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      The view was awesome from up here. To the far north, the mountains of the Hindu Kush were jagged ice points etched across the limits of the horizon. To the south, the arid wastelands of Pakistan.

      At the New Year, all of the peaks were sheathed in layers of snow; only the valleys were barren. Scattered villages, even nomadic groups, showed up as bright spots in her infrared vision, but with little of note in between. It looked like a half-finished artist’s painting—ever evolving, never complete. Midnight silence reigned, so near perfect that it echoed. She could almost smell the dry desert air—so clean and clear that it was like cool water on a hot day.

      For now, she floated above it all like some disembodied alien: seeing but unseen. Her favorite state. As if she was finally forever disconnected from—

      “Zoe?”

      Lieutenant Sofia Gracie’s voice slammed Zoe back into her chair. One moment she’d been soaring through the night at sixty-thousand feet, so completely in tune with her twenty-million-dollar Avenger stealth drone that she might as well have been up there. The next, she was back in the “coffin”—as drone control stations were called—staring at the command console for her bird. The air so sterile that it had no scent at all. The vast silence replace by the soft whir of ventilation fans.

      Her soul had been in the sky over southwest Asia, but her butt was undeniably planted in Fort Rucker, Alabama.

      Some remote pilots got all wound up, “It’s not a drone. It’s a remotely piloted aircraft—an RPA.” Whatever. As long as they let her fly, she was cool with anything folks wanted to call it. She didn’t even mind when they said she wasn’t really a pilot. All they were doing was proving that they were ignorant dweebs—stroking their massive egos to compensate for tiny, Air Force pricks—and were so not worth speaking to ever again.

      She’d left the Air Force behind and good riddance. Zoe had answered the call to become an RPA pilot for the US Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment and not regretted it even once. She flew with the Night Stalkers, the very best helicopter pilots anywhere. No one could debate that. Not even the Air Force jocks with their big jets…and tiny pricks.

      And while she didn’t fly rotorcraft, there was no question that she flew with them, over them. She was their all-seeing eye. Her view was a multi-screen array that had once made her head hurt, but now felt second nature. LIDAR (high-resolution 3D laser-scanning radar) on one monitor with image resolution down below a meter even from this altitude, infrared night vision on another, visible light on a third (which wasn’t much on this moonless night deep in Pakistan), and finally the RPA’s operations and weapons status. Each screen itself multi-tasking with superimposed readouts of relevant data: terrain, targeting, friendly assets, and the like. Keyboard and a pair of joysticks—flight (not the running-away kind) and fight—completed her world.

      Zoe glanced over at Sofia, sitting in an identical seat beside hers.

      Just once she’d like to look at her commander and not feel inadequate.

      Sofia was a tall, voluptuous beauty that her Army coveralls did nothing to hide. Her smooth Brazilian accent made her sound even more beautiful than she was—which was saying something.

      Zoe stood five-four on a good day and had all the curves of a computer screen. Of course, they were making curved ones now, which… She sighed and reported. Sofia had been busy on a command frequency while Zoe was doing the flying.

      “Air space is clear,” Zoe told her. “I’m seeing no ground forces on the move. Couldn’t even see our people if they weren’t linked up.” The Night Stalkers 5th Battalion E Company was on the prowl tonight and really didn’t want to be seen as they were deep inside a “friendly” country without permission. Of course, being invisible was their specialty. The only completely stealth helicopter company in the US military, they truly ruled the night.

      It felt odd to be flying here. The fact that she was sitting in Fort Rucker, Alabama, half a world away from her team, was nothing new. But she hadn’t flown over Pakistan since joining the elite Night Stalkers.

      Back when she’d been flying Predators for the US Air Force’s 27th Special Operations Group—out of a coffin at Cannon Air Force Base near Clovis, New Mexico—she’d flown over Pakistan and Afghanistan all the time. The hours had been brutally long and the missions emotionally gutting. Authorization to fire in the face of collateral damage—dead civilians—permitted in order to take out a Tier One target. Women and children traveling with the target were deemed by command to be guilty by association and therefore expendable.

      “Keep it smooth.” Sofia’s reminder to stay focused. Maybe she’d learned that from when she walked fashion runways in exotic climes. If she had. Sofia never talked about her past, but it was easy to picture her there.

      Zoe didn’t talk about her own past either, but that was because she couldn’t imagine anything more boring—other than the one part she refused to remember.

      Her mother was a stereotypical legal secretary and her father a Pismo Beach, California, car mechanic—a business he’d started with his high school best friend and next-door neighbor. It was a family she’d never belonged to. Their conversations weren’t exactly what Zoe would call intellectually stimulating. Thankfully, they also hadn’t been strife-laden, just…dull. Which so wasn’t right for descendants of the great filmmaker Cecil B. DeMille—not even if they were distant ones. As their only child, it had been up to Zoe to amuse herself. For the last nine years it had amused her to fly drones for the US military.

      “Two minutes to perimeter.”

      This was a smaller mission than normal. The 5E only had four birds aside from her Avenger: a massive twin-rotor Chinook helicopter (the cargo van of Special Operations Forces), a heavily-modified DAP Black Hawk (the most lethal rotorcraft weapons platforms anywhere), and a pair of Little Birds. The last two didn’t have the range to strike this far from any support so were parked in the hangar alongside her coffin in Alabama.

      In the heart of Balochistan Province in “friendly” Pakistan, a ground team had identified a major arms dealer—perhaps the major arms dealer. Not only was Hathyaron (“Weapons” in Urdu) supplying the Taliban in Afghanistan, but he’d been doing it since the Americans had first arrived. Hundreds of millions of dollars for weapons and ammunition had flowed through his hands every year.

      The bastard had slipped the net more times than bin Laden. He’d left behind booby traps that had decimated teams. He’d mailed informants’ heads to the US embassy in Islamabad—with the tongues cut out before they’d had their limbs removed at the neck. This just had to be the night they took him down.

      Zoe scanned again.

      Still a whole lot of nothing.

      More nothing than there should be. No shepherd boy. No traders camped with their mules by scattered campfires. It was as if the land had been undressed.

      “It’s quiet.” Now that she thought about it, almost nothing had happened at the target compound in the four hours she’d been in position.

      “One minute to deployment,” Sofia announced as she scanned her screens carefully, then they shared a look.

      Zoe keyed her mic. She could broadcast without pinpointing the 5E’s aircraft for any enemy. They could hear her transmission, which would cover a wide area—encrypted burst signal, of course—but the mission team wouldn’t respond, to avoid their response giving away their position.

      “Carrie-Anne, this is Raven.”

      The big Chinook helicopter of the Night Stalkers 5E was named for Carrie-Anne Moss, who had played Trinity in The Matrix. Their own RPA, Raven, had been named for Marion Ravenwood in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Their whole company was named for dangerous women—just one more reason to love flying with the 5E.

      “It’s too quiet.”
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      Lieutenant Commander Luke Altman echoed the call to the rest of his team.

      The two leads on his team, Nikita and Drake, grunted out acknowledgements and shouted the message down the line. Six DEVGRU SEALs—SEAL Team 6’s actual name, the Development Group—and six SilentHawk prototype hybrid-electric motorcycles in the cargo bay of a pounding Chinook helicopter. Just because it was stealth on the outside didn’t mean that it was quiet on the inside. The US military wasn’t big on wasting weight on sound insulation that could be better spent on ammunition or fuel.

      The bay was eight feet wide, thirty long, and red as the devil’s armpit with the night operations lighting. The helo flew fast and furious, mere meters above the Pakistan countryside to avoid detection, slewing them side to side with every tree or tall boulder.

      Not his issue.

      His issue was the takedown mission.

      He considered dismissing the warning. What did coffin-heads really know, locked safely in their stateside boxes?

      But he’d recognized Chief Warrant Zoe DeMille’s voice. Not hard to do, since the only other person who could be on the circuit was Sofia Gracie, with her lush Latinate tones that so evoked her tall, lush body. That was his type of woman: long, leggy, and built. She wasn’t big on talk and that was fine with him. But they’d tried it once. Not even enough spark to get them past drinks. Strange. In the past he’d always been able to ignore such shortcomings, but that had shifted recently. He’d be damned if he knew why, but for some idiot reason an awesome body wasn’t enough anymore.

      Zoe DeMille was the polar opposite of her commander: five-four, flat, and sassy, with hair somewhere between yellow, gold, and white except for black roots down the center. Kind of cute, in a punch-you-in-the-face style.

      She’d even gone into the field with them once when an undercover mission called for it. Without her instincts, that mission might have gone down hard. She was no fighter, definitely not built for it (he could bench press her one-handed if she was a free weight), but just maybe she was a warrior despite that.

      If only she didn’t make it so damn hard to take her seriously. He was always having to discount her flighty civilian lifestyle for which he had no respect at all.

      However, her job was to be their eye in the sky—especially as the helos were racing along, nap-of-the-earth at better than a hundred and fifty knots—in territory they were not supposed to be in. From their low flight altitude, they couldn’t see anything past a few hundred meters—a view only two seconds into the future. And to fly even a drone with the 5E meant she was one of the best in the military at what she did, no matter what the woman herself was like.

      “Thirty seconds,” Nikita pointed out. It was the way his Number Two asked questions, by not wasting time actually asking them. Thirty seconds to their planned insertion point five miles from the target. He’d studied the files and was only too aware of what might lay in wait for them at Hathyaron’s compound.

      Thirty seconds meant a mile and a half out from that; they’d be audible any second if someone was waiting for them at the outer perimeter.

      “Too quiet” because the information was bad and the target would be a dry hole? Happened often enough. Some leak could have spooked the target and they’d be gone. But the intel had come from The Activity—the Special Operations Command’s own intelligence service—and those guys just didn’t miss.

      The other answer was that Hathyaron’s instincts—which had kept him alive for so long—had him either bugging out or digging in a ground team so deep that they were invisible.

      Which meant they were flying into a trap.

      He flashed a signal to Nikita and Drake to prep the team for landing as he turned and called up to the pilot, “On the ground, now!”

      “Wel-l,” the Chinook’s pilot, Major Pete Napier, drawled out laconically like only a true Coloradan ranch boy could, completely belying his radical actions to slow down and land. “Don’t that beat all. You SEAL boys never do know what you’re wanting, do ya?”

      “Just don’t put your wheels down, Napier. Might suck if Hathyaron put landmines out this far.”

      “Might at that,” Napier agreed pleasantly as he hovered a hundred feet of helicopter to a stop less than a meter over the dirt. Danielle had sure mellowed his ass by marrying him. Pete “The Rapier” Napier was a changed man since he’d hooked his copilot—no less skilled, just less of a pain in the ass.

      The rear gunner lowered the big rear ramp to reveal the night.

      Napier had found what looked like a goat trail to hover over.

      Luke gave no outward sign. He stood at the edge of the lowered ramp and tried to read the night. He flipped down his night-vision goggles. The NVGs revealed low brush and scrub, nothing of interest—probably not even a goat.

      The night was cool—just below freezing. His breathe was as cloudy as a cold winter’s day in Maine. Aside from all of the dust being churned by the rotors, it smelled clean. He liked the crispness on the air; it wouldn’t be hiding anything. In Beijing or New Delhi the air hurt to breathe no matter what temperature it was, and it had a stench all its own that masked all other scents. He’d have to get well clear of the helo to listen to the night, but he could get to like this place if it wasn’t filled with assholes who wanted him and his country dead. Even from here he should be able to see the heat signature if a man had walked through here in the last twenty-four hours. Or if some asshole had come out to bury IEDs along the path.

      Nothing.

      There was a dead feeling to the air despite the rotor’s downwash; a feeling he knew.

      “Dry hole,” he bet himself, but he didn’t tell his team because he wanted the vigilance to be at full-mission high.

      “Saddle up,” he called aloud, wondering if Napier’s Coloradan was rubbing off on him. Better not be—Maine lobsterman and Colorado rancher just didn’t mix. Same as Maine farmer and Texas rancher.

      Old Maine joke.

      A Texas rancher is surveying a Maine farm and says, “Well, shoot, son. I got a ranch so big takes me all day to drive ’round it in my car.”

      Mainer looks at him for a long moment before replying.

      “Had a car like that once.” Knocks his pipe out against his fencepost and refills it. “Got rid of her.”

      Saddle up? Yeesh!
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      In fifteen seconds, six members of DEVGRU had slipped down the ramp on their silent hybrid-electric all-wheel-drive motorcycles, jumped down the meter of distance aloft that Napier was holding twenty tons of helo, and sped into the night. The big rotors’ downwash drove at their backs as they accelerated down the trail, leaning hard into the throttles.

      The helo would pull back to some safe location and was no longer his concern. They were Night Stalkers, so he knew they’d be there when it was time for their extraction. “Anytime, anywhere.” It wasn’t just a motto for them—it was a permanent mission plan.

      Luke punched down the trail. He particularly enjoyed missions where he could integrate a motorcycle into the scenario, and these were particularly sweet machines. It took him back to his days racing dirt bikes along the Maine logging roads during long summers. Even though his team was all SEAL trained, no one could keep up with him as he jumped gullies and goosed it hard to climb narrow upward twists. Having all-wheel-drive made the SilentHawk bike exceptionally tenacious. The infrared headlamp lit the terrain brilliantly in his NVGs.

      And still the ground remained evenly cold—no stray heat signatures bigger than a rabbit.

      The SilentHawk could run over level ground at eighty with no noise except the tires in the dirt, and the chain. You could converse at normal volume while running at full tilt, except for the wind noise. On the goat trail, he rarely dropped below forty until he reached the edge of the original landing zone.

      He grinned to himself at beating the others by a full thirty seconds. Not something he’d ever show, but it felt good. Long way from aging out.

      Weird to think of that. He remembered older SEALs talking about it, but had never thought about it himself before. He had a decade in. By the end of the second decade, most SEALs’ bodies had been so hammered to shit by constant training and hard missions that they just couldn’t sustain it anymore. The thought marked some halfway point that he sure wouldn’t care crap about for long while.

      Parking his bike, he moved fifty meters down the trail and surveyed the night. He knew these smells. Less iron in the dusty soil and a little more moisture than Afghanistan—which meant it didn’t catch in the back of his throat or hurt his nose as much. Growing up in the Maine woods, almost everywhere else he’d ever fought was drier—except for his time in Central America with Zoe DeMille. But the bit of moisture in the Pakistani air meant that it carried scents farther than a truly arid desert. No mules. No spent cordite. No hidden enforcer drinking too little water meaning that his piss would be sharper on the air.

      The night animals were behaving normally. The heavy wingbeat of a lone owl passed by to the south and a mouse or gerbil skittered along twenty meters off to the northwest.

      Nobody had disturbed them and few but a SEAL team operator could be here without doing so.

      No lurking guards.

      Dry hole.

      The others were waiting back by where he’d parked his bike.

      “Moving?” Nikita asked about what he’d found. It had always been Drake who had been the talker of the couple, but their year together since he’d made the jump from flying with the Night Stalkers to fighting with the SEALs had made him quieter rather than drawing her out.

      “Ahead slow. On our toes.” Ain’t gonna find shit, but no dying in case we do.

      He pointed at Nikita and Drake and waved them down the trail.

      Nikita had been the first woman to make it into ST6 through the front door because she was just that goddamn tough. And Drake had proven himself in Honduras, getting Nikita to fall in love with him while he was at it. How did that shit happen?

      He’d been there and seen it go down.

      He’d given away the bride, for crying out loud, since her dad had gone down ugly years before.

      Luke still had no idea how that kind of shit happened.

      And their skills? They’d become his absolute go-to pair in the entire squad because they coordinated like no one else. It had taken going through hell and high water—and a fair amount of very fine Scotch one night—to convince his commander to sign off on them both remaining on his team. The results had spoken for themselves.

      Signaling “No Relation” Coogan to follow him left, he knew the last two would ride to the right as they came in on the target. Coogan had protested one too many times that he was no relation to somebody and the tag had stuck. Not to the actor who’d played Uncle Fester in The Addams Family. Not to Coogan’s Irish pub in New York or Coogan’s tavern in Boston. “No Relation” was also the newest member of the team and Altman liked keeping him close for that reason. Better trained than dead, though he’d transferred over from another ST6 team so he was no slouch.

      Nikita and Drake would know to move slower up the middle to give the two pincers time to sweep wide. That would also allow them more time to check out what was happening ahead.

      Apparently the answer was nothing.

      No landmines, no tripwires, no claymores, bazookas, machine guns…not even a damned potato gun. They rolled into Hathyaron’s compound, scaring up a grand total of squat. Only a caretaker they startled awake…who insisted he was alone. Carrying no weapon except for a Makarov handgun so old Luke wouldn’t dare fire it for fear it would shatter in his hand. And no radio. Guy was too frightened to be faking it, swearing up, down, and sideways that he knew nothing. He’d just been told to come watch the place starting this evening.

      Fuck all! That’s what was here. Luke knew it happened, but it didn’t make it suck any less.

      No need to tell his team to check it out, they were already on it. And he’d bet good money that they weren’t going to find a single personal item: no clothing, photos, none of that. He knew that because they wouldn’t if it were him.

      He climbed off his bike in the center of the main courtyard and studied the soil. This had never been an arms depot—Hathyaron didn’t work like that. He was a broker, never actually touching the goods himself. You needed a hundred thousand rounds for an AK-47 or a dozen Strela-2 man-portable missiles? Maybe a Russian Tupolev Tu-22M jet-bomber? He quoted a price and had someone else get his hands dirty with the delivery. It was part of what had made him so hard to find.

      Luke studied the heat signatures while the rest of his team moved in. Footprints, some six hours old that must belong to the caretaker, and a few real faders were probably closer to eighteen—about dawn on New Year’s Eve. No obvious booby traps. Meant Hathyaron hadn’t been spooked; he’d planned to leave. The question now was for where, because the place felt as if he wasn’t planning to come back.

      The soil hadn’t been stirred up by helos. Rather, a lot of tire tracks. Mostly size 245 tires with all-terrain tread appropriate for a Toyota Hilux or a Range Rover. Some narrow P205s for the ubiquitous Toyota Corollas that seemed to be taking over the world. Crap! That’s what his dad had always driven. Gutless little rattletraps that just wouldn’t die no matter what you did to them. At least not until Luke had pulled the plugs and dumped iron filings into the cylinders, which had destroyed the rings on the day he left for good. Did the same to the bastard’s lobster boat on his way out of town.

      But there was one heavier pair of tracks.

      It wasn’t like Hathyaron to have a truck big enough to run 275 duallies with similar tires on the trailer it towed. By the depth of the impression in the loose soil, he’d estimate that whatever he was towing was below the maximum gross weight, but it wasn’t exactly light either—there was only a slight bulge of side tread from the flexed tires imprinted on the soil.

      The tracks led out the compound’s front gate and turned toward Peshawar. He followed them to their source around the back of the main building and up to a sprawling workshop building.

      Everything about the compound was traditional Pakistani—wealthy but traditional. It wasn’t some heartless concrete fort like bin Laden’s place. The man had lived here. But he’d hear, if he didn’t already know, that this place had been found and raided. No way was he coming back here any more than Luke was ever going back to Maine.

      He peeked through the workshop’s window with his NVGs, but what he saw made absolutely no sense.
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      Zoe had slid the Raven down to thirty thousand feet for better resolution. At six miles up, she could read the tags on a car’s license plate. If there’d been a postcard in decent light, she could have read the address. She set one of her cameras to a wide area view so that there’d be no surprises if someone else approached. She set another to auto-track the first bike off the helo Carrie-Anne. That would be six-four of Lieutenant Commander Luke Altman, a full foot taller than she was. He always led from the front—except for the one time she’d forced him to follow in Drake Roman’s wake.

      She’d done it half because the mission called for it, but half to see if she could convince the bull-alpha SEAL to take a secondary role. She still wished she’d had some way to make a photographic series of Luke’s various frustrated expressions on that mission—The Many Grimaces of Lieutenant Commander Luke Altman. A bestseller for sure—or at least some great fodder for her social media channel.

      Her vlog had begun as a way to show her parents that there was more to life than an under-stimulated, so-boring existence. Of course, her actual career was almost entirely classified as top secret, so she couldn’t use that at all. She’d started developing her feeds on herself—creating a persona that had been comfortably distant from herself—long before she joined the military. She’d spent a year trying different hair colors and cuts—frequently surveying the results with her various followers. Eyeglasses (all decorative, of course), clothes, shoes…she’d done the research and created an entire flighty persona that had nothing to do with her real personality. Yet it had taken off in a huge way. Her loyal following of budget-conscious hopefuls were near fanatic.

      Over time, she’d become more comfortable in the role than in the person. Did that mean that’s who she was becoming? That…persona on the screen? That didn’t sit very comfortably in her, but she didn’t know what else to do with it.

      The Cutey-Edge had changed its name when she’d joined the military.

      The Soldier of Style: Living in the Cutey-Edgy Budget Battlespace.

      She never mentioned joining, it was simply a better name. Fan numbers had skyrocketed. Her fan group, The Soldier of Style Brigade, was far larger than a mere brigade. It wasn’t the 1.3 million of the US military, but it was fast approaching the half million active personnel in the US Army.

      Outside the military, she doubted if one in a thousand believed she actually was a soldier. On the inside, she’d sometimes run into someone in the PX or a chow hall who would startle to find her actually on a military base. Rather than telling them she was a Chief Warrant Two with a top secret unit, she always told them she was just a clerk in Army intel—they’d know not to question her about anything. Or they should. Those who did were quietly reported, even if it cost her a fan every now and then.

      Her online reputation had garnered her more than a few dates, and a serious pile of inappropriate propositions from: married men (some of them officers—whose wives she tipped off), overeager teenage boys (especially during her “experiments with leather” series), and the like. Nothing interesting, never mind long term.

      She wanted a man…not boring. At least she knew that much. A writer, maybe an artist. Someone she could understand and who understood her. Someone so not like The Many Grimaces of Lieutenant Commander Luke Altman.

      Altman had never mentioned her alternate, social self—he barely appeared to recognize her soldier-self from one mission to the next. At first it was understandable, the 5th Battalion E Company was new and the Team 6 SEALs only occasionally flew with them. But over time, the bonds had tightened and it was rare for the 5E to fly for anyone other than ST6. Still, Luke remained a puzzle; no tease elicited more than an infinitesimal frown. Definitely not an artistic, self-aware sort of person. Too bad for Altman that she couldn’t stop herself from needling him because he was her polar opposite.

      Way back on his first mission with the 5E he’d said he was married. To her mind, that also made him a safe target to tease. Actually, it had almost become mandatory. She’d imagined his home life.

      “Welcome back from your latest life-threatening mission, dear.”

      Manly grunt.

      “Did you have a good time?”

      Another grunt. Then a beer and ball game before hitting the weight set. Better yet, a man cave with the weight set, the big screen TV, and the beer fridge. There he’d gather with his SEAL buddies and be…guys.

      Such a charming image Zoe wanted to barf.

      Yet hadn’t he gone on a date with Sofia once? What kind of married asshole did that? He didn’t wear a ring, but that didn’t mean anything in Special Operations. Spec Ops guys didn’t like things that could catch or conduct an electrical charge to an explosive trigger…or reveal the least thing about having evolved to Cro-Magnon rather than Neanderthal—never mind modern humans.

      But there was no questioning that Luke Altman was one of the best warriors in the military and it would pay to keep an eye on him. Not hard at all. He might not be the artistic type, but he definitely wasn’t a burden to watch.

      So, while ninety-five percent of her did her job, looking for some clue as to where Hathyaron had gone, the other five percent followed Luke’s progress. Racing ahead of the others to the outer perimeter, then walking away from the heat signature of his parked bike.

      Again with the other five SEALs, entering the compound.

      His unmoving stance in the center of the deserted site as the rest of his team moved ahead with rapid precision. His very stillness an anomaly that echoed along her camera feeds.

      She and Sofia had had the Raven RPA circling high overhead since late afternoon and there’d been no movement. The Activity had reported Hathyaron’s position two nights ago. Thirty-six hours, and they’d lost the biggest arms dealer in Pakistan somewhere in that window. Satellite overpasses were less consistent than drone coverage, and he must have left during one of the gaps in coverage—he’d know when those were, of course. He’d survived far too long not to. The Activity’s call had sent them rushing from Italy where they’d been running missions into Libya, taking out ISIL infections one at a time.

      Luke’s heat signature was on the move again. Afoot by his speed. Yes, the tiny radar image of his stealth bike remained in place. She followed him around the main house—a two-story structure of typically four-square stucco design. He continued to an outbuilding almost as big as the house.

      “Raven?” It was the first transmission of the night from the mission team.

      “Yes?” Zoe answered, knowing full well what he was asking. Making the man actually speak was half the fun—he was pure gruff-warrior-hero to the core. He’d always looked it too. Clean-shaven with dark hair just long enough to look charmingly scruffy, fitting his roles when he had to go undercover, but not so long that he’d feel non-military. He wasn’t like some Delta soldiers who took hairy and bearded permission to untidy limits and beyond. Never attractive to her. She liked Luke’s neatness. No wasted actions. No wasted words. And certainly no wasted looks at her—even if she hadn’t been watching for them.

      “Raven.” He said it like Du-uh!

      “Yes?”

      “Zoe! Are there any damn stray heat signatures you can see on this building before I walk into it?” He snapped it out like a single-word curse.

      “Nope!” Could she sound anymore facile and airheaded? Probably not. Her normal games never worked with Luke. Maybe it was because he had the sense of humor of a rock.

      His helmet’s camera feed came online and she split-screened his feed with her drone’s eye view of his position. Sofia took over the piloting and flight status consoles. It was fun how seamlessly two women could fly together.

      She kept wanting to ask men if they ever did that, but the pilots who had sufficient security clearance that she could actually discuss her job with, counted very close to zero. She should ask Danielle or Pete Napier next time they were back in Alabama—except the Captain and Major were a little daunting in their perfect synchronization. Besides, maybe it was because they were married. Rafe and Julian in the lead DAP Hawk would just assume she was flirting. So not with those two self-proclaimed comedians!

      For now, she was the eye in the sky protecting Luke’s back.

      The insides of the outbuilding were so bizarre that she had to blink as if that would clear the monitor’s view. It was an auto shop. No, it was far more than. It was one that would put any American service garage to shame. The equipment was all top-of-the-line gear and it gleamed. In a land where dust penetrated everything everywhere, this shop looked surgically sterile.

      She recognized the gear from her father’s shop catalogs—he’d certainly never been able to afford even half of this. It was as if someone had driven up a big, red, Snap-on tools van and stocked one of absolutely everything. Rachet sets, welding gear, computerized emission testers, wheel alignment lasers…everything—right down to the girly calendar, even though Snap-on had stopped those when Zoe was a little girl (Hathyaron had the Sports Illustrated swimsuit one instead). She could practically smell the fine sheen of oil wiped over the sparkling tools to protect them, the latent hint of heavy weight motor oils, and the sharp tang of lubes and greases.

      “Wow! Stop moving so fast.” Luke was just scanning the room, turning his camera as fast as he was shifting his gaze. She couldn’t see all the cool toys when he didn’t focus on them for long enough.

      “It’s car shit, DeMille. What do you care?”

      I had such a boring childhood that I used to read Dad’s catalogs for fun. Nope! Not going to find her saying a word about thinking this was cool.

      Luke turned to leave.

      “Wait. Go back!” She’d seen something. But what?

      Luke turned back more slowly.

      “Stop there!”

      “Didn’t know you were into cars, DeMille.” She wasn’t looking at the tools anymore, though she could tell by the angle of view that he was.

      “This place isn’t mere cars, you goof. Look at the poster.”

      “So?” The view shifted and centered on it. The poster hung in the place of pride, centered above the workbench. It was black, with a few silver lines that suggested an Arab wrap around a man’s head and shoulders. Below it simply said, “Dakar” and the date.

      “It’s the Dakar Rally, the toughest car race in the world. The Tour de France-scale ultimate endurance race of motor sports.”

      Luke took a step closer to it. She could feel him squinting at it in confusion from ten thousand miles away.

      It was the announcement poster for the most amazing race ever. And the next run started in just a week.

      “Well?” Luke was back to his one-word sentences again.

      “Wait a sec,” Zoe did a quick search of her social media fan base to confirm something, then looked back at the image of the poster Luke faced.

      “DeMille.” Wasting my time here, DeMille.

      She composed a quick message to Christian Vehrs. He was one of her superfans—and a racer in The Dakar Rally.

      “It means…” Zoe dragged it out to buy herself a moment.

      Christian pinged back immediately, announcing that he was always at her service.

      “…that we’re going to Dakar.”

      “Fine print says the race starts in Argentina.”

      “Uh-huh. Which is why you and I are meeting in Dakar, Senegal, in twenty hours. If you want Hathyaron, get your cute ass moving.”

      Luke just offered one of his questioning grunts.

      Sofia looked at her in some surprise.

      Zoe offered her a conspiratorial grin—woman to woman, even if she wasn’t half the woman her commander was. “Gotta keep him on his toes,” she whispered even though she hadn’t keyed the microphone.

      Sofia’s smile didn’t quite buy it.

      Zoe wasn’t sure why she’d thrown in that last bit. She wasn’t a woman who watched men’s asses—that was more of a cliché from Sleepless in Seattle than reality as far as she was concerned. Though, being a SEAL, his would be exceptional. Didn’t mean she was actually interested.

      Also, drone pilots simply didn’t go into the field. But she’d done it once for the Honduras mission and was suddenly itching for an excuse to do it again.

      “Really?” Sofia’s arched eyebrow—lovely, of course, and only one raised, something that Zoe couldn’t do no matter how much she’d practiced in the mirror as a kid—looked very skeptical of her motives.

      Zoe nodded, Yes, it is necessary. She long ago learned not to look at her motives too closely because she never liked the answers. Not since she was eleven and—

      So not going there!

      Sofia shrugged her acceptance—she’d make sure it was square with the company commander.

      Zoe keyed the mic to Luke. “It’s on the westernmost tip of the African bulge. The farthest point into the Atlantic, if you’re wondering.”

      “Know my countries.”

      “Learned them in fifth grade like a good little boy?”

      “Learned them by reading the models’ profiles in Playboy.”

      Zoe couldn’t help glancing down at her own chest, well hidden by the pilot’s uniform she always wore when she was flying. Well, if that didn’t just put her in her place. Not a photographer anywhere would waste a single shot on her. Not even for an issue on the hot women of the most secret helicopter regiment anywhere.

      Poop!
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      “What the hell?” Luke flapped his carboard sign at DeMille as she breezed off the plane in the Blaise Diagne International Airport in Dakar, Senegal. No mistaking her, there couldn’t be two people like her on the plane—or anywhere, for that matter. Petite, blonde, outrageously flamboyant in bright yellow clothes, and a smile bigger than should be physically possible.

      “It means precisely what it says. And hello to you too, Luke.”

      He flipped the sign to look at it again, as if it would make more sense this time. It didn’t. It had been included along with his plane ticket and false ID that had already been waiting at Bagram Airfield by the time he got out of Pakistan and back into Afghanistan.

      Zoe DeMille, Personal Assistant. In large black letters.

      “Not your goddamn ass—”

      “Keep your voice down, Luke.”

      “It is down,” he struggled to rein it in. “I’m not your goddamn assistant, personal or otherwise.”

      “We are low profile here,” she ignored his protest.

      DeMille was anything but low profile. She wore oversized sunglasses—despite it being past midnight—with thick, plastic, yellow rims and pale yellow lenses. Her sundress—again past midnight, but he was pretty sure that’s what women called them—was sunrise yellow with blue butterflies sewn on to flutter about the skirt’s hem. The combination made her blue eyes stand out, despite the ridiculous tinted glasses. The dress stopped just above her knees, revealing surprising legs. He’d remembered being surprised the first time he’d seen those legs too. DeMille wasn’t the size of woman that a man expected to have good legs, but she did.

      He very slowly crumpled the sign in one fist, then folded his arms over his chest.

      “Oh, you’re so cute when you get like this that you just slay me. I swear on my favorite cat’s grave.”

      “Isn’t that supposed to be your mother’s grave?”

      “Not dead yet. Duh.”

      Teach him to open his damned mouth. Figured she was a cat person. As if there was something wrong with a decent dog. Day he retired from the military he was going to the pound and getting himself a prime, Grade A mutt. Nothing wrong with a dog.

      Though there was definitely something wrong with this airport. The country had a perfectly serviceable airport right in the heart of the city, a city that now accounted for over twenty percent of the country’s population and more every day. So what did they do? They built a brand new airport sixty kilometers into the desert that was close to absolutely nothing. Open more than a year and the nearest hotel was still over thirty kilometers away—all one of them.

      The airport terminal was a shining multi-story edifice with four jetways, three of which stood empty. His plane had parked far out on the tarmac, then everyone had been crowded into buses for the drive to a small door at the bottom of the steel-and-glass terminal.

      He’d watched three planes debark over the last six hours as late morning became late afternoon, which accounted for all four flights that were scheduled for today. Not one had used the jetways, except DeMille’s of course. She’d strolled off the plane at the head of the line—which meant her pint-sized frame had traveled first class while he’d been crunched in coach.

      “You rich or something?”

      Behind her came a line of majestically dressed men and women in what he assumed was traditional attire. It was clearly one of those countries where people still thought plane travel was special and dressed up for the occasion. A heavy matron, in full head-wrap matching a floor-length dress of strongly patterned gold on red, stepped from the plane slowly but with immense dignity. A pair of tall, very handsome daughters tended her either side as soon as they were clear of the jetway.

      He’d been watching people unload all evening, for lack of anything better to do. The Senegalese weren’t as generally dark as the Nigerians, but they were close. They were a damned handsome race. Tall, shining white teeth, clear skin. And the Senegalese definitely knew how to build curves on their women. He wondered what the cultural rules were like about picking women up in bars here.

      “Not rich,” DeMille dragged his attention back down to her level. “The girl at the ticket counter is a fan and gave me a free upgrade to First Class.”

      “A fan.” He used a tone that had quashed the hopes of new recruits for the rest of their useless little lives.

      She just offered him a cheery, “Uh-huh.”

      Keep that up and he was going to start calling her Tweety Bird: small, yellow, terminally cheery, and far too cute for her own good.

      Well, he knew a fan of what, but he sure as hell didn’t get it. He didn’t work with anyone without investigating their background. Her service record was so stellar that it was hard to believe it wasn’t faked—except she was one of only two RPA pilots selected to fly for the Night Stalkers 5E, which said she’d earned every bit of it. But it was Nikita who had shown him Zoe’s social media profile.

      The Soldier of Style: Living in the Cutey-Edgy Budget Battlespace.

      It was catchy. Funny even. Didn’t mean he understood any of it though.

      When he asked if her number of followers was considered a lot of fans, Nikita had taken him to the US Army site. Okay, so the Army was still outpacing Zoe DeMille, The Soldier of Style, in popularity. But not by as much as he’d expected—or liked. He’d investigated the site, but couldn’t make any sense of it. Too foreign to his way of thinking. He’d finally asked Nikita to break it down for him.

      “She plays it clean. Not a single word about her day job. It’s as if she’s two people, one RPA pilot and one constantly reinventing herself. This site and her fans are all about the latter.” He’d tried to watch one of the videos, but gave up halfway through because he didn’t recognize the woman at all or understand what the hell she was talking about. The only thing she had in common with Chief Warrant Zoe DeMille was blonde hair and a thoroughly cheerful attitude. But the overexcited-by-fashion bit he didn’t get at all.

      Old Maine joke.

      Three blondes out walking in the Maine woods.

      First blonde, “Oh look, deer tracks.”

      Second blonde, “Those aren’t deer tracks, they’re moose tracks.”

      Third blonde is still looking down, puzzled by the tracks, when the train hits them.

      Zoe DeMille’s online persona in the “Fashion Battlespace” was absolutely the third blonde. Why would he want ditzy?

      Not that she made a whole lot more sense in real-space either. She was one of those women who looked permanently twenty, except for her service record and those eyes—when they weren’t behind yellow-colored lenses.

      He remembered those eyes from Honduras. They’d seen things so clearly, and in ways that they never taught in SEAL training. He’d been trained in threat assessment, but DeMille had been deeply attuned to emotional nuance so subtle that even after she pointed it out he often couldn’t see it—yet she’d been proven right every time. But this wasn’t some phony battlespace. Nor was it a real one. Senegal was one of the very few peaceful countries on the entire continent—not a single war since it gained independence from France in 1960.

      “Why the hell are we—”

      “Zoe!” The loud cry had Luke slapping for a weapon that he wasn’t wearing.

      “Christian!” Zoe cried back, pronouncing it to rhyme with Shawn, before tossing her gigantic electric-blue purse—it matched her dress’ butterflies for crying out loud—to Luke and letting herself be enveloped in a big hug by the interloper. He was mid-height, slender, elegant in Armani or some such shit—you could smell the money on him from his leather loafers to his professionally trimmed beard—coming in with a little gray there, dude.

      “To meet you in person! It is such an honor.” Well, at least the suave bastard wasn’t sleeping with her. Not that he cared. Or had any reason to. Le Dude was so French that he should be in a Parisian café…in a movie…anywhere far away from here. Right. Senegal was a former French colony. The French colonialists had differed from the British: the Brits ruled, the French married in. An attitude that still hadn’t changed even in the post-colonial era.

      “What are you doing on this side of security?” Zoe was standing so close that they looked to be the oldest of friends on the verge of becoming lovers. Had they had online sex or whatever that was called?

      “Oh, I couldn’t wait. So I buy a ticket, oui?” He was one of those Frenchmen who was too handsome and knew it. They always made Luke want to squish them like a bug.

      Zoe acted like such things happened to her all the time. She looped an arm through this Christawn’s and walked off chatting away happily.

      Squashing him like a bug could be a kindness.
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      Zoe could barely understand a word Christian was saying. It wasn’t his accent; her high school French had left her ear well enough adapted to easily understand his heavily-accented English.

      It was that watching Lieutenant Commander Luke Altman of SEAL Team 6, without watching him, was so distracting. A reflection in the darkened glass of the broken water-bottle vending machine. Another against a window facing the night.

      She ached to pull out her phone and snap a picture, even just for herself.

      Tall, rugged, pissed as hell about being in Senegal without her telling him why—there just hadn’t been time to tell him about Christian’s connection to The Dakar Rally where Hathyaron must have gone—and toting along a foul attitude and a bluebird Michael Kors purse. It was actually a knockoff, all her budget could afford, but she’d always liked it. Watching Luke carry it through the Dakar airport now made it her absolute favorite. Maybe that would be her next hair color, though she’d become attached to the daffodil-blonde—which her fans still favored too. It was time to stir them up, but not blue. Maybe she’d go to a true white next.

      Focus, Zoe! Never something she did well when she wasn’t flying.

      At the baggage claim, she handed Luke her ticket. “You know which one, Luke,” as if he was indeed her personal assistant.

      He offered her a narrow-eyed glare. She barely managed not to giggle as Christian led her aside. It would be obvious once Luke saw it on the baggage carousel, but he wouldn’t know that.

      “So, who is this Luke?” Christian asked in a barely lowered voice as he led her away. “Should I be terribly jealous?”

      “He works for me, Christian. He doesn’t sleep with me.” Despite her teases on just that point during their last mission together, he hadn’t done a single inappropriate thing. Ever. Of course not, why would he? Why would a man like him, who could choose any woman he wanted, be at all interested in someone like her? Even if he wasn’t married.

      He’d said he was, but she’d seen him head off on a date with Sofia. Her commander hadn’t said a word afterward and they’d given no other signs of being together. Just a Wham! Bam! Thank you, Ma’am? That didn’t sound like Sofia. That totally sounded like a SEAL and she wanted none
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