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      Night Stalkers Captain Tyra Walker flies deep into enemy territory. It seems that flight has become her whole life’s story, whether in her Arkansas hometown or in a kick-ass helicopter.

      Delta operator Major Norm Lawrence stepped away from his past and only thinks about the next mission, until Tyra crosses his path.

      When Tyra’s past meets Norm’s present deep in the Hindu Kush Mountains—a land where military arms flow from Pakistan into Afghanistan—they’ll need each other to survive the future.
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      “Okay, taking bets on who hates us more?” Captain Tyra Walker sat in the left seat of her MH-6M “Little Bird” attack helicopter and ran through engine start-up checklist called out by her copilot.

      External power

      Key switch

      Generator Switch on

      Confirm audible alarms

      “Command. Definitely,” her copilot Herman Geller voted in between Gen Switch off and Auto Re-IGN Test switch to Test.

      “For planting us in the suck-high desert during an entire Afghan summer or for giving us the short straw of tonight’s mission?” She confirmed fuel level and system-failure warning light functionality.

      “I’m generous. I’m believe in Command’s willingness to punish us in multiple ways. Though I’m leaning toward the latter—did you see that performance profile on this flight? Air filter clogged warning indicator.”

      “Check.” Of course she had.

      Typical Command, they were loading her helo heavy, then sending her up to the theoretical limits of high-and-hot flight. Command loved the outer edge of the performance envelope. Helicopters didn’t. Thin air—which only grew thinner with more altitude and the unremitting heat that was pouring sweat down the back of her neck like a tropical waterfall—gave the rotors nothing to bite on. Their Bagram Air Base hangar was almost a mile high to begin with. Where they were headed tonight was nearly double that. Heavily loaded helicopters didn’t like that—not even the ones specially modified for the Night Stalkers.

      “What’s your vote?” she turned to her left to face Norm as he was loading his dirt bike into the helicopter’s side carrier. She confirmed the cyclic-trim’s motor operation, working the control beneath her right thumb and listening for the soft hum of the actuators. As always, he looked a little surprised when she addressed him directly. Maybe it was because Delta Force operators were so used to being invisible that he was uneasy at being seen.

      Tonight he was the reason for an infiltrate-exfiltrate mission: deliver Norm deep into very unfriendly territory at night, hide out during the day, and then make sure he got back out the next night.

      Major Norm Lawrence was anything but invisible, at least to her. Maybe because he absolutely looked the part, once she knew who he was. Delta operators weren’t generally big boys like SEALs. She’d dated a SEAL or two and certainly didn’t mind the way they were built one tiny bit. But Delta selected for more the wiry but tough type. The Major matched her own five-ten, and wore one-eighty of pure, lean muscle that looked damn good on him. His light tan let him blend in almost anywhere.

      “My vote on what?” His voice was low and gruff, as if he rarely used it—which, being Delta, was true.

      “Who hates us most tonight? We have one vote for Command, I’m in favor of the Pakis who keep supporting the Taliban while they take our aid money.” She should really shut up on occasion. It sometimes felt as if she was channeling Tyra Banks “Talk Show Host”, as if there hadn’t been enough comparisons because they were both tall, black, and shared a name. But the other Tyra’s embodiment of strength had seen Tyra herself through the toughest times so perhaps a little channeling was a good thing.

      “It’s just a world of joy out there,” and Norm strode back toward the table to fetch more gear.

      “Did a Delta just make a joke?” Geller looked up from his checklist and leaned over to stare past her at Norm’s back. “He must really like you.”

      That pulled Tyra out of her normal routine and made her miss her reach for the collective control to lock the throttle twistgrip on Full Open.

      She’d noticed Norm from the first day his small team had hit Bagram Air Base north of Kabul three weeks ago. He was impossible to miss.

      Her company had flown in the day before on a huge C-5 Galaxy transport along with five of their Night Stalker helicopters. The 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment was back in Afghanistan. They’d dragged their machines out of the plane’s cargo bay and prepared them for a six-month tour. This was her third with SOAR—before that she’d flown for the 10th Mountain in Iraq. Cleaning out the Taliban and ISIL was never going to happen, but it was her job to do what she could.

      The message on how painful this tour was going to be came the next day when a half dozen Delta Force operators, embedded with a platoon of fifty US Rangers, hit the pavement. In three weeks of nightly missions, this was the first time the head of the Delta team was on her bird.

      Even among such a collection of fine specimens, Major Norm Lawrence had stood out. People simply made room when he walked by.

      There was a buffer of respect that moved with him and few could enter it.

      Over the last few weeks, they’d both taken to never passing each other without some form of acknowledgment. There was something very attractive about his self-contained nature. They’d spent an entire meal once talking about the ups and downs of being an Army Special Operations officer. Looking back, Tyra realized how exceptional that was for him. And, even more curiously, how much she’d like to do that again.

      She was rarely comfortable around men—which made it God’s little joke that she had ended up in the almost exclusively male world of Special Ops.
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      Norm double-checked his gear then hauled on his pack. Only forty pounds, it felt strangely light—but tonight was recon, not assault.

      Just a world of joy out there?

      Shit, man!

      That was the way to smooth talk a woman when she gave you an opening? Mumble something cryptic then beat ass before she had a chance to respond? He didn’t want to face her response to his lame-ass remark.

      He had his pick of women back Stateside. Delta bunnies were thick on the ground all around Fort Bragg, North Carolina. But Captain Tyra Walker came from a whole different class. He hadn’t even known that the Night Stalkers had women pilots until he stepped off the plane and saw her. She spoke like New England Ivy League and carried herself like a runway model. As tall as he was, ballet-dancer posture, and a skin color that would get his white ass beat back home in Arkansas but looked incredible on her. There was an impenetrable reserve to her that men seemed to just bounce off—he sure as hell had.

      He shifted another five pounds of ammo for his sniper rifle into his pack to have something to do—then he dumped it back out because he really didn’t need it. At last the engine was fully wound up and he could see her finishing the run-up.

      At the last possible second, he crossed to the Nightmare dirt bike—custom-built to Special Operations’ specs—that he’d latched into the Little Bird’s side carrier and climbed astride it. He snapped a line from the D-ring on the front of his vest to the helicopter’s frame and pulled on the headset.

      “Delta ready.”

      Tyra didn’t even answer—which told him too much of what she thought of him. She just lifted the skids up a foot, scooted out of the hangar, and took off into the night. Within moments, the high desert terrain began shifting into the rugged foothills of the Hindu Kush Mountains. The lights of civilization were gone within minutes and the land lay black below.

      He liked riding out in the wind, usually. At this temperature it was more like being desert roasted.  Once Tyra hit cruise speed, he leaned against the side of the helicopter to get into the slipstream and out of the hundred-and-fifty mile-an-hour blast. He couldn’t fit in the tiny rear cabin because it was filled by the ammo cases for the Minigun mounted on the tiny helicopter’s other side.

      His kind of ride—one with real teeth.

      Like the woman at the controls—Special Operations tough.

      He’d really enjoyed talking to her about serving as an officer. He could hear how deep it was in her bones despite her fine upbringing. She had ideals and had thought hard about things he’d taken for granted. She’d forced him to reflect on some of his major decisions. He’d have still ended up in the same place, but he might have done it more purposefully.

      She was the first woman who’d ever forced him to think with anything above his waist.

      All the Delta bunnies—actually Special Operations bunnies because the last thing a Unit operator did was admit to being in The Unit—didn’t understand that all the low-cut dresses in the world couldn’t make them soldier-hot.

      At the top of his soldier-hot list was Tyra Walker, and that was before she started talking in that thoughtful way of hers.

      The Little Birds flew without doors. The big windows in the doors didn’t offer all that much protection and the tiny cockpits got claustrophobic fast. Plus it offered better visibility for the pilot. He could just see her left elbow as she flew. That’s when he realized that he was using up the batteries in his night-vision goggles and switched them off.

      Darkness descended. The thin crescent moon would be down before they reached the landing zone, only the stars lit the night—the Little Bird was blacked out. The Hindu Kush continued climbing. He’d fought in the Kunar Province before. He’d spent far too much time down in that brutal landscape and wasn’t looking forward to returning. In the distance, where the Hindu Kush became the Western Himalayas, he could see the glint of snow-capped peaks—too far away to ease the pounding heat of an Afghan summer.

      What would it be like to sit with Tyra, away from all this? Someplace cool and quiet where he could perhaps just talk about… That’s where he ran into trouble. He was only one thing, a Unit operator. What else could he talk about that might interest a woman like her?

      As if she heard him thinking about her, she spoke over the intercom.

      “ ‘A world of joy’, Major? That a pretty cheery view for a man headed into unfriendly territory,” her tone was light. Perhaps he hadn’t offended her and she’d merely been busy.

      “Technically it’s friendly territory. Pakistan is an ally.”

      “With allies like that…”

      “…who needs enemies,” he finished the old saying. She’d been thinking about his cryptic remark, which was more than he’d done before making it.

      “Where’s home, Major?”

      “I’m not supposed to have a past. Unit operator. Man of mystery and all that.”

      She actually laughed.

      He’d never heard her do that and it was a strangely bright sound to accompany flying into enemy country.

      “Leaving a line of broken hearts behind you.”

      “Sure. Just dump ’em by the side of the road when I’m done. That’s me. It’s in the training manual.”

      The dull thud of descending silence shouldn’t have been audible, but it was. Now there was only the high whine of the Allison T-63 turboshaft engine, the heavy pounding of the blades, and the rush of the wind.

      Shit! Teasing wasn’t his
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