


Crashing into Love



Still buckled into the pilot’s seat, Molly Katz grabbed her head.
She’d survived the crash but couldn’t pull her thoughts together. The world spun and twirled with the sensation of falling. The feeling of the earth rising to meet the plummeting aircraft stirred a wave of nausea. 
Where was she? The pungent odor of gasoline burned her nose.
She squeezed through the mangled cockpit and made her way to the gaping hole that had once been the passenger-side door. 
Movement in the distance caught her attention. She got to her feet and squinted through the smoke swirling from the wreckage. A man … Wait! Two men were approaching across the rocky terrain. 
“Hey!” A blond fellow arrived first. “You gotta get out of that plane. It’s about to blow.”
When she’d climbed into her two-seater airplane that morning, it hadn’t seemed so high off the ground. Now the distance of maybe five feet looked enormous. She wobbled in the doorway, dizzy.
“Come on!” His urgent tone jolted her. “I’ll break your fall.” He held out his strong-looking arms.  
But who was this broad-shouldered stranger standing below, telling her to jump? How had anyone found her so quickly in this barren area covered by rocks and a few scrubby trees? Her natural wariness kicked in.
“Wha… who are you?”
“We’re here to help. You’ve gotta get out of that plane now. It’s not safe.” A southern accent softened his words. Perhaps this square-jawed man was simply a good Samaritan, but how could she be sure? Growing up in an orphanage had taught her to be cautious. Still, something about him seemed familiar.
She loosened her grip on the jagged doorway, swayed forward, and tumbled into his arms.
“Is she okay?” a male voice asked.
“I think she’s in shock.” The man sounded far away. Was he carrying her somewhere? He was running. Her body jostled in his arms. 
 Boom! 
The ground underneath them shook. “Good thing we got you away from that plane before it exploded.” 
Exhaustion overtook her. She closed her eyes and everything went black. …
***
A distant voice drew her back to consciousness and a bright light pierced her vision. Memories of the crash swirled.
“Welcome back.” A man stood over her. His dark eyes showed concern.
“Am I in the hospital?” 
“Yep. You’ve been here for a few days. I’m Ross Lester. Been waiting since the ambulance brought you here. Wanted to be sure you weren’t alone when you woke up.”
Medical staff bustled a few feet away. This wasn’t a regular hospital room. “Am I in ICU?”
“Yes.” He held a cup with a flexible straw. “The nurse brought this in a few minutes ago when I told her you were waking up. Said you’d be thirsty.”
“I am.” She sipped the water.
He punched a button on her bed. “She’s awake.”
Two nurses whisked in and Ross stepped out of their way. They took her vital signs and asked her name, and other questions.
A woman in blue scrubs studied Molly’s face. “What’s your pain level?”
“I’m sore all over, and my head hurts.”
The woman made a note. “We’ll order a pain reliever. I’ll be back in a little while.” She tilted her head toward Ross. “Your fiancé hasn’t left your side. He’s a keeper.”
The nurses left the room.
“Fiancé?”
He shrugged. “I had to say we are engaged so they’d let me stay.”
She’d seen his face somewhere. “Did you get me out of the plane?”
“My friend Ivan Gray and I did.”
Ivan must have been the man who cradled her in his arms after she jumped. It was weird how she’d sensed an instant connection with him like no one she’d ever met.
Why hadn’t he stayed at the hospital with her instead of Ross? “Where’s Ivan? Is he okay?”
“His wife went into labor, and he needed to be there for her. They’re expecting a boy. Their first.”
“Oh.” There was something special about Ivan. Her thoughts were fuzzy, but she had a vague sense that even though she’d just met him at the plane crash, they shared a connection. 
Ross raked his hand through unruly black hair. A tee shirt accentuated his muscular chest and biceps. Stubble roughened his jawline. He was attractive enough, if you went for the tall, dark type. But he wasn’t Ivan.
His brow furrowed. “You had quite a concussion. Remember what happened?”
She tried to think. “I had just flown out of Asheville when something went wrong.” She sipped more water. “I told the control power I had lost power and was descending. My plane went down in the middle of nowhere. How’d you find me so quickly?”
“It’s still hard to believe.” Ross shook his head. “I was using my drone to check utility lines on the mountain and Ivan was helping me. We work for Appalachian Energy. We saw your plane crash in the valley, so I guided the drone down to the wreckage. I saw movement and realized someone was alive and ran to the wreck.”
“Ivan said no one could have survived that crash. But I had to check.”
“You and Ivan saved my life.”
“I’m thankful we made it. The plane exploded a few minutes after we got you out.”
“Wow. I can’t believe you stayed here at the hospital with me. You didn’t have to do that.” 
“I wanted to, especially after those men from the FAA questioned Ivan and me.” 
She yawned. “Isn’t that normal after a crash?”
“This isn’t a routine investigation. I’m sorry to tell you, but they said your plane was sabotaged.”
“They must be mistaken.” Her heart raced. “No one would do that. Anyway, I only decided the night before to fly instead of drive.”
“Did you tell anyone?”
 “I posted it on social media this morning before I left my apartment.” She grimaced. “I just got my pilot’s license and was excited about my first solo flight in my plane.”
“You’re a brand-new pilot and you have your own plane?”
She shrugged. “It was an older plane, priced inexpensively.” 
“When the FAA investigators and police return, we’ll tell them about your social media post in case they haven’t already seen it.”
“It’s hard to believe this has become an investigation.”
“Someone tried to kill you. No one is taking that lightly. I’m sure Ivan would be here, too, if he could.”
Of course he was busy. Ivan was married, after all. Not just married, but a soon-to-be father.
A man wearing a navy blazer walked toward the bed. “Ms. Katz? I’m Detective White. I wanted to let you know we’ve arrested a suspect for sabotaging your plane.”
Her mind whirled. “I can’t believe it. Who would do such a thing?”
Ross folded his arms across his chest. “Do you know why he did it?”
The detective looked at Molly. “It’s a strange case. The suspect thinks you’re a rival for some sort of inheritance. Apparently, he recently learned he was an heir to a fortune and believes you could get your hands on his share.”
“That’s ludicrous. I’m an orphan, so no one’s going to leave me anything.”
“The suspect said he took one of those family DNA tests and you came up as his sister.” He scratched his head. “Did you ever take one of those tests?”
“Yeah, years ago. But I quit subscribing to the family tree membership.” She rubbed her head. “So, if someone tagged me, I wouldn’t know.”
Ross inhaled. “That’s a lot to take in. Do you know anything about the man? Does he live in Asheville?”
“Yes.” The detective studied his phone, scrolling through notes. “His name is Ivan Gray.”
Molly gasped. “Ivan?”
Ross shook his head. “Must be some mistake. He’d just started to work with me last week, so I don’t know him well. But he seemed like a nice guy.”
“We’ve got the right fellow.” The detective tapped his phone screen. “Even found some of his blood in the hangar where Ms. Katz keeps her plane. He admitted he cut himself while pouring water in her gas tank.”
“It doesn’t make sense.” Her head pounded. “Ivan helped rescue me.”
Detective White nodded. “I know. He said Mr. Lester here insisted on checking the airplane wreckage and Ivan had no choice but to go along and pretend he wanted to assist.”
Ross stroked his chin. “Now that you mention it, he discouraged me from checking the airplane with my drone. Said it was a waste of time. And when I saw movement at the crash site, Ivan said it was too dangerous for us to go to the scene.”
Tears trickled down her cheeks. No wonder Ivan had appeared so familiar. He looked like her. “I’ve always wanted a brother. But, he didn’t want me.”
Ross took her hand. “You’re safe and that’s all that matters.”



