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Morning
  came slowly to the small airstrip outside Anchorage.




  
A
  pale gray sky stretched endlessly above the frozen landscape, and
  the
  cold air carried the sharp scent of snow and fuel. The world felt
  quiet—almost too quiet. In Alaska, silence was never unusual.
  Vast
  forests, endless mountains, and frozen rivers had a way of
  swallowing
  sound.




  
Jack
  Mercer stood beside his aircraft, rubbing his gloved hands
  together
  as he inspected the propeller one last time.




  
The
  small bush plane had been his partner for years. It wasn’t fancy,
  but it was reliable. In a place like Alaska, reliability mattered
  more than anything.




  
Jack
  ran his hand along the metal surface of the wing, brushing away a
  thin layer of frost.



“

  
Looks
  like another long day,” he muttered.




  
Flying
  in Alaska wasn’t like flying anywhere else. There were no busy
  airports or crowded skies out here. Most of the time, Jack flew
  over
  landscapes where no roads existed and where help could be
  hundreds of
  miles away.




  
But
  that was exactly why he loved it.




  
The
  wilderness made things simple.




  
Up
  here, there were no traffic jams, no office politics, no noise of
  cities. Just sky, mountains, and the quiet rhythm of the
  engine.




  
Jack
  finished his inspection and stepped back, glancing toward the
  small
  hangar nearby.




  
The
  airstrip was nearly empty.




  
A
  single pickup truck sat beside the building, its windows covered
  with
  frost. The wind drifted snow across the cracked pavement of the
  runway, forming thin white lines that slowly disappeared
  again.




  
Today’s
  flight was supposed to be routine.




  
A
  supply delivery to a remote research outpost far north of
  Anchorage.
  Two cargo crates filled with medical equipment, some fuel
  containers,
  and one passenger.




  
Simple.




  
Jack
  had flown dozens of trips like this before.




  
But
  something about this morning felt slightly different.




  
He
  checked his watch.




  
The
  passenger should have been here already.




  
Right
  as he was about to walk toward the hangar, the distant rumble of
  an
  engine broke the silence.




  
A
  black SUV rolled slowly onto the airstrip, its tires crunching
  over
  the frozen gravel. The vehicle stopped a few yards away from the
  plane.




  
Jack
  watched carefully.




  
Most
  of his passengers were fishermen, scientists, hunters, or locals
  traveling between isolated towns.




  
But
  when the door opened, the man who stepped out didn’t look like
  any
  of those things.




  
He
  wore a dark overcoat, polished shoes, and a neatly pressed suit.
  In
  one hand, he carried a slim black briefcase.




  
The
  man looked completely out of place in the harsh Alaskan
  cold.




  
Jack
  raised an eyebrow.



“

  
Well,”
  he said quietly to himself, “that’s new.”




  
The
  stranger walked toward him with calm, steady steps. His
  expression
  was neutral, but there was something sharp in his eyes—something
  watchful.




  
When
  he stopped a few feet away, he spoke.



“

  
You
  must be Mercer.”




  
His
  voice was calm and controlled.




  
Jack
  nodded.



“

  
Jack
  Mercer. Pilot.” He gestured toward the plane. “And you
  are?”




  
The
  man extended a hand.



“

  
Daniel
  Cross.”




  
Jack
  shook it briefly. The grip was firm.



“

  
Nice
  to meet you,” Jack said. “You heading to the research
  station?”




  
Cross
  hesitated for a fraction of a second before answering.



“

  
Yes.
  That’s correct.”




  
Jack
  noticed the pause, but said nothing.




  
Over
  the years, he had learned that people traveling deep into Alaska
  sometimes preferred not to explain their business. And usually,
  it
  wasn’t his problem.




  
He
  pointed toward the cargo crates near the plane.



“

  
Medical
  supplies. Once we load them, we’ll be ready to go.”




  
Cross
  glanced briefly at the crates, then back at the aircraft.



“

  
How
  long is the flight?”



“

  
About
  two hours,” Jack replied. “If the weather stays friendly.”




  
He
  looked up at the gray sky.



“

  
Which,
  around here, it usually doesn’t.”




  
The
  wind picked up slightly, sweeping snow across the runway
  again.




  
Cross
  tightened his coat.




  
Jack
  opened the cargo compartment and began securing the crates inside
  the
  aircraft.




  
As
  he worked, he noticed something strange.




  
The
  passenger wasn’t helping. Instead, Cross stood a few feet away,
  scanning the area slowly—almost as if he expected someone to
  appear.




  
Jack
  closed the cargo hatch.



“

  
You
  expecting company?” he asked casually.




  
Cross
  shook his head.



“

  
No.”




  
But
  the answer came a little too quickly.




  
Jack
  climbed into the cockpit and began preparing the aircraft. The
  familiar sounds of switches clicking and instruments activating
  filled the small cabin.




  
Outside,
  the engine of the SUV suddenly started again.




  
Jack
  glanced through the window.




  
The
  vehicle slowly turned around and drove away from the airstrip
  without
  a word.




  
Strange.




  
Usually
  passengers were dropped off with a handshake or a quick
  goodbye.




  
This
  time, nothing.




  
Cross
  climbed into the seat beside him and fastened his
  seatbelt.



“

  
Ready
  when you are,” he said.




  
Jack
  pushed the thought aside and focused on the controls.



“

  
Alright
  then.”




  
The
  engine roared to life, the propeller spinning faster until it
  blurred
  into a silver circle. The aircraft vibrated beneath them as the
  engine warmed.




  
Jack
  guided the plane slowly toward the runway.




  
Snow
  blew across the ground in thin streams, and the gray sky seemed
  heavier now.




  
Something
  in Jack’s chest tightened slightly.




  
Maybe
  it was nothing.




  
Just
  another flight.




  
Just
  another passenger.




  
He
  pushed the throttle forward.




  
The
  plane accelerated down the runway, the wheels bouncing slightly
  over
  the frozen pavement.




  
A
  few seconds later, the aircraft lifted smoothly into the
  air.




  
Below
  them, the airstrip shrank quickly until it became just a small
  dark
  line in the endless white wilderness.




  
Jack
  leveled the aircraft and adjusted their heading north.




  
The
  mountains of Alaska stretched ahead like silent giants.




  
Beautiful.




  
Cold.




  
Endless.




  
For
  several minutes, neither of them spoke.




  
Then,
  suddenly—




  
Jack
  felt something cold press against the side of his ribs.




  
He
  slowly turned his head.




  
Daniel
  Cross was holding a gun.




  
The
  man's expression remained calm.



“

  
Change
  of plans,” Cross said quietly.



“

  
Fly
  east.”




  
Jack
  stared at him in disbelief.



“

  
East?
  There’s nothing out there.”




  
Cross
  didn’t blink.



“

  
That’s
  exactly where we’re going.”




  
Outside
  the window, the wilderness stretched for hundreds of
  miles.




  
Empty.




  
Silent.




  
And
  suddenly, far more dangerous than Jack had ever imagined.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






