was still cold in the shade. Visions of what she had seen in the ravine tried to fill her mind. She pushed them away. If she spent any energy on that, she might break down and she couldn’t afford that. Not when she had 4B to keep safe. She watched the smoke from the fire roll out and away from the shelter.

“It’s nice and toasty now, huh, 4B? Your old pal Nora reclaimed her badge in campfire building today.”

She poked the long stick she was holding into the fire and smiled at herself. She felt a little weird talking to the unconscious woman, but it comforted and amused her.

Not being a smoker, she hadn’t expected to find a lighter or matches in any of the carry-on items she’d found. She wrongly thought the crackdown on items that were allowed beyond the security checkpoints at airports these days would have banned them. She was glad that she was wrong.

It was her father’s advice, and not the search and rescue instructor’s, that had echoed through her mind when she made the fire.

“Put the dry leaves in a pile and make a teepee with the sticks we gathered, Hasenpfeffer. Keep it loose so the air can flow.”

“Like this, Gravy Boat?” she asked, when she was nine and intent on the job of setting up the fire they were making. It had been serious work, but she’d still gone along with their game of calling each other food items as endearments.

“That’s perfect, my little brisket!” he’d said proudly. “Now you’ll never go cold if you get lost in the woods.”

She thought back to all of the times that her father had taken her camping as a child. Hikes, whitewater rafting, horseback riding, teaching her how to play the harmonica—hundreds of cherished memories paraded through her mind. She was grateful that it was the pleasant memories that came to her now, and not the darker ones from later on. As she watched the fire, she let her mind linger on the good times: her father’s strength, his easy smile and the safety of his nearness. Those memories kept her calm.

She glanced over at the sleeping 4B. There had been no other survivors down there. It was just the two of them now, and she didn’t have the luxury of dealing with her emotions. She carefully added another piece of wood to the flame. The fire was crackling and popping, casting an almost cheery light through the underside of the shelter. She opened one of the airplane-sized bottles of wine that she’d discovered in the back of a drawer of the beverage cart she’d found. There were thirteen of the little bottles, and she was tempted to drink them all right then. But she wouldn’t. She drank half of the bottle and then set it down before she took the harmonica from her shirt pocket and began to play. It helped to keep the loneliness and fear away.
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“Careful. You have a nasty cut on your forehead,” Nora said as she slid her harmonica into her shirt pocket. She caught one of 4B’s hands just before it landed on the soiled bandage that covered her furrowed forehead. She held the woman’s hands still and watched 4B regain consciousness.

It was their third day in the wild and Nora had been playing a tune on her harmonica when the woman had started to stir. The sudden quiet was broken by the new sound of her patient’s moans. 4B hadn’t moved a finger in over two days, and the unexpected movement had startled Nora, who slid out of her seat to kneel next to the woman, holding her hands and willing her eyes to open.

The woman continued to move weakly, uttering incoherent snatches of words between moans. She shouted a word—“milagro!”—and then fell to mumbling. Nora couldn’t understand any of what she said, but her heart pounded in her chest. Awake! She was awake! 4B’s eyelids fluttered, and then opened, revealing a brilliant green that disappeared again when the lids slid shut. The woman turned her head away from the open side of the wing. Nora was taken by how stunning the woman was. She’d thought her beautiful before, but animation gave a new depth to her beauty. It was a fleeting assessment, though, as concern over the woman’s well-being eclipsed other thoughts.

“Is the light too much?” asked Nora, grabbing the sweatshirt that she taken off earlier and using it as a shade against some of the sunlight that now peeked between the late afternoon clouds. “That should be better. I’ve blocked the glare a little.”

At the sound of her voice, 4B stopped moving and turned her head toward Nora. In the next second, she closed her eyes again and was still.

“4B? Are you still awake, or did you doze off again?” Nora said barely above a whisper, afraid to startle the woman.

The woman’s eyelids parted slightly, fluttering, the hand wrapped in Nora’s tightened around her fingers. She moaned again and Nora exhaled. Green eyes—the color of new leaves, Nora decided—opened and then remained focused on Nora in a squint.

4B stared at her for several seconds and Nora wondered what to do. What was the woman thinking? How were her injuries? Were there more injuries that she couldn’t see?

“Who are you?” whispered the woman. The words were so faint that Nora barely heard them.

Nora used the back of her hand to wipe away a sudden and unexpected surge of tears that blurred her vision. She cleared her throat and smiled.

“I’m Nora Kavendash,” she said. “I can’t believe you’re awake.” Nora continued to stare at the woman, who grimaced and rolled her head back to center. The movement appeared to take considerable effort, as if her head were heavy and painful. The woman tried to swallow.  

“Thirsty.” The word was barely audible.

Nora let go of 4B’s hand and picked up the bottle of water that was sitting next to her chair. She unscrewed the top and was about to offer it to the woman, but just as she turned back, the green eyes lost focus and slid shut. The woman’s chest rose and fell more deeply than it had in days, and this sign of life relieved Nora. Still, she tried to wake her again, but short of slapping her, she couldn’t rouse the woman. She replaced the cap on the bottle and relaxed into her seat.

Nora moved her seat closer and held 4B’s hand. Although the woman slept, she seemed more present now. The animation, although less active in sleep, was still there and Nora studied the woman’s beautiful features. Nora knew that it was somehow wrong to focus on the woman’s looks, but she now felt hope that she didn’t know she’d lost, and it somehow made Nora feel more connected to the woman. An unexplainable emotion linked Nora to her now. The woman’s chest rose more often with deeper breaths, her eyelids fluttered with internal thoughts, and her fingers twitched as she slept. The hand that Nora clutched was warmer, and her color was better. Nora dared to think that the woman would be okay, and the anxious pressure that had made it hard for her to breathe eased.

She studied the woman, a habit that she’d settled into as she’d passed the time since she’d found her. Now that her color had returned, the woman’s face had gone from pretty to beautiful. Free from the dirt that Nora had washed away when she’d cleaned the wound, the skin was smooth and clear, and with the subtle animation of consciousness, the woman’s features came to life. Her lips, now a darker pink, were slightly parted to show perfect white teeth. Nora leaned forward to move a strand of hair away from the woman’s cheek.

“I think you’re going to make it, 4B,” she said as she rubbed the woman’s hand between both of hers, and this time when she spoke, the woman squeezed her hand.

––––––––
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Twenty minutes later, after staring at the fire thinking about rescue and potential plans should it not arrive, Nora looked up to check on her sleeping patient. Two green eyes stared back at her.
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