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      Captain Abigail Rose, a legacy “Mainiac” pilot from the fine state of Maine, hides her heart behind professional armor and the roar of her mighty Chinook helicopter. She is used to outperforming every man in the sky—and scaring them off in the process.

      But Delta Force operator Derek Kylie refuses to be intimidated. When a training-op first meeting morphs into a lethal rescue mission, their one-night stand becomes a high-stakes complication.

      Facing rogue agents across the Atlantic, Abby and Derek must navigate a labyrinth of betrayal and desire, proving that the most dangerous part of the mission is the connection neither expected.
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      You have a visitor.

      Colonel Emily Beale tried to make sense of the message on her secure phone, but she’d been awake for thirty-six hours and couldn’t decipher its hidden meaning. A slow scan of the airfield at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, showed that she stood alone on the unlit tarmac. The last bird of the two companies of MH-47G Chinook Spec Ops helicopters, which had been her sole focus for the entire time, had departed less than a minute ago.

      No “visitor” here. Just herself and the lingering exhaust fumes dissipating into the night. The lights of the tail helo ducked beyond the silhouette of trees against the stars, leaving only the heavy beat of the big helos’ twin rotors to fade into the waning night traffic from Route 41 along the eastern edge of the base.

      A crescent moon was trying to punch through the high horsetail clouds that presaged an incoming weather system. Predicted as the first big storm of November, she’d believe it only after it showed up.

      A reminder beep. Oh, right. Phone message. She definitely needed sleep soon.

      In the last day and a half, she’d formulated an emergency, set up the scenario, and given the crews a scant hour’s notice to create an action plan and implement it. Both heavy assault companies of the Night Stalkers 2nd Battalion had just winged aloft headed for a simulated combat search-and-rescue crisis staged eight hundred kilometers away at Fort Bragg’s gunnery range. She added to the challenge by pre-staging their action assets down in Fort Rucker, so they’d have to go to Alabama first—though they didn’t know that’s why they were going there yet.

      She’d handed off the task of setting surprise traps along their possible routes to her assistant, Lieutenant Colonel Trisha O’Malley. Not only did her red-headed sidekick possess an evil bent when it came to training, but it would also be good practice for training the commander in her—Emily had taken away half of Trisha’s counterattack forces after her plans were set. Interestingly, it hadn’t thrown her into one of her normal verbal fits of incomprehensible Boston-accented protests against God, The Army, and whatever else she worshipped. Instead, she watched Emily steadily for about five seconds, grinned evilly, then headed off while issuing a maelstrom of commands. Emily would have liked to hear what she had in mind; but Trisha moved at a warp speed beyond her own capacity at the best of times.

      Now, with the twenty twin-rotor Chinooks departed, half of the entire regiment’s heavy-assault team—the rest were based in Georgia, Washington State, or currently deployed—the night’s silence unfolded enough to hear the honking of late geese headed south in the overhead darkness.

      She didn’t want a visitor.

      What Emily wanted to do was go home. But the Montana ranch and her family seemed impossibly far away.

      Montana ranch.

      Phone message.

      Visitor.

      She pulled out her phone, though she didn’t remember tucking it away, and checked the message again. The visitor wasn’t here; she’d already figured out that much. Nor at her Fort Campbell office. Oddly, not out on the ranch either, at least not exactly.

      Oh right, someone else was telling her she had a visitor somewhere. Not someone telling her—something! The message had been a carefully nondescript alarm from her top-level security alert system.

      The message was from inside the secure Tac Room she’d built at Henderson’s Ranch. Someone had entered who wasn’t supposed to be inside there. Only three people other than herself had access to that space—none of whom would be labeled a visitor.

      It was the sole office of what they figured was the smallest and least known intelligence agency in the nation—they themselves didn’t know of any smaller ones. Of course, no one knew about them. Perhaps twenty knew of the room’s existence, but most of them were the family’s ranch hands who didn’t care. A bare handful knew the room’s purpose, and she kept it that way. The only likely visitor was former President Peter Matthews, who had set up their agency while he still had the power to do so. However, Emily knew that her childhood friend was currently in Africa in his “retired” role as Secretary of State, and even he couldn’t open the door.

      Deciding that a deserted airfield in the middle of a secure Army base was a safe enough place from which to find out who the hell had showed up in Montana, she first checked the GPS readings of the Tac Room’s three operators. Two were in the ranch house lounge off the big kitchen; typical for an after-dinner evening. Lauren was in Hawaii on vacation with her husband.

      She called the Tac Room, wondering who had broken in and if they’d answer the phone. Yet there was no break-in alert; rather, someone had attempted to login on the computer system there—and failed. Who had slipped in? The US government had spent a lot of money to make sure that was impossible. Neither Claudia nor Michael could have missed that, unless…

      Over a thousand miles west, the evening sun would still be up, shining golden off the first real snow of the season. The cold-sharpened air would smell of horses and larch pine. November was incredibly late for the first snowfall, but she loved seeing the seasons brush across the ranch the way they never brushed the DC of her youth or the Kentucky of her present. Hopefully, she would see it soon.

      Someone did answer and spoke with no introduction. There was no need for one; she knew the voice instantly.

      “Hi, Emily. We need to talk. In person. It’s majorly important.”

      The phone fell from Emily’s nerveless fingers. She heard a small tink as the screen cracked on the tarmac.
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      “Is this über-weird or is this über-weird?”

      “Not giving me a lot of choices there, Captain Ethan Merced.” They’d started using each other’s full title and name two months ago when they made captain together, and the charm of it hadn’t worn off. His wife and four-year-old had picked up on it as well and called him nothing else. Which, as Ethan appeared less charmed about, Abby encouraged at every opportunity.

      “Kinda obvious anyway, Captain Abigail Rose.”

      Abby kicked the tail of her big helo sideways to pass between the tops of two particularly tall oaks fast approaching on her helmet’s visor display. Night vision and radar pointed them out—not a challenge at all. Then the next tree, just beyond the first pair, had her slewing hard the other way. Hard enough to turn her last name into a grunt from Ethan: Ro-hose.

      She sighed; the mission was weird. Who sent two full companies, totaling twenty Chinooks, along the same Black Route all at once? And on one hour’s notice? That was unusual even for the US Army’s 160th Regiment. This Black Route was a five-hour, thirteen-hundred-kilometer training run from Fort Campbell, Kentucky, down to Fort Rucker, Alabama, out to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and home—all in the moonless darkness. They were nicknamed the Night Stalkers for a reason.

      Colonel Emily Beale, that’s who. Their commander would, of course, have a hidden lesson buried inside the op that would later be revealed as deeply meta-on-meta—obvious in retrospect but that no one except the colonel could have thought up. The woman was seriously deep, which would have brought up any number of jokes by Abby’s cousin, who’d opted to continue in the family’s Maine lobstering tradition. Ocean t’ain’t deep, it only comes up t’ here on the ducks, then he’d hold a hand palm-down at his hip. Ricky loved that one; he wasn’t exactly a deep one himself.

      For now, Charlene One—technically Charlie One but neither Abby nor her twelve-ton baby girl were down with that—was the lead bird of the twenty. The Fort Campbell flight controllers had learned that one quickly enough. Mainiacs—as natives of Maine, the nation’s greatest state in the Union—didn’t get angry. They didn’t get even. Instead, they strived to make you look utterly ridiculous for their own amusement. After the third flight controller in a row discovered that his Army boots had been permanently converted into high heels when he wasn’t watching—and been forced to show up to a surprise inspection either wearing those or barefoot—Charlene One’s name and reputation were firmly secured.

      Not that she could see a hint of the others on tonight’s flight. She inspected the inside of her visor, flipping quickly through several of the screens using the thumb control on the cyclic between her knees. Nothing. She returned to her primary piloting screen. Ethan would be monitoring systems’ health, threat analysis, and a couple of other displays. As pilot-in-control, her duties were to watch the overlapping images of light-amplified night vision, infrared imaging, and wire frame of the landscape including buildings, power lines, and other known features—and not hit anything.

      The Night Stalkers had made most of the innovations for night vision, starting back in the 1980s. She couldn’t imagine those early pioneers who had died while tackling the first-ever Black Routes with nothing more advanced than a high-quality map and balls of steel. Those deaths had driven the early days of simple light amplification to the limits. Now she flew with near-daylight vision and overlaid wire-frame mapping to let her anticipate the terrain well beyond what lay within line of sight. She had no nostalgia for the old days.

      For tonight’s op, she and her teammates were given a ceiling of a hundred feet—to the tops of their rotors, which placed the belly of her massive twin-rotor assault bird down at a tree-scraping eighty. Their mission? Hug the terrain in the dark for five solid hours in an NOE—nap-of-Earth flight, the most exhausting other than in a fully engaged battle—and arrive within plus-or-minus thirty seconds of preset times at the three successive destinations, each over four hundred kilometers apart. At each location, they were to land for precisely thirty seconds before racing to the next.

      If only it were that simple.

      Though never in so large a flight group, it was the type of route she’d flown throughout testing and qualifications. Then Colonel Beale had taken over the regiment, and anything predictable had gone out the window.

      This time, their twenty birds were all spaced one minute, five kilometers apart. That meant that if you were outside your time window, you were in the next bird’s slot. Worse, other birds in tonight’s training flight had been blocked from her situational awareness satellite feeds, and they were all too low to be seen on radar. Which was kind of the point. They’d been warned that, if they delayed one another or bunched up, the entire mission would be declared a failure. To avoid any chance of coordination, each bird had been given a separate radio frequency and a slightly different route as well. Only their destinations were in common.

      With the cancellation of the rather brilliant Raider and Defiant helicopter designs, the Chinook remained the fastest helo in the fleet, capable of scooting along at three hundred and twenty kmph, nearly two hundred miles an hour. The Osprey and new Valor could go faster, but the ungainly tilt-rotors certainly didn’t fit within the Night Stalkers' need for managing stealth and tight spaces. So, rather than shifting to new cutting-edge brilliance as planned, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment—SOAR—would be sticking with their own customizations of the three platforms they’d adopted at their founding forty-four years earlier.

      Which was fine with her. They were Night Stalkers; the pilots were what mattered most. Like Cousin Ricky on the lobster boats, she was a legacy in the heavy metal of the Chinooks. Granddad had flown them in Vietnam, Dad in Desert Storm, and she’d survived two tours in Afghanistan before that mess finally shut down.

      Canceling the new birds, which their most elite Spec Ops fliers needed, wanted, and had helped design, ranked several steps below incomprehensible. It was as if the top levels of the Department of Defense had shipped their brains to Fiji or⁠—

      “Oh!”

      “What?”

      “Colonel Emily Beale…” The full name thing was habit forming. It was time Abby declared that it had run its course. “The colonel is up to something.”

      “Duh!”

      “No, I mean something other, Ethan. Something hidden.” A section of the Cumberland River ran in the right direction, so she dropped down to ten meters from belly to water, now watching out for bridges she’d have to pop over rather than power lines to duck under.

      “Such as?”

      “They took away Raider and Defiant.” And she left it there to see if he reached the same conclusion.

      It didn’t take him long. “They wouldn’t!”

      “They might.”

      “Come on, the DoD ain’t that stupid.”

      Abby wished. In her experience, the Dummies of Defense—as the Department of Defense command in the Pentagon were often called—were absolutely that stupid. “Colonel Beale isn’t breaking the training regimens for the fun of it…”

      Ethan sighed. “She’s trying to find a way to keep the Night Stalkers relevant.”

      Because the DoD was maneuvering, with their typical complete lack of foresight, to make them irrelevant. “Sure, let’s cut the budget by axing the one regiment that Spec Ops depends on for transport into and back out of The Ugly. Why? ‘Because we’re idiots and it saves us money even as it guts a key element of the nation’s security.’” She did the last in a fake hick accent that totally stereotyped about a third of the country.

      Ethan merely groaned.

      But if the colonel was fighting back, it meant tonight’s mission was only the beginning.

      At the Tennessee-Alabama border, Charlene’s threat sensors picked up a pair of incoming MH-6M Little Bird helicopters.

      “Shit! We aren’t equipped to fend off those!” Chinooks boasted four whole guns. They could do immediate-area ground defense, but up against missile-equipped birds? Two steerable M134 Miniguns and a pair of lousy little M240D medium machine guns, all facing to the sides, weren’t going to cut it. They usually flew with their own attack Little Birds and Black Hawks to protect them when the airspace turned nasty.

      She checked the rapidly resolving image as they approached close enough to reveal details. They weren’t MH-6 transports with a bench seat on either side for delivering Delta Force or Rangers into battle. These had a stubby wing on either side from which missiles and Miniguns could be mounted. These were AH-6—as in attack-helicopter—Killer Egg Little Birds. The things were lethal out to five kilometers; her Miniguns were effective to only one.

      “Encrypted text message,” Ethan reported. Rather than a traceable transmission on the encrypted radio, someone had sent a short blast up to the satellite, which came back to them in an untraceable signal, which was then decrypted.

      “Surrender or die?”

      “My guess too,” Ethan agreed. “But no. They’re our escort for the rest of the exercise.”

      “Well, that’s handy.” She tested a sigh of relief—but didn’t feel it. Needing their protection meant that there would be more twists and turns inbound during this exercise.

      The Little Birds fell in to either side of her Chinook…then began falling behind.

      Abby eased back on the thrust control. The Chinook could outstrip the Little Birds by forty klicks an hour. That meant that she had lost most of her flexibility for achieving their assigned landing times. “How bad?”

      She didn’t have to be clearer for Ethan to know what she meant. “Uh, at their max cruise, we can still make our assigned time with, wow, a whole two minutes of flex in the next hour. That’s assuming nothing⁠—”

      Just as they hit a stretch of clear water over the Lake Martin Reservoir on the Tallapoosa River, a Black Hawk came racing toward them from the west.

      It didn’t report in as being friendly.
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      They arrived at Fort Rucker shy one Little Bird from mechanical issues—it had recorded a simulated hit to its main rotor from the unfriendly Black Hawk. Per new training orders, they had autorotated all the way down, just as if they’d actually been hit. You did that to one of those new Valors that the DoD-heads had selected and the crew would be dead.

      Instead, her Little Bird crew was down safe, except they’d mired in the mud alongside the Tallapoosa River. Now they sat there, waiting for the beaten Army National Guard Black Hawk to circle back and lower a cable to extract them from the swamp. The Night Stalkers had beaten the ARNG’s Black Hawk bad. The single Little Bird strike they’d managed before being declared damaged definitely belonged in the lucky-shot category. Her guardian Little Bird would remain parked in the stinking swamp for a long time before the Black Hawk could be bothered to extract them.

      Abby hit Fort Rucker, Alabama, seven seconds ahead of her mark. Parked it clean.

      A pair of nine-man DAGORs—Deployable Advanced Ground Off-Road, Spec Ops light-tactical vehicles—raced toward them. Big tires, a suspension designed for crossing absurdly rough terrain, seats, engine, and roll cage. They were bare-bones, insanely durable, and could travel five hundred miles on a single tank of a variety of fuels, so long as the passengers were absolute masochists. They were not comfortable rides.

      “Ramp! Ramp! Ramp!” The air marshaler who’d guided the last few feet of their landing was shouting.

      Only thirty seconds allowed down didn’t leave much time for doubts and guesses.

      Charlene was parked on a supposedly friendly base, so Abby called the order back to Sam, her senior crew chief. Five seconds later, she felt the cool November air roll in off the Alabama lowlands as the wide tail ramp hit the ground. It brought back memories both good and bad. Too many trips down here to face the brutal instructors at ACE, Aviation Center of Excellence, and that was the good bit.

      The sharp pine resin and noisome swampy scents that the two DAGORs pushed in as they rolled aboard made Abby’s stomach churn.

      It hurt despite her best intentions to never again think of or repeat her mistake when she’d been a gullible second lieutenant here, one dazzled by a major’s attentions. By the time she’d found out he was married, she’d been sufficiently compromised to ruin her career if she didn’t acquiesce to his wishes. Then she’d figured out he was just as vulnerable, more so for taking advantage of a lesser officer. But a woman never won tit-for-tat battles in this man’s military. At least not until she’d thought to send a letter to the major’s wife. He’d become far too busy to bother her after that.

      “Nineteen…twenty…” Ethan was counting seconds since they’d gone wheels down. Their brief had said precisely thirty seconds on the ground.

      “Twenty-one…”

      Abby resisted the urge to turn around and watch. A pair of DAGORs was a tight fit for a Chinook with little more than inches to spare. The crew chiefs, who must be doing their jobs while clinging to the hull’s structure like chimpanzees, would tell her when they were ready.

      “Twenty-five…twenty-six…”

      “Brakes set! No chains!” someone shouted over the intercom. His voice was so distorted that she couldn’t even tell which of her crew it was.

      “Raise ramp twenty percent up.” Abby kept her voice calm, because that’s what pilots did in times of crisis. That should keep anything from rolling out the back of the cargo bay. But they couldn’t close it until the DAGOR’s engines were shut down and no more exhaust was pumping into the cabin.

      “Twenty-nine…”

      Abby eased up on the thrust control. Charlene One was now near her max load as they’d just acquired nine thousand pounds of vehicle and another forty-five hundred of men and their gear. She’d be over her limit if she hadn’t just burned off three hundred kilometers of fuel. Someone on the ground knew that.

      “Thirty!”

      She was airborne. Abby held the hover at one foot. Orders were to land for precisely thirty seconds, not a word about staying in the neighborhood up to her time limit. Thank God she’d hit seven seconds early. With her plus-minus window, that gave her team thirty-seven seconds before they had to clear out. Until then, if the load shifted unexpectedly, she’d only crash down one foot.

      “Chains on.” The call that the vehicles were now anchored to the decking and couldn’t shift during maneuvering came at nine seconds remaining.

      Charlene still felt tail-heavy. It was minor, but she could feel it. “Shift two guys as far forward as you can.” She could trim it out, but that might limit handling in an extreme flight envelope.

      Abby eased up to twenty feet as the balance shifted to neutral and then she set off northeast toward Fort Bragg. Her companion Little Bird had taken on a quick sixty gallons of fuel that should see them to the next stop—if they weren’t shot down on this next leg.

      “This far enough forward?” a voice asked from close behind her, deep enough for the sound to carry through her helmet. It wasn’t one of her crew chiefs, which was what she’d meant. Actually, it was better that they stayed by their guns.

      “Ethan,” she spoke to her copilot over the intercom. The balance was good; it was time to hand off the second leg to him.

      “I have control.”

      Once she felt his sure motion through the joined controls, she eased her hands away and flexed them. They ached from fighting the desire to hold on tight over the last two minutes, but a tight hand on the controls had no finesse.

      She flipped up her visor and had to twist around to face the voice—almost clipping him with her helmet.

      A wiry soldier sat in her jump seat, blocking any view she might have backward down the bird. No, not a soldier. By the MICH helmet, he was a Delta Force operator. The warriors from The Unit, as they styled themselves, weren’t inclined to be big, and he wasn’t. By his outline against the red running light in the cargo bay behind him, that was all she could tell. Unit operators were selected for endurance, speed, incredible marksmanship, and utter fearlessness—and a whole lot of other criteria they weren’t mentioning in public.

      Not wishing to blind night-vision-equipped pilots, Fort Rucker, which was fast falling behind anyway, had very little light facing upward. Inside the cockpit might as well be the dark side of the moon except for the dim glow of the night-vision-compatible instrument panels.

      Whoever he was, his shadow was close.
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      “A-yuh, that’s far enough forward.” She had a Yankee sarcastic twang and sat short in her seat. Derek hadn’t realized she was female until she spoke—a low, throaty voice but very female. He’d been meaning to just mess with a guy, not practically stick his nose in a woman’s face.

      With her visor up, his night-vision goggles let him see her face just fine. She’d have no visibility inside the cockpit, but he could see that her smile quirked to one side when she was being funny. He saw the arched eyebrow telling him he was in dangerous territory. No way to differentiate color through the NVGs, but he’d bet those eyes were light above the wide cheekbones. Nice face. And he liked that the humor reached her voice even while it threatened to prick him with sharp objects.

      He found a headset hanging on the back of the pilot’s seat and pulled it on. “Derek Kylie. Thanks for the ride.”

      “Abby Rose. Welcome aboard.” She slid down her visor, turning into one of the Night Stalker cyborgs, looking far more machine than woman, and faced forward. “Any idea what’s coming next?”

      “Typical,” Derek laughed.

      “Typical?” Her tone went arch at his perceived insult to her gender’s abilities. And it tried to go mean, but she didn’t pull it off with that amusing so-very-Yankee accent.

      “Typical for a training op.” His big sister had whupped no-underestimating-women into him fair and square. She was the one with Papa’s big build and had followed into his rodeo career just fine. “I didn’t even know we were headed northeast until I saw your departure path. For actual missions, they’re far more inclined to tell us where to go and what to do.”

      She sighed. “They are. Or it could be that Okie accent of yours convincing them they didn’t want to tell you.”

      “Good ear.”

      “Two of them.”

      “Yep, I’m just an Okie from Muskogee. Maybe that is why command never tells me shit.”

      He could see her fine fingers moving on the cyclic, but it was the copilot who was currently the pilot-in-control. Nothing changed on the displays he could see, so she must be toggling views inside her helmet while they talked. Couldn’t be a Night Stalker pilot without an exceptional ability to multitask. He’d heard plenty of idiots call their pilots, especially those riding the comfortable seats in the big Chinooks designed for long-haul flights, armchair warriors. They’d hauled his ass out of too many hairy places for him to have anything but the utmost respect for them. Only the second time he'd run into a female pilot though, which meant this woman was seriously special.

      Derek liked special.
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      “What the hell?” Abby’s gut clenched as several warnings flashed simultaneously inside her visor. Several categories of threat sensors had just freaked out.

      A fast-mover jet slicing in from the south, barely above their own flight level.

      She called her lone Little Bird escort. “Inbound on our six. Target and prepare to fire.”

      “On it.” They were already spun around and flying fast for a head-on with the jet, not that they stood a chance. She could definitely get to like that Little Bird pilot.

      A message flashed down from above—but not on the satellite radio. It was local with no apparent point of origin.

      “Flight Charlene One, this is Overwatch. The in-bound is a CCA. Do not fire.”

      She could feel Ethan freeze on the controls. She wiggled the cyclic slightly, and he flinched. Not enough to affect the flight, but enough that she could feel it through the controls. Then she felt him resume controlled flight. The whole interchange had lasted no more than a second or two, but when flying NOE—nap of Earth—at nearly three hundred klicks, errors were typically measured in tenths of a second.

      Abby gave him the moment to say he was sorry, which he did by not saying anything. And she replied the same. They’d flown together long enough that much of what needed saying didn’t need to be said.

      “Who the hell is flying that thing?” Abby felt the itch between her shoulder blades like a hard-driven knife blade, which must have been what snapped Ethan’s attention out of piloting mode—he got a little intense and hyper-focused, even by her standards. “I thought the Collaborative Combat Aircraft were still in basic flight testing. Someone please tell me that isn’t an armed autonomous AI drone flying beside me.”

      It must be the Anduril YFQ-44 by its standard inverted-T tail and thin wings. They weren’t even through the first flight test as far as she knew, yet the long thin fuselage of the aircraft flying beside them matched the specs she’d been studying for the fun of it.

      “I could tell you, but that might spoil the fun.” Mr. D-boy. Mr. I’m-too-cool Delta operator. They were cool…and scary as could be.

      “Go ahead, spoil the fun.”

      “There’s a 24th STS dude embedded with our Delta team. Never told us why he was here. Guessing that’s why.”

      They were the Air Force’s contribution to the Tier One teams of Joint Special Operations Command. The Army contributed Delta and the Navy stood up DEVGRU, which everyone except the Department of Dense knew as SEAL Team 6. The 24th Special Tactics Squadron were definitely good guys to have around. Whether you needed a precision air strike or someone to run a couple hundred supply flights per hour into a recently captured airport using nothing more than a handheld radio and an apple crate to sit on, they were the guys.

      “Turns out he’s not the one actually flying it.”

      Abby could hear the tease and refused to rise to the bait as she watched the CCA slide into formation to the side where she’d lost the Little Bird…and a little ahead.

      Derek waited.

      She didn’t have time for a guessing game in a combat situation, not even during a simulated one. Unless it wasn’t a guessing game. The STS dude wasn’t here to fly it, which meant he was only here as a safety pilot to monitor it in case the stupid thing’s brain went kerflooey. It wasn’t a nicely useful drone—the damn jet was flying itself. Using its own unknown set of programming and misconceptions.

      “Well, isn’t that just Jimmies on an Italian?”

      “Who on a what?” Ethan had given up asking long ago, but Derek fell for the trap.

      “Jimmies, you know, those sprinkles on ice cream. Chocolate ones are the only real ones by the way, just in case you ever buy me an ice cream.”

      “O-kay.” Not being stupid—Delta meant he was very, very smart—his tone said he knew he had one foot in the trap. “What’s with sprinkles on a person?”

      Her trap snapped closed in her thoughts with a bright snick! “An Italian, or an Italian Ice to the uninitiated, is called a snow cone in the more heathen parts of this fine nation.”

      “Heathen. Like any state that isn’t Vermont?”

      “Downeast.” She slashed at him. “The great state of Maine. Never insult me like that again.” Then she heard his chuckle over the intercom. Yep, he’d already paid her back for her trap.

      “Yes ma’am,” he sassed her. In her peripheral vision, where it wasn’t blocked by her helmet, she saw his hand sweep up into a sharp salute. “So, having an experimental Air Force CCA horn in on a Night Stalkers’ training mission is about as logical as chocolate sprinkles on a snow cone. Got it! But if that’s the case, how do you explain my team being here?”

      “What do you call a moose with no friends?” She let him stew on that while she looked again for whatever was flying overwatch from somewhere above them. Until the CCA showed up, this had been a strictly Army operation. No longer. Which meant that in addition to one of their own Gray Eagle drones, it could be any of the standard sentry birds—a Navy E-2 Hawkeye, P-8 Poseidon, or the like. Except those would show up clearly. Yet another drone? If so, it was a stealth bird without even a hint on her extremely sensitive threat radar.

      “No matter what I say, I’ll be wrong,” Derek finally conceded.

      “It be alone-some.” She gave it her best Downeast dry tone. Mainiacs were prone-some to tacking some onto words in the strangest ways. At least according to anyone from away—those who didn’t have the God-given gift of being born in the greatest state. To her ear, it was a quantifier of more, or less, but a little more than less.

      “So, my team and I are here because…what, we don’t have any friends?”

      “Oh, the man is sharp.”

      Ethan laughed, and Derek joined in with that good chuckle of his.

      “We still have our uses.”

      Abby glanced over in time to see Derek make a gesture to the men behind him. Seconds later, a request came up on her visor to permit a data link.

      “That you?” Certain things you didn’t mess with, and letting strangers into her helo’s systems was one of them.

      “STS,” Derek confirmed.

      She authorized the connection, but read-only. No data would travel back to the US Air Farce Circus’s man, whether or not he was a clown. And she slotted it as an isolated view on its own screen, not the full-display request.

      The new option popped up on her menu: CCA. She selected it with the thumb controller.

      Night Stalkers trained hard to absorb and process huge amounts of visual and auditory data rapidly. When threat sensors lit up over navigational views requiring targeting and firing solutions, only to be interrupted by damage reports, a girl had to stay on top of it all.

      The CCA selection gave her a flash of nausea. The unexpected shift as her viewpoint jerked a hundred meters to starboard and thirty meters up. As if someone had tried to yank the rug of the landscape out from beneath her feet and only succeeded in shifting it. Now it was her own bird showing up to port and below, from the CCA’s view. Even as she watched, it picked up flights climbing out of Charlotte Douglas International Airport. Each shifted from yellow, when spotted, to green as it tagged the aircraft with its flight number. Green must be known aircraft. Not the way her Army-built helo’s display reported, but she got the idea fast enough.

      Which all meant she wasn’t doing her job as a copilot. She flipped back to the tactical screens for her own bird, pausing to check the aircraft’s health status. All nominal.

      “What the hell game are we playing?”

      Derek laughed. “When you find out, be sure to tell me.”

      “Maybe yes. Maybe no.” There sure wasn’t anyone she could ask. She was the lead bird on this twenty-long daisy chain flight of Chinooks. Except it didn’t mean anything as they weren’t connected. So, she was the lead on a flight of one Chinook, one Little Bird that she trusted after its amazing flight during the earlier face-off with the Black Hawk, and a CCA she wouldn’t be trusting this side of the North Maine Woods. “Guess we’re just waitin’ a bit on that overwatch bird to tell us what’s going on,” she nodded upward.

      “It had better be soon,” Ethan spoke up. “Our assigned time at Fort Bragg is in four minutes.”

      Crap! Abby checked the route map and the timing. During her inattention, Ethan had kept them within their assigned plus-or-minus thirty-second window—barely. His sole job during NOE ops was to fly; her job included everything else. Hard against thirty seconds over their time meant zero leeway for surprises as she’d used at Fort Rucker. They’d get thirty seconds on the ground and then have to scoot—ready or not. “Try nudging up three knots.”

      Ethan did. But the Little Bird, up at its limits, began falling behind.

      “Ease back.” It was up to her to handle threats and navigation. “My bad.”

      “We got this,” Ethan floated up to clear a set of power lines. The CCA was above the power lines already; the Little Bird slid under and then dodged through the trees on the far side. Ethan eased back down before twisting sideways around a barn. Most of the Black Route avoided towns and homes, but in a few places there simply wasn’t a choice.

      “Two minutes.” Abby announced to the crew chiefs. “Sam, we don’t know what’s coming or going, so I want the ramp on the ground within one second of our wheels.”

      “Roger that.”

      “You sticking or going, Derek?”

      “My guess⁠—”

      Overwatch cut him off. “Emergency re-route to 35.131 by -79.06. Half squad. Debus.”

      Abby punched the new latitude and longitude into the NavComp as Overwatch read them out. Debus meant a hot insertion—rapid deployment. But it was only going to be half their load, which meant they had to stay on the ground while the remaining load was shifted and re-chained to the deck.

      “Huh,” was all Derek said before Abby heard the click of him dropping off the intercom. A half turn of her head showed that the jump seat behind her had been folded away and no one blocked her view of the packed cargo bay. She missed having him there. Who knew when she’d see him again. The Spec Ops world was small, but not that small. With the approximately three hundred Delta Force operators and the Night Stalkers’ two hundred aircraft, their meeting again soon didn’t seem likely.

      Facing her readouts once more, she saw something good had come of the change. “Those coordinates are fifty-four seconds closer than Pope Airfield on the other side of the base. So, we’ll be early instead of late.”

      “Good-some news.”

      Ethan earned her laugh. She waited a beat for Derek to inject a comment, but he wasn’t there.
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      Derek didn’t like dividing the team. Especially sending half of them into an unknown situation of a hot LZ. Even a simulated hot landing zone had to be approached with serious caution. He also didn’t like that someone up there was messing with them.

      And not just Colonel Beale. She might be a legend, but she didn’t command the kind of power that could launch half of Delta Force from Bragg to Rucker on a C-5 Galaxy super transporter, merely so that they could be dragged back by helo. Although he’d only met her twice, Beale struck him as a woman well able to get her way.

      And what the hell was that Air Force drone jet doing here? After its first flight, there should be another year of flight testing and refinement before an overtly stupid AI was flying lethal hardware on a training mission.

      Don’t think, boy. This the Army is. Just do.

      Yes sir, Drill Sergeant Yoda, sir!

      As the helo slammed to a halt, he had someone stationed at every chain. From a dead stop, the bird settled a foot…and touched down. Damn, but these pilots were good. At his signal, they dumped the chains on all four tires of both vehicles. He saluted his number two as they accelerated backward off the ramp. The forward non-exiting DAGOR backed as if their bumpers had been stuck together until it reached the middle of the cargo bay and slammed on its
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