
		
			


		


		
			

			Night and Day

			a Night Stalkers CSAR romance story

			by M. L. Buchman

		


		
			

			1

			Flying had always been a joy. This was less like flying and more like floating. Lieutenant Nicolai Martin tried to pin down the difference, but couldn’t quite put his finger on it. That itself should say something about him…he knew it should…he could remember it from training…but he couldn’t quite bring it into focus.

			He shrugged it off.

			And the blast of pain that lanced up his left shoulder snapped him out of it.

			“Derr’mo!” Oh. He remembered the training now.

			“In English, Nicolai.” Vasily couldn’t even curse in Russian which was why Nicolai always made a point of doing so around him. Though his French could be vitriolic, even if you could hear the Secaucus, New Jersey loud and clear behind it.

			“Shit!” Nicolai repeated as he struggled to catch his breath through the blinding pain. Now he could easily picture the page in the manual: Typical shock reactions to being shot.

			“No kidding!”

			Nicolai blinked hard, forcing his eyes to focus. It was pitch dark except for the soft glow of the instruments on the console—the console of their MH-47G Chinook helicopter. They were the Night Stalkers of the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, and SOAR ruled the night. The Chinook was a massive twin-rotor, heavy-lifter, the monster of SOAR’s fleet.

			Captain Vasily Carlsen sat to his right, his hands on the flight controls. Between the two of them, their helicopter had become known as “The Russian Bird” even though they were just a couple of good-looking second-generation Slavs from New Jersey. His and Vasily’s facility with the ladies had only added to the reputation. Vasily couldn’t speak a word of Russian, but he wasn’t above affecting the accent. Unlike Nicolai’s, it was a really shitty accent, but still it worked on the ladies.

			Nicolai closed his eyes again for a moment, looking for that pleasant floating feeling of a few moments ago…and not really finding it. Hard to do in the middle of a firefight. The three crew chiefs in the back were from strange places like Colorado and Arkansas. They were busy hammering away at the enemy with their guns.

			Tonight they had post-mission dates lined up with a couple of hot lieutenants fresh in from stateside—curvy California blondes, his favorite kind of lieutenant. As a bonus pack, they were both Air Force, which cured most of the fraternization issues. For some reason the California girls in particular ate up the Russian accent. Even imagining that didn’t get him back to the floating place that had been so nice a moment ago.

			Nicolai opened his eyes again. Careful to use his right hand, he flipped his main screen onto the HUMS display. The Chinook’s health and usage monitoring system was reporting complete and utter mayhem.

			Double Derr’mo! “The Russian Bird” was not very healthy at the moment. Careful again to use his right hand, he flipped down his Night-Vision Goggles. Right. That’s when he’d been shot. The FLIR had been shot out, he’d reached up with his left hand to shove the dead visor feed aside and pull down his NVGs. Being shot in his raised left arm was probably all that had saved him from being shot in the face.

			They’d made their delivery: two men in a battered Toyota Corolla, one of the most common cars in Pakistan, delivered at the dead of night on a deserted road outside of Islamabad. No questions were asked and no explanations were offered. Some missions were like that, usually ones for the CIA or other intelligence guys simply known as The Activity. Total time “The Russian Bird” was on the ground after a two-hour flight? Twenty-three seconds. Then they and their escort Black Hawk had turned for home, Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan.

			The four hundred kilometer flight should have been a quiet passage as they were moving low and fast, and well off the more fortified paths.

			When they hit the Safēd Kōh mountains, carefully well north of the hazardous Khyber Pass and deep into no man’s land, they should have been clear. Except for that random patrol by a PAF fighter. The Pakistani Armed Forces tended to shoot first and ask questions later. The dogfight had been brief and ugly, thankfully the Paki pilot hadn’t thought to go to missiles before Ed in the Black Hawk had. They’d managed to down the aged F-16A, but not before he did some damage…and called in for help.

			Even though the Pakis and the US were technically allies, tonight’s mission wasn’t exactly something the US could admit to or ask permission for. Additional PAF forces had harassed Nicolai’s and Vasily’s helicopter well into Afghan airspace—high in the mountains, borders were a matter of great debate and little attention.

			With the NVGs down, he could see that there was nothing outside to see unless he was doing the flying, which was Vasily’s problem at the moment.

			The Pakistanis had finally fallen behind as their own flight had descended into the western range. Running the Chinook low and dark was all that saved them.

			However, the air battle attracted the attention of the Taliban ground forces who had taken over the game, peppering them with small fire as they passed too close to Asadabad. Some of it not so small.

			“At least no one had time to grab an RPG,” he managed. If they had, the Chinook would be a thousand little pieces raining down over the glaciers.

			Vasily grunted, too busy to do more.

			Nicolai knew he should be helping him, but he was having trouble thinking what to do. The adrenal surge wasn’t going to hold off the real pain and panic for much longer. He forced himself to hold focus against the desire to drift away from this mess.

			A Chinook was a massive and tough bird with big twin rotors, bigger engines, and the power to carry forty troops or lift a howitzer. Its only defense was a pair of mini-guns, one to either side and a ramp gun at the rear, all in the hands of the crew chiefs.

			The three weapons were currently at full roar, meaning he was the only one available to try and save the helicopter.

			The M60 ramp gun was hammering away and the two miniguns were barking their buzz-saw Brap!, spitting thousands of rounds a minute in short lethal bursts. The noise was so loud that even the flight helmet offered little defense against it. Still, he’d rather be on this end than the receiving end.

			They still had two engines, but the oil pressure was sliding on one of them.

			On the tracking radar, he found Ed’s Black Hawk, their heavy weapons escort…but they had taken the brunt of the PAF and Tali attack. They weren’t firing a thing.

			“Vasily, I got nothing here. Heading back to base.” Ed called over the radio.

			“Roger,” Vasily acknowledged because there wasn’t anything else to say. The Hawk wouldn’t abandon them unless he truly had “nothing.” It meant that he had so much systems damage, he couldn’t even fire. Hopefully that damage wasn’t to his human systems, but that might explain his choice to race across the last hundred kilometers back to base.

			They were on their own. The main problem—slashed across the status reading on the HUMS—was that there were limits to what the aircraft could take. And they were reaching it.

			They certainly couldn’t climb enough to clear the final ridge between them and the dry plains leading to Bagram Air Base. Or even much more level flying.

			Very gingerly Nicolai raised his left arm.

			Big mistake!

			That’s when it finally slammed into his brain what was wrong in more than a merely academic way.

			His hiss of pain must have alerted Vasily. Or perhaps that he wasn’t doing much to help with checking all the systems that were presently begging for attention.

			“What?” Vasily snapped out.

			“I just wish the Chinook was the only ‘Russian’ that had been shot tonight.”
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