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      Chief Warrant 3 Lola Maloney stared at the tactical display of the DAP Hawk helicopter Vengeance projected on the inside of her helmet visor. Against the pitch dark of night outside the windshield and the soft glow of console instruments, the display revealed the rough terrain of the southern Ukraine and her broken flight formation.

      The commander always knows what to do.

      She tried it again as a mantra, The commander always knows what to do.

      Along with a thousand plus hours of officer training, none of it meant shit at the moment—she didn’t have a goddamned clue what came next.

      “Kara,” she called to the drone operator tucked three hundred miles away on the USS Peleliu helicopter carrier, though her drone was circling somewhere six miles above Vengeance. “You’re my eyes.”

      “Roger. All clear.”

      “Everybody else get down and land now.”

      At her radioed command, the three other birds descended to gather around the pair of already grounded heavy-lift Mil-17 Hind helicopters. One a shattered wreck and the other one was trying to salvage the bodies of the fallen.

      Lola had “borrowed” both of them from the Iraqis for this mission. She hadn’t been intending to return either one, but she hadn’t planned on one being shot down either. Two bodies had been blown out through the fuselage, but there were still three bodies—she’d just think of them as bodies at the moment, not guys she’d handpicked and trained for this mission—trapped in there.

      One thing Lola knew to the core of her being, she’d see the whole flight dead before she’d leave a body behind. Too much history had drilled that lesson into her head.

      She had watched too much “News at 11” as captured pilots were tortured, raped, and even burned alive for “the cause”—whatever the cause of the week was. Had seen the old tapes of the bodies of dead pilots and Delta Force operators being dragged naked through the streets of Mogadishu.

      That was not going to happen to her people.

      If the ground team from the second Hind needed time to extract the casualties from the wreckage, she’d find it for them.

      But on this flight, time was not their ally.

      No one was.

      The U.S. Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment drew the missions no one was supposed to know about, ever. And this one wasn’t only supposed to be top secret, it could never be known that U.S. forces had been involved. The political ramifications would be horrendous. So they hadn’t merely called SOAR, they’d called the edgiest company of all, the 5th Battalion D Company.

      And the secret nature of the mission was why Lola had chosen the mix of craft that she had.

      The Russian Mil-17 Hind transports—from the Iraqis but now sporting Ukrainian markings—and the three Kamov K-52 “Alligator” gunships—that the Georgian Air Force would be missing soon, repainted with Russian markings—had been the mask. The Alligators were supposed to pretend they were escorting the Hinds, or vice versa depending on which force they ran into…if they were unfortunate enough to run into anyone.

      They were the working craft.

      And her stealth-rigged, all black U.S. Army DAP Hawk, by far the most dangerous of them all, was the fist.

      Once they were all parked on the bank alongside the river, she turned to Tim. Her husband—one of the unique features of the 5D that she’d never really understood was that married couples could fly together—had jumped to the front seat—from crew chief to copilot—earlier this year, and proved that he’d absolutely deserved the promotion.

      “Keep the engines warm.”

      He nodded as she slid her helmet’s visor up and disconnected the umbilical that tied her into the DAP Hawk’s systems.

      Her world, which had been a multi-layered tactical display across the inside of her visor, blinked out and left her blind in the total dark of a moonless night. Fumbling a bit, she pulled her night-vision gear out of its pocket on the inside of her door, snapped it into the helmet mount, and flicked it on. The world returned, in a hundred shades of bright green seen through the tunnel vision of infrared night-vision goggles.

      Shedding her harness, she stepped down to the ground, which squelched under her feet. The first thing she checked was that her carbine rifle, with its stock folded neatly into place, still hung across her chest. The second thing was her helo’s wheels. They’d sunk about a foot into the muck, but stopped there. They were parked in the bottomlands of the Kalmius River in the Eastern Ukraine.

      The three Kamovs had landed, each just one rotor away, and appeared stable. Pilots measured small distances in rotor diameters, one rotor away meant they weren’t going to engage each other’s blades by accident. In combat, distances were often down to a half-rotor off some cliff face or power pole.

      Rumor said that Major Emily Beale had once flown down to two feet off her rotor tips—on both sides at once—in combat. Lola still didn’t know whether or not to believe that one, though with Emily…

      The Kamov pilots opened their distinctive flat-paned canopy windows, but remained in their seats with the rotors at a bare idle. The fuel for this mission had been marginal at best, hovering over the delta during the entire recovery operation had not been an option, even if it turned them into sitting ducks.

      She slogged to the downed Hind.

      The sharp screech of battery-powered cutting tools hacking through the helo’s aluminum and steel framework had her cringing, both the fingernails-on-a-chalkboard aspect and the way the sound seemed to echo into the night, as if rushing directly to the nearest enemy listening post.

      A lone Ukrainian with an RPG had taken down the Hind as they’d been returning from their mission. One moment flying along in tight formation, and the next the Rocket-Propelled Grenade had turned the Hind helicopter into a tumbling ball of flame. She’d seen the track on her threat detector, clear as a laser across the inside of her visor.

      She had dived onto that spot and, before they could reload, Big John had punched them down with two hundred rounds from the starboard side minigun. A matter of three seconds.

      Three seconds that still echoed through the valley.

      “Why can’t the superpowers fight at home?” Trisha O’Malley strode up beside her.

      “You’re supposed to stay in your heli—” she shouldn’t bother. Trisha never followed such orders, figuring they applied to the rest of the universe, but not her.

      “But why?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know?”

      The superpowers had been duking it out on other people’s terrain since World War II had taught them battles at home were too expensive. America versus China in Korea, then Vietnam. Russia versus China in the Soviet War in Afghanistan.

      And now the Ukraine.

      But the Americans weren’t here.

      They couldn’t be, neither officially nor even by rumor, or it would be the start of America versus Russia, and nobody was ready for that.

      Lola remembered the day the Majors had told her they were handing over command of the SOAR 5th Battalion D Company to her.
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