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      Ellen Strawn sponsored this Night Stalkers Reload story. She identified one of her favorite characters as being Major Lois Lang-Clark—from the Night Stalkers combat search-and-rescue story “NSDQ” and others. That led me to putting her character in a CSAR bird—Combat Search-And-Rescue. Fond memories of a final cruise with her mother gave me the rest of the setting.

      Unlike the sponsor of the first story in this series who has traveled six continents, Ellen is happiest in her multi-generational hometown close by Charlotte, North Carolina. Yet the bits of her life she shared with me were so full and rich that I wish I could have incorporated more than these few grace notes.

      And yes, her husband did catch her eye with a Mustang Fastback and a good laugh that has lasted them a lifetime together.
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      “Well, isn’t that just so precious.”

      Captain Ellen Norris looked down from her Black Hawk helicopter to see who her copilot TB had heaped her sarcasm upon. Nobody could lay down an insult, without being at all indecent, like a woman of the South.

      The pre-sunrise dusk made for the worst visibility. But it was impossible to miss the sporty red muscle car parked in exactly the spot she’d been told would be her helicopter’s during their week in Puerto Rico. The only vehicles that were supposed to be on this corner of the Army National Guard’s airfield were helos and service trucks. Space here at SIG, San Juan Isla Grande Airport, wasn’t at a premium. In fact, every one of the PRARNG’s helos were tucked out of the typical day’s grinding heat into the one large hangar, leaving the wide parking area for visiting forces like herself. But its rudeness rankled.

      She pulled up to a hover to make sure that the next landing spot over was clear and no other durned turkeys were sliding through her helicopter’s place.

      “Clear left,” TB announced after scanning her side of the aircraft. “That boy did have himself some serious testosterone this morning.”

      “I s’pose he did.” She agreed with TB’s insult—arrogantly male. Not that she’d ever say it aloud that way; TB was such a card sometimes. Though Ellen couldn’t resist looking at the car again.

      It was a Poppy Red 1965 Mustang Fastback in mint condition. Mama always told the story of first meeting Daddy because of that exact car—and staying around long enough to fall in love because of his great laugh. She’d kept Mama’s framed photo of it upon the mantle though they were both no longer walking this Earth. All three were gone, if she counted the car. She retained only the vaguest memory of it.

      So misty that she sometimes wondered if it came from that photograph and her wanting so hard to remember the two people with arms about each other’s waists as they leaned against the hood. As the third sister of three, Daddy had to upgrade to an Oldsmobile to fit them all and the dog in the back seat once she grew much past toddlerhood. There was always a dog or two about in addition to Daddy’s pointer dogs, though his working dogs were never pets.

      “We landing anytime soon or are we going to be admiring the view now until we run plumb out of fuel?” TB was watching her watch the car.

      It took a blink, a couple of hard ones to restart her breathing. That car sat upon the tarmac like either an old friend or a ghost. But this was not 1965. Back then there hadn’t been women Army combat pilots, nor the 160th Night Stalkers Regiment, or even a Special Operations Command.

      No, this was the present. Ellen managed to focus on her helo and shifted aside to hover above her new chosen landing spot. “Must be tuckered out some.”

      “Sure,” TB agreed dragging out the word, shu-uah, “from a whole night of carrying all those pretty boys aloft.” Terminally Boy-mad was a fine fit for TB’s initials, even though she’d long since been married to her high school sweetheart. Boys get to look at us plenty, so why not us girls lookin’ at them? Everyone, including TB herself, was always finding some new acronym for her initials. Ellen liked flying with her because the one thing she never was? A Total Bi— Well, not that. More Totally Bubbly.

      They’d come to Puerto Rico to run a week-long exercise, working with Delta Force, which also hadn’t existed when that Mustang was built. Once heavily fortified, the US military in Puerto Rico had been reduced to a quiet Army National Guard base and a busy Coast Guard one. To backfill that lack, other forces’ training exercises were often run here. Though their current one was a curious one by Night Stalker standards.

      She and TB flew a CSAR Black Hawk. The Night Stalkers ran their own combat search-and-rescue helos because their teams flew deep into places they were never supposed to have been. Definitely not to places that an unarmed medic’s bird with a big red cross on it would ever go. Instead, they went in at the dead of night, armed to the teeth, and just happened to be carrying a medic with full gear.

      Command, with their typical lack of clarity, had said there was a new class going through Delta Force training. Then, without a sensible word further, they’d been sent down from the Night Stalkers’ base at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to assist. Here in Puerto Rico, they and a pair of Little Birds were practicing combat insertions and exfiltrations.

      “We’re still hoverin’, dearie. Want me to be putting it down?”

      Ellen set them down as she continued to puzzle at what Command was up to this time. TB was never one for the deep insights, that was her own role. Every night for the last six days, they’d been running helo training for the D-boys. That was just fine. However, now a step stranger, tonight’s training had been at a level several times more intense than the first five nights. Something was up, though only Command and the Good Lord knew what.

      The two Little Birds settled beside her. They each had room for pilot, copilot, and two passengers in back. Except the back seat didn’t offer the kind of quick exit that Special Operations Forces needed. Instead, a bench had been mounted along either side of the small helos with enough room for two pairs of operators to sit out in the wind with just their body gear and rifles. Three could squeeze on but then the Little Birds wallowed, and the team would be stuck elbowing each other something fierce if they had to start firing their weapons.

      Her big Hawk, if not for the medic and her gear, could have loaded eleven D-boys with the massive packs they carried for deep field insertions. Instead, she too delivered four at a time, and simulated two to four injured with each team recovery. Her medic was good enough to have recently qualified for Special Operations, but she’d have to be a miracle surgeon to manage all of their simulated injuries.

      “We’re home, boys and girls,” she called out once she’d settled them beside the Mustang.

      In response, the D-boys slid open the cargo bay doors and disappeared into the pre-dawn light. One paused beyond her side window and offered her a nod of thanks before fading away—about as high praise as ever came from one of the silent warriors.

      The first five nights they’d worked on capturing rocky islets, delivering and recovering Zodiac boats, and a whole range of skills almost never done by a CASR Hawk but done plenty by Delta operators.

      Then last night, in an abrupt change, they’d flown an unrelenting amount of ship work: landing on the rolling decks, FAST-rope insertions with the operators sliding twenty meters down to the decks, and winch recoveries while the ships maneuvered hard to simulate bad weather. Not that they’d especially needed to by the end of the night; the winds were picking up. Not tropical storm level of madness, but plenty challenging. If it kept building as predicted, their final flight tonight would be some serious challenge and they might not be scooting home to Kentucky until the weather had moved through.

      “Well, that was fun,” TB announced as they ran through the shutdown checklists.

      “Could use myself a week-long bubble bath after that,” Ellen agreed.

      “You’ll get a five-minute shower, and the only bubbles will be in your soda at chow.”

      “Aren’t you just the perfect ray of light,” Ellen teased her.

      “I am. The Best!” TB’s own favorite TB phrase. “Now let’s go find the driver of the car and utterly humble him. After that, I’m going to find me one of those ever-so-pretty Delta-boys.”

      TB was also Terminally Beautiful. Ellen knew she herself was attractive, by the interest she always received, but TB was in another league. Her own initials EN stood for Eternally Nice, at least so TB always said. Eternally Nice never stood out around Totally Bubbly.

      Whatever TB’s opinion, there wasn’t all that much to see of a fully kitted-up D-boy operator, though there was no question they were fit. But gung-ho had never been her type.

      TB, on the other hand, would be having herself a flirting field day.
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      Of course, TB was right, as usual. The two of them sat in the back of the post-mission debriefing as the instructors provided individual breakdowns on each soldier’s technique. Out of their kit, the soldiers wore tight black t-shirts and camo pants above their boots⁠—

      “So seriously cute,” TB leaned in to whisper. TB’s marriage was as good as any Ellen had ever seen, but that never stopped her friend from a good flirt.

      Ellen hadn’t found what she was looking for in so long now that she doubted he existed. As if she actually knew what she was looking for. The only part she was sure of was that it hadn’t crossed her path yet—or she hadn’t seen it stroll on by.

      Special Operations Forces live too far out on the edge. It was a conversation they’d had many times. TB’s sweetie taught aeronautical engineering at Embry-Riddle, with a specialty in uncrewed and autonomous systems. He never left the ground, staying safe as houses.

      TB gave her a knowing look.

      Ellen knew her answer before TB gave it so much as a whisper. “Most certainly not letting any D-boy come a-courtin’ me.”

      “How about that D-gal?” Out of their field gear, one of their number was indeed female.

      Ellen let out a very unladylike snort before she could stop herself.

      “You were always such a country girl, EN.”

      “I am, Tweety Bird.” As heavy a put-down as she ever laid on her best friend. And she’d come by being country a hundred percent fair and square.

      She’d helped feed the turkey flocks by driving the tractor for Mama since she was four—it’d had a stick clutch so she could stand up, work the clutch with her hand, and stomp the brake pedal when needed. Daddy had taught her how to handle a rifle by five. They’d let her have a go with a shotgun, after a bit a hard begging. Her behind still hurt at the memory of how hard she’d been slammed against the house porch she’d stood too close by. She’d never been a stout child. Even soldier fit she stood at five-five and ninety-five pounds soaking wet; she’d never tried a shotgun again. But she could deliver a goat in full breach, or put down a copperhead at fifty feet with the first shot every time.

      The Night Stalkers’ section of the debrief ran fast and clean. All three flight crews were well trained in these types of operations and had flown in far nastier conditions.

      After the debrief, they all headed for chow at the only restaurant in the area—the Gran Bahía—a couple hundred meters from the ARNG’s main gate. The gathering storm lent a sharp edge to the air, freshening it from the oppressive September heat to actively threatening. Clouds were already obscuring the eastern sky.

      Weather is no excuse to a Night
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