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      When it’s time to leave the team, can they actually go?

      Jeremy’s skills make him ready to leave Miranda’s air-crash investigation team and start his own. But neither Jeremy nor Miranda are prepared for it when the time comes.

      Jeremy must take the lead. Miranda must stay behind. The change forces each member of the team to grapple with their own challenges.

      Does the answer lie in the black box of a flight data recorder? Maybe it does.
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      “This is really sad.” Jeremy stared at the readout on the computer screen. Was so aware of the feel of the keyboard that it hurt his fingertips.

      “What is? The pilot? The FAA who issued his med card. Not us.”

      He and Holly were the only two here tonight. Without the other four team members present, the secure office Miranda had built in the back of an aircraft hangar for her air-crash investigation team was echoing in the evening quiet. The sun had disappeared behind the towering Olympic Mountains hours ago, and now the sky darkened with true sunset. Beyond the two big windows, the runway lights at Tacoma Narrows Airport had flickered on but it was a small airport and boasted little traffic after dark.

      “I wasn’t talking about him. I was talking about this.” He rested a hand on the bright orange flight data recorder. “This is the last Black Box I’ll ever read for Miranda.” He knew it was stupid, and Holly would laugh if he did, but he wanted to stroke the battered casing like it was a puppy dog.

      All flight recorders were supposed to be sent to the National Transportation Board’s lab for examination. But no one had dared argue with Miranda when she’d purchased a Black Box reader for the team. He still sent the badly damaged ones back to the NTSB labs because they had recovery equipment he didn’t, but Miranda’s cases often couldn’t afford the time to ship the recorder to Washington, DC for analysis.

      “Last one? You’re done then? Good! You’re always underfoot, mate, and we’re all glad to be rid of you.” After two years of working together, he didn’t need to hear Holly’s light Australian accent shift to Broad Strine to know she was joking.

      “Won’t miss you more than dingo’s breath, mate,” he muttered back.

      Holly burst out laughing and gave him a one-armed hug. “Your accent sucks, but you’re learning, my young Padawan.”

      “God, there are so many things I’m going to miss.” It was like someone was ripping out his insides.

      “Including me?”

      “Maybe not you so much,” but they shared smiles that belied his statement.

      “You know it’s the right step? You do get that, don’t you, Jeremy?” A serious Holly was unusual enough to garner his full attention. He half-turned to look at her. Tall, blonde, beautiful, and generally scary as hell. She looked a little worried and her accent had gone the way dingo breaths hopefully went—away.

      “I guess.”

      Holly smacked him lightly on the side of the head as if he really was her kid brother. “Senior member of the Analysis Lab for the NTSB at the Washington, DC, headquarters? At twenty-seven years old no less. And you and your girlfriend both as consultants to the US Air Force Accident Investigation Board. Tell me how you could land in any sweeter spot.”

      He couldn’t, so he didn’t try. But he didn’t have to be a genius to know that no matter what else happened, two years on Miranda’s team would be one of his life’s highlights.

      How many airplane crashes had he studied with her, both in the field and hunched over this bench? The jump from new graduate of the NTSB Academy to the absolute top team had been a miracle. No one was as good as Miranda.

      Jeremy turned back to the computer screen. There had been no surprises here. The brand-new Cessna 408 SkyCourier turboprop freighter had been type-certified for just one month, and now they’d had their first full hull-loss incident. A bird strike in the Number Two engine had certainly wounded the aircraft but it had been designed to survive that. At least until the delivery pilot had a heart attack several seconds later.

      No, that was a postulation.

      Yes, the coroner had identified a massive coronary. And, yes, the cockpit voice recorder had captured a series of sounds immediately after the bird strike that would be commensurate with a major attack.

      Bad one, mate. That must hurt worse than a hornets’ nest down your drawers, Holly had commented when they’d listened to the recordings. She’d been the only one around to serve as a second listener.

      So, not conclusive, but very highly indicative.

      He finished the initial findings report and prepared to send it to Miranda for review.

      “You’re a full investigator now, Jeremy.” Holly nudged him before he could he send it.

      He was. The new ID badge tucked into his vest pocket declared he was qualified to be an Investigator-in-charge. And this had been his site investigation at Boeing Field while the others were busy conducting a training. Except for his girlfriend. Taz was busy packing up their own few belongings for the upcoming move.

      Moving the cursor from Report Preparation to Investigator, he typed in his name, attached his transcription of the recording, and sent it to the NTSB. Who knew? Maybe next week he’d be the investigator in DC leading this report review.

      He unplugged the data cables from the Black Box recorder and shut down his computer. Holly helped him package the recorder for FedEx pickup.

      Finally, he gathered up the Black Box interface cables, outboard format converters, and the removable drive they kept the specialized software on. Rather than tucking it in his site pack, he carried it over to Miranda’s rolltop desk and locked it in the small safe she used as a footrest.

      Leaving another piece of himself behind.

      Worse, it would shift another burden over to Miranda. She was the only one on the team who understood the proper way to use it. There would be no one to handle it for her once he was gone.

      He dropped down onto one of the couches.

      “Oh gods, Holly. What have I done?” He hid his face in his hands because he didn’t want her to see him cry.

      “Do you really want to know?” She sat beside him, but didn’t wrap an arm around him, not that he’d expect something like that from her.

      He shook his head, “But tell me anyway.”

      “You grew up, young Padawan.”

      “I’ll try to cut down on that in the future.”

      Instead of laughing, Holly was quiet for a long time before she whispered, “When you figure out how, let me know.”

      He looked up at her, but she was studying the darkness outside the office windows.
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