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CRASH
Seven Everson
Have you ever seen a photograph of an airplane about to crash? A shot somebody snapped, maybe at an airport, of a plane going sideways, or upside down, headed towards the ground. 
Everything about that image is wrong. Your brain knows it. Your soul knows it.
Because you know that, captured forever in that image, is the collective terrified cry of people who know beyond all hope they are about to perish.
And there’s nothing that you, the viewer, can do about it, because the crash is now in the past and everyone who was in that plane is dead. All you can do is stare at the image and wonder what horrific scene was playing out in those last seconds. If you have any empathy at all, your heart goes out to every one of the passengers and you wish (even if you don’t know you wish it), that you could have helped them.
But all you can do is stare at the image and its inevitable conclusion.
And feel helpless.
 
A crash like that happens quickly, let me tell you. One moment you’re taking off, pushed back into your seat, enjoying the runway acceleration and thinking about how nice it is to leave everything behind. How just for those few hours, everything will be literally up in the air, and no one can touch you. You’re free.
A loud explosion, the plane drops and tilts, and suddenly you’re sideways in your seat, tipping at the oddest angle as you realise you’re roaring for the ground; headfirst and fast.
You think this can’t be happening. This shit happens to other people, not to me.
Or, if you have dreams like I do, you think this is just a dream. I’m going to wake. 
I’M GOING TO WAKE.
Then you grasp at straws the pilots have got this. They’ll bring it back up and, in a moment, we’ll be applauding.
But the terrifying downward roar continues, and you understand, with dreadful clarity, that in a few seconds you will be dead.
Around you, people are screaming. Others are desperately praying. Some are frozen in disbelief.
I was in the frozen in disbelief camp. 
You have to be kidding me. This is how it ends?
 
And then, abruptly, it all stopped. Literally.
The plane froze, mid-air. I slammed forward; my arms hit the seat in front of me.
I looked past my fellow passenger toward the window. Twenty yards below was gray tarmac. Green grass. A couple of line markings. 
The place where we were about to meet our doom.
But instead, we were strapped in our seats in a crazy sideways angle.
The screams slowed. Stopped. Everyone looked at everyone else.
What the hell?
My fellow passenger, a silver-haired man in a brown tweed suit, pushed his glasses back into place and studied the ground below us.
“Interesting,” he said. He looked at his watch.
At the very front of the plane, a passenger rose from his seat. He wore a tailored black suit. He had dark hair and a three-day growth. He was that classic roguish Hollywood bad guy, handsome and dangerous all at once. He sat down on the arm of his seat and casually propped one foot on the angled floor. He regarded us with a benevolent smile.
“Good morning, passengers of flight 171,” he said. His voice was deep, calming. It carried the entire length of the plane without effort. “You will have noticed that we are currently experiencing a major aircraft accident.”
He clasped his hands in his lap and surveyed us all.
“This is an accident in which you will all certainly die. In fact, this aircraft will hit the ground so hard, and create such an enormous fireball, that there will be very little left with which to identify you.”
Someone screamed. A few people were quietly sobbing.
For my own part, whatever this madness was, it wasn’t the plane hitting the ground. I was ready to hear this man out.
“I am Rochus,” the man continued. “I am to be your salvation, and your doom. We’re going to test your mettle, good people of 171, and who knows, at the end of it, perhaps some of you might yet live.”
No one said a word. Possibly, like me, they felt that whatever this was, the longer it went on, the better. Because while this guy was talking, the plane wasn’t falling.
“I need fifteen volunteers to step forward to die,” Rochus said simply. “If fifteen of you can step up to do this, the rest might live.”
There was a couple of seconds of silence, and then the plane erupted into chaos.
Who the hell are you? 
What the fuck is going on?
If you can stop this plane, then put it safely on the ground!
Rochus breathed in and smiled. He raised his hand. The hubbub died.
“This is a simple equation: fifteen of you must elect to die in order that the rest may live. You cannot argue or rationalise your way out of this. Out the window to your right is the ground, where you should already be vaporising in avgas. It is only by my good grace that you are not.”
He considered us all. His voice lowered, darkened. “So, let’s have you.”
Another moment of silence. Then a hand went up a few rows in front of me. A man unbuckled and rose his feet, leaning awkwardly against his seat. He was at least seventy, maybe eighty.
“I don’t have long for this world anyway. I’ll volunteer.”
Beside him, an elderly woman rose. She grasped him unsteadily and he held her up.
“If Richard goes, I go.”
Rochus nodded. “Excellent.”
He looked around the plane. I swear he met all of our gazes. I know he certainly met mine.
Personally, I wasn’t going to volunteer. I was thirty-two, at the peak of my career, with a partner who was ready to commit. Life was good. Out of possibly 150 passengers, there had to be another thirteen who could give up their lives more easily than I would.
Another hand went up. Another elderly man. “I’ll do it.”
Beside him, another elderly lady.
A younger man, in his thirties, rose.
“No!” The woman beside him unbuckled and tried to pull him back. “Ryan, no. What about me? What about us?”
He shrugged. “I’d die to save you.”
Behind me, a woman choked back a sob. 
Oddly, I felt it too. I’m a rational man, selfish, even. But I understood it: this man was prepared to die for the one he loved…it was so noble, so primal. You don’t see that in everyday life.
A teenage girl rose, even as her mother tried to pull her down. She shrugged and confessed to the plane: 
“I’ve been suicidal for months.” She looked down at her mother. “You know it’s true. You would have lost me anyway.” 
She sighed. “Might as well make it count.”
He mother rose beside her and they silently embraced. One by one, more volunteers clambered to their feet.
Finally, there were fifteen.
Rochus smiled. “Excellent. That was part one. Now listen carefully, good people of 171. In part two of our little game, each member of this group must choose another to die with you.”
 
Howls of protest from the passengers.
Rochus drew a deep breath and raised his hand. The plane fell silent.
He growled: “Don’t like the terms? Let me remind you what awaits.”
The plane dropped. For one second, we fell. Engines screamed. Those unbuckled slammed up against the ceiling and crashed back down.
The plane froze.
Beside me, Brown Tweed Suit looked at his watch again. Behind me, a man began to cry. He wasn’t the only one. The unbuckled passengers struggled to their feet. Some were badly injured. I realized that Rochus was the only one who hadn’t obeyed the laws of gravity. He had stayed right where he was, balanced on the arm of the seat.
He said, coolly: “Choose friends, choose family, choose strangers…but choose quickly.”
Suicidal Teen chose her father, who volunteered anyway. Others, reluctantly, looked around to see who might volunteer, and then, anguished, chose those they thought best for the mission – the elderly and single people. I lowered my gaze in the hope that I wouldn’t be chosen.
Some argued weakly against their choice, two angrily swore. Most said nothing and meekly rose to accept their fate.
Rochus watched it all with obvious enjoyment, his eyes alive. 
When thirty passengers stood, Rochus rubbed his hands together.
“Now this,” he said gleefully, “is where it gets very interesting.” He looked at the new group. “You didn’t volunteer for this, and you actually want to live, yes?”
They nodded. Some with renewed hope.
Rochus lowered his voice. And so you might…if you’re prepared to kill the person who chose you.”
The plane let go a collective gasp.
What?
The hell, no.
Passengers turned, horrified, to Rochus.
He grinned. “This is the game. The people who chose you were ready to die anyway, by their own word. They chose you against your will. Therefore, if you kill them, you’re not doing anything wrong.”
The plane was deathly silent. Volunteers uneasily eyed their victims. 
Ahead of me, a large man in a blue tracksuit suddenly lurched for the elderly woman in the next row who had chosen him. He gripped her neck between heavy hands. She gagged and struggled. Her husband, the first man to have volunteered, struggled to pull the strangler off. Other passengers stumbled across the seats to help the man save his wife.
Rochus laughed.
The plane erupted into chaos. Passengers screamed at other passengers that it was abhorrent, others screamed back that it had to happen and don’t get in their way. The original volunteers shrank back, eyeing their potential attackers, but so far only the Strangler was prepared to kill to survive.
Rochus laughed and laughed.
“Enough!” A shout silenced the plane. 
My fellow passenger rose to his feet. As the passengers fell silent, he straightened his suit jacket and looked around at us.
He said, wearily, but loud enough for the entire plane to hear: “I don’t know what this is, but I’ll tell you what it’s not. This is not salvation. This is not a chance to live.”
He looked up and down the length of the plane. 
“Dr Hollins,” he introduced himself with a small nod. “Theoretical physicist, with a side dalliance into philosophy and medieval history. And even though most of my life has been spent pondering possibilities, I can tell you with absolute certainty, two things.”
He turned and looked at Rochus, who regarded him with bemused interest. 
“The first,” Dr Hollins said firmly, “is that we will all absolutely die. Whatever this man promises will not come to be. He appears to have the ability to manipulate time – or perhaps our perception of it. He can slow or freeze our descent, but he cannot prevent the outcome.”
Rochus eyed Dr Hollins. “Are you certain of that?”
The Doctor nodded. “Reasonably. And what uncertainty I have is mitigated by the obvious – that to save any person on this plane leaves you open to being revealed later. Since you appear to be proficient at this scenario, I’m going to assume it’s not your first time, and yet there’s no mention in history of a being that appears at the last minute and allows people to bargain for their lives at great cost.”
Dr Hollins paused. “Well,” he added, “I suppose there is.”
Rochus grinned, exposing his teeth. 
Dr Hollins ignored his own inference and addressed the plane, looking up and down its length. “I believe that this man is feeding off the energy of our fear. He has paused this accident in order to milk the moment.”
The physicist turned to look at Rochus.
“Worse,” he went on, “is that he is not content with enjoying only your fear, but now pits you against each other to elevate your emotions to fever pitch. He wants your murderous intent, your horror, your desperation to do whatever you need to survive.”
He looked around at all of us. “I guarantee, that even after he has you murder one another, there will be yet another test, and another, until perhaps only one of you remains alive. But most likely, none.”
The passengers fell to silence. We all looked from the physicist to Rochus.
Dr Hollins continued, quietly: “He will drain you of every ounce of your fear, your compassion, your anger and your desperation. I don’t know what he is, perhaps he’s some kind of…energy vampire. He will feed from you, and then whomever remains will die in the crash. Because we’re fully loaded with av-gas, there will be no evidence of what you do to each other for forensics to find.” 
There was a pause, in which the entire plane was silent.
Then Rochus slow clapped.
“Bravo, good doctor,” he said softly. “It’s a rare mind that sees my work for what it is. You are to be commended for your level head in this time of crisis.”
A lady in front of me out up her hand and rose unsteadily. “So, what should we do?” She looked to Dr Hollins. “What is the end to this?”
“We all die,” someone growled.
Dr Hollins nodded. “It is inevitable.”
“And him?” It was the man who had tried to strangle the old woman, still high on his adrenalin rush. He pointed at Rochus. “Should we kill him?”
Dr Hollins lifted his chin. “Not that I think he can be killed, but perhaps we should most certainly try.”
The Strangler clambered out of his seat and tumbled ungainly along the aisle towards Rochus. 
For the first time, Rochus looked rattled. “That would be unwise,” he cautioned. “I’ll drop the plane.”
Murmurs among the passengers.
“The plane will drop regardless,” Dr Hollins countered. He eyed Rochus. “And yet, this turn concerns you. I wonder why.”
Rochus waved a hand. “I am unconcerned.”
Behind Strangler, another man rose to join him.
Rochus smiled at them. “I propose another course of action: if you kill Dr Hollins instead,” he countered, “I’ll make sure you all live. Every one of you.”
Strangler paused. He looked back at the physicist. The passengers did too.
Dr Hollins snorted. “I think our friend means that you will all live momentarily. Because kill me nor not, it can’t change the future. We all die in this crash. The best, the very best thing we might be able to do, is hurt this creature so he won’t have the chance to do this to anyone else.”
“Won’t he die in the crash too?” Someone asked.
Hollins shook his head. “I suspect that he transcends the impact…” he fell silent, introspective.
Strangler maneuvered cautiously towards Rochus.
Rochus lifted his chin in defiance.
The doctor jerked out of reverie and stabbed the air with a finger. “I suspect that transcendence requires a great deal of energy,” he said suddenly. “As does holding time like this. I wonder, Mr Rochus, if you’ve fed enough to give you what you need.”
Rochus flinched. It was subtle, but we saw it. Hope and anger rippled through the plane. We all felt it, we all knew it. Yes, we would all die. But we could take this asshole down with us.
Strangler and his new companion advanced upon Rochus.
Rochus composed himself. “I was in Sardis for the Lydis earthquake,” he said loftily. “I walked the streets of Pompeii. I partied on the Titanic. I roamed the Twin Towers. As your numbers grow, so does the opportunity for chaos. I have always been. I will always be. Your theory that I must feed enough to transcend is erroneous.”
Strangler growled: “I don’t think so. I’ve been in enough fights to know a feint when I see one.”
Rochus lifted his chin. “And this is your last act? Killing? You proved yourself a potential killer, Mr Jamison, how does that make you feel?”
The Strangler growled: “I’m an angry man, Rochus, always have been. Just this once I won’t pay for it.”
Rochus rose from the seat arm he was perched upon. “I’ll drop this plane,” he warned.
A nervous panic rippled through the passengers.
“We’re dead anyway,” Hollins reminded us. “Let it count for something. If there’s one thing that humans do well, its noble sacrifice in the service of others.”
That galvanised the plane. More men rose from their seats and followed the Strangler and his friend, advancing upon Rochus with a dreadful certainty.
The plane dropped suddenly, just for another second. Those standing hit the ceiling and smashed back down onto other passengers.
People screamed. Others groaned, broken.
Rochus remained where he was, still oblivious to the laws of physics. But his smug certainty faded when the Strangler rose again.
“A bargain then,” Rochus said to the Strangler.
“No.” The Strangler advanced on him.
“I let you live,” Rochus said. “You alone walk away.”
The Strangler eyed him. “And what do I have to do? Kill everyone on this plane?”
Rochus shook his head. “Not everyone.”
The Strangler paused. He thought about it, we all saw it. He ran the whole scenario through his head. He could strike a terrible bargain with Rochus and become a madman’s puppet; kill whomever he was pointed at. And possibly, just possibly, he might get to live.
I had to honestly admit that, if offered such a thing, I might take it.  But in doing so, what kind of monster would I become? If I were granted life beyond the crash, how could I bear knowing what I’d done?
The Strangler glanced back at Dr Hollins. 
He looked at Rochus.
Finally, he sighed. 
He turned to those next to him and said, with a dreadful finality: “We go.”
They stormed over the seats and along the aisle towards Rochus.
There was one last moment, when Rochus’s face drained of colour and in his eyes was written his own death.
And we fell.
 
End.
 
 
(This story wrote itself, but I’d like to offer it as a nod to the brave passengers of United Airlines flight 93). 
 
(I’d also like to tell my son’s High School English teacher that fiction is FICTION and if you want to write a story in First Person where everyone dies, you damned well can.)
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Seconds from impact,
a plane freezes in mid-air
and a stranger plays a deadly game
with the terrified passengers.

If they obey him,
they just might live.
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