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      The quiet mechanical genius—with an untenable past and a doubtful future.

      “Suzanne Brockmann fans will love this!” – Booklist

      Connie Davis despises helicopters and joins the Army’s Night Stalkers specifically to work on these ultimate war machines. Why? Because they are the devil that killed her father and she must solve how, before they kill her.

      Always the lead mechanic, until now, Big John Wallace remains baffled by his fellow mechanic’s dark side—he embraces life at every turn.

      But when a weapon of mass destruction slips into the hands of a bloody dictator, they must join their passions for anyone to survive.

      “High-energy military romance at its best.” – RT Book Reviews

      “OMG! Who knew a guy could write such a great romance!” – Kirkus Reviews

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers. Originally published in 2013. Re-edited 2021 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]

      Note: In 2013 my publisher would not allow an interracial couple. I’m proud that John Wallace is finally able to be as he was intended.
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      Sergeant Connie Davis felt the metallic stutter before she heard it. It broke the rhythm of the music that usually floated in the background of her thoughts when flying.

      She began counting seconds… four, five. Again.

      A third time to be sure.

      “Major?” she called on the Black Hawk helicopter’s intercom.

      “What!” Major Emily Beale’s voice made it damn clear that whatever Connie wanted had better be more important than the firefight going on all around them.

      The copilot and the other crew chief, Staff Sergeant John Wallace, kept their silence. It surprised Connie that she’d heard it before Big Bad John. He was the most amazing mechanic she’d ever met.

      “We have,” Connie estimated quickly, “about five minutes until lift failure. We’re losing a main blade.” And without that, ten thousand pounds of US Army helicopter and her four crew members were going to fall out of the sky far too fast.

      “You sure?”

      Connie leaned out the left-side gunner’s window to unleash another spate of fire from her Minigun on the bunkered-in machine gun nest that was giving them such trouble tonight. A hailstorm of spent brass spewed out the window as she pounded sixty-eight rounds a second of tracer-laden hell down on the aggressors. More raw power than the cannons in Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.

      For the three long seconds that the nest was in her range, the tracer-green fire whipped and coiled across the sky like a nightmare snake. In three seconds she hurled two kilos of lead. Four-point-four pounds didn’t sound like much until it was pumped along as two hundred separate pieces of lead moving at three times the speed of sound. She raked her flying buzz saw back and forth twice over the enemies’ position in the time they were in view.

      “She’s right. Maybe ten minutes if you ride it soft,” Big John chimed in. He might not have caught the problem, but as soon as she pointed it out he’d found the vibration rippling through the frame of the highly modified MH-60L DAP Hawk helicopter, had counted the seconds, and he knew. The DAP—the Direct Action Penetrator, an exclusive design for the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (airborne)—was the most powerful gunship flown by any military, and this one was badly broken.

      It was her first time in full combat with John. But already he was a man she’d learned to admire during training flights. A man she had real trouble not noticing. She kept finding herself watching him when he wasn’t aware. Big John Wallace fully deserved his nickname. He was six-four, mountain-strong, with skin the rich luster of good earth. He was definitely the largest and perhaps the most handsome man she’d flown with in six years aloft. He also was a crew chief who loved his helicopter like a child and that was the most captivating piece of him. He was a mechanic to the center of his being—a feeling she understood well.

      That she was a step ahead of him would have been satisfying in any less hazardous situation. One look out the window was enough to wipe any thought of a smile entirely out of her mind.

      Even at night, the Hindu Kush mountains of northeast Afghanistan looked ugly. And tonight’s mission had taken their flight in deep, way past five minutes to safety, or ten. Base lay forty-five minutes away, with four good blades, and the area around that base was at least marginally friendlier than the people shooting at them now.

      They might be known as the Night Stalkers, the fliers who ruled the night. But if they went down here, they wouldn’t be ruling the night for long.

      “Viper, this is Vengeance.” Major Beale, the first woman ever in the Night Stalkers, had long since proved her ability as a pilot and commander when fast decisions were needed.

      Helicopters never flew alone into combat, and tonight’s mission had paired them with Viper.

      “We’re losing a blade and running for home. Won’t make it.” Then she took one last turn, wide instead of her normal hard slam, giving Big John a final chance at clearing out the problem they’d been sent to solve. The copilot fired four rockets, and whatever they opened up, John drove home.

      The shock wave hit them hard enough that Connie half feared they’d lose the blade now.

      …Four, five, shudder. Still right on cue. Okay for the moment.

      She puffed out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding as the major turned south by southeast.

      They were through the smaller of two mountain passes while everyone on the ground remained distracted by the massive explosion that continued to roll skyward behind them. No one on the ground remembered to fire at the speeding helicopter until too late.

      “Roger, Vengeance.” The radio crackled in her helmet. “Heavy One is moving, thirty minutes.”

      Major Beale ran down the throttle to ease the load on the blade. They stayed low to avoid any stress from attempting a climb. That meant flying low through the next, dangerously well-defended pass, assuming they didn’t fold up and crash before then. With four good blades, they’d already be straining the rotor as they were flying up in high-hot limits. The combination of heat and altitude knocked the efficiency out of helicopters because the air was too thin. With a bad blade, they didn’t dare attempt the climb out of harm’s way.

      The Taliban defending the pass less than a minute ahead were most unfriendly.

      Connie thumped the ammo can with her boot—barely a quarter full. She opened her gun and tossed the ammo belt loose, snaking it back into the can. She snapped down the lid and pulled out a fresh belt from a new can.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Big John, who sat back-to-back with her four feet away on the other side of the helo’s bay, making the same choice. Once again, they were in a sort of perfect synchronicity.

      …three, four. Not good.

      She leaned out the window to spot the pass ahead. They were down in the gut of it. Open to fire from all elevations of both sides.

      “Can I—”

      “No.” She and John cut off the major in unison, making Connie laugh—inside. No climbing, not on this rotor blade.

      Connie flipped the night-vision goggles down from the brow of her helmet. She’d raised them to give her eyes a moment of rest while switching ammunition belts. Now she needed any advantage she could find to see in the dark.

      A wash of the world gone green showed through the binocular-style apparatus. Leaning out the gunnery window to look ahead, she watched for the bright shimmer of gunfire or the sharp glow of running stick figures as fighters scrambled for position. They were there. Ten to fifteen on her side alone. And most were higher up the valley walls than they were. She couldn’t attack them, couldn’t shoot upward, unless she wanted to take out what remained of their own rotor blades. Helicopters were designed to shoot down at things, not up.

      “Major?”

      “Stop asking and speak!” Emily Beale was less steady than usual. Hard to blame her.

      Connie swallowed hard and pictured it again in her head. She saw no better answer. It was either bet on the poor aim of the many gunners ahead of them or bet that the major’s reputation as the best Black Hawk pilot in all of the US Army’s Special Operations Aviation Regiment had been earned, and not merely granted for being the first woman in SOAR.

      “A roll is a neutral-gee maneuver.” A slow barrel roll—flying straight ahead while rolling the helo over sideways, upside down, and back to right side up—actually placed minimal stress on the airframe or rotor blades, if done correctly.

      “Shit. She’s right,” John confirmed in that wonderful deep voice of his, making it sound rational as the major groaned.

      Was it an act like this by a crazy or equally desperate pilot that had killed Connie’s father? Was it too late to take back the idea and pretend she hadn’t said it?

      “John, you’ll be first. Then Connie.”

      Was this about to place her in the same unknown grave as her dad? Connie Davis. Another name on the Night Stalker monument at SOAR headquarters. A short note in a secret file: Lost. Pilot, copilot, two crew chiefs. No survivors.

      The major aimed for the right-hand wall of the pass, practically head-on. Moments before they would have hit the cliff face, the major slewed the helo back to the left. But not in a hard turn. In a long, slow roll.

      The ground was so close that they nearly thumped their wheels on the rock passing at a hundred and fifty knots. At a hundred and seventy-five miles per hour, death was only the slightest error away.

      That was the moment Connie knew for a fact that Major Emily Beale had earned her reputation for being the best. Beginning the roll so close to the cliff wall reduced their availability as a target to those on either side of the pass. And it took advantage of the ground effect—that extra bit of lift when air was compressed between the aircraft and the ground—decreasing the stress on the blades. The major had accepted the idea, planned the maneuver, and executed it all on fifteen seconds’ notice.

      As the right side of the helicopter lifted, John’s gun had a clear field of fire on the cliff face flashing by. He used the precious moments to rake the walls far and wide while Connie looked straight down at the ground racing by, going weightless in her seat.

      They were so close that she watched the tips of the thirty-foot-long rotor blades swinging past sharp rock with less than a yard to spare. She pushed back into her seat, her instincts taking control and trying to shove her body one more inch from impending disaster. The static electricity of the rotors striking dust in the air glittered in her NVGs, a green arc of brilliant sparks. They were so close to the rock that the sparks looked to be inside it.

      But with air-show perfection, the major continued the roll, edging clear of the wall without striking a blade. Now upside down, Connie had a disoriented moment to spot any fire John had missed. She only tagged one on the wall racing by so closely before she faced straight up.

      In the moment of rolling silence, as she stared at the heavens, she recalled hearing John’s gun fire a few short bursts while they were inverted. That meant any remaining dirty work on the left-hand wall of the pass was going to be her issue as they rolled back to level.

      Anticipating the moment, she leaned forward and drove down the triggers the moment she saw rock instead of sky. An arc of tracer-green fire poured from the six spinning muzzles. She swept her M134 back and forth as the helo rolled, taking her aim at the cliff face flashing by in the night. Enemy rounds spattered against the airframe with sharp thwacks barely detectable over the roar of her Minigun.

      The threat detector flashed target information on the inside of her visor, and with instinct born of a thousand hours of practice, she swept the gun over position after position, cutting them apart faster than they could duck and cover.

      And then the Vengeance was through the pass. The targets were falling astern at eighty meters per second.

      Beyond the pass, the front range of the Hindu Kush mountains broke like a thousand-meter-high wave, collapsing into deep rolls and turbulent clusters. The flat horizon of desert formed in the distance.

      …two, three.

      A distance they weren’t going to make.

      “Now, Major,” John announced. There was no questioning the man, not when he used that booming deep voice.

      He was so big that it was a wonder he could cram into the Hawk’s crew chief seat, but he did. Connie had never felt short, but the top of her head would fit under his chin, comfortably. Odd thought.

      And he was right. Now, or they were going to fall from the sky.

      “This is Vengeance. Going down. Repeat. Going down. Beacon hot.”

      It was a risk. Lately, the bad guys were getting their hands on night-vision gear. A lot of it was first-generation crap, but they wouldn’t have any trouble finding the brilliant, infrared beacon now flashing atop their helo.

      …One, two. The ground was coming up awfully fast.

      Connie glanced forward. Best not to interrupt the pilot at the moment, but she wondered at the woman’s sanity. Major Emily Beale was a SOAR legend, but they were about to become another mere footnote in the bloody history of the Night Stalkers. At her current rate of descent, they were going to dig such a deep hole in the desert that the sand might cover right over their impact crater.

      Connie braced for the crash. This one was gonna hurt. And hurt bad. Assuming she was alive afterward to feel it.

      Fifty feet up, she felt the shudder as the major yanked the collective full up and cranked the throttle wide open. A calculated gamble.

      The Black Hawk’s twin turbines groaned in protest, then over five thousand horsepower roared to life. Connie heard them go right past redline, nearly six thousand. The blades clawed the air like mad beasts. She and John chanting a mantra to the damaged blade in unison, “Hang on. Hang on. Hang on.”

      Twenty feet. Ten. Slowing, five.

      Then the blade let go. Twenty feet of laminated polycarbonate arced off into the night. Three blades remained, horribly unbalanced, but before they could turn twice more, the Hawk slammed into the sand. Not even hard enough to ram the wheels’ shock absorbers against the stops.

      The major dumped power, and the turbines collapsed from scream to cry toward moan. But not fast enough.

      Another blade broke but didn’t fly free. Folded down, it slammed against the tail of the helo, then the cockpit, then the tail again as the rotor slowed. For ten seconds of held breath, they all waited while it dragged and beat the helicopter as it spun its way to a halt. The final scraping groan of wounded metal told Connie that half the bearings in the rotor head would need replacement and probably the swash plate as well.

      “Everyone okay?”

      “We’re fine.” Big John rolled free of his harness. “Now!” he called and snapped a monkey line to the steel loop by the cargo bay door.

      Connie had to blink a few times. Was she fine? They weren’t dead. They hadn’t been killed by the failure of one of these hell-spawn machines. What next? Right, clear the blades.

      Her body reacted before her brain fully kicked in. The wonders of all those endless drills.

      In moments, she’d grabbed a wrench and saw. Outside, she snapped in her own three-meter line beside the cargo bay door to ensure she didn’t get left behind no matter what happened. Jumping to the sand and closing the door exposed the built-in toeholds that let her climb up the outside of the Black Hawk helicopter until she met John squatting on the top.

      Major Beale and Chief Warrant Officer Clay Anderson stood outside their pilots’ doors, FN SCAR rifles unslung from across their chests, watching the night. The IR beacon provided Connie with plenty of light to work by with her night-vision goggles.

      John had a wrench, but shook his head as soon as she joined him. The blades could normally be unbolted and hinged back to lie along the tail. They must be too bent to extract, but the rotor blades couldn’t be left in place if they were to be airlifted out of here.

      With John on one side and Connie on the other, they set to work, sawing off the broken stubs of the two shattered blades. The hand saws ripped through the honeycomb of the graphite-epoxy spar, though they slowed down at the titanium erosion-resistant edge. Thankfully, the saws had been designed to make it through in emergency situations.

      Viper came roaring in, flashed by close overhead. The sharp sizzle of six rockets and the heavy chug of the M230 30 mm cannon pounded down over the backside of the next rolling hill. The explosion and bloom of smoke and fire roaring beyond the ridge announced the end of someone who’d thought to find easy pickings from a downed American helo.

      Together, she and John grunted the main rotor a quarter turn to get one of the remaining intact blades over the tail. Connie could feel the grind of the ruined bearings fighting every inch. Definitely a new swash plate, maybe the lifters as well.

      John rapped his knuckles briefly on the rotor head. Same thought, they’d be replacing both. Mechanical tasks was the one area that they hadn’t needed words to communicate about.

      But the Vengeance couldn’t get a tow with the other blade pointing forward. Too much danger of it being caught by the headwind and kicked up into the lifting helo. The low thud of Heavy One, the massive Chinook helicopter inbound to carry them home, sounded in the distance. They made one last attempt to unlatch the remaining good rotor blade, but they couldn’t. They needed ten minutes to get hammers and drive the pin free. They had five. Maybe.

      John started swearing about the waste, as they both set to work with their saws.

      Viper circled wide to secure a safe perimeter around their craft, both drawing fire and answering it in a definitive fashion. It felt good knowing that Major Beale’s husband Major Henderson, and John’s best friend, Sergeant Tim Maloney, were close by watching over them. But the remaining fighters who’d been guarding the pass were on the move and time was running out.

      The third blade dropped free and fell aside at the same moment the four-point lifting harness dropped from the hovering Chinook.

      They had their damaged helicopter latched in and secure inside of thirty seconds. The pilots had them airborne and headed back to base while they were still scrambling into their seats. Connie tossed a pair of thermite grenades out the door onto the stack of partial blades as they lifted clear. With a blaze of white fire and shooting sparks, the grenades cooked, then melted most of the blades and fused a patch of sand ten feet across into brittle glass.

      The machine hadn’t killed her this time. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t next time.
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      Big John Wallace pulled off his helmet and scrubbed his fingers through his sweaty hair, reveling in the sensation. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Sergeant Connie Davis as they and their broken Black Hawk were lowered into their position at the air base. The moment they cleared possible enemy sight lines, she began stripping the equipment.

      Not her helmet, not the hot flight suit, not her harness. Always first things first by the book with Sergeant Connie Davis. Her Minigun’s ammunition belt slotted back into its case, her last round hand-cleared from the Minigun’s chamber, caught in the air, and stowed in the loose-round bag.

      Every move in US Army official order. Every bit of maintenance she ever did was done as if she were a walking, talking training manual. An attempt to alter any of her actions was met with page and paragraph quoted from memory. He’d stopped checking her on that, mostly. He hadn’t tripped her up yet, but he still had hopes.

      He’d flown with her on a couple of training missions, but Kee Smith was his usual gunner. Except now she was Kee Stevenson and off having her honeymoon. Better Archie than him.

      Before Kee, John had thought no one would ever replace Crazy Tim, but even Tim bowed to Kee’s marksmanship. And Kee ranked damned cute. Not his type, but real easy on the eyes, assuming you didn’t tick her off and get a punch in one.

      Sergeant Connie Davis, on the other hand, while awesomely nice to look at… he had no idea what to think of her. The woman never laughed, never smiled. Built at the US Army factory and shipped to the front with all parts in certified working order.

      Even Kee was more his type than Connie. Sure she looked like the sitcom dream girl next door, the quiet, smart one. The Kate Jackson of the original Charlie’s Angels. Taller than the feisty elf that was Kee, but not the long and leggy of Major Beale either. John was typically drawn to the latter, but there were two issues there. One, Major Beale had married Major Henderson, and two, she was also perhaps the scariest woman alive. A good person as a commanding officer, but lethal at any distance. It was a wonder Major Henderson had survived his courtship. Actually, considering what they’d been through, he almost hadn’t.

      Kee barely came up to Big John’s armpit, while the major rose well past his shoulder. Connie stood tall enough to rest her head against on his shoulder. Her long hair would fall in its soft waves across under his chin like…

      Connie stared at him square-on from three feet away across the Black Hawk’s cargo bay. And he was definitely staring without realizing that he was.

      “Sir?” Her helmet was off and her cascade of brunette hair flowed around her face exactly as he’d imagined it, looking as if she hadn’t spent the last six hours flying hot and sweaty under heavy gunfire. Her mirrored Ray-Bans were in place against the sharp light of the desert dawn.

      “Sergeant, not ‘sir.’” He responded automatically. He wasn’t a commissioned officer. He knew he sounded rude, inconsiderate. Though her eyes were covered, he knew they were a soft hazel and set wide. He also knew that they were the only part of her that indicated someone was home. A brown-flecked green that never stopped watching.

      On first meeting Connie Davis, he’d wanted to dismiss her as no more than a cute Connie Homemaker. The girl next door brought to life right out of the television screen.

      But he’d run into the wrong end of her keen mechanic’s mind more than once. Now she sat there, expressionless and unreadable, waiting for what he needed of her.

      Those eyes. Despite her sunglasses, they pinned his brain somewhere he couldn’t readily access. He cleared his throat to make it work.

      “Nice catch on the stutter.” He turned back to clear his own weapon.

      He barely heard her quiet reply of, “Thank you, Sergeant,” before she exited the helo.

      He cleared the chamber round and stowed the belt. Time to get moving. Connie would probably complete the damage inspection by the time he’d made sure his weapon was cleared and locked. She’d probably have it analyzed and half repaired by the time he had a chance to look it over.

      He was either going to kill the woman with his bare hands or…

      He had no idea what lay on the other side of the equation.

      And he didn’t want to know.
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      Connie looked at the crews of Viper and Vengeance across the mess tent, then down at the tray in her hands. Burger, fries, salad, and a large bottle of fruity electrolyte drink. An apple crisp in the corner. The Army fed you well when it could, even at a forward air base like Bati. All of it looking so normal and homey in an Army-base sort of way.

      When she looked up, nothing was normal at all.

      Bati was a town in northwest Pakistan where, as far as anyone other than the locals and a few government officials knew, this SOAR air base did not exist. Fifteen helicopters that were secretly located in a country that postured as unfriendly to America. The squatting rights were never mentioned, all part of an arms deal that was also kept quiet.

      No helicopters here, folks. And no Rangers or Delta Force operators being launched nightly into the battles raging across the Hindu Kush mountains of northeast Afghanistan. No, sir. No, ma’am. No base that showed up on any part of any world map except ones inside the Pentagon.

      The helos hunkered down in an abandoned soccer stadium of sprawling concrete and flaking whitewash. The same whitewash swirled about in bright flurries among the brownout dust cloud kicked up by the rotor blade’s downwash every time anyone fired up a helo.

      The chow tent was equally foreign as she moved through it heading for where she knew she’d land. Where she had always landed in the two months since her arrival here.

      The place felt cramped with the day staff fresh from their racks, eating breakfast, and the night fliers eating dinner before watching a movie or writing a letter home, then crashing out through the daytime. They jostled, crowded, rubbed shoulders. Most had their turf staked down and staked down hard.

      She headed away from the Rangers. All noise and bravado down at the far end, half of them moving out into the dawn light to eat on the soccer stadium tiers, plates in one fist and a tale of glory in the other. D-boys, the most dangerous fighters on the planet, were silent ghosts as always, briefly visible at mealtimes and then fading away as if they’d never been there. The only people they spoke to between missions were the Rangers who were stupid enough to bait them—a sport no Ranger could resist despite decades of failure.

      The masters of the Chinook heavy-lifters, the giant twin-rotor helicopters, always took the corner at the front of the tent by the entrance flap. Shoulder-to-shoulder, each team snagged an extra chair to fit their five-man crews at a four-top table. Closed circle.

      The pilots of the five two-seater Little Birds had a long table where they sat in neat pairs across from each other, pilot and copilot, though who sat on which side varied. Perhaps the pattern was unconscious. Connie considered their alternation as she moved past but could find no particular sequencing of either a mathematical or a psychological nature. Four of the Black Hawk crews, the transport versions of the birds, intermixed at random tables. Then there were Viper and Vengeance. Supposedly her crew. The six crew members from the two DAP Hawks always ranged around a double table. DAPs were always a crew apart. Like police or nurses in the civilian world.

      The two Majors commanding the Direct Action Penetrators typically sat off by themselves at one of the back tables. On the rare occasions when they ate with their crew, another table was dragged in. But two copilots and four crew chiefs always ate, shared, and joked together. The recently promoted Captain Stevenson had been out for three months on med leave, and Chief Warrant Clay Anderson had taken his seat both in the air and at the table. And though she’d taken Dusty James’ place on Viper when he’d taken a round, she’d never felt welcome in his seat at the table.

      She’d not taken it while Dusty was gone. That was proper, it was his seat and now he’d come back to fill it. Had the bullet that found him that night flown six inches differently, she would be the one hit and would now be the returning comrade welcomed. Well, perhaps welcomed.

      There’d been no spot at all for a week, and she’d been assigned to a ground maintenance squad. They hadn’t put her in another bird because Kee Smith had upcoming marriage leave, which had arrived. Now Kee, the only person on the base she’d ever spoken much with, was gone. In two weeks she’d be back and Connie would be reassigned again.

      Should Connie take the seat that would only be hers for fourteen days? Would she know what to say if someone spoke to her? Everything she said always came out wrong.

      Her brief moment with Staff Sergeant John Wallace this morning being a prime example. Something she’d said had been wrong. She could see his face change, but though she studied it carefully, she couldn’t read his expression. Had he meant the compliment, or had he been angry that she’d noticed the failing rotor blade before he had? She didn’t know anyone well enough to ask.

      He hulked at the table, perfectly at ease, with that big, welcoming laugh of his flowing across his friends as he told the story of their roll, holding his arms out and tipping them sideways, making everyone duck.

      When he retracted his arms, his broad shoulder still intruded deep into the space where Kee always sat. Kee was small enough that it didn’t matter. And fierce enough that she didn’t care.

      But there was no room for Connie Davis.

      She turned for her usual table and sat with her back to the crew so that she wouldn’t have to watch yet another place she didn’t belong.
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      “Two days, maybe three.”

      “You have until dark, about thirteen hours, to make her air-worthy.”

      Big John slapped a hand as big as both of Connie’s on the table. “Dammit, Major. You gotta be kidding me.”

      Major Emily Beale had signaled Connie to come over and sit at the table as the meal broke up. Now it was the three of them, with the dirty dishes still rattling on John’s tray.

      “There is no damn way, Major!” Big John’s voice filled the chow tent, but the few people remaining didn’t bother to turn and watch. John’s booming voice was more of a constant than a surprise.

      Connie considered the logistics of repairing the Black Hawk.

      The Chinook was supposed to deliver a new set of blades in about six hours. She could hear the bird starting up for the three-hour run each way to go fetch a fresh set from the aircraft carrier. That gave them three hours to create a full parts list of what they’d need.

      It would start with several panels on the tail boom that had been beaten up by the dragging of the second broken blade. And the star-cracked plexi window on the copilot’s side. The rotor head was the real issue. Until they tore it open to see what had been wrenched…

      “Problem here?” Major Mark “The Viper” Henderson slid in next to Major Beale and kissed her solidly. It always made Connie blink. Their perfect ease about themselves and each other. They walked hand-in-hand from briefings to the flight line in thoughtless harmony, both absolute masters of their craft, two of the most accomplished and decorated helicopter pilots in the US Army. They clearly wasted no time doubting themselves or each other. From a place of such confidence, they flew where merely earthbound mortals must stumble along under gravity’s force.

      “Major, you gotta talk some sense into your wife, sir.” John held his hands out like a supplicant. “We just flew a full mission and you know my bird took it hard, but she’s a good one and saw us through. Now Major Beale wants the Vengeance mission-ready in thirteen hours. It ain’t gonna happen. No how, no way. Please talk to her.”

      “Mission-ready? Did I say mission-ready?” Major Beale spoke, all bright innocence.

      John floundered at a loss for words, as if his pilot had lied to him.

      Connie rolled the words back. “You said air-worthy, ma’am.”

      John jerked around to face her and blinked hard. Once. Twice.

      Emily Beale merely nodded an acknowledgment with a gentle swoosh of her straight blonde hair. As if she’d expected Connie to catch that.

      Connie had always thought herself unobserved. Time to upgrade her assessment, again, so as not to underestimate the major’s capabilities.

      “Air. Worthy.” Connie could hear Big John roll it around on his tongue. There was a huge difference. Making Vengeance flyable was quite different from ready to fly into combat.

      Connie dropped the battered panels and cracked plexi from her mental list. She dropped the necessary checks of the backup systems. She dropped the two radios and the FLIR that had taken direct hits and needed replacement, alignment, and recertification. She juggled times and equipment layers. She put the FLIR back in but left off the fine recalibration. It meant working straight through the day, their night, but—

      “It’s possible.”

      “No!” John’s hand hammered down again on the table that groaned beneath the blow. But Connie could see his mind working as his body protested. Could see the calculations in his unfocused gaze.

      “Wa-ell,” Major Henderson drawled in a horrid, fake Texas accent. “We could always give y’all another tow if ya can’t fix the Vengeance in time. You wouldn’t mind arriving at Bagram air base dangling from a Chinook’s underbelly like a limp piece of meat, would ya now? I know my wife, y’all’s commanding officer, couldn’t care no more than a snap of her fingers.”

      John finished his calculations as the major finished his sentence. John nodded slowly, also rearranging the details in his head. Connie could read his acceptance of the challenge in the narrowing of his eyes, the firm set of his jaw.

      “Thirteen hours. We can do that.” He glanced her way. The light emphasis on “we” was one of the nicest compliments Connie had received since arriving at Bati. Not that she doubted her own skills. But she knew her mechanical ability bothered Sergeant Wallace and this was the first time he’d acknowledged it directly as an asset instead of an irritant.

      “Excellent.” Major Henderson rose easily to his feet and took his wife’s hand to help her up.

      As they walked away, he drawled once more, “It’s just a-knowin’ how to motivate them thar troops.”

      John looked from the departing couple to Connie. “Did he say something about Bagram?”
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      They made it with twenty-eight minutes to spare.

      John flexed his hand again, wincing at the pull across his barked knuckles and the long scrape that ran from wrist to elbow.

      Twenty-eight minutes. Enough for a shower and a shave. Time to stuff his gear in his duffel and grab something better than the energy bar he’d stuffed down midday. He strolled toward the helo in the evening light with his kit on his back, a stack of salami sandwiches in his hand, and a cold Coke in one of his thigh pockets.

      Beale and Clay had pitched in where they could, but for the most part an officer’s usefulness on a repair was measured by their increasing distance from the job. Front-seaters knew how to fly but were trouble beyond that. Major Beale had West Pointed in, never working as a back-ender other than in training.

      Every now and then a noncom made the jump to front seat like Clay, but no chief in his right mind would ever let them touch anything mission-critical again. Sure they thought they still knew, but they were wrong. Without constant study, no mere officer could keep up with all of the technology required to keep a Black Hawk humming.

      Even if Clay Anderson had stayed qualified, a DAP Hawk was a whole different bird beyond that. Newbies thought the mods designed by SOAR couldn’t be that drastic. But the Direct Action Penetrators were custom-built for SOAR and SOAR alone. Built from the ground up on a Black Hawk frame, but that and their name was about all that remained in common with the most manufactured helicopter on the planet. There were whole layers of gear and electronics that no other helicopter had ever carried.

      John stood now at the entrance to the hangar and admired their handiwork as he bit off another chunk of his first sandwich.

      Fewer than twenty DAPs were spread across five battalions, among the rarest and definitely the most lethal weapons ever launched into the night sky. Also one of the most complex. Seventeen separate software systems, eight in the weapon systems alone, networked across four different media. And that was only if you didn’t count the beamed-in ground reference, the satellite imaging systems, or the new drone feeds they’d recently installed.

      The major had made sure they were towed into the one Rubb shelter at the base. Covered in desert camo, the towering temporary hangar kept out most of the sand and all of the sun, making the desert midday heat merely intolerable rather than potentially lethal. The hangar also offered a ceiling-mounted crane that had been essential to the repairs.

      John patted the side of his bird. She’d done good getting them home, and it still pained him that they’d been unable to complete the cosmetic repairs along with the critical ones.

      The Hawk squatted, looking lethal sitting still. In the air his baby looked downright terrifying. The squat and wide profile of the main fuselage was augmented by the weapons pylons reaching outward to either side from the midsection’s roof. Two mounting hard points on each pylon, they presently held a nineteen-round rocket pod, a 30 mm Vulcan cannon good for punching fist-sized holes in anything less armored than a main battle tank, and two four-racks of tank-killing Hellfire missiles, in case they happened to run across one that wanted permanent erasure.

      And she was good to go. Still needed calibration and testing, of course, but all of the working pieces were back where they belonged and operational.

      No matter how Connie dug under his skin, he had to admit he couldn’t have pulled it off with a lesser mechanic. Crazy Tim, who’d chipped in from time to time, couldn’t come close. John felt bad for thinking the thought. He and Tim had flown together since Basic. A decade in the air, mostly in the same bird. He knew Tim was a rock-solid gunner in any situation and a better-than-average mechanic. But Sergeant Davis operated on a whole different level.

      Each tool he’d needed, Connie had slapped into his hand as he reached for it. When she was deeply involved in rebuilding the flare launch system, the right part for the threat sensor waited where he could reach it when he needed it most.

      Where he’d have applied brute strength, she applied leverage, though she wasn’t shy about asking for his help when his power was needed. Not that she spoke more than ten words in as many hours they’d sweated over the job. She would simply preset, align, and then assume his strength would be applied at the required moment. She made it easy.

      And those fine hands of hers. At first they pissed him off as they reached into places where he’d have had to pull panels and equipment to gain access. He didn’t appreciate them until he’d grunted down the FLIR camera head. Not only the forward-looking infrared radar had been blown to smithereens, but most of the network bus behind it. In a dance of those fine fingers, she’d repaired in an hour what would have taken him six.

      The rotor had been the worst. They’d finally dismounted the whole thing and laid it out on a couple of tables hijacked from the chow tent. Standing on either side, they’d torn it down to the bearings and put her back together again.

      All in silence. They both knew what to do. Four hours to tear down and paste the rotor head back together—less than half the time projected in any manual. Two hours faster than his and Tim’s best. She was incredible.

      He’d tried filling the silence with questions, but never elicited more than a single-word answer.

      Her homes had been a list of military bases.

      Her training had been her father and a list of jobs starting with Sikorsky, the Black Hawk’s manufacturer, and moving through several of the primary electronics vendors before the Army.

      Her family… Before Connie joined the Army, Connie’s family…

      That one bothered him the most. Those questions had been answered with silence.
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      Connie took a sandwich from Big John’s open hand. He didn’t startle the way he normally did around her.

      She hadn’t had time to grab any food or a shower. Halfway through packing her gear she remembered something she’d seen. Not directly, but from the corner of her eye. It hadn’t taken her long to place the image, and it sent her scrambling back to the helo, her kit bag banging against her back.

      She’d uncovered the port-side turbine engine and there it was. As neatly snipped as if done with the finest shears, a quarter-inch of pressure-feedback-loop fuel line simply wasn’t there. No bend or flex to draw attention to the damage.

      By the angle, a round must have passed within inches of her face during the firefight. She’d never heard the one that came the closest to getting her. Instead, it had come in the gunner’s windows, missed her and the Minigun, and punched through the cabin roof, drilling the neat 7.62 mm hole her mind had noticed, though she hadn’t. It had continued upward with enough energy to remove that tiny section of the main fuel system.

      They’d been running on the auxiliary feed, part of a standard back-and-forth use of systems to make sure everything kept working. Last night no one had noticed, but tonight they would have the moment they tried to lift off, running again on the primary fuel system. They’d be facing an engine fire in the first few minutes of flight.

      She bit into the sandwich, heavy on the tomatoes and mustard. Exactly the way she would have made it for herself.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” John’s voice was a low rumble. They headed to the helo together, moving with that same harmony they’d been working in for the last thirteen hours. She’d never met a man so easy to be with since her father. Was it disloyal to think that John was perhaps easier than that?
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      They flew the two hours to Bagram high enough that John and Connie didn’t need to man the guns. They could leave the flying to Beale and Clay for this trip.

      First thing in the air, they ran systems tests and calibrations that could only be done in flight. But when it took John three tries to punch the right keys to run the wideband satellite-ground tactical system loopback test, he knew it was time to bag it.

      “Major,” he called on the intercom, “we’re hammered.”

      “Crash out,” was all the response he wanted or needed. He released his harness, snapped in the monkey line out of habit, though the cargo doors were slid shut, and stretched out on the hard deck.

      “Connie, let it go, girl.”

      “In a minute.”

      He watched her in the instrument glow, hunched forward, focused. Despite wearing a helmet, flight suit, and full SARVSO survival vest, there was no mistaking her for a man. She wasn’t like the major, too willowy to be a man, or Kee, too generously proportioned to be masked by a mere flight suit. Connie’s standout feature despite full gear: she simply moved in a way that no man would, or could. A neatness. A lack of wasted motion. A… He wasn’t sure.

      He puzzled at it as sleep overwhelmed him and took him under.
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      Connie stretched, and every joint popped or cracked. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d been this tired. Not since the five-week hell of Green Platoon training. Or perhaps during her SERE course. She’d survived, evaded, and resisted for the two full weeks of the field test. She’d never been captured, so she hadn’t needed the fourth letter of the acronym, escape. She also hadn’t slept more than thirty minutes at a time in fourteen days.

      She leaned back in and squinted, but her eyes were too tired to determine if the readout was a 4 or a 9. She gave it up.

      “Let it go,” as John had said.

      Twisting around to look through the gap between the pilot’s seats revealed Major Beale in rear quarter profile. Clay was invisible in his armor-wrapped copilot seat six inches forward from Connie’s right shoulder. She could lean on the back of his seat and she’d be asleep in seconds.

      The major rarely spoke as they flew. Emily Beale ran a quiet ship, which was fine with Connie. The air waves were silent as well. They were ferrying the helo to Bagram. Too high to be susceptible to enemy ground fire. If there had been a briefing about their mission, she’d missed it while working on the helo.

      As if sensing her attention, the major turned to face her through the gap between the seats. With a sharp nod, then a soft shrug, she communicated her thanks for fast repairs and her lack of knowledge regarding the reason for the move. No briefing missed. All communicated without the risk of waking John by using the intercom.

      She turned to look at John. He’d stretched out, his feet propped on their duffels strapped to the rear cargo net. His head reached most of the way to his seat. You could fit a stretcher and a doctor in the space he took. Maybe two.

      But there was room beside him. Not as much as you’d expect in the cargo bay of a Black Hawk. If it weren’t for all of the mods and extra ammo for a DAP Hawk, you could fit eleven troops, or six with serious in-country gear. But despite the DAP’s unique load, there was room for her. She could see that he had moved to the side before passing out. Leaving more space.

      For her.

      She felt uneasy sitting there, looking down at the open space left by the kindness of a man still in helmet and full gear, unrecognizable if not for his physical scale.

      But she didn’t sleep well beside others. Too much of her life alone. Mother gone early, Dad on assignment. Her fading grandmother had made sure she was fed, but the rest of her life had been up to her. To her alone.

      In the Army it was easy to be alone. To simply be quiet. Stay out of the jokes, the pranks, the incessant rivalry to be the best at something. A person could be accepted for their proven skills, which was the only test that mattered once past the lowest units. Being excellent also meant that she’d had a minimal requirement to interact with others.

      Women were typically afforded more space to sleep in the Army. Often cots when guys had hard ground. Or at least they were put with other women. And her time hadn’t been frontline hardship. Except for frequent weeklong exercises and war games, most of her career had been in helicopters. Helos returned to a base at night. If your bird was parked in the wild, a person didn’t sleep. She hunkered down wide-eyed, rifle at the ready, and watched for bad news crawling through the high weeds.

      Her body begged her to lie down beside him.

      Finally too tired to think, she did stretch out beside the sleeping staff sergeant.

      Hard against the opposite cargo-bay door.
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      A hand reached for her. It was a hand Connie knew like no other.

      It reached for her, begging for help. Only the hand showed, reaching through a tear in the skin of a shattered helicopter.

      The heat of fire brushed her cheeks. And she breathed in the stench of kerosene igniting as Jet A fuel poured from a sheared gas tank onto the fire.

      Her hands were too heavy. Too slow. Too weak. As her fingers reached out, the hand slid out of reach. The helicopter’s carcass falling away, tumbling earthbound while she remained trapped in the sky.

      Trapped where…

      Someone shook her shoulder. Shook it again.

      By reflex, she grabbed the hand’s ring finger and flipped it back hard, eliciting a sharp yelp. Her attacker withdrew rapidly, tumbling away to get clear of the pain as her instincts continued to drive the finger up and back.

      Tumbling like a helicopter falling through a perfectly blue sky.

      A big finger, a big hand. She didn’t know this hand. It wasn’t her father’s.

      Then she was awake and instantly knew the hand. Had been impressed by its combination of strength and finesse throughout the long repairs, its ability to make the finest adjustments or bend a panel by hand to custom fit an airframe that had been through too much battle to easily fit factory-fresh parts.

      Connie let go immediately and tried to stammer out an apology as Big John began to massage his hand tentatively, as if he weren’t sure it were safe to touch.

      “We’re landing in five.”

      Major Beale’s voice sounded over the intercom. Five minutes. Bagram Air Base.

      Connie leaned forward and offered to inspect John’s hand.

      He withdrew it quickly and banged his elbow on the cargo door frame. He hissed out a sharp breath.

      “Everything okay back there?”

      “Fine, Major.” His answer rough and abrupt. “Banged my goddamn funny bone. Zinging like hell.”

      Again Connie could only sit and watch. Retreating meant she didn’t care. Assistance from her clearly wasn’t wanted or welcome. Helpless once again, she could do nothing but sit and watch as they touched down.
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      “They’re waiting to load us now,” Major Beale announced before John could stop clutching his elbow and cursing.

      “Who?” He looked at his hand and flexed the fingers. That was going to sting far longer than his elbow. Connie didn’t look like a fighter. He had to remember that you didn’t get to SOAR without being the best. Minimum five years in the Army and two years of SOAR training before being declared mission-qualified, if you survived the entrance exams. A weeklong interview that he remembered with abject horror. It had made the month of Green Platoon training that followed feel like a cakewalk—almost.

      “Try looking out your window.”

      He hitched himself up to his knees and looked out the shooter’s window. He could feel Connie move behind him to peek over his shoulder. An absolute awareness that made him think thoughts he definitely shouldn’t about a woman serving beside him.

      He didn’t see anything but a curving wall of gray. Connie slid open the cargo door as the rotor wash eased and the engines wound down. Bagram, with its own unique odor of spiced lamb, too much mint, and fresh sewage.

      Then his brain got the perspective.

      Not a gray wall, but rather the side of a C-17 Globemaster III. Not a C-5, but still three stories tall of aircraft the length of half a football field.

      What it also told him was that he had to wake up fast. He flexed his hand again before unsnapping his monkey line, stowing it neatly, and stepping out of the Hawk. Before the hour was out, he was going to wish he’d found a way to wake Connie without touching her.

      He was assaulted by the typical mayhem of a military airfield.

      The C-17 loomed above them, a towering mass in the night, each of her four jet engines about the size of the Hawk’s cabin area.

      Viper, Major Henderson’s bird, had landed on the other side of the jet’s tail. As John watched, the lower part of the C-17’s belly unhinged below the tail and a massive ramp swung down to the ground. Two DAP Hawks on a jet transport meant something nasty was going on, that was for sure. And if they were ready to load…

      It was time to hustle and ignore the armament and fueling crews already swarming toward their birds.

      John reached back into the cabin for a wrench. One slapped into his hand. Connie had already assessed the situation and was on the move with a wrench of her own.

      He hated morning people. Despite a decade in the Army, he still preferred to take a quiet half hour, maybe an hour to start his day. Get coffee, and a plate of eggs and bacon, English muffin with strawberry jam, and a short stack if he was lucky—before he even considered being awake. Didn’t happen all that much, but that was his preference. He’d slept three of the last thirty hours on a hard deck and now had to prepare his bird for transport.

      He climbed up the toeholds leading to the top of the Black Hawk as he had twenty-four hours earlier. At least here at Bagram Air Base, there was less chance of someone shooting him from the top of the nearest dune. The first order of business was folding back the rotors. Thankfully without having to saw off the blades this time.

      They rotated the fixed blade until it was aligned with the still-battered tail section. Next they broke free the second blade’s pins and swung it alongside its companion. As they tackled the next blade Connie actually spoke.

      “How’s the hand?”

      John flexed it and tried to ignore the twinge that ran up the length of his arm.

      He offered a noncommittal grunt.

      By the time the next blade swung into place she spoke again. “I don’t like being touched.”

      “I guessed.” Actually, he’d been worried. When she slept, the chill facade she usually wore—no, not chill. Aloof? Remote? Anyway, it had slipped off her like a shield set aside.

      He’d woken to find her asleep beside him. And he’d watched her face. No longer so carefully expressionless. No longer under the fierce control she always wielded. Her sleeping face reflected her sleeping thoughts. A gentleness that spoke of the woman more than the mind within. Then, after he’d studied her enough to know he’d not forget a single aspect of her face any time soon, not the high cheeks, not the ever so slightly flattened tip of her nose, not the surprising length of her lashes, unobservable under the impact of those sharp, assessing eyes when they were open.

      Then an abrupt shift: worry, strain—horror! He’d shaken her then to break her free from whatever so shrouded her features in terror.

      And nearly had his finger dislocated as a reward. Who knew what would have happened to him if he’d followed his first instinct and gathered her sleeping form into his arms.

      “I’m sorry. I was—”

      John left her the space of silence as they broke the double-pivot free and swung the forward blade back in line
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