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      “When was the last time you flew?”

      “Yesterday. Or was it Tuesday, Emma?” Mark glanced her way, but didn’t give her time to respond. “Yep, thinkin’ it was Tuesday.” He pointed westward at the abrupt upward break of the Montana Front Range. Their twenty-thousand-acre ranch ended there and the million-acre Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness began.

      She, Mark, and Colonel Cassius McDermott had stopped their horses in the shade of a white birch copse atop a crest of the rolling landscape. It was one of Emily’s favorite views. They were on a lazy afternoon ride a couple hours from the ranch, and this would be their turnback point.

      The sun glinted off the sharp peaks of the Lewis Range, emphasizing the alternating light and dark strata that slashed through the mountains like the insides of mile-tall layer cakes. Being born and raised in DC, even six years living here hadn’t decreased Emily’s wonder at this vista rising in her backyard.

      “Took a couple of fat-cat tourists on a spin out there, in our little Bell JetRanger helo. We spotted bear, moose, a couple herds of elk. Gonna be some good hunting for the larder this fall. Good photo safaris, too—we’re marketing those heavy this year. You should come on out, Cass. It’ll be a good time here at the ranch.”

      “I don’t think that’s what Cass is asking, is it, Colonel?” Emily gave Mark the hint, but he missed it. “Six years since the last time we flew a mission.”

      Then she caught the look in Mark’s eye. He’d known exactly what he was doing. Instead of scowling at her for spoiling his game, he offered her one of his broad conspiratorial winks, including her in his play. He’d always enjoyed his games but never been particularly attached to the winning or the losing. Less so with each passing year. The ranch had mellowed him so much that it was occasionally hard to spot the former 5th Battalion D Company commander of the Night Stalkers’ regiment.

      He pulled out a hip flask. After taking a sip, he offered it to Cass seated on Rollo, reaching over from atop Wind Runner. His big black gelding hadn’t slowed with age, but the years had made Mark a better rider—at least he rarely fell off anymore.

      “Sorry, didn’t get you were talking about flying, not flying. Well, why didn’t you say it plain, old son?” His horsemanship may have improved; his phony Texas accent hadn’t.

      Cass was looking at the flask as if there was something wrong with it, or the fact that it was still early afternoon. The early summer finally warm enough for no more than a light jacket.

      “None of us on duty out here, Cass, and ’tain’t poison. Licensed distiller from just down the valley a piece. All local: water, grain, even the oak for the casks and the cooper who knocked them together—seriously hot, by the way. I’d introduce you, but don’t want to tick off your wife.” Well, his Texas was a little better, even if she’d never understood why a Navy brat turned Montanan kept toying with it. As far as she knew, neither he nor his SEAL father had ever been so much as stationed there and his mother was pureblood Cheyenne from Wyoming.

      “He also has a beard down to his solar plexus, except when he singes it while charring a barrel. You might object to that even more than your wife would.” Emily felt it was only fair to warn him.

      Cass laughed and took the flask. The whiskey was too harsh for Emily’s palate, any whiskey was, but Cass seemed to like it well enough to take a second taste before returning it to Mark, who tucked it away.

      It might be Mark doing most of the speaking, but it was Colonel Cass McDermott she watched carefully. He hadn’t brought his wife on this trip, which meant he was here on business—the Army’s business.

      “Did you say six years, Emily?”

      “You’re thinking eleven.” She kept her smile to herself.

      “I admit I was.”

      “The last five were under a different classification, Cass.” Meaning operations that her former commander hadn’t been cleared for. Always a bitter taste, one that showed clearly on his face.

      “Yeah,” Mark said in his normal voice. “Classified mission compartmentalization sucks. I always found it as annoying as hell, too.”

      Cass made it halfway through a nod of acknowledgement when a rabbit bolted from practically under the nose of Cass’ horse. When Rollo ran, he had a habit like no other horse she’d ever seen. The gray dropped low and bolted so fast that Cass looked as if he floated in space for a moment before plummeting to the thick Montana grass.

      “Goddamn it!” Mark swung his reins over and gave Wind Runner a hard kick. He didn’t need it; his horse also loved to run, and he was the fastest on the ranch—because, of course, that’s what Mark had insisted on when they moved here, not realizing as a rank beginner what he was asking for.

      Rollo offered an easy ride, good for a beginner like Cass—usually. Wind Runner? Not so much. Mark and the two horses raced out of sight over the bluff.

      Knowing her own level of incompetence, she’d requested the friendliest of mounts and never regretted her choice. Chesapeake watched the others race away as she chewed her latest mouthful of the lush grass before reaching for another bite. Emily patted her on the neck.

      She hoped that she wouldn’t have to go rescue Mark next.

      Dropping the reins over her mare’s neck, she slid to the ground. Nothing much bothered her horse, and she wouldn’t run off even if it did.

      “Anything hurt other than your pride, Cass?”

      “Not much.” He remained seated in the foot-tall grass of the July prairie.

      The rains had come late—late enough in June to strike fear into every rancher’s heart, even a Jane-come-lately like herself. But the so-called million-dollar rains had finally come on strong and set the crops. It had also turned the entire Front Range into a magic carpet of bluebells, buttercups, and windflowers. Their bright colors danced on the air lush with the scent of green. July’s typical dusty dry taste had been pushed out into August, making every Montanan walk a bit sprightlier, whether from the prairie or the town.

      Cass picked up the cowboy hat they’d given him against the sun, but he didn’t put it back on. Instead, he worried the brim around in a slow circle through his hands as he remained seated on the grass. “Six years? Thought you were flying to wildfires.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.” They’d also been flying black ops missions under the cover of being helitack firefighters, reporting only to the President and the Secretary of Defense. She sat down on the grass beside him. Emily felt Chesapeake come up behind her, but she didn’t react.

      Her mahogany mare picked the hat off Emily’s head without catching her long blonde hair in its teeth.

      “See? They don’t tell me squat simply because I’m the 160th SOAR’s commanding officer.”

      She let her silence tell him that it was going to stay that way, too. Her years flying for the Night Stalkers of the Army’s Special Operations Aviation Regiment had been the highlight of her career, but that hadn’t been the end of it by a long stretch.

      Chesapeake flapped Emily’s hat up and down, laughing through clenched teeth. It was an old game between them, since back when they first met and the only thing Emily rode was Black Hawk helicopters. She waited for the horse to hang her head over Emily’s shoulder so she could scrub Chesapeake’s cheek. The horse sighed happily, dropped Emily’s hat in her lap, then turned her attention to ripping up grass.

      Cass was thinking hard about her flying career…and something else as well. Didn’t matter, Emily was dug in here, but she was curious at what had dragged him all the way to Montana from Fort Campbell, Kentucky.

      Picking up her hat, she slid it on. Not for Chesapeake to steal again, but her light blonde hair and matching complexion didn’t offer any defense against the Montana summer sunshine even wearing a serious SPF number and sitting in the broken shade of the swaying birches.

      “Six years is still too long for us to go airborne again, Cass. A single month off blunts that fighting edge in a top pilot. Six years…” she let that hang.

      It would take a minimum of half a year of retraining to regain that edge, if she even could. Flying a Night Stalkers helicopter into a battlespace was not a bicycle that your body simply remembered how to fly.

      “You knew that before you came here. What’s really going on?”

      Rather than answering directly, he appeared to be watching the snow-capped ranges behind her. “I saw that you’re still listed as active duty.”

      She was. Mark had finally retired when he’d hit his twenty years—Same as Dad is plenty good enough for me—his final four years as a trainer at the nearby Malmstrom Air Force Base. He’d flown and taught leadership courses before finally standing down as a lieutenant colonel. Getting the silver oak leaf had tickled him no end. But when she’d pointed out that a few more years’ service might get him a bump to being a bird colonel, he’d scoffed.

      Think I’m after Cass McDermott’s job? Not even a little interested.

      And he hadn’t been.

      Done my tour.

      In the two years since, he’d settled in as if he’d never been anywhere else. His dad still ran the place. Though pushing seventy, Mac was a retired SEAL and wouldn’t stop until he was six feet under the sod, if then. But Mark and the ranch had started to fit each other in ways he’d never managed even as commander of the most elite SOAR company.

      As the commander of the 5th Battalion’s D Company, he’d been a driven hard-ass. The only quality that was good enough for Viper Henderson was perfection—setting the gold standard himself. On the ranch, he was the one behind the scenes making sure everything kept ticking along. It was easy to miss where he slipped in unless she watched for it.

      He was also Superdad. Tessa and Belle loved her, but they worshipped their dad—two seriously daddy’s girls. Which was okay, she worshipped Mark a little herself.

      Cass knew Mark had retired; he’d come out to the ranch for the retirement party. Whatever he was after…

      I saw that you’re still listed as active duty.

      “Oh, no. Wait a minute, Cass. I don’t want back in the service.”

      “Saw you earned the same silver oak leaf as Mark, same year too, though you’re a couple years younger. Don’t seem to recall any invitation to your retirement party…unless there never was one. Still on active duty without any missions or any posting showing up in your records at all, at least not any I get to see.”

      Emily had already answered that one. Five years technically flying to fight forest fires. At least that was the wider perception. By which time, she’d had it running so smoothly that she was able to hand it off.

      For the six years since, she’d created and led a clandestine intelligence operation at the behest of the former President. Though now that she thought about it, that operation had finally matured as well. There was little that Lauren, Claudia, and Michael actually needed of her anymore. She been chomping at the bit for a while now, worse than Chesapeake when she scented the barn coming in range after a long ride.

      Fully retire like Mark? Leading yet another trail ride didn’t exactly fill her cup past a quarter full. Chasing down yet another attack on the Executive Branch sounded equally uninspiring no matter how good she had become at it.

      She’d always been a pilot first and last.

      Cass smiled. “Eddie Arnson wants to make you an offer.”

      “Then why are you here?” The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the top-ranking military officer in the nation, knew how to find her. He was Mark’s uncle, after all. Only the second Marine Corps general to ever be named to the post. She still wondered what crowbar the President had used to pry him loose from his beloved HMX-1 post commanding the Marine helicopters responsible for Presidential-lift missions.

      “Because I asked to make the pitch.”

      “So pitch.”

      The ground vibrated slightly beneath her butt. A discontented snort from Rollo announced that Mark had caught the runaway horse unfairly and far too soon into a glorious gallop over the thick summer pastures.

      Cass waited for the two of them to come up.

      “You hitting on my wife, Cass? Gotta warn you, Emma gets more dangerous with age. And she started out plenty dangerous to begin with.” He rubbed his jaw where she’d planted his face into an aircraft carrier’s ready-room table for stealing a first kiss. A dozen years and a lifetime ago.

      Though he never missed an opportunity to mention it, they shared a smile at the memory. She remembered the kiss with searing clarity but had to take Mark’s word on what she’d done to him after that.

      He also kept the outer bezel of his watch permanently set to the precise minute of that first kiss. She’d tested him a few times; he never had to hesitate longer than a single breath to tell her years, days, hours, and minutes since.

      Despite the memory, Emily’s smile felt tight on her face.

      “Can’t say that my missus would take it much better than yours,” he winked at Emily, but kept looking up at Mark on his horse. “How do you feel about being outranked?”

      “You’ve always outranked me, Old Man. Simply being older seems questionable grounds for such a thing, but…” Mark shrugged it away.

      “You can double that barely concealed envy now. They’re bumping me upstairs, commander of USASOAC, giving me a star for my troubles.” He tapped his shoulder where it would go.

      “Head of the whole Army’s Spec Ops Aviation Command? Very fancy, General Cassius McDermott, sir.” Mark offered a salute sloppier than a recruit fresh through the gate. “Congratulations, Cass, seriously. You’re a hundred percent the man for that job. Who’s taking over the 160th?” Command of the 160th SOAR called for a colonel, not a brigadier general.

      Emily felt the blood drain from her face. Robbed her of the power to speak.

      “Funny you should ask that.” Cass pulled a small box out of his pocket and tossed it at her.

      Emily caught it by reflex. Though it burned against her palm, she opened it. Then turned it to show Mark the winged silver collar insignia of a bird colonel.

      He slid down off his horse but didn’t say a word. Instead, he stepped up and rested one of those big strong hands on her shoulder. That was good, or the gentle breeze rippling over the grasslands might waft her away easier than an errant bumblebee, never to be seen again.

      “There’s the pitch. You going to be making the catch, Colonel Beale?”

      Emily couldn’t react as Chesapeake stole her hat again.

      The only comfort she found was that, for once, Mark was struck as speechless as she was. Not a single Texas drawl to be heard on the wide Montana prairie.

      The sole sound on the wind? Her horse’s laughter.
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      “So the new commander’s a legend. Someone tell me why I should give a rat’s ass.” Understated Southern girl had never been one of Sharelle’s skills. A decade in the Army hadn’t improved matters. Especially not when the heat was turned up to deep fry. The Kentucky sun had cooked the day to a turn. And the falling evening hadn’t cranked up the AC one bit.

      She followed her crew chiefs as they checked over her helicopter. They didn’t need her eyeballs on their asses, but they’d long since grown used to that. If she was taking a bird aloft, she was damn well going to double-check everything.

      “Possible new commander, Captain Vargas,” Troy, her copilot, corrected. He was always a stickler for getting it right. She was more of a getting-it-done type, which made them a good team.

      “Possible new commander, Captain Ryland,” she conceded. “But I still don’t give a rat’s ass.” The Good Lord of the Virginia Military Institute—which Lincoln himself had called the West Point of the South—had taught her to only care about performance. Well, VMI had attempted to impart etiquette befitting a soldier, which she barely managed. Anything befitting a Woman of the South, whatever that meant, had completely passed her by.

      There hadn’t been any formal announcements, but everyone knew Cass McDermott had been promoted. The scuttlebutt said that some legend was up to replace him.

      Problem with the rumor mill was that this time it had churned out only that one bit of useless dreck. The 160th didn’t exactly lack for legends. Michael Durant, the pilot captured in The Mog—the disaster of Mogadishu, Somalia, had been scorched into the collective consciousness of the Night Stalkers and immortalized for the public in Black Hawk Down—had retired a couple decades ago. The founders of the 160th were either older or dead.

      But the insane op tempo of the double dust-bowl wars of the ’aughts and ’tens had provided plenty of chances for pilots to become legendary, at least within the regiment. The less the wider world knew of their missions, the happier everyone was.

      The Night Stalkers’ tasking meant that they flew Delta Force (typically calling themselves The Unit), DEVGRU (that everyone mistakenly called SEAL Team Six), and 75th Rangers (who were simply known for kicking ass) out to places no one else could go. Then the Night Stalkers flew back in to pull them out when they were done—which had bred a whole new bunch of legends.

      But like Daddy always said, If less than five-gets-you-twenty, don’t waste money betting. But she knew her bet was solid. Like the prehistoric generals who kept refusing to die out of the leadership roles, she just knew they were now going to dredge up some fossil to run the 160th SOAR into the ground the way those OWDs were doing to her military. If they put an Old White Dude in charge of the 160th, she’d…

      What? Her inner voice teased her.

      Well, she didn’t know what, but she’d damn well do it when she figured it out. Or she’d get her copilot Troy to figure it out; he was better at that kind of thing.

      “Not mad at you, girl. Not you.” Sharelle patted the black metal skin of her DAP Hawk helicopter to reassure it.

      Her nose detected no kerosene bite or honeysuckle sweet, telling Sharelle that her baby had no fuel or hydraulic leaks. Confirmed by no glistening blemishes on her helo’s matte-black skin. No marks blotted the tarmac beneath the helo either, not even through the heat haze.

      Of course, they were all Night Stalkers—flight crew of the US Army 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (Airborne), the 160th SOAR. They all shared the drive for excellence and her crew chiefs always took her oversight in easy stride—after three years as a team, they were as used to her as anyone had ever been.

      Not that they needed her watching over them. The only helos with a higher mission availability rate than the Night Stalkers were the Marines of HMX-1. But if you were flying the President and his entourage around, it paid to be seriously anal—easy for a Marine. She resisted the urge to sneer; it’s not like anyone shot at them for a living. Sure, Marines occasionally took heat out in the real world, but the Marine One helos weren’t exactly front-line weapons of war.

      Neither Olsen nor Wright paid her any mind. Both of her crew chiefs were busy, perched high on the bird, popping engine covers for a last look around.

      They needed flashlights as the soft evening light of Fort Campbell, Kentucky, turned the high horsetail cirrus clouds blood-red. Storm coming.

      No shit, Sherlock. It would help if her inner voice didn’t know about her teenage crush on Benedict Cumberbatch. But, as usual, it was right.

      “Missing McDermott already?” Troy asked. Troy Ryland kept reading his clipboard. Her copilot was reading through the mechanics’ rundown and verifying their bird’s status as Mission Ready. He looked like a Troy, ready to enter battle with Achilles and Hector in the ancient city of. Tall, dark-haired Okie simply brimming with all the politeness and tact she’d never even met in a pickup bar, much less become acquainted with.

      “McDermott’s a pain in the ass, but he recruited me. Been the regiment’s boss for most of a decade. I’ll miss him like, I dunno, a sore tooth.”

      “Miss having his boot up your backside too.” The accuracy of Troy’s jibe, a rare event from him, didn’t sit so well. He continued to scan quickly down his clipboard, which boded well for the maintenance log.

      “McDermott did take a special joy in that. Might be nice to heal for a piece.” Of course, he’d taught her plenty about what excellence really meant. Five years in the 101st. Another two years of training to make the Night Stalkers grade, after surviving selection and then Full Mission Qualified status, thinking she knew it all. Over the three years since, McDermott had seriously enjoyed proving how naive she’d been.

      “You’re just being grouchy about today’s mission.”

      “And you aren’t?” Her copilot had been relegated to perching in a spare seat back in the cargo bay.

      He shrugged. “Sure, I’d rather be flying, but—” he countersigned and tucked the mechanics’ log at the back of his clipboard, then waved the new top sheet at her, “—that’s not what they’re telling us. I reckon the Army pays for this bird and for us. I ’preciate it any day they pay me to be in the air.”

      Paper had its place, but still, some things should never be written down—like these stupid-ass orders for tonight’s flight.

      Sharelle yanked open her pilot’s door. “Damned dog-and-pony shit-show.” She climbed into the right-hand seat of the MH-60M DAP Hawk, the most lethal helicopter ever sent aloft. The Direct-Action Penetrator Black Hawk was the result of decades of refinement by the very best in the US military rotorcraft business—the Night Stalkers themselves. Sikorsky had done an awesome job of delivering on those designs. Fewer than thirty had ever been built, and this one was all hers.

      She heard Wright and Olsen climbing into the rear cargo bay. Meant they’d decided her baby stood ready to kick some ass.

      Not today.

      Mission brief had been short and simple: Shake-down demo flight for DoD VIP—Front Seat. Some Pentagon or, even worse, government desk jockey with enough pull in the Department of Defense to snag a joy ride with the Night Stalkers. Worse than that, some fat-cat senator or bureaucrat drunk on his own power had forced his way into her cockpit, which ranked beyond rude and right over into annoying as hell.

      Well, Sharelle would stretch him over his pork barrel until he never willingly boarded a helo again. If she worked the flight hard enough, maybe he’d take trains instead of planes for the rest of his life.

      She punched on the instrument lights in the dark cockpit, then focused on her final checks before Engine Start.

      Sharelle faced Troy, who still stood by her open door, “Let me know when the asshole arrives.”

      Troy pointed behind her.

      “She’s here.” A woman spoke from the copilot’s seat.

      Sharelle flinched. She never flinched.

      In the left-hand copilot seat sat a fully kitted woman. Her flightsuit looked hard-worn and her helmet far from new. Who the hell had she borrowed that helmet from? It was painted dark purple and had the Night Stalkers’ unofficial emblem painted on it—a sword-wielding winged centaur with laser-vision eyes. Sharelle didn’t recognize the personal insignia, though it was ringing some deep bell she couldn’t place.

      “And who are you?” Even with the visor up, there wasn’t much to see except from eyebrows to chin. Nothing past the cheekbones to the sides.

      No answer. The woman simply looked over with the bluest eyes ever made. The failing light of sunset did nothing to diminish their message—Stop wasting my time.

      Sharelle yanked on her own helmet. It was dark tiger-orange with a steel spearhead emblazoned on the side; the spear of Okoye, the female warrior-general of Marvel Comics Wakanda. At this moment, she didn’t exactly feel all powerful, and appreciated the deep twilight and her own darker skin because of the heat punching into her cheeks.

      Embarrassed or pissed? The woman’s look trying to put her in her place…or that she had to deal with some senator’s mistress? She didn’t know which rankled worse. Except no mistress would be dressed so authentically or slide aboard her bird without Sharelle noticing.

      Then she had to tug her helmet off again because, unlike the bald General Okoye, she had thick brown curls that had to be tucked in as she pulled on the helmet—more Halle than afro. Never hurt her ego when a guy did a double take, thinking she might actually be a younger Halle Berry. Better than.

      Way better, girlfriend, her voice insisted. That girl is charging hard toward sixty.

      I’m also five inches taller and a top military pilot, she answered back.

      The voice gave her an affirming, Rock it!

      Once helmeted, harnessed, and plugged into the helo’s systems, she dove into the pre-engine-start checklist. Awkward without Troy calling out and confirming each step.

      The woman flipped up her helmet’s swing-arm microphone, taking her off the crew intercom Sharelle had just finished powering up. Now only Sharelle would hear her.

      “You aren’t flying solo.” Her voice wasn’t sharp or nasty, it only felt like that.

      Sharelle turned to fully face her.

      Those blue-blue eyes didn’t change, but there might be the slightest hint of a smile. “I can read a checklist.”

      What Sharelle should do was throw her out. What she did was tap the controller on the woman’s display to bring up the checklist. “So, read.”

      The ride-along flipped her mike down to rejoin the general intercom and read. Step by step. Clear, concise, no civilian hesitation at any of the heavy acronyms.

      “Tail Servo Switch to Normal.” Without prompting, the woman picked up at the exact next step where she’d interrupted Sharelle.

      “Check,” Sharelle threw the switch.

      “Boost On, Boost Servo Warning Off.”

      “Check.” They continued down the list almost as fast as she did with Troy.

      Finally ready, engines running clean and hot, Sharelle contacted the tower for clearance.

      “Cleared for immediate departure Runway 23, depart southeast. Range 28, 31, and 42 from zero to ten thousand cleared for operations.”

      “Uh, Roger, Tower.” Sharelle wanted to turn and look at Troy for confirmation at how odd that was, but no way would she be letting this nameless woman spot any weakness to report to whoever she might be a bimbo for. Three of the big training ranges were never open at the same time for a solo flight. Fifty square miles of Kentucky and Tennessee were all theirs tonight.

      As always, she shot a salute toward Daddy. He’d be home by now, bedding down with Mama after a quiet evening.

      Being a Night Stalker—meaning their training and missions were almost exclusively flown at night—Sharelle lived in a flipped clock world from the rest of her family.

      Most mornings, she met Daddy at the DFAC—the base dining facility—as he came on base to do his dance with the computers. He’d have a second breakfast of a donut and coffee while she ate dinner; it was their special time together, and she always missed it when deployed.

      Then she’d go home, hug Mama and tease Baby Bother as they headed out to the avionics lab that one headed and the other worked in. Then she and Tigger, the family German Shepherd, headed to bed. Typical Fort Campbell family.

      As she saluted, Sharelle felt Daddy smiling back at her from the house she’d grown up in over by the Cumberland River. The Cumberland actually wound through Tennessee, where most of the base lay, but they were a Fort Campbell family and its postal code lay in Kentucky, so they called that home.

      One last look around the field and she headed aloft.
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      Captain Troy Ryland sat in the single jump seat the crew chiefs had rigged in the middle of the cargo bay. Because their bird was a DAP Hawk, having the area to himself was less luxurious than it sounded.

      The bay on a normal Black Hawk could fit eleven kitted-up troops crammed in tight. But a Direct Action Penetrator wasn’t about transport, it was about weaponry. Lots and lots of it.

      The two crew chiefs, their twin side-facing M134 Miniguns on sliding mounts, and the multiple four-thousand-round cannisters of 7.62 mm belted ammunition at their feet took up the forward half of the bay.

      The view out the large side-door windows was mostly blocked by the stub wings. They weren’t for lift like an airplane; they were for war. Tonight, they were mounted with unarmed missiles and a pair of training lasers in place of the half-inch GAU-19 Gatling heavy machine gun, additional Minigun, and rocket pods. With the cargo bay’s ceiling at only four-foot-six, he felt like a troll squatting in his cave.

      Focus on the mission, Troy.

      Three ranges open? That never happened. Night Stalkers kept their edge by training constantly—or being deployed. The op tempo should have dropped with the end of the disasters in Iraq and Afghanistan. And it had, briefly. Not anymore.

      But three?

      Perhaps all cleared for their unnamed passenger?

      Unnamed? That made no sense either. Sure, she’d appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the most secure section of the high security military base in Fort Campbell, Kentucky—the Night Stalkers’ compound.

      She climbed aboard so smooth they hadn’t seen her arrive.

      Sharelle must have recognized her to not check her ID…but he’d seen no sign of that.

      He pulled a red-lensed flashlight out of his flightsuit’s thigh pocket and shone it on the clipboard.

      No name on the mission orders for tonight’s flight.

      The orders had included a CAC ID badge code that would have been checked at the gate. And a picture. He’d caught enough of her profile when she’d been talking off intercom to Sharelle to be sure of a match. Like Sharelle’s, it wasn’t a face that would be easy to mistake anywhere.

      So, whoever she was, she belonged here.

      And they’d cleared three ranges for tonight’s flight.

      They’d only do that if…

      Troy snorted out a laugh.

      “What?” Sharelle’s voice, he knew every nuance of it, was seriously stressed. Not softly Kentucky-casual. Or bored for a demo run over the familiar hills and forests of the last rolls of the Appalachian Mountains before they flattened out into the Midwestern plains. No hint of Southern Tennessee charm—not that she typically wielded that either.

      He opened his mouth, then the copilot with the purple helmet turned to look at him between the two pilots’ seats and the backs of the side-facing crew chiefs at their guns.

      Her face remained hidden in the dimly lit cabin, but he felt the steadiness of her gaze.

      Keep my mouth shut, got it. He raised a hand palm out to show he understood, and she turned away.

      He’d heard the ease with which she’d read the checklist. What Sharelle must have missed was that she rarely looked down at the checklist as she read it out. Knew it cold.

      They’d sent a ringer. Hidden her name and rank.

      Not a demo flight for some random DoD-head.

      An unannounced eval flight by someone from the Spec Ops Training Battalion? That was underhanded, though not unheard of.

      Whatever had passed between her and Sharelle in those few moments off intercom had escalated the hyper-focus Sharelle brought to every flight up to behind-enemy-lines extraction-mission levels. Her temper never affected her flying—he’d never flown with a better pilot—only the level of her aggression. At least in the air. On the ground she had the same temper, but no flying outlet to mitigate it. He’d been careful to never cross her.

      To get under Sharelle’s lovely skin deep enough to escalate her that high on a training mission?

      That took a superior officer.

      A SOAR pilot who knew a DAP Hawk’s checklists by heart and outranked Captain Sharelle Vargas. Perhaps a major, but felt more like a lieutenant colonel or…

      What had Sharelle been complaining about earlier? Colonel Cass McDermott being bumped up to brigadier general with his promotion inside Special Operations Command. Going on about some legend. Command of the Night Stalkers was a colonel-level posting. So, some legend who had climbed up to the rarefied heights only a single step below brigadier general.

      The Night Stalkers were too specialized to promote from outside the ranks, which meant the woman was from inside. But Troy had thought he knew all the top female officers. They were still enough of a rarity to stand out, dating back to the very first woman to break the gender barrier—the legendary Major Emily Beale. She’d retired a decade ago to fight wildfires and have kids. If she’d stayed in the military, by now she’d be…a colonel. Which meant⁠—

      Legendary!

      He gaped at the back of the purple-helmeted copilot.

      Not merely a ringer.

      She was the ringer.

      He glanced out the window to see if it was too late to bail, but the ground had already fallen away.

      The Night Stalkers racked up incredibly high mission success rates. However, though she’d been gone a decade, no one touched Major Emily Beale’s record. She made his alma mater’s Sooners look like a junior high school basketball team rather than the third-ranked sports program in the nation across all sports.

      This time he couldn’t stop the laugh⁠—

      “What?” Sharelle snapped out again.

      By her tone, he no longer felt so assured of his safety in the air. She might have the crew chiefs toss him out at five thousand feet. If she ordered it, Jalissa and Hans might do it. They’d apologize first, but… Well, maybe not, but he wouldn’t be risking that.

      Colonel Beale—assuming he was right, and he knew he was—didn’t turn to look at him this time. Communicating by her very stillness that she knew exactly what he’d figured out.

      “Nothing, Sharelle. Sorry. Have a good flight.”

      “Dweeb!”

      Perfect.

      Just perfect.

      Exactly what he wanted to be called by Captain Sharelle Vargas, the most astonishing woman he’d ever met.
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        * * *

      

      Sharelle pushed Troy out of her thoughts. To fly like a Night Stalker required complete focus—perfect mental discipline. After the flight was done and they’d booted their ride-along back to whatever hole she’d crawled out of, Sharelle would find out what he thought was so damn funny.

      Time to show their passenger what a proper weapon of war could do.

      Aloft to five thousand and past Range 75, which looked busy with the 2nd Battalion running high-speed shooting practice for their Little Birds, she nosed down and dropped low. Moving fast past cruise and up to V-max limits, she carved a high-g pullout, placing them twenty feet over the trees. Moving now at a hundred and sixty knots, a hundred and eighty-five miles per hour, she thumbed the visual control to project the terrain maps inside her visor.

      Stick-frame terrain from the helicopter’s memory was synced to her position by both GPS and internal navigation systems. The SKR, Silent Knight Radar, overlaid the stick frame with real-time imaging that matched dead-on. And over that, the external camera system painted a combined infrared and night-vision-enhanced image.

      It might as well be broad daylight. Except, with the stick frame, she also saw what lay behind the next hill and how deep a river canyon ran.

      A glance to the upper right of her visual field inside the visor confirmed that the engines hummed in the sweet spot. A quick flick to a tactical view and back confirmed no other aircraft in the immediate airspace. Normally it was the copilot’s task to watch that, but not tonight. She nudged her training to think of Troy as injured and incapacitated. That kicked in a whole series of honed habits that would include frequent scans of aircraft fitness and tactical awareness.

      She didn’t select the full tactical overlay on the detailed terrain. She could do it, every Night Stalker pilot could, but the strain was severe. The single hardest element of the training for her hadn’t been the flying, that had always come to her as naturally as breathing.

      It was the full-battle mode of piloting that was hardest.

      When needed, she could focus her eyes on separate tasks projected inside her visor. Terrain and navigation to one side and tracking both friendlies and unfriendlies, and targeting the latter, with the other. One person could fly a Black Hawk. But managing the workload in solo flight, especially in battle where weapons’ targeting and firing were added in, mapped the fastest route to a migraine ever invented. Learning to do it all, without the headache, proved to be the hardest of all the Night Stalker lessons she’d ever learned.

      For tonight, alone in the training ranges, she focused on the flying. A pure joy that felt like floating in a perfect summer lake beneath the sun-dappled trees of Kentucky.

      Once the forest below turned to fields, she dropped down as easily as launching off a high dive into that cool water.

      Sharelle let the helo plummet to twenty-five feet above the terrain, then slid down until her wheels were a bare ten feet above the terrain. Colonel Cass McDermott had always said that below a hundred feet, halving your elevation tripled the difficulty. A hundred to fifty to twenty-five to ten required over twenty times the skill of flying? It certainly felt that way.

      Volleying around the low rolling hills faster than a water skier on a slalom course. Nothing regular and even about flying NOE, nap-of-earth, where a tall bush could tear off a belly-mounted antenna—or worse. She twisted and rolled. Wished she’d thought to hand the passenger a barf bag.

      NOE—the ultimate adrenaline rush. Most helos preferred to run high, five or ten thousand feet above the terrain, to stay well clear of any hazards. A Night Stalker’s only happy if they’re dragging their belly through the mud. She’d certainly heard that enough times. And it was true. No challenge matched a flight requiring attention to every nuance of the terrain. Racing full-out with her wheels three meters off the dirt, it took everything she had to keep it safe.

      She pushed Troy’s odd laugh out of her thoughts—though he’d found something damned funny. Nor did she think of their passenger. Lost in the flow of hill, valley, bush, tree, building, phone line, tree, stack of summer hay bales shimmering in her night vision…she thought of nothing but the flight.

      Ten miles by the crow, fourteen by her twisting route, and four minutes-ten by the clock, Sharelle eased up at the far corner of the range. Not a long flight, but enough to shake out the day’s kinks and to feel the strain of the most technical type of flying there was. Squids could brag all they wanted about carrier landings and the squid and Air Force drivers about running Star Wars Canyon out in the Death Valley—or they could until that Navy F/A-18 Super Hornet driver ate a sidewall and got everyone banned.

      Rest of them be damned, she was a pilot.

      A glance sideways revealed the woman sitting perfectly calmly in her seat, no sign of imminent barfing or even the slightest gag. Instead, her hands were on the controls. Her touch so light that Sharelle hadn’t even felt it. How had she…

      “You fly?”

      “I have.”

      Not knowing quite how connected the woman was at the Pentagon—she had to be a serious hotshot to successfully beg a ride on a DAP Hawk, most wouldn’t be allowed to see one—Sharelle figured maybe she should unwind enough to play nice if only because the woman hadn’t barfed all over her cockpit. “Want to try?”

      Her hesitation was the first crack Sharelle had seen in that chill facade. The woman took her hands off the controls, rubbing them together, then flexing her fingers several times. Even did a quick roll of the wrists to loosen them up. Except it was hard to tell if she was preparing for flight or the controls had somehow burned her gloved hands.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll ride the controls with you. Just a few simple maneuvers.”

      The woman returned her hands to the controls. Sharelle counted two heartbeats before⁠—

      One moment they were hovering over a small stream that marked the far corner of the Range 42 practice area.

      The next, the collective shoved her left palm upward and the Hawk rolled hard through a sixty-degree high-bank turn.

      Her passenger wove the Hawk back and forth as she climbed to a thousand feet, the same way Sharelle would if testing out the feel of an unfamiliar bird. To most pilots, a Black Hawk would be distinct from a Huey or Chinook, but it would still be a Black Hawk.

      To a Night Stalker pilot, every Black Hawk had its own feel. Tiny quirks of tightness of the controls, airframe variations, and configuration. Each flight added another layer of not just a generic Black Hawk: weapons load-out, crew placement, fuel load.

      Then, a DAP Hawk was a rare beast all its own; nobody except the Night Stalkers had them. A very distinct, and heavy, load. Cutting-edge sensor arrays found on no other bird subtly shifted the aerodynamics balance. Comms enough to oversee a serious battle or a clandestine extraction deep in unfriendly territory added complexity. Layers of gear like no other made it the best battle platform aloft—anywhere.

      The woman could definitely fly, though how well was yet to be seen. Her fingertips on the flight controls attested to the surety of the maneuvers that had nothing to do with the nerves she’d seen at the start of the run.

      Who the hell was the woman?

      Before Sharelle would have completed a full getting-the-feel run, the passenger slammed the cyclic hard right while punching in the right pedal.

      The helo tipped all the way onto its right side and continued through a full roll over.

      Sharelle ignored the exclamations of surprise from the rest of the crew as she braced to wrench control from the woman—it was damn low for such a maneuver. But the risk of fouling the maneuver had her hesitating just long enough to prove that the woman did have control.

      Then, as soon as they’d righted safely, she rolled the helo back the other way.

      They leveled out again at above seven hundred, a loss of under three hundred feet during two full rolls.

      How the hell? The double roll should have cost them most of their thousand-foot elevation. Maybe more than.

      Only in memory did Sharelle recall the collective dragging her left hand all the way to the deck and back up—twice. While inverted, the woman had actually reverse-pitched the rotor blades so that they were driving them upward while upside down to decrease the loss of altitude while inverted.

      And…her right hand on the cyclic had… No way!

      The rotor disk of a Black Hawk was tipped forward to keep the bird closer to level in straight-and-level flight. Inverted, the woman had compensated her angle of attack to point the rotor straight down, offering just that bit more lift for the inverted moment.

      Before Sharelle could ask where the woman had learned that, they were diving to earth. She leveled at a hundred feet above the terrain and began following it.

      It quickly became apparent that the woman hadn’t merely flown helicopters. Or Black Hawks. She’d flown a Direct Action Penetrator.

      Then she eased down to seventy-five.

      “That’s low enough,” Sharelle ordered after she dropped to fifty. She could tell that the pilot’s skill-level wouldn’t do well much below that.

      “Agreed.” The first word the woman had spoken since completing the Predeparture Checklist. She held exactly fifty feet over the terrain, climbing for trees, skirting hilltops, but never flying a foot closer—or farther. For over an hour, she crisscrossed the terrain dozens of times. Sometimes climbing high aloft, others, practicing a hover so low and with such care that Sharelle knew all three wheels kissed a river’s surface without wetting the hubs. Then again racing along at that oh-so-precise fifty feet and airspeed pegged two knots below V-max like the number had been painted on the screen.

      Even as the woman flew, Sharelle felt her improve. Not day-by-day or even hour-by-hour, but mile-by-mile.

      After a while, Sharelle considered clearing her down to twenty-five feet just to see what happened—a flight level below which no one except a Night Stalker flew at speed. But she thought better of it because she’d rather not know quite how good this woman was. She also didn’t want to find out the hard way she actually wasn’t.

      A wandering final double X over the joined training ranges, then the woman eased up to five hundred and established a stable hover. “Your bird,” she announced in a flat voice as if the last hour had been no more than a short flight across an airfield.

      “I have control,” Sharelle confirmed, flipping her mind once more from training mode to pilot-in-command. “If you don’t mind me asking, who the hell are you?”

      “I think you have bigger problems.”

      “I do?”

      “Two bogeys close inbound two o’clock low and a distant fast-mover at nine o’clock high.”

      Sharelle punched for tactical and cursed.

      All alone in the midst of an empty training area, trying to figure out the woman in the copilot seat, she’d forgotten to keep an eye out for an unannounced attack. Nothing was ever as it seemed in a training range, at least not one run by the 160th SOAR.

      If straight ahead was twelve on a horizontal clock, sure enough, off to her right two blips showed low and bright. Down at nap-of-earth. Night Stalkers.

      The on-board system decided they were a pair of Little Birds by their radar signature. Not as fast as her DAP Hawk, they’d been designed to slip in where no one else could fit, but they still carried a significant weapons load-out. Right now, they were ducked down in between the trees as they followed an old logging road. Even for a Night Stalker that was a hell of a trick. Worse, they were already inside missile range if they carried simulated Sidewinders.

      And at nine o’clock high, thankfully still way high, a jet plummeted in her direction. The system identified it as a T-38 Talon trainer jet. Which offered little comfort—agile and capable of Mach 1.3 versus her own Mach 0.25.

      A pincer from two sides, high and low. A vastly superior force. No backup. No⁠—

      “Don’t think. Act!” Her passenger snapped out.
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        * * *

      

      Troy had held onto his clipboard through the neat double roll that Emily Beale had executed. He nearly lost it during Sharelle’s roll. Should have stowed the damned thing. Too late now.

      Five hundred feet up, she did that exact roll that Beale had performed. Did it in the same way too, not the way Sharelle ever had before. One, well, two demonstrations and she’d already integrated it into her skill set—he never picked up new skills that fast.

      He had to grab twice to capture his clipboard as it floated in the negative-g moment of the inverted position aided by the reverse-pitched rotors.

      Sharelle let the tumble decay into a deceptively chaotic spin.

      He clutched the clipboard to his chest, knowing the next maneuver. Sharelle had done it during that final disastrous evacuation of Kabul, Afghanistan. It meant the crew chiefs and mechanics would have a much larger inspection task before their next flight due to extreme airframe stresses but it made the helo almost impossible to target.

      Nothing to do except brace himself. No data to feed to Sharelle. No weapons to arm. Nothing except hang on as she slammed from an apparently out-of-control tumble into straight-and-level flight.

      Straight-and-level sideways flight. She’d inserted herself between the two Little Birds, just high enough that they couldn’t shoot at her without shooting their own rotor blades.

      Looking out the cargo bay windows to either side, he saw the tail of one to port and the nose of another to starboard. Sharelle had ended her chaotic maneuver hovering exactly between her two aggressors as they emerged from the trees.

      Olsen and Wright, not the least flustered by the chaos, fired their Miniguns, or at least the training lasers that illuminated the two helicopters flying to either side of them. It was a near-level shot at fifty meters—easy as riding a twenty-year-old mare.

      “Bang, du er død,”Sergeant Hans Halvor Olsen, might be Norwegian right down to the accent and blue-and-red knit sweaters his sister made for him, but he loved the old Westerns despite growing up in some suburb of Seattle. He always picked old gunfighter movies when it was his turn to choose. Cowboy Olsen also had a penchant for mixing his parents’ mother tongue into his threats.

      “He be toast, mon,” Jalissa Wright offered a good Jamaican twang that she used whenever especially pleased.

      “Now for that fast mover,” Sharelle said mostly to herself as she flew clear of the two dead helos. A good reminder to the crew that they weren’t out of the woods yet.

      A single jet. Not a lot of good places to hide out here. Stay low, stay fast, and call for help. Tonight’s array of weapons included no air-to-air missiles. Guns against a supersonic jet, one sure to have air-to-air missiles aboard, made a lousy option.

      “Not alone,” she mumbled so softly that he doubted anyone who didn’t know her so well would understand. They’d come through training a class apart, but been on the same bird ever since he’d graduated.

      The Night Stalkers often operated far beyond help from friendly ground forces, but it never hurt to ask.

      As Sharelle radioed in to do that—and found an exercise-friendly drone in the area to distract the inbound jet before it closed to attack—Troy thought about how to hide from it in the Kentucky countryside.

      How to hide…

      The pair of Little Birds had been too easy, even accounting for Sharelle’s spectacular maneuver.

      What if they were sacrificial lambs to guide their powerful DAP Hawk to the slaughter?

      “Stealth!” he shouted over the intercom. “There’s a stealth helo somewhere around here that⁠—”

      The bright tone of a target-locked missile ended that question.

      They were dead.
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        * * *

      

      Sharelle hated dying.

      She hated dying even more with a passenger aboard.

      The sole blessing lay in the short length of the flight back to base; she’d lost her bird and killed her crew five minutes flight from the Fort Campbell airfield.

      No one spoke during those painful three hundred seconds.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Sharelle had shut down her helo, the three slower Little Birds had settled in beside her. Two were regular AH-6 Killer Egg configurations. The small helicopters had room for two pilots, barely, a Minigun mounted on one side with a single four-thousand round ammo can filling the back seat, and a seven-rocket pod of APKWS—Hydra 70 missiles up-converted to the laser-guided Advanced Precision Kill Weapon System—on the other.

      The third aggressor
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