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      Chuck “Chuckar” Carr carries on the family legacy of a century of military service. Fixing helos for the 160th Night Stalkers may be safer than other relatives’ service in the Philippines during WWII or Cuba during the Missile Crisis, but the challenges fascinate him.

      Until one stumps him. His request for help comes in the unexpected form of Sergeant Mary Ann Collins. Petite, confusing, and more tenacious than he’d ever imagined a person could be.

      But is finding the solution worth the risks?
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      Chuck Carr, this story’s sponsor, comes from a long and patriotic legacy dating all the way back to the Spanish-American War of 1898. (Thank you for your and your family’s service, Chuck.) As part of his own real-world service, he worked on maintaining the Hawk missiles as an electronics tech during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

      A great traveler, now well on in years, every day he still misses his long-gone favorite traveling companion, his wife.

      I moved them to the present day. But the bit about the rearview mirror…yeah, I didn’t have to make up much of that.

      This story’s for you, Chuckar.
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      “The Hawk.”

      “The Hawk? Like the missile? That’s seriously obscure as a favorite weapon, man. They’ve been out of service for like thirty years.”

      Sergeant Chuck Chuckar Carr nodded. “Granddad serviced those during the Cuban Missile Crisis—an electronics tech just like me. His uncles were a WWII Seabee and an Air Corps plane spotter in Guam and the Philippines. Before that…” he realized he was doing it again and stopped. Being fifth generation in the Service meant something. “But, the Hawk is still in use in the Russia-Ukraine War because great design never truly dies. And they have the best name ever.”

      “Hawk?” Max didn’t know his history as well as he thought he did. “Hold this,” he handed over the scopemeter so he’d have two hands for the test probes.

      Sitting in the copilot’s seat, Chuck held the meter positioned for them both to see the readout as Max probed the control computer they’d excised from the Black Hawk helicopter’s console.

      “Hawk stands for: Homing All the Way Killer. Cool name, right?”

      “Yeah, real cool. Are you from the sixties or something, Chuckar?”

      “It’s from the Vietnam-era. Cool would definitely fit a surface-to-air missile that runs Mach 2-plus while toting along a fifty-kilo warhead. It can punch twenty kilometers high and fifty downrange. What’s not to like?”

      “Crap! There it is.”

      Chuck doublechecked where Max had the probes placed and inspected the meter. “Yep. Dead as a doornail. We’re going to need a new control head for the terrain-following radar. Be nice if the HUMS had just told us where the problem was a couple hours ago.”

      The MH-60M Black Hawk helicopter’s Health and Usage Monitor System was great at keeping records, but when some third-party subsystem flaked, the HUMS sometimes, well, just kept humming along as if nothing had happened.

      “Look,” Max tapped one of the helo’s screens. “Now that I’ve disconnected the damn thing it’s reporting the failure. Best weapon, huh? Me, I’ll take—” his voice faded out as he looked up over Chuck’s shoulder.

      Chuck turned. Colonel Emily Beale stood close beside his open door, her smile wintry at best. The new commander of the entire 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment had this weird ability to be everywhere at once. The least little thing went sideways and, somehow, she’d be in the thick of it, watching over everyone’s shoulder. They were in Fort Campbell, Kentucky, the headquarters and home of two of the battalions, but he’d heard that she popped up in Georgia at the 3rd Battalion and Seattle at the 4th and 5th as if she’d never left those.

      “Dead unit, ma’am.” He held up the part that Max had shoved into his hands at the moment of Colonel Beale’s arrival. “We have a spare in stock. Should have it replaced, tested, and certified for flight within the hour.”

      Her nod of acknowledgement was about all the praise he expected. “Cause of failure?”

      “Unknown. We’re supposed to send it directly back to the manufacturer for security reasons.”

      “And they throw it out.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Most likely.”

      “Take a day and tell me what you can figure out, sergeant. That’s the third one in six months across the five battalions. I want to know why, not just keep replacing a piece of hardware at fifty thousand apiece simply because it’s proprietary.”

      He pointed at the manufacturer’s seal which stated, No service parts inside.

      She nodded her permission to break the seal if he felt it was necessary. “They’ll charge us the same for the new computer either way.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He figured she’d now evaporate as mysteriously as she’d arrived, but she and her wintry smile remained in place.

      “Hawk. I’ve never been a fan of surface-to-air missiles.”

      “No ma’am. As a helo pilot, I can’t imagine you would be. Still, it was an elegant piece of work for the time.”

      “ ‘Cool’ too.” Her tone could have dried up the Fletchers Fork River that made up the southern border of the base.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Max rolled his eyes at Chuckar as if he was insane, his skin unusually pale, even amid the dim shadows of the cockpit.

      “Besides,” he risked a smile, “it keeps Max here on his toes.”

      Max lost what little remained of his color.

      “Indeed,” she tapped her phone then held it out for him to see. “If you want to discuss esoteric weapons systems, or can’t readily solve what is going wrong with those control computers, call this number.”

      He pulled out his own phone and took a picture of her screen. The contact was simply Connie.

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you…” He stopped talking as her phone rang with Eddie showing on the display.

      Beale answered as she walked away. “Hi Eddie. What can the Night Stalkers do for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff this morning?”

      “Eddie?” Max whispered as if someone was choking him. “She calls Four-star General Edward Arnson, Eddie?”

      “What’s with you?” He glanced toward Beale, or rather where Beale had been, but she was gone as suddenly as she’d arrived. Not even the sound of her voice remained in the notoriously echoing hangar. Then he studied Max’s face. “Do we have a crush on our commanding officer?”

      “Hell no, Chuckar! Are you nuts? How can you even talk to her so easily? She’s the most decorated pilot in SOAR, and that’s only what we know about. The rumor mill⁠—”

      “Is rarely accurate.”

      Max ignored him. “—says that the medals on her record aren’t half of what she’s been awarded. All kinda hush-hush and Black Ops citations for stuff that we’ll never⁠—”

      “I’m still thinking you need to get a life, Max. And you’re not doing a great job of convincing me you don’t have a crush on her.” She was a total knockout in a tall, blonde way. Husband, kids, bird colonel on her collar points said she was in her forties, but…damn.

      Still, she didn’t raise his voltage the way she obviously did Max’s—straight into overload and blowing his circuit breakers.
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      Colonel Beale had said to take a day; he’d taken two. And Chuck still couldn’t trace what had cooked the control computer. It definitely wasn’t in the code, which meant it was in the electronics. And that answer remained buried in proprietary chips and custom circuits. Breaking this seal will void the warranty hadn’t offered any greater insight, except that if he designed a circuit board like this one, he too would hide it behind a seal—and weld the cover shut for good measure.

      Max and he both knew that Chuck was better at this kind of troubleshooting—he’d been top of his class though he was careful not to bring that up—so Max was off servicing other birds that had been tagged onto their duty list for testing, upgrades, and general maintenance.

      Chuck couldn’t justify a third day. He’d already scoped this thing twenty different ways and done as many tests again on the helo before releasing it back into service. Finding precisely what had failed had only taken a few hours. But why the stupid little chip had gone south remained elusive as hell. Grandad never had to deal with crap like this. Of course, in his day, one transistor was the size of the last joint of your pinky, not twenty billion on a CPU chip smaller than a silver dollar.

      Calling the colonel with a No joy report would suck. Not that he wanted to impress Beale the way Max did, but he’d feel like he was letting her down. Qualifying for the Night Stalkers, even as an electronics technician, made him feel important.

      Calling the colonel…

      She’d given him a contact. He’d forgotten. Nothing in his phone list. Oh, right, she hadn’t shared the contact with him; she’d offered the still screen and he’d taken a photo. He found it, memorized the number, then keyed it in and labeled the contact Connie before hitting Call. Funny though, like Beale was old school and didn’t know how to share electronically. Or maybe hadn’t wanted to share anything beyond Connie’s name and number. He didn’t even know if Connie was a he or a⁠—

      “Yes?” A woman’s voice answered.

      “Is this Connie?”

      “That’s who you called.” Nothing of a Duh! tone to her voice, just a fact.

      “It is.” If Beale couldn’t fluster him, he wouldn’t let this Connie person do it either. “Colonel Beale said I should call you if I get stuck. And, well, I’m stuck.”

      “On what?” Not a woman to waste time on anything like a spare word.

      “I have a dead control computer with⁠—”

      “Part number?”

      He read it off then realized he hadn’t said what it controlled or what kind of aircraft it came⁠—

      “Which helo?”

      Chuck read the tail number off the maintenance form. “It’s⁠—”

      “Interesting. I haven’t worked on that helo in
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