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      She’s always chose to walk on the wild side. To save hundreds, now she has to.

      “Buchman just might be at the top of the game.” – RT Book Reviews

      Trisha O’Malley has flown her own way since before she could walk. Her Boston Irish attitude and remarkable helo piloting skills have led her to join the Army’s finest.

      Navy SEAL William Bruce works best on his own. For him, a team size of one ranks as perfect.

      When Somalia’s sea pirates run out of control, they must think and function as a true team for the first time in either of their lives or the price of the dead will be laid on their own graves.

      “The balance of romance with the rest of the ‘real world’ story made it something that I’ll never forget.” – Pure Jonel

      “Passion, emotion and an intensity that is breathtaking and real.” – The Reading Cafe

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers. Originally published in 2014. Re-edited 2021 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]
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      Chief Warrant 2 Trisha O’Malley waited ten kilometers off the north coast of Somalia for the mission Go! moment. She held her AH-6M Little Bird attack helicopter at wave height, exactly at wave height. The long metal skids were being licked clean by the rolling crests heading ashore from the Gulf of Aden. She’d dare any radar system to try and sort her out from the surface clutter.

      Through the large openings to either side of the tiny cockpit where the doors could be hung, the smell of the hot night ocean wafted thick with salt from the sea and bitter from the dust blown off the achingly dry land. Nobody flew a Little Bird with the doors on. She didn’t know why they were ordered in the first place. The only time they were used was to protect the birds when they were parked in harsh environments; a piece of plastic could do that. When they flew, the doors were off. Having them off added freedom of movement in the tiny cockpit, and far more importantly, the visibility was much better.

      Not that visibility was such a big deal at the moment. Outside the forward glass-and-polycarbonate windscreen, which reached from below her foot pedals to above her head—one of many things Trisha liked about the Little Birds—was nothing but impenetrable darkness. The console swept up between the pilots’ seats but was confined to a narrow column on the front windscreen that stopped below eye level.

      Flying an AH-6M “Killer Egg” was as close to flying with nothing between the pilot and the sky as existed. No door beside her and bullet-resistant protection from below her feet to farther back than she could tilt her head while wearing a helmet. Everything a girl needed for a good time.

      The console itself was dominated by a pair of LCD multifunction screens that could be switched at the tap of a button from engine performance to weather radar to digital terrain map. It made her feel like those science fiction movie heroes in superpowered suits, as if instead of flying a helo, she herself was wearing a weaponized suit that happened to be in the shape of a helicopter.

      Nothing of interest at the moment. Her night-vision gear projected infrared images from the cameras mounted on the outside of the helo onto the inside of her helmet’s visor. Nothing ahead, except more waves.

      To her right hovered the DAP Hawk Vengeance with Chief Warrant 3 Lola Maloney commanding, and beyond that Dusty James’ transport Black Hawk, the Vicious. To Trisha’s left, if Chief Warrant 2 Roland Emerson weren’t sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with her in his copilot seat, she’d be able to see the two other Little Birds of her flight formation, Mad Max and Merchant of Death—Max and Merchant for short.

      When she’d named her bird May, everyone thought it was a stupid woman joke. But any fool who teased her about it being the Merry Month of…or Mayfly soon learned that it was short for Mayhem. She never had to explain it twice.

      Tonight, the mission Go had been given fifteen minutes earlier when they’d spun up their rotors and departed the USS Peleliu amphibious assault ship floating forty miles out in the Arabian Sea. No need for risking that extra scrap of encrypted communication.

      Now ten seconds to start of mission, she wound up on the throttle in her left hand. At five seconds to Go! both the bird and Trisha’s body were humming with the need to get moving.

      The clock on her dash hit 0300 hours—and she was gone. The May didn’t fly, she leapt. Not like a racehorse, like a greyhound. With the collective full up and the cyclic forward, Trisha was tilted nose down two meters above the waves and a hundred meters in the lead of any other bird in the flight, right where she liked to be. They closed formation quickly, but she liked setting a higher standard especially on this, her first operational flight. It had been two long years of training, and she was way past ready.

      Despite the low-noise blades and engine baffles, the roar inside the craft was loud enough that there wouldn’t be much conversation without a headset. It was doable, but your voice would get tired fast. Despite the full-enclosure helmet, she could feel the familiar beat of the machine and whine of the high-speed turbine engine against her body.

      Everything in tune and running true. Sounded like an idea for a song, not that she could write music.

      Oh-three-hundred should be the sleepiest moment on the Somali coast. Intelligence said the guard change was at oh-four-hundred. Everyone else should be asleep.

      Everyone except the Night Stalkers of the US Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (airborne). SOAR(a) ruled the night, the most elite helicopter team in any military.

      Tonight they’d be ruling the northern coastal town of Bosaso, Somalia, on the Horn of Africa. Or at least one corner of it. They wouldn’t be engaging within the third largest city in the country, because the pirates had made the mistake of holding their hostages at a compound outside of town. The local authorities were clamping down hard on piracy and, perhaps for public image’s sake alone, they wouldn’t have been as tolerant of the pirates if they were right in town.

      She’d expected to feel serious nerves. It was her first mission-qualified flight for the Night Stalkers. She’d spent five years with the 101st Airborne flying Apache Longbow attack helos. On the day she hit the five-year minimum-experience requirement, she’d planned to walk across Fort Campbell and knock on the 160th’s locked gate for an application. Instead, an invitation to apply had been waiting for her that very morning.

      Trisha smiled at the memory of that. Her old friend Major Beale had kept track of her despite roaring up the officer ranks. Trisha hadn’t West Pointed in, though she could have. Instead she’d made her parents crazy by taking the NYU education that she’d paid for herself, then enlisting and bucking her way up from private. Though stepping back to the basics of Warrant Office Candidate School after she’d been serving for several years had been tough.

      The school of the hard way had served her for every step of her life and she wasn’t changing that now. She’d no more climb up the broad ladder of her father’s political heft than she would clamber up the lace-draped tiers of her mother’s social one.

      Two more years had passed since she’d been accepted to SOAR. Trisha had been used to leading entire flights and planning operations for the Screaming Eagles. Not so with the Night Stalkers. They’d spent two years showing her how little she knew. By the time they were done, she was glad to be allowed to fly with them at all.

      “One klick,” Roland said over the headset. She and Roland were the same rank, though he’d been in a year longer than she had. He was there in case she fucked up.

      No! Trisha admonished herself. He was there as her copilot. If he were there to cover for her, she’d be in the left seat and he’d be in the right-hand pilot position. All they both cared about was doing this mission and doing it right.

      One kilometer out. Thirteen seconds to shore.

      On cue, the breakwater came into view. A massive pile of car-sized concrete blocks protected the small harbor from storms coming in off the Arabian Sea. But it wasn’t ready for the storm that the Night Stalkers could unleash.
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      Navy SEAL Lieutenant William Bruce squatted in the dust, wearing the standard clothes of a mercenary soldier looking for a quick buck by joining the Somali pirates. Bill wore camo pants, a dark tank-tee, and a black sweatband. He carried a battered but immensely serviceable M-16, which marked him clearly as a merc for bringing his own weapon with him.

      Most pirates wielded out-of-date Russian crap, some of it from all the way back to WWII, that was as likely to explode in their hands as to actually fire. He had a Russian TT-30 semi-auto pistol in the back of his waistband, a reliable enough weapon though he preferred a Sig Sauer, spare magazines in his thigh pouches, and a rusting but sharp hunting knife strapped to his thigh. He fit right in.

      Bill checked his watch. Oh-three-hundred sharp.

      The helos should be here in three minutes, if they were to be trusted. There was a laugh. A decade in the Navy, the last five years as a SEAL, and he still didn’t trust the Night Stalkers. He should try to get over it, but he didn’t see that happening anytime soon. They were dead reliable, anywhere on the planet, any time. But this was Somalia, and though it wasn’t their fault, he couldn’t help himself. He would never trust anyone on Somali soil.

      Well, the time was now or never, and he’d have to bank on them actually showing up and doing it right. He slid up behind Abshir, the night guard assigned to the hostages taken in their latest successful piracy, and dropped him with a hard chop to the neck. He could have come from the front, Abshir knew him, but Bill didn’t want to risk his undercover role being identified. Nor was Bill willing to kill the man in cold blood simply to protect his identity.

      The local warlord, Mahan, would probably have the man shot for failing his guard duty, but that would be his choice. It wouldn’t be any great loss to the world. Abshir was a nasty piece of work with a strain of cruelty deeper than even the most hardened pirates possessed.

      Bill slipped into the low building holding most of the prisoners, dragging Abshir with him. Let Mahan think that the prisoners had overpowered the guard.

      All of the male hostages were asleep. No one on watch. No one waiting for the least opportunity to escape. It showed how easily civilians became dispirited, and this was only the second week of their captivity.

      He began waking them quietly. At first they’d thought he was attacking them, and he lost thirty seconds convincing them they were about to be rescued. The boat’s owner, Wilkin something Junior, was the slowest of the bunch. Senator’s son. No one ever said he was a bright bulb, merely rich and related to the right man to require an immediate rescue. Who would name their kid Wilkin anyway? And Junior was salt in the wound, like the father hadn’t learned from being stuck with the tag himself.

      Eleven, six passengers and five crew, taken off the hundred-and-fifty-foot pleasure yacht Gracie in the Arabian Sea. The same number of SEALs that fit in a twenty-two-foot rubber boat along with all of their gear.

      What the idiot yachties were doing out there alone in the constricted throat of the Gulf of Aden, he didn’t want to know. Anyone transiting the Suez with half a clue on board would wait for a military escort convoy before braving the waters between Somalia and Yemen. The Somali coast was one of the four most dangerous stretches of water on the planet, and they’d gone sightseeing. Probably on their way to explore the Straits of Malacca off Indonesia next. There they wouldn’t be hostages, they’d just be robbed or dead if they resisted at all.

      He knew the civilians would take another minute or two to get their acts together, so he told them to stay silent and be ready. They hadn’t asked about the women of their crew yet, a crime that made him think the men were the ones he shouldn’t bother rescuing.

      Bill slid out the door and moved in the darkest shadows of the moonless night, tight against the adobe walls on the right side of the street. At the last doorway before the cross street, he turned in. The three women yachties had been separated from the others and were tied to beds. So no guard. They were battered and bruised, but he was pretty sure that they’d only been mishandled, not raped. It had taken a risk, but he’d convinced Mahan that unless he wanted serious retribution after they were ransomed off, he’d better not let his men make a holiday of the ladies.

      They were gagged, so he didn’t bother to wake them gently. They wouldn’t be making any noise. He slashed their bonds and had them stumbling ahead of him before they were fully conscious.

      Just as he reached the first building to collect the rest of the men, he could hear the helos. The low thud of helicopters with quieting technology, sliding up to the beach. He’d only heard the stealth-rigged helos once before. It was a unique sound that he would have ignored if he didn’t already know it. Bill did his best not to be impressed that they were releasing those assets to any task less than taking out the next Osama bin Laden.

      At least the Night Stalkers were punctual. Now if they could somehow resist being shot out of the sky.
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      Trisha checked her clock as they crossed the beach.

      03:02:54, six seconds early. She liked being early.

      That was one of the things the Night Stalkers had taught her. How to hit a mark within a thirty-second window, whether it was a thousand meters away or as many kilometers.

      Also, no warm dots of infrared heat on her night vision that might be a flock of pelicans. Mission briefing had warned they traveled in large flocks along the Somali coast and could cause problems if you flew over one and spooked it aloft, especially at night.

      Their appointed meeting place was by the large compound at the west edge of town. It stood separate from the hovels that littered the edges of Bosaso.

      The center of town had mostly two- and three-story buildings, clumps of scrub grass, and a few carefully nursed palm trees around hotels and government buildings. Out here at the western edge of town any trees had long since gone to fuel cooking fires and any grass was dead. Not much survived the dry season that lasted, well, all frickin’ year. This place was dismal. Thorny acacia bushes, about the only thing that grew in the sandy orange soil, were called desert roses when they bloomed with multicolored windblown plastic debris.

      April got them two of the five inches of rain that fell all year. It was September, and they were screwed. Dust was a major issue. So the Night Stalkers’ formation flew in side-by-side, instead of in a line, so that no one ate anyone else’s dust as they arrived over the land.

      Thankfully, out at the edge of town where the hostages were supposedly being held, there were few power lines and most of the buildings were single story, a lot of tin roofs and a lot with no roof at all. So there was room to maneuver. Even in a brownout of dust beaten aloft by the helo’s rotor downwash, if she climbed ten meters up she’d be in the clear. At least from hitting any obstacles.

      Early in the night, the tin of the roofs would have shown as bright square projections on the inside of her helmet’s visor because of the release of the sun’s heat. The ADAS camera gear laid an infrared-amplified image across her bullet-resistant plastic, so clear that it was close to daylight.

      All the press, and most of the military, thought that the Advanced Distributed Aperture System was an idea still in testing. SOAR had seen it, worked on the quiet with Raytheon to take it to the next level, and installed it.

      It was frickin’ amazing.

      ADAS was to night-vision goggles what NVGs had been to squinting super hard. And because the cameras were mounted outside the helo, there were no blind spots, including straight down. She could see out in every direction as if she were sitting in the sky with nothing around her. She could even see most of the way through the dust of rotor-born brownouts.

      A quick blink and she switched her focus to seeing directly through her visor to the world beyond her helmet. Dark night. She blinked again. Everything she needed was projected inside the visor, including the heat signature of the tin roofs.

      By 0300 the sun’s heat had dissipated, and the only heat signatures on the roofs now came from the bodies inside. It wasn’t much, but the tin glowed with the slight heat if the space was inhabited. Otherwise they looked solid black.

      One of the hottest roofs was close by the compound, the one they’d been told to target. That meant the information was right; a lot of people radiating a lot of body heat under that one particular roof.

      As Trisha pulled up to hover in a guard position fifty feet in the air, she could see people running from that building, being herded by a man carrying a rifle. The briefing had warned them there was an embedded friendly doing the inside setup. If there hadn’t been, they’d have had to bring more helos loaded with more Special Operations Forces. But this guy was apparently a one-man rescue machine.

      They didn’t reveal any of his details, other than he was absolutely trustworthy and be careful not to kill him. A “high-value asset.” What kind of a crazy idiot, high-value or otherwise, embedded himself in the Somali pirate community? Probably a testosterone-poisoned, adrenaline-junkie jerk with a death wish.

      Trisha flew the weaponized attack version of a Little Bird helicopter, so she hovered close but didn’t go to ground. She wasn’t designed for passengers, only a pilot, a copilot, and enough weapons to rip anyone a new hole if they messed with her. The Killer Egg might be small and egg-shaped but it could take down tanks that weighed fifty times more.

      Merchant and Mad Max were MH-6Ms, tactical transport versions of the Little Bird. They could get close in and dump off four to six operators. The Little Birds were so small that the SOF guys actually sat three on a side on small, fold-down benches running along the outsides of the helo. They were exposed to the wind, but it was a faster load and unload. They had a rope for fast descent into places that a Little Bird helicopter couldn’t land despite its agility.

      They came in quick and low with one Delta Force operator each, who jumped off the benches before the helos touched down. In moments they were shoving rescuees onto the side benches with their backs against the sides of the helicopters and belting them on. As soon as they each had four people on the benches and had slapped helmets onto the hostages’ heads to protect them from the wind, the Little Birds lifted and were instantly headed back toward the beach.

      The D-boys rushed the rest of them toward the Vicious, the transport Black Hawk that had grounded nearby. Unable to fit inside the courtyard, it had landed outside the front gate.

      “May! Three o’clock.” Wrench, the call sign of Air Mission Commander Stevenson, still sitting back on the ship they had launched from, called down the warning. He had a spy drone circling a thousand feet up and keeping an eye on them. It had taken her forever to break the desire to lean out and see if she could spot the blacked-out eyes in the sky of the high-circling drone. Though the military kept trying to kill off that word, everyone still used it. It was supposed to be UAV, unmanned aerial vehicle. Yeah, right. She managed not to look up for the drone because SOAR had drilled into her head to keep her attention on her own problems.

      “I see it!” Trisha called back to Stevenson. She’d been hovering the helo and letting it slowly spin on its axis so that she and Roland, her copilot, swept a complete circle of the area every six seconds. And yet, the AMC spotted the new problem ahead of her. The man was good. She liked that.

      With a slight tip of the cyclic, she aligned her weaponry on a doorway where a whole lot of hostiles were pouring out into the compound’s central courtyard.

      “Do it!” she called to Roland over the intercom. Roland fired a short burst from the M134 Minigun, a three-second burst that was two hundred rounds. It chewed a line of lead and bright-green phosphor tracers in front of the bad guys. The gun also had a roar like an angry dragon. It was scary as shit, even when she was the one firing it. On the ground, it heralded imminent death like a hammer blow.

      Most of the bad-guys-suddenly-in-over-their-heads backpedaled and slammed against the front wall of the building. Two tumbled back through the door where there was no wall to stop their flailing retreat. A couple guys dropped to the ground, probably shot in the legs by rounds that ricocheted off the hard-packed dirt or kicked-up rocks.

      That drew their attention, and their fire, upward. At least they weren’t firing toward the hostage flights anymore.

      Trisha rolled left and then pulled hard right, circling around behind the building. Now the front wall blocked the bad guys from a direct line of fire until they moved farther back from the building, which they’d hesitate over. They’d know that would make them more exposed. It also served to keep their backs toward the ongoing rescue operations.

      She could hear CW Lola Maloney in the Vengeance handling similar problems further into town with her big DAP Hawk. The Direct Action Penetrator Black Hawk was the most powerful and effective heli-aviation gunship platform ever launched. But it weighed close to ten times as much as her bird and moved like it. She’d take the tap dance of the Little Bird over the waltz of the DAP any day.

      Trisha slid to a hover behind the building.

      That’s when the RPG came at her out of the back window, triggering a painfully loud audible warning system over the headphones embedded in her helmet. Someone had stayed inside, someone smart who had guessed where her first move would be.

      Nothing she hated more than a rocket-propelled grenade. She’d been downed in Iraq by one of those while still flying for the Screaming Eagles. It hadn’t been an experience she’d enjoyed much, though she’d managed to autorotate to an okay landing. Truth be told, it had actually scared her right out of the sky until her commander, Lieutenant Beale, had booted her ass back into the air.

      She shoved the collective down and drove the bird toward the ground. The RPG shot by with an angry hiss of its rocket motor mere feet over her rotor and a tapering squeal of the audio warning. She leveled May and unleashed a pair of 2.75-inch Hydra 70 rockets into the building. One hit the wall and the other went in through the window before exploding. The tin roof spun up into the air, and the four walls blew outward in a beautiful fireball.

      She climbed up through the flames and, through the screening smoke, spotted the collection of baddies in the front yard still looking for a target. About half were down with chunks of wall on them. The other half began pinging lame-ass 5.56 mm rounds off her forward windscreen.

      “Take ’em!” she called—and Roland did. A five-second burst from the two Miniguns bolted onto the hardpoints that stuck out either side of her bird, aimed with a jiggle on the cyclic to make a figure-eight pattern concentrating their gunfire. That put the baddies out of action.

      The clock said 3:04:03. They’d been in contact for a minute and ten seconds. The hostages should be clear by now.

      Once she climbed clear of the smoke and flames, she saw that the transport Black Hawk was indeed lifting and Maloney was riding protection. The other Little Birds were long gone.

      Trisha was about to bug out when she saw the lone guy standing where the Black Hawk had just lifted.

      At first she thought it might be one of their team, one of the Delta Force boys still on the ground, but he didn’t have the small red shoulder-tabs that would glare in the infrared of her night vision. That would tell her he was a good guy. Nor was he a left-behind hostage, because he had a rifle.

      It was the embedded agent. He was staying behind. There was no way his charade would hold up after a successful rescue of the hostages occurred right under his nose.

      A glance around the neighborhood from her vantage point a hundred feet up in the air told her he was about to be too stupid for words and way too dumb to survive.

      A pair of inbound technicals, pickup trucks with big machine guns mounted in their beds, were racing toward the pirate compound at high speed.

      Cursing loudly, knowing she should be already headed to the beach, she put her nose down and dove into the small courtyard.
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      “What the hell are you doing?” Bill shouted at the pilot who had grounded his craft with the rotor inches from him. He’d ducked to keep his head from being chopped off, though the pilot had been pretty damned precise with his positioning. They were only fifteen feet apart.

      “Get aboard!” the pilot was shouting at him. “I’m saving your ass.” Boston. He could hear it in the pilot’s voice even over the beat of the rotors.

      Bill shook his head and waved them off. The pilot and his copilot wore the full flight suits of Special Operations Forces aviators, FN-SCAR rifles strapped across their chests, and large black helmets with black visors covering their faces. The pilot had a big green shamrock painted on the side of his helmet.

      Irish. Boston Irish. It figured. Only an Irishman would be dumb enough to come in and blow his cover.

      “Get out of here! You’re screwing me over!”

      “There are two technicals coming in from the south and west,” the pilot shouted as he kept the blades at near takeoff, the helo actually bouncing its skids on the soil.

      Okay, he had to admit that didn’t sound good. The technicals were the scourge of the Somali streets. A Jeep or a Toyota pickup with a heavy machine gun mounted in the truck’s bed. It would often have five or six other guys with automatic weapons along for the ride.

      Then the pilot jerked his hands from the controls, grabbed the rifle hanging across his chest in one smooth upward sweep, and fired it over Bill’s shoulder. The light of the muzzle flash was blinding, but thankfully he was far enough back to avoid any powder burns. It had been a damn smooth move, worthy of a SEAL.

      He turned to see who the pilot had shot. The muzzle flash of the second shot lit the dingy square.

      Abshir. Now with two holes in his shirt as he fell backward. Good patterning as well; both were probably heart shots. His AK-47 was still aimed at Bill and the helo, but there was no one alive to pull the trigger.

      Okay, maybe the pilot was right and it was getting too hot to stay here. That was one of the problems of running undercover. It became easy to believe that you belonged. That psych condition was trained for, but it was damned difficult to avoid.

      He ducked his head and sprinted to the side of the helo. It was the attack version of the MH-6, so there were no side benches and the tiny inside passenger compartment behind the pilots’ seats was packed with the large ammo cases for the Miniguns.

      He found a spot to hang on to outside, barely, behind the side wings where the weaponry was hung on hardpoints. He slapped the side of the helicopter hard.

      The pilot didn’t waste time looking back.

      They were aloft before Bill had time to place his second foot cleanly on the skid.

      Three technicals were roaring into the area, one appearing far back of the other two.

      He hoped the pilot remembered he was here and didn’t fire any rockets off his side. He’d get serious burns from the rocket motors if he did.
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      Trisha cursed the man for eight kinds of an idiot. Now she was out of balance with his additional weight on the right side and barely off the ground as three technicals roared into the square.

      She’d fired a thousand-odd rounds and a pair of rockets that would make up for a third of his weight. And she’d burned about ten gallons of fuel since the start of the mission at six-plus pounds a piece, which bought her another third. Still, he made her overweight and it was a major struggle to compensate. Time to dump more ammo, which was fine with her.

      “Open fire, guns only!” she called to Roland and stamped on the left foot-pedal, which would press Mr. Jerk against the helo rather than flinging him off. He’d better hang on anyway.

      Two feet off the ground, the helo spun beneath the rotor like a child’s wooden spinning top. Roland unleashed both M134s as they rotated about their central axis. A line of fire three feet above the ground arced outward like a buzz saw. It sliced through everything in its sweeping path.

      It chewed up the front walls of houses, hammering a line of holes through each burlap door. She hoped that if there was anyone home, they were lying down on the ground, as any sensible person would be during a firefight. Anyone standing up was already shot.

      It also dragged a line of fire across the front of each technical. It shredded radiators, engines, front windshields.

      Roland was reading off rotor blade and tail clearances from the buildings—she couldn’t take time to look herself. But it was exactly what she needed to maintain flight safety.

      By the second rotation of the Little Bird, people were bailing off the truck beds.

      On the third rotation, the two lead technicals exploded in balls of fire, and she decided it was high time to be somewhere else, preferably before her engine scooped up chunks of truck shrapnel.

      “Off!” she called to Roland, and she leveraged her spinning energy into a rolling climb and a lot of forward speed.

      She leaned out and looked back. Their passenger was still there.

      The third technical went up in a ball of fire behind them as she cleared the beach. Not a whole lot of ground fire was following them. She dropped back to wave height, resisting adding a victory roll because of their passenger.

      3:05:30. Two and a half minutes in country.

      “Feet wet.” She called on the radio to let the AMC know she was safely clear of the land and back over the water.
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      “I didn’t want a goddamn rescue!”

      Trisha let him rant while she shut down the May.

      The guy was alive on the deck of the amphibious assault ship USS Peleliu and complaining about it bitterly. The ship had been scheduled to retire in 2013, but instead it had been given a new lease on life. The Navy had assigned her to the Gulf to anchor United States participation in the anti-Somalia piracy task force, Operation Heavy Hand. She was an aircraft carrier for helicopters—a couple hundred feet shorter, half as wide, and one-third the displacement of her big sisters.

      She’d hit the deck at 03:46:10, right on mission schedule, ten seconds late this time. She made a point of chatting with Roland for a moment before she peeled off her helmet and turned to face the raging idiot.

      The red deck lights for night operations were bright enough that he’d be able to see her clearly. That usually stopped guys cold.

      “Oh fine. A woman. Now I’m probably going to have my ass reamed for yelling at a woman.” Then he continued right along, chewing her out without further pause, which was pretty funny. She let him rant, figuring he’d feel better if he could burn off at least part of his excess, over-righteous macho.

      Embedded agent. She’d expected a skinny black Somali with a rusting AKM rifle looking for a ticket to America. This guy was white as could be and built like a linebacker. Bugfuck crazy to go undercover in Somalia looking the way he did.

      Which, she had to admit, was pretty good despite the ratty clothes and smelling like he’d had a month of too many nights in the desert without a shower. Actually, linebacker looked damn good on this guy. She liked them big and handsome. She also liked his temper. Guys who rolled over and played puppy dog when confronted with a cute woman were dull and predictable. Mr. Agent Man here…

      She climbed down and set her helmet on her seat. As she stood up straight in her boots, he towered over her. Six foot, maybe six-two. SEAL or Delta. Hard to imagine a Delta Force operator yelling at her. D-boys rarely spoke and were rarely over five-eight. So he was a SEAL. It was the blue eyes, eyes that blazed with fury at the moment, that were his outstanding feature. His jet-black hair was a dirty snarl from riding out in the wind without a helmet.

      “I was supposed to bring down Mahan—”

      “If”—Trisha finally had had enough and pushed back—“he was hanging out of the back of the main building with an RPG, I took care of that.” And she managed to suppress the shiver at the memory of that bolt of death coming right at her.

      “Well, that’s something anyway.” He stopped his harangue long enough to take a breath. Then crossed his arms—each bigger around than her legs—over his chest and glared down at her. “But I was supposed to get to his boss too.”

      “Sorry.” She shrugged. “Can’t help you much there unless he was over for dinner last night and still hanging out in the main house.”

      A hint of a smile quirked up one corner of his mouth before he got it under control. She could see the nice things it would do to his face if he ever actually let it loose, which couldn’t be often by the look of him. A heavy scar ran from his left ear and down along his jaw. “I’d know if he was, because the food wouldn’t have sucked as bad as usual. And it did.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      That got a laugh out of her.

      William Bruce liked that laugh, despite his better judgment. It was bright, from the heart, and lit her up prettier than she already was, which was saying something.

      And she’d saved him, no question. Worse, she knew it.

      So why couldn’t he stop railing at her?

      Without the sound of the rotor washing over them and his ears ringing from the gunfire, her voice and accent were even more distinct. Upper Boston. Well-bred. He didn’t mind the Irish. It was something handy to be pissed about, as he was pure-blood Scots, or as pure as anyone got these days.

      Her voice was also singularly female, and it sounded good on her. Not low and throaty, but rather midrange and rich with nuance. She’d simultaneously expressed absolute contempt for him and deep humor at his rant, the latter finally cooling his jets.

      She stood, hands on narrow hips right above her Browning M1911. Big gun for such a small woman, but she’d already proven she could handle her weapons when she shot Abshir. She didn’t hardly come up to his shoulder, didn’t look to be big enough around to stand up in a strong breeze. Her hair, a feathered chop-cut that reached past her jawline and might have been done with the Ka-Bar knife strapped to her thigh, was a rich red without quite crossing over into carrot orange, and her blue eyes were brilliant on a freckled face.

      Her smile shone, brighter than the deck lights on the flat gray expanse of the assault ship’s deck. Bright and way too sure of itself. And on top of all that she carried herself like a street fighter ready to rumble at a moment’s notice.

      Damn, was the only thing he could think. This woman was far too cute to be real. Like the sassy sidekick in a cop shop, the one any guy with a brain would be lusting after instead of the main babe in uniform. But she had saved his ass, so she must be real.

      “Liked the spinning trick.” He wasn’t going to admit that he’d never seen anything like it before and that it had taken every last ounce of his strength and training to stay aboard while she was doing it.

      “It just came to me.” She cleared the chambered round out of the rifle still hanging across her chest, then snapped it back into the extracted magazine.

      He knew that in that split second after he’d grabbed on, she’d figured out her whole attack plan including which way to spin to make it easiest for him. The other way and the centrifugal force would have thrown him clear without question. She also didn’t use the rockets she’d probably have preferred against the technicals.

      Between Abshir regaining consciousness sooner than expected and the three technicals he hadn’t known were in Bosaso…

      The three technicals hadn’t been in town as of last night. The Puntland militia had driven most of them away in their battle against piracy and warlords, and even the ones the militia maintained would have no reason to be running them around in the middle of the night. He’d have known.

      “Shit!”

      “What?” The smile slid off her face.

      “The technicals weren’t there last night.”

      “And they aren’t there now.”

      Which was true. She’d killed them dead. “But the only reason they’d come to town, especially the west end, was if the boss man was showing up.”

      She looked grim. “Any chance he was on one of them?” He liked how fast she switched over from joking to considering tactics. Even most SEALs weren’t as fast.

      “No. Hassan doesn’t trust anyone. Always drives separately in his own Range Rover.”

      “Crap. Sorry about that. Can’t be helped now. Can I buy you a coffee?” As mercurially as she’d switched into soldier mode, she flipped back into sassy.

      “This is a Navy ship. It’s free.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” She turned and walked away.

      He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. After three months embedded, coffee sounded awfully good. And he’d now turned down an invitation to coffee from the person who’d saved his hide. He’d tossed the proverbial cuppa right back into her face.

      She’d decided she was done with him, teasing or otherwise, and simply left—which was far more effective than any girlie slap would have been. No, she was a soldier, a flier for SOAR. If she’d unleashed a strike and gotten past his guard, no question it would have done damage.

      He watched her go. He wasn’t about to go chasing after this pint-sized Night Stalker. But, damn, she was worth watching. There was no way on the planet any woman could make a flight suit and survival vest look sexy, so how did she? Way too long in the field, Billy. That’s how. Gotta get yourself a shore leave.

      He headed over to the control tower to find the Quartermaster. He’d need a shower, fresh clothes, and to check in with command, preferably in that order. Maybe get a meal in there real soon as well.

      He stumbled to a halt and looked in the direction the pilot had gone. Already out of sight belowdecks.

      Not only hadn’t he thanked her for saving his ass, but he also hadn’t gotten her name.

      Not that he cared. He didn’t, did he? No chance he wanted to hang out with either a Night Stalker or an Irishwoman. Two strikes right off.

      Still, he cleared the rounds out of both of his weapons as he turned once more for the Quartermaster. Wouldn’t hurt anything if he knew her name.
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      Trisha clambered down the three flights of stairs from the flight deck, past the massive, mostly unused hangar deck to the main deck where her quarters were. Without the standard US Marines aboard and only a quarter of the full Navy crew, there was plenty of space.

      Even though she’d started out enlisted, she was a warrant officer now. It earned Trisha her own cabin in the officer’s section at the forward end of the main deck—which rocked. Of course, they’d accommodated all the women of SOAR in the same section regardless of rank. This wasn’t a great hardship on space allocation, as there were only the four of them in all of the Night Stalkers, now that Major Beale was retired to civilian life. The other three were married and had their husbands with them in ship’s quarters that had never been designed for couples.

      So, Trisha enjoyed that great state of luxury held only by the top Navy officers—her own damn space. Better, her own damn shower. Well, she shared it with the Maloneys, Tim and Lola, but since they were busy delivering rescued hostages to the aircraft carrier, it was all hers at the moment. The shower flow had a three-minute timer for freshwater conservation, but she wasn’t complaining. The men from the flight crews on the helos were in double-up rooms and the service crews were in the open-berth accommodations.

      She showered and changed into a comfortably worn set of fatigues, running shoes, and a t-shirt that declared “Army” across her chest. She decided that she wasn’t going to waste another thought on the ungrateful, ego-ridden, too-damn-handsome-to-let-live jerk she’d rescued.

      Though she was sorry she hadn’t known about the leader Hassan in the Range Rover. It didn’t matter. At the first sign of trouble, Mr. Pirate-Boss-Bad-Dude would pull up to any building and shut down his engine and lights. There wouldn’t be any real way to pick him out then, especially in Somalia. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of white Range Rovers there. It was the badge of honor, first purchase of any pirate who earned a cut of ransom. Whoever owned that dealership sure wasn’t hurting.

      Trisha headed down the narrow, gray-steel passage for dinner. The boat was so lightly manned that only the officers’ mess was running, which worked out great. It meant she was always ten steps from food, not a labyrinth of overlapping passageways winding through the heart of an eight-hundred-foot-long ship.

      The Peleliu had been stripped down for this mission, as much as you could strip down an eight-hundred-foot amphibious assault ship. Her total ship’s complement had gone from twenty-five hundred to under four hundred.

      Seventeen hundred US Marines had been replaced by a platoon of forty-two Special Operations Forces Army guys from the 75th Ranger Regiment and a six-man team of Delta Force. It was the sworn responsibility of the Rangers and the Marines to denigrate each other, so the Rangers made lots of jokes about them replacing forty times as many Marines being a roughly equal exchange of abilities. The Navy personnel still aboard didn’t particularly appreciate that.

      As usual, the D-boys didn’t say much at all.

      With the Marines’ usual twenty-nine helos being replaced by six of SOAR’s birds, who provided their own service and support team, the ship’s standard complement of nine hundred Navy personnel was also cut equally drastically. They had only one big and two small landing craft in the hold of a ship that could usually launch twenty craft or more.

      The remaining personnel echoed about the ship. But it didn’t feel like a ghost ship, it was an efficient use of a monster vessel that had served for forty years and been given this new lease on life at the end of her days.

      Now, lean and mean was Peleliu’s mission profile, and Trisha was totally down with that. No Somalis would mess with a ship of her size, and she wasn’t attached to any war patrol, so her defenses needed only to be lightly manned. She wouldn’t be an attractive target for an Iraqi or Iranian with a death wish, as she could still defend herself plenty well despite the short staff.

      The mission debrief would happen later, after Maloney returned from delivering the rescued hostages to the aircraft carrier. From there, they’d be shipped out to Ramstein Air Force Base on a C-2A Greyhound transport plane and then back stateside. The dumbass senator’s son would be welcome to negotiate the ransom for the recovery of his daddy’s yacht. At least it wouldn’t be for his life and that of his passengers. Trisha bet not a one of them would ever sail with him again, not even around the Washington, DC Tidal Basin in a canoe.

      There was also a whole pirate cell that they’d chewed up pretty good and an obnoxious SEAL who’d had his ass saved when he was too stupid to do it himself. A good night’s work.

      Trisha followed the amazing scents of burgers and fries and bacon and eggs. Since they flew at night and slept during daylight, it was often the toughest decision of her day. Should she have breakfast because it was now morning, according to most of the planet’s population? Or dinner because it smelled so good and she’d successfully completed her first fully mission-qualified flight with the Night Stalkers? She went with her nose and had a burger with bacon and a fried egg on it, with a side of hash browns.

      The service guy behind the stainless-steel chow line had handed it over with a smile and a friendly wink. She knew a lot of women who got all stubborn or pissed about being treated differently. She winked back. Hell, Trisha was different. She squared her shoulders while carrying the tray over to the ketchup and mustard pumps. Only the fifth woman to ever qualify for SOAR, she was a woman in a man’s job because she was absolutely that damned good.

      “Don’t you ever eat anything green?”

      Trisha looked up at Colonel Gibson, the commander of the six Delta Force operators aboard. He was somewhat taller than she was: five-ten, making him tall for a D-boy, and greyhound lean. They’d slept together a couple of times when she was still in SOAR training and their assignments had briefly overlapped at Fort Rucker. She could attest that every ounce he carried was pure muscle and that his stamina was astonishing. It had been fun, but it hadn’t taken on anything deeper for either of them, so they’d become friends instead.

      “Not if I can help it.” His steel tray included a token banana. “And that yellow thing there doesn’t count.”

      “It’s closer to green than all that red meat you got on yours.”

      “Not by much, Michael.”

      She went for milk because a soda would jazz her up too much. Michael went for coffee, in this heat.

      “You’re crazy.”

      He didn’t ask why she was accusing him of that this time. He shrugged noncommittally toward a vacant table in the corner of the gray-painted mess hall, and she followed him over. If he were any other man, he’d be working a desk job. After all, the whole of Delta Force was commanded by a colonel, most definitely not a field grunt’s rank.

      Each year he’d receive a set of orders retiring him to Washington. Each year he’d write a simple “No” across the orders and send them back. It felt good to be friends with the most experienced field operative on the planet. She didn’t mind the extra dash of self-validation at the moment, though she’d never admit to it aloud, and only a bit to herself.

      Instead of screwing up, she’d kicked ass on her first forward mission as pilot-in-command for SOAR. Damn, but that felt good.

      They sat down at the red Formica four-top along the edge of the room. Other crew drifted into the mess and hit the chow line—Roland, Max, and Dennis, Merchant’s pilot, along with the other two Little Bird copilots.

      She sat down with her back to the room, because she knew that Michael wouldn’t be comfortable without his own back to a wall.

      “Why do they make these rooms so short?”

      Michael took her question seriously and inspected the low-hanging gray ceiling and its impossible nest of strangely labeled pipes zigzagging everywhere, worse than the control wiring inside her helo. Then he took a bite of his burger, that he’d set up the same as hers, and chewed as if seriously considering the problem.

      Before she could mount her next attack, for she knew that while he was insanely bright, it always
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