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      Emily Beale, sixteen years old, faces her first major flight as a student pilot. The dramatic moment of the “first solo” isn’t what defines a young pilot. It’s the four-hour, solo, “cross-country” challenge that determines who they can become.

      As Emily flies around Washington’s Olympic Mountains and along the Oregon Coast, she discovers that her future just might be on a clearer flight path than she thought possible. If she’s ready for it.

      Special Thanks

      To fan Johanna R. for the story idea. I’m hoping I achieved what you asked for.
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            23 years ago

          

          Boeing Field, Seattle, WA

        

      

    

    
      “Cleared for straight-out north departure.”

      “Roger, Tower. Helo Papa Bravo departing north.” Emily Beale eased up on the Robinson R22’s collective with her left hand and the small helicopter shuffled into a tentative hover. It was a little skittish until she nudged the cyclic joystick between her knees forward, then it found its stride.

      Rising into the air, it transitioned from some slightly bogus blob of a machine with drooping sad-sack rotors to being what it was meant to be.

      Emily briefly wondered what that felt like. She was sixteen and had no idea at all of what she was meant to be. Wasn’t she supposed to know by now? So many of her overachieving friends back in DC absolutely knew. Or were convinced they did. It felt like she should know. As if.

      The two rotor blades dug into the sky with a soft thump-thump barely louder than the humming engine. The school provided very good headsets on their aircraft that cut out almost all of the noise. She felt more than heard the helicopter’s performance as a steady thrum through her nervous system.

      She could also feel Ken, her flight instructor, watching her from the shadows of the hangar, and barely managed to not look back over her shoulder.

      Ten feet up, she nosed forward and eased out of the helicopter parking area, turning for the threshold of Runway 14L. One of Boeing’s big jets was taxiing down to the far end of the runway. It would be a good idea to not be anywhere in the vicinity when it took off. Definitely time to get outta here.

      Once she was above the runway, she nosed forward and rode up on the collective until she was racing above the tarmac no helicopter needed. The R22 could land or depart from any open area more than thirty feet across. Helicopters so outclassed airplanes.

      The morning sun was well-risen and she raced along with her shadow chasing just ahead of her down the grassy median to the west.

      “That’s it, baby.” A line of big commercial jets were parked in front of the monstrous hangars to her left. It’s where Boeing performed a lot of their tests and upgrades. She’d take her little Robinson any day.

      “What’s that?” The Boeing Field air traffic controller called out. Without meaning to, she’d triggered the microphone as she spoke.

      “Helo Papa Bravo. Continuing departure,” she covered as well as she could. In the future she’d keep her mouth shut.

      “Roger. Cleared to one-five thousand.”

      There may have been a chuckle there.

      “One-five thousand. Thank you, Tower.” She hated how clearly she’d just labeled herself as a student pilot.

      Well, that ended right now. She double-checked the angle of departure and corrected it so that she wasn’t at one-three-eight degrees, but precisely on the same one-four-zero as Runway 14.

      Besides this was the time to do it truly right.

      Today was the big flight, the one she’d been waiting for.

      For over thirty hours she’d either flown with an instructor in the left seat or locally by herself to practice skills, skills that were already becoming like a second skin.

      Now, finally, it was time for her first solo cross-country flight. Not across the country, at least not yet. Today it was just her and her two-seat helicopter, winging their way over the Pacific Northwest. A four-hour, four-hundred-mile flight that had to include at least three landings before returning to Boeing Field. It was a test of navigation, control, and endurance.

      The freedom of it was heady, but she couldn’t afford a mistake. So she held her heading and her rate-of-climb at precisely a hundred and three percent of RPM per the Pilot’s Operating Handbook. Nearing her clearance altitude, Emily eased down on the collective in a smooth roll that ended just as the altimeter dial touched fifteen hundred feet. Nailed it.

      Below her, Seattle unfolded. The southern industrial area surrounding the airport gave way to a pair of giant sports stadiums and then the towering buildings perched on the steep slope of the city.

      Her father, Stephen Beale was down there, on a one-year assignment as the director of FBI-Seattle. She hadn’t even mentioned the flying until last night. He’d barely raised an eyebrow when she mentioned she had a big flight the next day.

      In the future, she’d keep her goals to herself.

      Her dreams seemed to work better that way.
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      By the time she was four, Emily knew her role in life.

      Helen Cartwright Magnusson Beale had left no doubts, sparing no effort in grooming her only child for the part.

      Ballet from the time she could walk. Piano from age four.

      She been too young for the Farrah Fawcett-hair generation, but her mother had tried almost everything else.

      At least until Emily had seen Britt Ekland in The Man with the Golden Gun.

      Despite her father being a prominent member of the FBI, or perhaps because he was, he had a weakness for the silliness of James Bond movies—his only vice that she knew of. It was also the only time she ever heard him laugh louder than an indulgent chuckle. As watching them with Father was one of her few escapes from Mother’s relentless schedule, she came to know them intimately.

      When she’d first seen Britt, and loved that they had the same light-blonde hair and blue eye color, she’d put her foot down. She’d only been seven but she’d put it down hard.

      Straight, shoulder-length, center-part, unhighlighted, and unfoofed. From that day, she’d refused to wear her hair any other way. When Mother had told her that it wasn’t up to her, Emily had raised her palm and said, “Talk to the hand.” It was one of her prouder moments.

      It also had been one of her few successful challenges against Mother’s wishes. Even though she was now sixteen, Helen would still tell her friends, “Emily, the dear, needs her little rebellions. She’ll grow out of them soon.”
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