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Matthew Hale had never trusted stillness.

In the air, everything made sense. Speed had meaning. Altitude was information. Even risk obeyed rules—trained responses, calculated margins, muscle memory honed until it lived somewhere deeper than thought. Flying demanded focus, and focus had always been his refuge.

On the ground, there was too much time to think.

He stood at the edge of the runway with his helmet tucked under his arm, watching an F-16 lift cleanly into the morning sky. The jet climbed fast, nose cutting upward, sunlight flashing across its wings before it disappeared into the pale blue distance. The sound lingered longer than the sight—engine roar trailing off until it was swallowed by open air.

Then there was nothing.

Just heat shimmering over the tarmac. Just the weight of gravity pressing him firmly where he didn’t want to be.

“Captain Hale?”

Matt turned.

The base administrator stood a few steps back, clipboard hugged to her chest like a shield. Civilian. Mid-forties. Efficient haircut, efficient posture. The kind of person who delivered information cleanly and without apology.

“They’re ready for you,” she said. “Conference Room C.”

He nodded once. “Yes, ma’am.”

She led the way across the concrete, heels clicking sharply against the ground. Matt followed, each step measured, automatic. His body knew how to move even when his mind lagged behind.

He already knew what this meeting was about.

The incident hadn’t been dramatic. No alarms screaming. No mayday calls or fiery headlines. Just a misjudged crosswind and a correction that came a half-second too late. Not enough to cause damage. Enough to trigger review.

Temporary grounding.

The phrase echoed in his head like it had for weeks now. Temporary sounded harmless. Reassuring. It was supposed to mean this will pass.

What it really meant was wait.

Conference Room C smelled faintly of stale coffee and disinfectant. The walls were bare except for a framed print of an aircraft silhouetted against a sunset—motivational in the vaguest, least helpful way.

Three people sat at the table.

Colonel Abrams occupied the center seat, hands folded, expression unreadable. To his right sat a safety officer Matt recognized but had never worked closely with. To his left—

Matt paused.

The woman at the end of the table wasn’t in uniform.

She sat upright, shoulders squared, tablet resting on the table in front of her. Dark hair pulled back neatly, minimal makeup, calm eyes that assessed without staring. Civilian attire, professional and understated.

She looked up as he entered.

Their eyes met for half a second—long enough for Matt to register the sharp clarity in her gaze—then she glanced back down at her tablet, fingers moving quickly as if noting his arrival.

“This is Captain Matthew Hale,” Abrams said. “Instructor pilot, reassigned pending evaluation.”

Reassigned.

The word landed hard.

“And this,” Abrams continued, “is Ms. Avery Collins. She’s a civilian aviation safety analyst working with Human Factors. She’ll be part of your assessment moving forward.”

Matt inclined his head. “Ma’am.”

Avery Collins looked up again, this time fully, and met his gaze.

“Captain Hale,” she said. Her voice was calm, even. No deference. No challenge. Just professional acknowledgment.

Something about that steadiness unsettled him.

He took the empty chair and sat.

The meeting unfolded the way these meetings always did. Language softened by policy. Reassurances layered over consequences. Matt listened, responded when spoken to, kept his expression neutral.

“Your flight record is exemplary,” Abrams said. “No one here doubts your skill.”

Matt resisted the urge to respond to that. Skill hadn’t saved him from scrutiny.

“This reassignment is not punitive,” the safety officer added. “It’s procedural.”

Procedural. Another word that was supposed to help.

“During this period,” Abrams continued, “you’ll be assisting with instructor duties and participating in a comprehensive review. Ms. Collins will oversee the human-factors evaluation component.”

Matt’s gaze flicked briefly to Avery. She was listening, pen moving across her tablet, attention sharp and focused. She didn’t look at him again.

“Questions?” Abrams asked.

Matt cleared his throat. “Timeline, sir?”

Abrams exchanged a glance with the safety officer. “Undetermined. Depends on the findings.”

Undetermined.

Matt nodded once. “Understood.”

The meeting ended without ceremony. Chairs scraped softly as people stood. Handshakes were exchanged. Avery gathered her tablet, movements precise.

“Captain Hale,” she said as the others exited, “I’ll need to schedule our first working session. Are mornings acceptable?”

Her eyes met his again—direct, assessing, unreadable.

“Yes,” he said. “That works.”

“Good,” she replied. “I’ll send the details.”

She didn’t linger. She didn’t soften her tone or offer reassurance. She walked out with the quiet confidence of someone who knew exactly why she was there.

Matt remained seated for a moment after the room emptied.

Grounded.

The word followed him as he left the building, as he crossed the base, as he returned to the instructor offices that still smelled faintly of jet fuel and machine oil. Everything was familiar, and none of it felt like his anymore.

Avery Collins hated conference rooms.

They were designed to strip context from people—to reduce lives into summaries and bullet points. She’d spent years sitting in them, listening to men and women explain decisions made under pressure, moments where instinct and training collided with reality.

Captain Matthew Hale had said very little.

That alone told her a great deal.

She reviewed her notes as she walked back to her office, sunlight slanting through the corridor windows. Highly controlled demeanor. Minimal affect. Strong adherence to protocol.

She paused outside her door, considering.

Highly controlled didn’t mean unemotional. In her experience, it often meant the opposite.

Inside, her office was sparse but warm—soft lighting, neutral walls, a small plant by the window that stubbornly refused to die. She set her tablet down and leaned against the desk, replaying the brief exchange in her mind.

He hadn’t argued. Hadn’t defended himself. Hadn’t tried to charm his way out of scrutiny.

That was interesting.

Most pilots either bristled or overexplained when grounded. Hale had done neither. He’d accepted the reassignment like a fact of physics—unpleasant, but unavoidable.

Avery sat and opened his file.

Flight hours well above average. Instructor qualifications earned early. Performance reviews consistently high. No history of disciplinary issues. No prior incidents.

Until now.

She tapped her pen against the desk lightly.

Human factors weren’t about blame. They were about patterns—stress responses, decision-making under fatigue, the small human variables that even the best systems couldn’t eliminate.

Her job wasn’t to judge Captain Hale.

It was to understand him.

Matt spent the afternoon running simulations he wasn’t allowed to fly.

The irony wasn’t lost on him.

He stood in the simulator bay, hands moving over controls his body knew better than his own reflection. The virtual sky responded instantly, obediently. No hesitation. No second-guessing.

He completed the run flawlessly.

“Nice work,” one of the junior pilots said from behind the glass.

Matt nodded, removing his helmet. “Thanks.”

Praise felt hollow when it didn’t lead anywhere.

As the day wound down, he found himself staring out at the runway again. Another jet took off. Then another.

Each one felt like a door closing.

He didn’t notice Avery until she spoke.

“You watch the sky like you’re memorizing it.”

He turned, surprised.
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