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      A Microsoft kid raised in the Pacific Northwest, Jeremy had expected to follow in his family’s footsteps, until he crossed a line he could never admit to.

      He has found his place as an air-crash investigator for the NTSB, but coming home for Christmas threatens his place in his own family.

      Coming back home and introducing his girlfriend to his family only makes it ten times more likely to be a disaster.

      If he could have any wish for Christmas...
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      “I do?” Jeremy Trahn, ever the straight man, was taking her literally.

      Taz slumped in the passenger seat of his Prius Hybrid. She wasn’t a slumping sort of person but going to meet Jeremy’s parents for the first time—at Christmas—left her with few other options.

      “What am I kidding you about?”

      “You grew up out here in the woods?” They had driven from the team’s shared house at the south end of Puget Sound, Washington, through the foreign land of Redmond and Microsoft, before falling off the edge of the earth. In the last few miles they’d rolled out the back of the chichi little city, gone through suburbia, and were now on a narrow one-lane road thick with trees and the occasional massive house. Most were bigger than the one that housed Miranda’s entire air-crash investigation team.

      “No, I grew up on Ames Lake.”

      She opened her mouth to ask, but closed it when she caught a glimpse of a lake through the thick Douglas fir woods. Tangles of blackberry, alder, and wild rose cluttered the forest floor as it did in so much of the Pacific Northwest, but a driveway gap had offered a peek of the water far below.

      Jeremy twisted onto an even narrower road that descended the bank toward the water.

      “You aren’t going to do anything stupid, are you, Jeremy?”

      “It’s me, so probably. What did you have in mind?”

      One of the things she liked most about Jeremy was that he was almost impossible to offend. Which was a good thing given her own, frequently caustic nature. He was almost as emotionally tone deaf as Miranda’s autism made her. Around the team, Taz’s sniping remarks were unintentional, but that didn’t stop them leaking out at awkward moments. It was also a weapon she’d wielded ruthlessly for nineteen years in the Pentagon and now used in the team’s defense, which was probably all that kept her out of the complete bitch category.

      Taz took a deep breath before confronting the problem head-on. “I know you, you plot out everything way ahead of time. You’re not planning on proposing to me in front of your family or anything stupid like that, right?”

      Jeremy spun to look at her in shock. “Am I supposed to? I didn’t know that. How was I supposed to know that?”

      Anyone else would be joking. And if they’d been traveling at any speed above Jeremy’s careful adherence to the ten-mile-per-hour speed limit, they’d probably be in the ditch.

      “I didn’t plan anything. I haven’t written a proposal. Or even started composing one. I’d need to look online and see how others did it before I could even know where to start. And I don’t have a ring or anyth—”

      “No, Jeremy,” she cut him off which was about the only way to stop his rambling once he started. “You’re not supposed to. I can’t imagine ever being married. I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t going to do something like that.”

      “Uh, no. I guess I wasn’t. Mostly because I hadn’t thought of it.”

      Well, that much was a relief.

      “Never?” he asked, in one of his shortest comments ever, as he picked their way past mansion after mansion. A multi-story log monster like in the cedar home brochures only bigger. A tasteless thing that looked like a tract house on some combination of steroids for size and LSD for how many stupid porches, gables, terraces, and outbuildings had been tacked on in a failed attempt to mask its box-dull design. A sleek modernist glassy thing that let her see the lake straight through their living room and bedroom—life on tacky display.

      “Let’s see, Jeremy. Dad was a drug runner beheaded on the street in front of our Mexico City apartment. Mama was gunned down in a San Diego grocery store during a robbery. My former commanding US Air Force general declared a personal war on Mexico’s cartel leaders because of his wife’s death. No. I’m never getting married. So don’t ever propose.”

      “Okay.” And she could see Jeremy filing it away in that neatly ordered mind of his. No way to read his reaction when he did that.

      Another tacky McMansion. Then a small house no bigger than four rooms perched before a magnificent view; a holdout from before all the rest of the money had poured into the neighborhood. Its north-side roof slope was thick with green moss testifying to its age in place and how little the owners cared for appearances. She was disappointed when they rolled past. It was the only house she’d seen here that seemed halfway to normal.

      Jeremy kept driving them downslope, south along the west side of the lake. The sunset views were shining through to either side of luxury homes. The woods upslope were thick, masking these homes from others above. Each was buffered from the next by manicured slices of privacy woods along the lot lines. He’d grown up with this as normal? Could their worldviews have been shaped more differently?

      Her early life had been in barrios. Then decades that were mostly Air Force housing near her posting at the Pentagon. Now she lived in the team’s house, in the heart of Gig Harbor. A town so small that everything was easily walkable—unlike anywhere else she’d ever lived.

      Here was even stranger. These vast homes, each on their quarter- or half-acre lot, were either very private or terribly ostentatious. Or both.

      “What do these places cost?”

      “I dunno. Never really thought about it. A couple million, I guess.”

      Taz couldn’t comprehend it. Or maybe she could. Their team leader owned one of the smaller San Juan Islands in northern Puget Sound. She lived on it alone, in her big house that had once been a fishing and hunting resort. She also bought a four-million-dollar helicopter without batting an eye. Though she was no longer alone there since she’d hooked up with Andi.

      Taz knew that Jeremy’s parents had been with Microsoft since graduating college in the early nineties. Most of thirty years there, they were very high up in rank, so the cost of their home shouldn’t be surprising—they were probably Microsoft millionaires several times over. But she still didn’t know what to think about it.

      She’d made good money by the time she’d climbed up to being an Air Force colonel and she’d banked most of it. She might be able to buy a home here—the small, run-down one—but it would tap her dry and she wouldn’t be able to afford living here on what the National Transportation Safety Board paid her as a crash investigator.

      He turned into the driveway of one of the nicest houses she’d seen yet, not in disrepair but not ridiculous either. A one-story with a steep-sloped roof. The architecture didn’t scream Look at me! like so many of the others. Built into the slope, it was almost unpretentious.

      Today was the twenty-third. All she had to survive was: tonight, Christmas Eve, Christmas, and gone on the twenty-sixth. Maybe the night of the twenty-fifth. Yeah. Two days and two nights.

      She could do this.
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