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      He flexed his fingers inside the gloves, stretching the broken skin on his knuckles. With noise-cancelling headphones, he waited for the signal to remove the chocks that held the front wheel of the private plane in place. All the passengers were aboard. The door to the cabin closed and secured.

      Bending over to grab the rope that connected the blocks of wood, he slipped the package from under his jacket into the small compartment that housed the front wheel of the plane during flight. A quick press of the button and the red numbers counted down.

      He carried the chocks to a cart next to the terminal, then disappeared inside. A quick change in the men’s room, and the overalls, ID swipe card, and fake beard were stuffed into the trash can. Pulling his cell phone from his pocket, he whistled as he sent a text. By the time he reached long-term parking, his bank account proved that crime did indeed pay.
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      Sterling Clark glanced at his watch, then out the small oval window. The private plane he hitched a ride on from Kalispell, Montana, to Denver, Colorado, perched on the tarmac. Most of the seats were empty. Six others, all executives from businesses in the Pacific Northwest who had attended a small conference, shared this flight with the owner and pilot of the plane. Sterling had introduced himself before buckling in, noticing the others had laptops and notebooks out while they bounced around ideas learned at the conference.

      Snow topped the mountains like whipped cream on a sundae. The ground crew pulled the stairs away from the plane. The pilot announced they had clearance from the tower and encouraged his passengers to enjoy the flight. With the door to the cockpit closed, the plane turned and taxied to the runway.

      Relaxing back in his seat, Sterling closed his eyes, replaying the events of the previous day. The gravesite had been dressed in flowers, contrasting the light covering of snow over the cemetery, except for the headstones the groundskeepers had cleared. Though the sky had been pale blue for the funeral, a storm built over the Canadian Rockies.

      After the service, friends filled the mansion to pay respects to Harold Clark, Sterling’s paternal grandfather. Harold gave Sterling, his two brothers, Harlan and Layne, and their sister, Krista, a home after their parents died. Sterling, the oldest, had been fourteen. Stories of their grandfather shared by friends made Sterling both smile and swallow uncomfortably.

      It was hard to leave his family a week before Christmas, but Sterling had projects to finish in Denver for Clark Industries Construction. He’d promised his siblings he would return for the holidays.

      His thoughts turned to the work waiting for him as the plane leveled off, leaving Kalispell behind.

      Sterling frowned at the clunk he heard. Accustomed to flying on all types of aircraft from his time in the military, it wasn’t a sound he’d heard before.

      Sterling felt a shimmy, a shake… then a full four heartbeats of silence before the front of the plane disappeared in a ball of flame.

      The sudden drop in altitude had everyone on board grateful for their seatbelts. But there was nothing to contain the drinks, laptops, cell phones, books, and luggage that whirled around the cabin like pieces of fruit inside a blender. The front of the plane pitched forward, then spun around in a free fall from 20,000 feet. With the nose of the plane gone, Sterling now saw alternating views of sky and tree-covered mountains, both outlined in flames that greedily consumed the fuselage. The hunk of metal was little more than a toy for the fierce winds that blew around the mountains.

      Attempting to brace his feet and hands was useless. Instead, Sterling tried to lean forward, a direction that constantly changed, and cover his head with his arms. His brain registered the heat from the flames fed by the howling winds. He knew from experience, during extreme crises, time slowed. What took about thirty seconds—the time from explosion to impact—felt like an hour. In the throes of a life and death battle that no instinct or IQ point could get him out of, he thought of his siblings and his childhood.

      In the next instant, an image of four children flashed in his mind, which made no sense since he wasn’t married, followed by a ghostly image of a woman. He couldn’t see her face clearly, only the outline of her, tall and thin with long dark wavy hair. His heart lurched at what he had lost. Not his life in this moment, but a love he believed he could never recapture.

      An updraft caught and buoyed what remained of the plane and held it still in the air. Sterling took a breath, then held it as the metal tube dropped like a stone, stopped only by the steep side of a mountain in the Rockies.
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        * * *

      

      Through the haze of pain and confusion, he felt someone’s hands under his shoulders. That pain intensified as his body was hauled over what seemed like boulders covered in cactus. He opened his eyes for a moment and saw the boughs of pine trees coated in white. Did a fire burn close by? Heat, enough to singe the side of his face, made him turn away. Or try to. A voice asked him over and over where he came from, and if he could hear them.

      Sterling peeled open his eyelids. Specks of white, black, and orange swirled around him. The voice—female and strong… familiar, or a distant memory—coaxed him to answer.

      “We live in a place between mountains, beneath a vast blue sky,” he croaked through a dry throat that burned at the use. Did he? Or was that before? Before what?

      The owner of the voice remained out of his line of sight. Sterling’s eyes refused to remain open. Where was he? Beyond the voice, his erratic pulse pounded in his ears. No other sounds came to him.

      Smoke, ash, and sparks.

      Pain.

      An explosion? Sterling left the military years ago. Didn’t he? None of his nightmares lasted this long and felt this real. Had he been thrust into a war zone?

      The pull on his shoulders stopped. A blanket settled over him. No hood over his head or gun barrel pressed to his temple. No demands that he reveal government secrets from quickly spoken words belonging to countries unfriendly with the US. His sense that warned him of danger remained silent. Sterling ceased his struggle to battle back the pain. Finding answers to his questions would have to wait.

      “After all this time, you drop out of the sky. A lost gift returned to me through an improbable twist of Fate.”

      As the blackness took him under, he brought her words with him.
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      Dr. Abigail Nilson scanned the crash site. With the nose of the plane gone, she wouldn’t know where to search for the pilot. The other six passengers she’d found were dead. With the storm building force, the bodies would be protected from predators by feet of snow. Rescue crews, inhibited by weather and distance from the closest road or trailhead, may not arrive before tomorrow. She needed to decide what to tell the sheriff if he called in the local Search & Rescue team, of which she was a part.

      The freezing temperatures and blowing flakes of snow snuffed out small fires burning tree trunks. Soon, it would suffocate the trail of aviation fuel that flamed for a hundred feet behind what was left of the aircraft. She didn’t have time to search the debris for luggage that might be salvageable. Leaving the bodies pushed hard at her humanity and her oath to do no harm.

      The boom of thunder made her jerk her gaze away from the crash site. Straddling the snowmobile, she turned the key, then carefully steered over her tracks, aware of the precious cargo in the litter hitched to the machine.

      Abby apologized to the unconscious man as she swerved between trees and bumped over logs. Had he been the load of firewood she’d dumped, she could have gone faster and taken a more direct route to her cabin, arriving ahead of the storm.

      Instead of racing across the meadow and frozen lake, she stuck to the trees. Thunder snow was rare, and being struck by lightning would void her attempt to save her patient’s life. She leaned forward as low tree branches brushed down her back. Another crack of thunder had her cursing.

      Finally, she joined the trail that brought her up a small hill to the front door of her cabin. Pulling the snowmobile next to the wooden porch, she noticed the snow was several inches deeper than when she’d left to collect firewood. Shutting off the machine, she stood a moment to ensure the muscles in her legs would hold her. The work of navigating the snowmobile, cutting a downed tree into lengths she could split, and loading the litter were chores she could do, and did, and be tired the next day. It was the added fear of watching the plane crash, searching the site for survivors, then dragging this man to the litter that made her muscles burn with exertion.

      Eyeing the two steps to the porch, Abby decided it would be easier to pull the litter inside instead of dragging his body.

      Detaching the litter from the hitch, she wrapped her gloved fingers around the bar above the man’s head and hauled him up the steps—easier to do with inches of snow to slide on—and onto the porch. She straightened, then reached behind her to open the door.

      When she moved in three years ago, she got in the habit of keeping the doors and windows locked, even though few people came this far off the service roads and away from trailheads and campgrounds. Skiers, snowshoers, and snowmobilers usually stayed on the trails. Not everyone who used the forest did so with the intention of enjoying nature, so she still locked things up at night or when she left for work. With the storm, and since the wood she planned to collect was close, she hadn’t locked the front door.

      The door swung open. Not caring about the wet she brought in, Abby pulled the litter over the threshold and didn’t release it until she arranged her patient in front of the fireplace.

      Snow coated the blanket. The man’s cheeks and nose were red from the cold and the wind. She folded up the blanket to keep the snow in the middle of the fabric, then carried it outside to shake. Draping it over the back of a chair, she pulled spare blankets and a sleeping bag from a closet to create a pallet on the floor. Leaving the man in a wet metal basket wouldn’t get him warm.

      Lifting one side of the litter, she partly rolled him out, and with a little shifting, she settled him in the middle of the makeshift bed.

      Abby stirred the coals and added a few more split logs. When he still hadn’t awakened, she crouched and checked his pulse. Steady. Fresh blood soaked into his already stained clothes. Not an artery, but she would need her suture kit to close his wounds.

      With the logs flaming in the fireplace, she grabbed the basket and headed outside. It didn’t take long to park the snowmobile and litter in the garage on the side of the cabin. She wiped off the snow, filled the gas tank from one of the cans along the wall, checked the generator, then turned off the lights before securing the door behind her.

      Abby blinked up at the treetops. Too much snow fell for her to see the clouds. After the booms of thunder, she hoped the storm would pass as quickly as it had built.

      Following the snow machine’s tracks to the porch, she loaded the wood sling she kept there with logs. She had enough for two days if she was conservative.

      Abby closed the door and set the wood on the hearth. She peeled off her gloves, jacket, and boots and left them by the door. After washing her hands and pulling on medical gloves, she grabbed what she needed from her supply cabinets, setting everything in a tub to take to her patient.

      On her way back to the living room, she glanced at her radio. The GMRS—General Mobil Radio Service—was an upgrade from her old CB radio and less complicated than the HAM radio her father had used. Because of the terrain and the distance to a cell tower, her phone got spotty reception at the cabin. The GMRS allowed her to communicate with others without having to go into town. Michael Owens, the Polson Police Department Chief, would reach out to her eventually. The airport the flight originated from, if it was close, would know the plane crashed. The storm, unfortunately, would hinder their recovery efforts.

      Abby decided Owens could wait to hear her report until after she tended to the man she’d pulled from the wreckage.

      Kneeling next to his still unconscious form, she cut away what was left of his clothing. She couldn’t remain as detached as she would be at the clinic or on a search and rescue mission or in her time with Medecins Sans Frontieres, or Doctors Without Borders, because she knew this patient. Intimately.

      Abby hadn’t seen or talked to Sterling Clark in five years. Not since their brief, harsh conversation that left a gaping hole in her chest where he’d yanked out her heart. She didn’t hold grudges. That was a waste of effort. Her father, gripping his anger and sadness and disappointment when her mother left him for another man, only shriveled his spirit. Abby watched her father age and die as his emotions consumed his life. His was a path she would not follow.

      She ignored the ache behind her sternum. Sterling didn’t need her feelings. He needed her medical knowledge.

      Abby did her best to remain professional. She cleaned away the blood and ash. His superb physical condition would work in his favor. She noticed scars that he hadn’t carried five years ago. His last tour in the military had left its mark on his body.

      She cleaned his wounds and applied antibiotic ointment to the minor abrasions. Sutures closed a gash in his right thigh and the right side of his ribcage. His right shoulder was dislocated, and it took some maneuvering to set it on her own. Three butterfly bandages marked the right side of his forehead, close to his hairline. Neither the swelling nor bruising indicated broken bones or internal bleeding. She set up an IV. Pain meds could wait until he woke up. Without the technology to take X-rays or an MRI or a CAT scan, she’d done all she could for him.

      Abby checked his vitals again. His pupils. All normal. With a clean sheet and blanket over him, she rose with her tub of supplies and sorted the items back into the cabinet and the trash before setting the tub, with a few items inside she would need, on the low table near her patient. She added wood to the fire, put a kettle on the stove for tea, a pot for the two cans of soup she dumped in, then approached the radio.
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      She sat and picked up the mic. Before she could adjust the dials to reach Owens, his voice came through the speaker.

      “Abby, it’s Chief Owens. You there?”

      Where else would she be in this storm? She glanced over her shoulder at Sterling. Saving the man I once thought would be my future.

      She thumbed the mic. “This is Abby.”

      “First, I’m glad to hear your voice. That means you’re not out in the storm. Second, the Kalispell Airport reported they lost communication with a private jet. You’re closest to the coordinates where they last had the aircraft on their radar.”

      “Chief Owens, I saw the crash when I was out cutting wood. I dumped the wood and drove my snowmobile to the crash site.” Abby closed her eyes and swallowed. She’d witnessed the effects of natural disasters and bombed villages. Accepting that she was human and not capable of saving everyone lessened her anger and helplessness when the injuries of her patients were too severe to save them.

      “Jeez, Abby. Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “What did you find?”

      “The plane broke apart. Debris was everywhere. Small fires, but the snow should prevent a wildfire.”

      “We’re two hours from the coordinates Kalispell has of the plane before they lost contact. The terrain and the weather will hinder our rescue efforts.”

      “Recovery, Chief Owens.”

      Owens’s string of curses was low over the radio. “Airport security is questioning everyone involved with the flight as part of the investigation. One employee hasn’t been located. Investigators from the National Transportation Safety Board are on their way. The FBI will be called in depending on what they find.”

      Abby turned to look at Sterling. A private plane. A missing employee. She wasn’t an aviation expert, though she’d flown in various aircraft during her time with MSF. Abby remembered the statistics that mechanical failure attributed to about fifteen percent of aircraft accidents, while pilot error accounted for more than half. A lightning strike isn’t cause for concern. What did concern Abby was what had happened to the front of the plane.

      She remembered Clark Industries as a successful enterprise started by Harold Clark, Sterling’s grandfather. Darren Clark, Sterling’s father, didn’t live long enough to inherit the family company. Had the plane belonged to CI?

      “I’ll need you to make an official statement about what you found at the crash site, Abby.”

      “I can do that.” Maybe they’ll find the missing employee and have clues about what happened to the plane before she signed her name on the legal document.

      “According to the weather report, the worst of the storm should blow over by the time we arrive at the staging area.”

      “Maybe. The winter storms sometimes defy predictions.”

      “I know. But we need to preserve evidence… protect the remains from animals. Stay by your radio, just in case we need you.”

      “Roger that. Abby out.”

      Abby lowered the volume, leaving the power on and the channel open. She sighed and leaned back in the chair. Checking the outside conditions through the window, she hoped the recovery efforts wouldn’t meet with disaster. Dusk had fallen. Snow swirled and bumped against the glass.

      Memories of past holidays rose in her mind. She and Sterling made snow angels and had snowball fights when they were teenagers. Ski trips where they spent as much time wrapped up in each other in their room at the resort as they did on the slopes. Snowshoeing treks and snowmobiling adventures where they didn’t cover the miles planned because they slept in without actually sleeping.

      Since they met on the first day of school in sixth grade, they became inseparable friends, and then more. Abby pulled the chain around her neck from under her sweatshirt. Studying the diamond ring, she wondered how years of them being together exploded in one conversation. Maybe it was the strain of their separation. She supported Sterling when he enlisted. They planned to live on base wherever he was sent after boot camp. Neither expected him to be deployed overseas to a hot zone six months later. Abby stayed stateside. They communicated as often as his job and her residency allowed.

      Sterling took leave when he could, sometimes eating up days to fly from wherever they shipped him to come to Montana. He couldn’t talk about much of what he’d seen and done. But he sometimes showed her pictures of the villagers. Women washing clothes and cooking. Children playing in the street. Colorful markets. Donkeys, stray dogs, jungles, sand dunes… and distracting her with his mouth and hands when she asked about his newest scars.

      Abby squeezed her eyes shut. It did no good to cry over what had been. Tucking the ring beneath her sweatshirt, she looked once more at the storm outside before turning toward her patient.
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