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      “I can still fly, damn it.”

      “Dream on, lady.” Sara Camron looked down at the pilot’s pale white skin. Even for someone with gold-blonde hair sticking out the edges of her helmet, her skin was far too pale—bloodless white. Sara could always talk to patients easily, too bad they were the only ones.

      As the CSAR—combat search and rescue—Black Hawk helicopter began cranking its engines to lift from this remote corner of the Polish countryside, Sara scrambled.

      The blonde woman lay face down on the stretcher in the helo’s cargo bay—with reason. The small, bright worklight, focused only on the patient to avoid blinding the pilots, shone off the woman’s bright hair, and her bloodied behind—she’d been shot in the butt. The rest of the cabin was suffused with the dull red light of nighttime operations.

      No complaints from the patient about pain though, despite the clenched jaw and sweat streaming off her forehead. Sara wanted to just knock her out, but without any confirmed indication of pain, she had no real excuse. And this major knew that and was trying to pretend she was fine. Well, you didn’t get promoted to wearing oak clusters on your collar points in the 160th Night Stalkers helicopter regiment for being stupid.

      There was a deep bullet crease in the woman’s helmet. Sara removed it gingerly, but saw no signs of bleeding in the pale hair. The bullet was still lodged deep in the Kevlar. Then she sliced open the arms of the flightsuit to access the woman’s arms.

      Unit of whole blood, typed and cross-matched in one arm. Unit of saline in the other—once Sara could find a vein—to get fluids up. That would have the added bonus of making her veins show better now that she’d finally gotten in taps and wouldn’t need to find them again. The patient was so slender, more like a dancer than a pilot.

      And her blood pressure was low with an overfast, but thankfully strong pulse.

      “Your commander’s an asshole. You know that, right?” Seemed like as good a topic as any to keep the woman conscious. Sara wanted to make sure this patient didn’t go dark on her without some warning.

      “Only when it serves him.”

      The response was delayed enough to tell Sara that grim determination was the only thing holding the patient together. One second it looked as if she was out cold, the next she was twisting her head to the side, watching Sara’s every motion.

      “Who’s flying?”

      “The pilots.”

      “Their names,” there was still a command-level snap beneath the slurred words.

      Sara had to glance forward to remember. She’d been yanked off a flight line in Ramstein and rushed north just in time to join this flight. This aircraft’s normal medic was down with a broken leg from an ice skating accident of all stupid-ass things—trying to impress a Danish figure skater on a date was the rumor. Another mud-for-brain from Montana was her own assessment. Out of a whole gender of lame brains, nobody ranked lower than Montana cowboys.

      “Vasquez and LaRue,” the crew chief answered from his seat at the forward end of the cargo bay. He had a good voice, deep enough to carry over the rotor noise as well as being calm, soothing for the patient.

      “Don’t know them,” the major grimaced, but it didn’t appear to be from pain. That’s when Sara realized that the patient wasn’t watching her. She was lying there, twisting her neck in ways that had to hurt, trying to squint forward enough to watch what the pilots were doing.

      “Actually, LaRue is now flying your helo. Donaldson, my fellow crew chief, is sitting as copilot.” Again that nice deep voice designed to wrap around a woman on a cold winter night. She had little impression of the chief though they’d been aboard the bird together for hours. A short-trimmed dark beard, broad shoulders, but any other features shrouded in shadow, darkness, and the confines of his helmet.

      Sara knew that a Black Hawk required two pilots, but didn’t really need them both outside of pitched battle. The crew chiefs were typically flight-licensed for basic test flights after repairs—though they rarely flew beyond the edges of an airfield.

      “Oh, that explains it,” and the patient stopped squinting so hard at the pilots.

      Sara thought about shifting to fully block her line-of-sight to the cockpit, but then decided that was just the kind of asshole move the woman’s asshole commander would do and shifted the other way. That seemed to calm the patient down.

      Sara’d been flying as a medic for the Night Stalkers Combat Search and Rescue for two years now and eight years of National Guard and regular Army before that. She was used to jerk commanders. As if she’d take better care of their people after she’d been yelled at.

      “Your commander sounded pretty upset to me.” He’d been merely pissed when he’d landed and fueled up near them five hours before. Sara’s CSAR helo had been parked in a Polish farmer’s field along with a fuel truck. They’d sat just a kilometer from the Ukrainian border waiting for two Night Stalker birds out on some black ops assignment. Only one had come back across the border on schedule.

      He’d landed nearby, with two ominously large bombs underslung—covered in Russian markings. His crew chiefs had made it clear not to approach too close, which had been fine with her and the rest of the waiting CSAR crew. The pilot had stepped out while they were being refueled to glare southeast back toward the border, unmoving for the entire fifteen minutes it had taken. Then he’d stomped back to his seat and flown away, along with his two bombs.

      “The other pilot, said he was your commander, called me on my personal phone the moment we reported your injury,” Sara wished she’d had an air horn or something to blast into the phone.

      “He’s so sweet when he worries,” the woman mumbled.

      Sara wondered whether or not to shush the woman. If she heard about elicit affairs, she was supposed to report them. This woman and her commander? Shit! It happened all the time, but it was way worse than the old “Don’t ask, don’t tell” rule. It was more the “Court martial their ass” rule.

      But it was unlikely that her sole crew chief had heard, or would report it if he did. He was too busy looking irritated as hell. He was scowling at her as if it was her fault they were under a “Don’t engage” rule that had his M134 minigun sitting safetied and unloaded. He’d been frowning since the moment she’d boarded—not once lightening up enough to talk to her. Of course, she’d been on her way home after six months in Afghan hell, so she’d slept every second she could. And talking to anyone other than a patient had never been one of her strengths. Talking to strange men wearing a whole lot of pissed-off? Them she couldn’t even look at.

      Sara continued working on the patient.
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