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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Royal Air Force pilot Dexter Stone stood outside the hangar and watched the waves of heat undulate above the desert of Las Vegas. He took a deep breath and steadied the jumping in his stomach. It was an alien feeling.

         Not only was this the first time he’d flown in a desert environment since he’d crashed his Typhoon aircraft in Iraq, but also this Red Flag training—an exercise that could make or break his reputation—would determine the rest of his career. If he even had one. His career as a pilot, and being a part of the RAF, were everything to him. Everything.

         Half of him longed to see a familiar face, and half of him didn’t want to see anyone he’d known before. He just had to get through this in one piece and make sure he returned to the UK with all the bragging rights he could get. Whatever the brass said about Red Flag being a collaborative exercise between the air forces of NATO countries and other allied forces, between the pilots and other crew, it was nothing short of a bloody competition. A hard-fought battle of air supremacy, skills, and balls.

         And he had all three. At least he used to.

         There were two lines of buses waiting to take the military pilots and crew from the hangar area to the auditorium where the Red Flag intro and safety briefings were going to be given. Dex jumped on the last bus, filled with all the other procrastinators.

         He took one of the last seats, next to a woman in uniform. American, it looked like, but he didn’t want to stare. As people got on the bus, he tried to ignore the nudges and not-so-subtle head nods toward him. Bollocks.

         A pilot he recognized from Operation Enduring Freedom held out his hand as he walked toward the back of the bus. “Good to see you back, dude,” the guy said.

         Dex shook his hand and thanked him, then deliberately turned his gaze out the window to avoid anyone else’s sad-eyed looks. He’d only crashed a plane, not been held captive. Although that, too, had been a close thing.

         As he indulged in his own private pity party, he saw his colleague Clicks emerge from the hangar with a cell phone attached to his head as the bus’s doors hissed closed.

         Dexter jumped up. “Wait!” he shouted at the driver. He wasn’t going to let Clicks miss the meeting and be grounded. He hammered on the window just above his seatmate’s head. “Clicks! Clicks!” he called. Against all odds, his colleague looked up and saw him. Dex beckoned.

         Click waved, ended his call, and ran to the front of the bus. The driver opened the doors and he jumped on. “Thanks, mate,” he called down the aisle as he took a seat at the front.

         Dex gave him a nod and sat back down.

         “Did you just call him ‘Clits’?” asked the woman next to him.

         What? “Did you just say ‘clits’ to me?” he responded with a barely suppressed smile. “Forward much?” In an instant, all thoughts of his crash, his concern over his career, and his desire to keep his head down flew out the window.

         “Excuse me? I was just asking you about his call sign.” She sounded indignant, but he had the feeling that she wasn’t at all.

         “His call sign is ‘Click.’ Because he doesn’t say much when he’s flying. Just clicks his mic.” He shifted his weight to look at her. “Are you crew?” he asked.

         “We’re all crew here, aren’t we?” she replied, tipping her head to one side.

         “Of course we are, just one big team,” he agreed, nodding.

         She said nothing.

         “I’m a pilot,” he said. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he cringed.

         Her eyes widened. “Really?”

         For a second he thought that he hadn’t made a total dick of himself. Maybe he was in with a…

         “How very, very clever of you,” she said, her face giving away her sarcasm.

         Nope. He’d made a dick of himself.

         He was saved by the guy across the aisle. “Ironman? I thought that was you, man. Good to see you’re back. I flew a sortie with you in Iraq. I was on base when I heard about your dirt poisoning. Awesome to see you back on your feet.”

         Dex ran the guy’s face through the very murky filter in his pebble-dashed memory. Then he remembered him. “Grinder, right?” He stuck out his hand. “Thanks.”

         Grinder shook it and nodded.

         “Dirt poisoning?” his seatmate asked.

         Fan-bloody-tastic. “It means I crashed.” He looked at his lap. He should have made his own way to the mission briefing.

         She was silent, but when he looked up, she was staring at him, a frown creasing her forehead. “What was it like?” she asked.

         He stared back, trying to figure out if she was taking the piss, or genuinely interested. “It hurt,” he said baldly. It had fucking hurt. Both physically and mentally. He’d been able to see the ISIS fighters’ faces when he came to. He couldn’t get out of the cockpit, and he could see them approaching. He still saw them in his nightmares.

         He’d been trying to reach for his sidearm, fighting unconsciousness with all his willpower, wondering if they’d try to take him or if he’d have the guts to use his last bullet to kill himself, when he heard gunfire from behind his position. Pinned in his seat, he couldn’t turn around to see if the shooting was aimed at ISIS or at him. It wasn’t until a troop had thumped on his aircraft’s glass canopy and shouted, “Ca va? Ca va?” that he’d realized a French unit had saved him. That was when he’d let go and welcomed oblivion.

         “Are you okay?” she asked in a low voice.

         His head snapped up. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

         Her face softened for a split second. “No reason. Everything’s fine.” She paused. “Have you been to Red Flag before?”

         He took a breath and slid back into his comfort zone. “A couple of times. A while ago, though. Last time I was here, I was flying a Harrier Jump Jet.” His favorite aircraft. And a sure-as-shit panty dropper. What’s not to love about a plane that can fly at the speed of sound and hover above the bad guys while shooting Maverick missiles?

         She nodded thoughtfully. “So, you’re older than you look, is what you’re saying.” She bit her lip, trying not to smile.

         He laughed. His Harrier had been retired some ten years before. “Basically, yes. What’s your name?” he asked.

         “Eleanor,” she said, looking out the window and shifting uncomfortably.

         She didn’t ask for his name, so he decided to just leave it alone. He nodded to himself at his sensible decision. He was different now. More committed to his flying. More careful. Less susceptible to a pretty face. Yeah, right. “What do you do?” He could just look at her name and rank on her uniform, like he would have done with a guy, but the Velcro patch that had the information was positioned on the breast pocket. Even he knew better than to snatch a fast look.

         She sighed and turned to him. “I’m sure you’re quite charming in your own country, but here, you’re the enemy. You should get your head in the game and stop flirting with me.”

         The tightness in his stomach returned. She was right, but it had been bloody nice not to think about everything that was riding on this week for a few minutes. Wait a minute. “We’re flirting? You just said we were flirting.” He gave her a smug smile and tipped his head to one side. “That’s so sweet.”

         “I said you were flirting. Not me.” She had a firm conviction about her.

         “When was the last time you flirted with someone, then?” he asked.

         “A long time ago,” she replied shortly.

         He leaned in to whisper a reply but got a whiff of a subtle scent that made him think of warm nights and drinks with umbrellas. He inhaled deeply. “Maybe you’ve forgotten that this is what flirting is like. Maybe I was sent here by some higher power to remind you.”

         “Really?” She looked surprised. “I suppose you could be right. I could have just spent all my adult years surrounded by men and never once realized what I was missing until you sat next to me on this bus. I mean, it’s possible, I suppose.”

         Dammit. He couldn’t tell if she was serious or if she was drawing him up for a spectacular fall. But he liked the way she drew out her vowels; he wondered if she spoke like that when she was turned on too. “Maybe you could meet me in my hangar later…I can show you my Typhoon. You can sit in it if you like.”

         She gaped in disbelief and pressed her hand to her chest. “Really? Me? In your aircraft? Can I press buttons and everything?”

         He was so in, it wasn’t even funny. Eleanor was going to be a great distraction, a beautiful, sharp-witted woman who seemed to make him forget all the pressure he was allowing to fuck with his mind. “Of course you can. Just not the ejector seat. That would probably be bad.” He grinned.

         She looked at him as if she couldn’t believe him and then rolled her eyes. Shit. He’d been had.

         He groaned. Wow. “Well, it was worth a try.” He shrugged and gave her an apologetic look.

         “Oh my God, could you be any more annoying?” she said with a sigh.

         “I definitely could. Let’s not forget you started this with all your talk about clits.” Yup, I’m never going to get laid.

         “Now that I know you a little, I’m impressed you know what they are,” she said.

         He leaned in. “Of course I do.” He paused. “I’ve read all about them.”

         Gratifyingly, she laughed. “Don’t tell me, Penthouse reader true stories?”

         “Now I’m hurt.” He grinned. “But yes.”

         She laughed again. “What’s your call sign?” she asked.

         “Big Dick,” he lied. “You want me to tell you why?”

         “Is it because Tiny Dick was already taken?” she said with fake sincerity.

         “Damn. Who told you?”

         “Your pants did.” She nodded toward his crotch.

         “Fair enough.” He loved a woman who he could talk shit to like this. He wondered if he would see her again. “Are you going to the mixer tonight?” She might be the only reason he would attend.

         The bus’s brakes squealed as they pulled up outside the auditorium. The doors opened and everyone began standing up.

         “The mixer? No, not my scene. But nice try.” She stood up and smiled as if she were encouraging a child.

         He nodded and stood back to let her out. Let’s hope that’s the only crash and burn I have today.

         
              

         

         The auditorium where their mission safety brief was scheduled to be was decked out in banners and posters for TechGen-One Industries. Major Eleanor Daniels had never seen anything like it. The hallway that ran around the outside of the theater had stands and booths, all manned by people in TechGen-One polo shirts, asking people to sign up for things and giving away tchotchkes. She took a glossy TGO brochure that was shoved at her.

         Since when had Red Flag become a commercial endeavor?

         Someone brushed past her, nudging her out of the way, and she realized that she had come to a complete halt at the unfamiliar sight. She turned, thinking it might be the British guy from the bus ride. But nope. Shame. She could do worse than engaging in a battle of wits with the big man with his glinting dark eyes.

         “Howdya like the idea of ‘your mission sponsored by TechGen-One Industries’?” Captain Dickbrain Munster spread his arms as if picturing a banner across the wall. Okay, Dickbrain wasn’t his real name, but that was all she had ever called him in her head. He was the juvenile delinquent of the Aggressor Squadron. Not that he was any younger than she was, but he acted like a hormonal teenager pretty much constantly.

         She just shook her head, unwilling to engage the idiot-boy.

         “Don’t be like that. They’re awesome. They’ve already organized a trip for me to spend a week in California at their sim, testing out their next-gen fighter planes. Something tells me they didn’t offer you that, huh?” he said, smirking. “Guess you should go to the mixer tonight. See if you can use your female charms to get the opportunities I work for.”

         Not if you paid me.

         She couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “Idiot. You’ll be too old to be useful by the time the next-gen fighters come online,” she said. “They’re wasting your time and the air force’s time. But, hey, it’s day one. They were probably going for the low-hanging fruit, right?” She just couldn’t help but flap her mouth. Why couldn’t she walk away from his shit?

         Nevertheless, she had the momentary enjoyment of seeing his smirk falter as the whistle sounded to usher everyone in for the first briefing. As a matter of habit, she patted her flight suit pocket for her notebook and pen—check—as she went to take her seat.

         It was a full house in the auditorium. It always was. She spied the insanely hot Englishman she’d been speaking to on the bus sit two rows in front of her. His shoulders were broader than the seat he was sitting in. She bit her lip. He’d made her laugh—inside at least—which was more than anyone else had done since she’d been in Vegas. Red Flag was her test. She was part of the Aggressor Squadron—the team that acted as the enemy during the exercise. It was their job to try to prevent the other units carrying out their missions.

         It was a job filled with conflict; she had plenty of friends flying with the allied air forces, most of whom were using Red Flag to shore up their careers. It was her mission to stop them achieving their goals. In order to do her job, and make her career, she had to work to ruin someone else’s. It was no wonder Aggressor Squadron didn’t have a lot of volunteers.

         Now, if she was allowed to fake shoot down Munster, she’d be up for that all day every day. But unfortunately, he’d been assigned to Aggressor Squadron too. She sighed. All that was bad, but what was to come was worse: her father, General Daniels.

         He hadn’t told her that he’d be there. She couldn’t remember him ever being at Red Flag before. But his presence did nothing to forward her agenda of proving she was a worthy squadron commander. Eleanor knew that some people thought she’d gotten her rank because her father was a general. This was supposed to have been her opportunity to show a wide audience that her flying skills had nothing to do with her parentage and everything to do with talent and hard work.

         Someone yelled, “Atten—tion,” and everyone in the room stood. Her father took the stage. She knew she didn’t have to listen to his blather about cooperation and international collaboration, so she found the cute English guy again. At least the back of his head.

         She’d heard of Ironman. Everyone had been talking about him for the past year. Everyone knew where they were when they’d gotten news that the legend had been shot down. The hours when they’d all thought he was dead. The excitement when they’d heard he’d been rescued. He certainly hadn’t lost his swagger—that was for sure. He even smelled good. Damn.

         “As you can see, things have changed around here.” The general nodded toward the TechGen-One banners adorning the theater. “This year’s Red Flag was going to be canceled due to Pentagon budget cuts, until TechGen-One Industries stepped in, offering to bear all our costs. Quite considerable costs at that, because you guys are not cheap!” He laughed the laugh that only Eleanor could tell was strained, and everyone seemed to love it.

         People around her whooped and applauded. Eleanor clapped alongside them, even though the idea of clapping for her father was anathema to her. She hadn’t realized that Red Flag had almost been canceled. Thank God she hadn’t known. This was the time and place where she was going to prove her worth to the U.S. Air Force, and to her father. She stopped clapping. Actually, the only thing she was interested in proving was that she’d got where she was out of hard work, not because of her father. If it had been canceled, she’d have spent another year twisting in the wind.

         So yay. Go TechGen-One Industries. She laughed at herself at her abrupt turnaround. Most military personnel were suspicious of military contractors—that is, until they needed a job. But it seemed as if TechGen-One had the support of the Pentagon right to the top levels. And they may have saved her career. She added her whoop to those of the others. A suited man in the front row stood up. Obviously the head honcho of TechGen-One. He gave an embarrassed wave, then put his hand over his heart as he nodded at the uniformed troops in the hall and sat quickly.

         Good for him for not giving in to the temptation to deliver a boring speech when all the people in the room wanted to do was get to their aircraft and compete for dominance in the skies. He also seemed unusually modest for a contractor CEO.

         The general handed over the mic to Red Flag commander Colonel Duke Cameron, who with a wave of his hand ordered the visual presentation of the first exercise to be projected onto the glass in front of him. Everyone quieted immediately and leaned forward, eager to get their mission for the morning.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Dexter leaned forward. He registered a small spike of excitement but repressed it with a firm command. No. No excitement, no trash-talking, no high jinks—which is what his previous commander had called his exploits before last year’s crash…

         These days he had to keep a firm hold on his impulses. The only adrenaline he allowed himself was when he was going Mach 2 toward the horizon. Or talking to a woman on a bus. He had to have confidence in his regulation flying. Not his maverick exploits, not his recklessness, not his gut. His commander had said those things caused his crash.

         It was easy to blame pilot error—and it’s true he’d been flying so low that a village idiot with a rifle managed to pierce his engine cover—but he’d also been avoiding a surface-to-air missile. He still figured he’d won that confrontation, although it had been removed from the official report because the missile had come from the wrong side of the border. And no one wanted to start a war with the other country because one dude had an itchy trigger finger. So here he was. Having to prove himself again to people who had no idea what really happened to him.

         He purposefully blanked his brain and listened to the mission and then to the general when the floor was handed back to him.

         “Aggressor Squadron?” the general said.

         This was where the U.S. Aggressor Squadron identified themselves to the rest of the allied forces, but no one moved a muscle. No one stood. Dex frowned. Other pilots who’d been to Red Flag before murmured in their seats. Heads swiveled. Still no one stood up.

         The general smiled, his bald head shining under the auditorium lights. “No, they haven’t forgotten to turn up. They’re not hungover—at least I don’t think they are.”

         The audience laughed.

         “They are among you. The Aggressor Squadron are among the finest pilots in the United States Air Force, ladies and gentlemen. And for the purposes of Red Flag, they are your enemies. With every mission you undertake, these pilots will be trying their hardest to distract, deter, and keep you from achieving your objective. They may even be spying on you. Trying to get a competitive advantage.

         “You won’t know who they are. You won’t know which aircraft they will be flying. You won’t know what their mission is. The one person determined to bring you down…may be sitting right next to you.”

         It was a speech of showmanship, but still everyone, including those pilots he remembered from many years ago, couldn’t help but turn their head to check out their neighbor. Dex resisted—curiosity didn’t change the fact that when he was up there, pilot to pilot, aircraft to aircraft, he didn’t care what they looked like. He would achieve all his missions this week or die trying. Because not succeeding would almost certainly mean the end of his career.

         The general continued. “This is as close to real-world training as we get. You have an unknown enemy with unknown capabilities. It’s your job to work together—the British with the French, the Italians with the South Koreans, the Australians with the Germans. I truly believe that we are invincible when we work as allies.” He paused and looked at everyone listening. “Now, go prove me right.”

         Colonel Duke Cameron stood and led a round of polite applause for the general. Cameron was the mission commander for Red Flag, a job he’d undertaken at least three years ago—Dex remembered flying against him once, then hearing he’d taken over the reins at Nellis Air Force Base. He’d been a bloody good pilot. But damn, how did he transition from combat pilot to desk jockey?

         Dex watched him carefully as he spoke again. That could be him in a year if he didn’t play his cards right. Cameron didn’t seem stressed or disappointed. But who knew? Maybe he had a whole life outside his flying career that held him up when he wasn’t upstairs in the sky.

         Dex didn’t.

         
              

         

         Eleanor enjoyed the anonymity of not being identified as one of the Aggressor Squadron pilots. She exaggeratedly looked around as if she were also searching for her enemy. In her case, though, every pilot in the theater was her enemy. And if she also got to accidentally “shoot down” Munster, she’d take the punishment for that any day of the week. She smiled to herself.

         There was nothing in the general’s speech that she hadn’t heard in one format or another a hundred times before. The theatrics, the repetition. It was as if he always spoke in rhetoric. She frowned. Maybe that was why she’d never felt a connection to him. Maybe her father was all sound bites and clichés? That was something to think about. If she could be bothered. Which she couldn’t. Not right then, at least.

         Commander Cameron took the podium to outline his expectations for Red Flag. She knew the drill, though. Cooperation, blah blah, fraternity, blah blah, real-world training, blah blah, zero failure, zero accidents—she’d heard it all before.

         Commander Cameron stopped talking, and the attending crews applauded and then stood to file out and get in their birds. As the auditorium emptied, her father, the CEO, and two TechGen-One executives chatted in low voices.

         She stood to leave, but the general waved her over, barely even looking at her. She walked down the sticky, carpeted steps to the front row.

         Still not looking at her, he introduced her to the others. “Ms. Jacobs, this is my daughter, Major Daniels, one of our top pilots.” He said the words with a smile, but why did it always sound as if he was reluctant to say that (a) she was his daughter and (b) that she was an accomplished pilot? Every time he mentioned it, it felt to Eleanor as if he had his arm twisted up around his back almost to the breaking point. “And this is the CEO of TechGen-One, Gerald Danvers.”

         Eleanor itched to go to her F-16 Viper, but she switched her flight cap from her right hand to her left and shook both their hands. The CEO—Danvers—did seem genuinely nice. He had one hell of a comb-over and a neat pocket square. Old-fashioned. His kind eyes met hers as if he kind of knew what being the daughter of the general was like. She warmed to him.

         Ms. Jacobs had a warm handshake and excitement in her eyes. “You’re participating? I’m so envious.” She grinned at Eleanor, dimples popping in her cheeks.

         “Ms. Jacobs here is actually Major Jacobs, retired. She’s a Red Flag veteran herself,” Mr. Danvers said.

         “Please, just call me Casey,” she said, her gaze encompassing everyone there, including her boss. “I can’t tell you how psyched I am to be here after so many years of being on the other side of the country.”

         Her father and Danvers continued talking as Eleanor nodded at Casey. “So, was it a good transition between the military and TechGen-One?” She was genuinely interested, as every military troop was, in what came after a twenty-year career. She only had five useful years to go before her retirement. It was a position unique to the military that you could enter into retirement as early as forty. But nearly everyone she knew was already putting feelers out for a job after their retirement.

         Casey handed her a card. “TechGen-One couldn’t have made it easier. Mr. Danvers is a great man, really. He loves the military and, of course, loves the skills we bring to his business. I’ve been here for three years and the benefits are out of the world. For example, I’m here because a guy from my old squadron posted on Facebook that he thought the last Red Flag of the year would be canceled due to budget cuts.” She shrugged. “I suggested to Mr. Danvers that we sponsor it, get our company in front of a new round of potential employees, and test some of our products here. He just said yes. No ifs, ands, or buts. Just yes. He loves the military, man.”

         Eleanor was impressed, despite her rule of never being impressed with anything remotely related to her father. “I know I and the vast majority of the pilots and crews here are happy that he does. Thank you.” She stuck out her hand again and Casey shook it.

         “Call me if you want to chat about your career after the military. Or, you know, if you just want to chat. I remember how difficult it was to be social at Red Flag.”

         She was right. For female pilots, it was fine to be one of the boys, but when uniforms were off, if was incredibly hard. Female officers always had to walk the fine line of being “fun” but also “untouchable.” When adrenaline and booze were involved, it was sometimes better to stay in your lodging than to risk an unfortunate situation.

         “I’d like that, thank you,” Eleanor said with a smile.

         Her father and Danvers were still deep in conversation. She shrugged to herself. She had to go to her mission briefing. She said her goodbyes to the men and strode back up the stairs two by two.

         Thank goodness she got away from “alone time” with her father.

         The Aggressor Squadron briefings were done in a gray-brick one-story office building at the other end of the airfield, away from prying eyes. Not that it would be the end of the world if people knew that one or the other of them were pilots for the Aggressor Squadron, but the brass liked to try to keep things covert. The element of surprise was key in any kind of aerial combat.

         She walked in and took a seat along the wall. As soon as she sat, the mission commander walked in.

         Eleanor jumped up and snapped, “Attention,” to the other officers in the room who had their backs to the commander. They all jumped up and stood at attention.

         The commander—a short but stocky colonel from Hurlburt Field in Florida—continued to the front of the room. “Sit down,” he said, and paused until the sound of scraping chairs ceased. “Welcome to Nellis, gentlemen…and lady.” He nodded at her.

         Eleanor bristled internally but with a neutral expression, took out her notebook and balanced it on her knee. The briefing was fast and easy. The international team was to bomb a warehouse, and a convoy leaving it, in quadrant 46 of the desert range, which was east of the air force base. The Aggressor Squadron was to defend the warehouse and try to disable or bring down the opposing aircraft. Of course, there were no live munitions, as much fun as that would be. All the aggression was virtual; the rest of it was down to who was the best pilot on the day. And that would be her every time.

         Eleanor had a plan to win the mission by herself. Because enemies fought dirty—they didn’t play by the rules, so she wouldn’t either.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Dexter made his way down to the hangars to check in with the crew, who undoubtedly would already be hard at work.

         He walked along the flight line, enjoying the buzz of activity around him. The Australians were playing loud music in their hangar, and it echoed around the ramp area. Dex couldn’t hide a smile. This is where he belonged. Funked-up music, bright blue skies, and that familiar feel of anticipation that came with knowing that in a few hours he would be airborne and in control.

         People moved in time with the music whether they realized it or not. Mechanics picking up wrenches, weapons specialists walking in time across the ramp, and damn if he didn’t see the Australian pilots actually dancing inside the hangar as he passed. He gave a short wave to the pilot he recognized from last year. The guy—call sign Bear—beckoned him over.

         “Good to see you, mate. I was worried when you got dirt poisoning last year.”

         “You were worried? That’s so sweet.” He reached out and caressed the man’s cheek, making Bear dodge out of the way and punch Dex’s arm.

         “Get off me, mate.”

         Dex laughed. He held out his hand and Bear shook it.

         “Well it’s good to see you back. It would be no fun without you,” he added.

         “Bear, man, I’m not here to have fun. Not anymore. Last year was a wake-up call, you know?” Dex had left his partying days behind. Way behind.

         “It’s just good to see you, mate. When we heard about your crash, we were sure we would never see you again.”

         “You and me both.” Dex slapped him on the arm. “I’m still going to kick your arse,” he said.
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