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      Combat Medic Allyson Hanover  must face the impossible, the loss of two lives that were in her hands — before a raging Colombian river ripped them away.

      When fellow Medic Reuben Fehlman joins a field test to develop new swiftwater rescue techniques, they both land in the rushing waters on Henderson’s Ranch. Emily, Mark, Michael, and even Noreen can’t crack it.

      To survive the swiftwater? The two of them must brave the current — together.
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      Medic of the bird.

      Sergeant Allyson J. Hanover cursed because that wasn’t going to be enough this time. Of course, she gave that curse every time the US Army’s 160th Night Stalkers were called in. Others said she was nuts, but the mindset worked for her: this time she’d do better than every time before.

      Tonight’s skirmish, with a supposedly small and isolated cocaine lab along the Río Samaná, had flashed into a hard battle against horrendous odds. The heart of the Colombian jungle was ablaze with gunfire.

      Her MH-60M Black Hawk helicopter had been hanging back from the battle. Combat search and rescue was hard on some people. Pilots wanted to be in the fray. Crew chiefs itched to unleash their Miniguns.

      Death waits in the dark, one of the Night Stalkers’ mottos, had a different meaning for medics than it did for the flight crews.

      Christian, Jewish, or even staunch atheist, all medics prayed for boredom.

      Not tonight.

      A radio call crackled in from the battle to their east, almost unintelligible through the background gunfire.

      “Two fallen off the bridge—” grand phrase for the rickety foot bridge that had become the center of the battle “—and now in the water. Heading west with the current. Condition unknown.” The worst phrase in the world to Allyson’s ears.

      “Wounded” meant that someone was nearby enough to be tending them.

      “Dead” meant there was no rush beyond securing the body before the bad guys did.

      “Condition unknown” meant that every passing second could be one second too many.

      The Black Hawk nosed down sharply enough that Allyson had to grab hold of her strapped-down “heavy” medic bag to avoid sliding forward. Every medic had a different setup—most combined into a single bag. She preferred two: “light” and “heavy.” The light bag covered everything she’d usually need. Heavy bag (which actually weighed less) covered trauma kits, chest crackers, and all of the other nasties that only a CSAR medic could need without being a licensed surgeon.

      As the helo’s twin turbines climbed up from dull roar to angry shriek, they dove down into the canyon. The Río Samaná Norte had joined the main river twenty kilometers east of here, in the heart of the Cordillera Oriental mountains. Below them it rushed through the jungle, plummeting over the hard rapids and abrupt waterfalls of the steep descent toward the Río Magdalena valley.

      “Dicey,” Captain Berman called back over the intercom.

      Allyson snapped on her three-meter Monkey Tail safety line, tugged to make sure it was anchored to both her vest and the overhead D-ring. Then she opened the side cargo door, made sure it latched so that it wouldn’t try to guillotine her, and leaned out into the wind to study the river.

      The Samaná was wide enough here that the trees couldn’t span the width between the banks—quite. Sixty-five feet of Black Hawk could descend all the way down to the water in precious few places.

      They continued tracing the winding water upriver toward the battle.

      Just as her usual, we’ll-never-find-them nerves were kicking in, she spotted the bright flash in her night-vision gear.

      “Infrared flash. Three hundred meters upriver. Moving fast toward us.” Good news: the soldier had been undamaged enough to activate his emergency infrared locator. Bad news: the river was fast and rough here.

      “Roger. In sight.”

      Berman sent them through a gut-wrenching twist.

      To the only open patch for a long distance into the dark.

      A brief widening in the river.

      Only one chance.

      Beyond that was a major rapids and a waterfall that unloaded onto boulders, not some deep pool.

      She ignored the chatter on the intercom and did her best to keep the infrared flasher in sight.

      Crew Chief Thompson came up beside her, with a winch cable in his hand.

      He double-checked her Monkey Tail. She did the same for him. Now, if either of them fell, it would be under three meters. From the top of the cargo deck, they’d be stopped barely a meter past the open door.

      Together, they leaned out of the helo as it settled sideways with its wheels in the water. The other crew chief was firing short bursts from his Minigun upriver as targets presented themselves.

      Both she and Thompson prepared for the grab as Berman kept the wide cargo door facing toward the current, the deck mere inches above the tumbling water. As the water splashed and twisted, the occasional stream flowed through the cargo deck and out the other side door. Bathtub warm, it flowed through, rich with the scents of the dense jungle—mostly rotting biomass.

      Thompson was reading out the current and Unknown Condition’s course as he was washed toward them. The pilot would be concentrating on too many other factors to watch the vagaries of the victim’s passage.

      “Back five feet. Forward two.” Unknown swept around the wrong side of a large boulder. “Back seven. Two more.”

      “Hold!”

      They both leaned out to grab the face-down soldier—bad sign.

      Even as she managed to grab the shoulder of his vest, she could feel it was mistake.

      The soldier rolled face-up in her grasp, Thompson managed to snap the winch hook onto the D-ring at the center of the soldier’s chest.

      Did he sputter? Still alive?

      But, even secured, he was dragged beneath the helo.

      Allyson was almost dragged out as well before she lost her grip.

      The spooled-out length of winch cable was too long to keep him above the surface.

      Before she could yell out for Berman to climb, a second body slammed into the edge of the cargo deck.

      No flasher.

      Immersed in the warm water there was minimal infrared signature in her night-vision goggles. She needed a good ten degrees of difference to see a body clearly.

      She hadn’t seen him coming.

      This one was definitely alive. He managed to hook his elbows over the edge of the deck.

      Allyson grabbed one arm to keep him there. Then reached out for the more secure handhold of his vest to haul him aboard. No vest. That meant—

      With his free hand, the swimmer jammed a large knife upward under Thompson’s chin.

      Time slowed.

      She could see the assailant twist the knife for maximum damage. But, when he tried to yank it free to attack her, it stuck.

      The chief collapsed sideways onto Allyson, slamming her hard against the door jamb.

      Her head rang despite the helmet.

      Then, the current won, and dragged the attacker from her grasp and under the helicopter.

      He, too, was gone.

      By the time she could call out for Berman to lift clear, she knew it was too little too late.

      Thompson lay dead on the cargo deck, the blade still plunged in his throat to the hilt.

      A lifeless body dangled from the winch cable.

      Tonight, she hadn’t been good enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Major Lang. A moment please, ma’am.”

      Allyson had struggled with this for days. And now that it was basically too late, they were less than a fifty meters from the helicopters waiting to take them aloft.

      Stupid time to ask…she glanced around at the busy traffic of Gray’s Airfield at Joint Base Lewis-McChord. The Night Stalkers, returning from training flights, were settling into their slots. The regular Army were just heading aloft for theirs.

      And their two helos were waiting for them.

      The major turned slowly to look at her.

      Allyson bit her lower lip, but it she knew she was going to ask anyway.

      That Major Lois Lang was a bit terrifying was a lousy excuse for delaying so long, but it was all that Allyson had at the moment.

      She knew a number of pilots, Night Stalkers pilots, who had failed to meet the major’s requirements for CSAR. There was some crucial test that no one ever talked about beyond its name: “The Khyber.” Those who passed would only shudder when it was mentioned. Those who failed looked either shell-shocked or ready to puke afterwards.

      “The Khyber,” one flunked reject had whispered to her before shipping back to the 2nd Battalion, “is worse than the Kobayashi Maru.”

      It had taken her a while to track down the reference. A Star Trek—what was it with helo pilots and Star Trek?—test of character, a true no-win scenario.

      Apparently a nasty one.

      “Proceed.” Major Lang looked crisp and freshly pressed, carrying a small PG—Personal Gear bag. Allyson felt like a bumbling trainwreck wearing her “heavy” pack, and trying to juggle her own PG, plus her light medic pack.

      “These orders, ma’am,” Allyson held up the crumpled sheet in her hand that was also holding the PG’s handles. The paper snapped and rattled in the chill wind of the October morning. The scudding clouds of the Pacific Northwest looked ready to back it up with a lashing rain in the next few minutes. But this was her last chance, and she had to do it now.

      She attempted to hand the sheet over.

      “I wrote those. I’m aware of what they say.” Though they were the same height, she made Allyson feel small. They both wore the same flight suits, but the Major carried a helmet with a Superman S on the side. Superwoman.

      No way to compete with that.

      Her own had the Ancient Greek letters Eta, Mu, Beta—the first letters of the Hippocratic Epidemics “Do no harm”—and a small bust of Hippocrates. No one recognized any of it, of course. The few who asked were careful to never bring it up again. Seriously obscure. Especially when compared to the major’s “Superwoman” declaration.

      And she was.

      Below the edge of Major Lang’s flight suit, one foot was booted but her mechanical one was there for all to see. No attempt to hide anything. Since losing her foot, she’d remade 5th Battalion Night Stalkers CSAR in her own image. She’d done it so well, that they were now retooling the rest of the regiment to match.

      Get your act together, Hanover. “Request to be released from this training.”

      “Reason?”

      Allyson looked at the crumpled-up page as the first few spatters of chilly rain blotched onto the paper. “It’s a night I’d rather not relive.”

      “Were you sleeping with Chief Thompson?”

      “What? No! I barely knew him. It’s just…” She didn’t know what.

      “Did you know the soldier who died?”

      She just shook her head, knowing her two best outs were gone.

      “You know, sergeant, when I lost this…” Major Lang tapped her mechanical foot on the ground. The rubber sole made it sound just like a boot. “…I gave up. A good man taught me a hard lesson about what it really meant to be a Night Stalker.”

      “Harder than losing your foot and the ability to fly CSAR?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit! Sorry, ma’am. Must have been a hell of a lesson.”

      “It was. Would you like to know what he taught me?”

      Allyson wasn’t sure if she was ready for it, but as the engines on their helicopters were spinning to life, she decided that she couldn’t feel much worse.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Allyson braced herself.

      In answer, Major Lois Lang held up her helmet and turned it so that Allyson could read the four letters across the back.
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