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      Present Day, June 13, 2300 Hours (11 p.m. Panama Local Time)

      “It was a dark and stormy night!” Danny Corvo declared over the intercom as he fought the big helo’s controls.

      “Ho-ly crap!” Carmen’s words were jarred out of her by the Calamity Jane II slamming into another squall line as if it was a solid wall. “Did Danny just make a jo-ke?”

      He should have kept his mouth shut and just flown the damn helicopter.

      The massive Chinook twin-rotor helicopter was getting battered by the tail end of a tropical storm they were using for cover on this training mission. The last thing to do under those conditions was to encourage Carmen.

      “He did?” “What did I miss?” The other two gunners, probably woken up by Carmen’s initial shout, chimed in like it was some special event they didn’t want to miss. The Night Stalkers of the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment—SOAR—could sleep through almost anything. Except one of Carmen’s cheery blasts.

      “Do another one, Danny. Do another one,” Carmen pleaded like a toddler rather than being a definitely grown up, way hot redhead.

      Captain Justin Roberts just grinned over at him from the pilot’s seat. You’ve stepped in it now, written clear across what little Danny could see of his face. From the nose up, his features, like Danny’s, were covered by his visor and helmet. It was an odd habit that made them turn to each other for a joke, but not during anything to do with flying. It wasn’t as if they could see much. Most of his vision was blocked by the tactical view projected on the inside of his visor. The captain was a pale version of himself set beyond the display. He would have been invisible if they were over land, but at the moment they were beating ass toward an unsuspecting ship at sea with a team of Delta Force in the back. They had a Zodiac boat and were doing some exercise about taking down a cruise ship. Even storm-whipped, the sea didn’t paint much on the tactical display.

      Danny refocused on the inside of his visor. The weather was painted in large swaths of “don’t go here” lying exactly in their path. Of course they’d just flown through a whole section just like it over the last half hour, so that didn’t worry him. The horizon was a pale line across the center of his view with altitude, airspeed, and other critical readouts down the left. Dead ahead lay four symbols for ships: cargo and container carriers whose jobs were not being fun at the moment with the thirty-foot seas. And over the horizon, a small red rectangle pinpointing their target—a disabled luxury cruise liner, empty and under tow. Justin’s wife Kara Moretti was back aboard the USS Peleliu and had the ship pinpointed for observation with her Gray Eagle drone quietly circling far above.

      At least the Delta Force team was on their own circuit, so they’d still be able to sleep. It wasn’t like Delta ever spoke to anyone else—ever—anyway. And not even to each other much that he’d seen.

      “Please, please, please,” Carmen wasn’t going to let him go.

      “Carmen. Begging. I like it,” he took another run at being brave.

      A fist thumped down on his shoulder which told him Carmen had shifted forward to the observer seat close behind the side-by-side pilots’ seats. She was a very physical gal—which sent his thoughts in entirely the wrong direction. He supposed he was lucky, she’d probably have done it much harder if she’d known where his thoughts went so often.

      “Picking on your pilot-in-command. Very dangerous, Carmen. Picking on the PIC,” he emphasized the play on words, too late realizing that was probably too obvious.

      “Why dangerous, Danny? It’s just you.”

      “Maybe you’re in the mood for a swim.” Mission  profile said stay low, the storm said stay high, he was a Night Stalker so he’d climbed a hundred feet above the waves, rather than the five thousand any rational Army pilot would have. The Night Stalkers flew at the edge of what he liked to call rational insanity. He’d become very comfortable with that over his five years with the 160th.

      “Swim with the dashing Danny Corvo? Be sti-ill my heart.” A microburst bounced them up fifty feet before he could compensate. Maybe staying a little farther from the waves would be a good idea. He took it as a sign from Mother Nature and stayed where she’d just bounced them to. They’d now be visible from farther away, not that radar would pick them out in this crap. The rain lashed so hard against the windshield and hull at their hundred-and-fifty-mile-an-hour speed, plus an obnoxious amount of wind velocity, that he could hear it despite his helmet. It was louder than the beastly big rotors of his Chinook.

      “Swimming with you? That totally works for me.”

      A couple of the guys hooted encouragement. It was rare for anyone to banter with Carmen past the first round or two. Her wit was faster than an RPG and not much less dangerous.

      He glanced at the engine readouts, even though that was Justin’s job at the moment, with Carmen as a backup. The temperatures looked good, so the rain wasn’t enough to drown the twin, five-thousand horsepower Lycoming engines. He turned his attention back to keeping them in the air.

      And to picturing Carmen in a dark red bikini that matched her hair. Her fair skin and blue-green eyes the color of the tropical sea. Which at the moment was pitch black because it was almost midnight in a bitch of a storm a hundred-and-sixty miles off Panama. Almost midnight. It was hard to not smile even if it didn’t really mean anything, except to him. He checked the dash clock, 2304 and counting.

      “No, none of you mugs will ever see me in a bikini, so just stop thinking about that.”

      “Which plants the image firmly in my brain,” Danny heaved on the thrust control along the left side of his seat to compensate for a sudden downdraft, but managed to stabilize at eighty feet above the waves before climbing back up.

      “Ho-ly crap!” There was no air pocket to jar her words this time, so she did it herself. Damn but she was funny. “You guys heard that? You!” She poked him in the arm. “What did you do with our quiet and shy Danny Corvo?”

      “I put him out to pasture where he belongs.”

      “Whoa!” “You were right, Carm.” Vinnie and Raymond chimed in from the back.

      “This is a passel of strange, ain’t it,” the captain agreed, his Texan accent far thicker than normal.

      Danny liked flying with Justin Roberts. He was always cheery—even when everything was going to hell. Justin also gave him plenty of pilot-in-command time. He’d flown with a lot of commanders who just wanted you to sit your ass in the seat and leave them alone. However, egging Carmen on wasn’t going to help anyth—

      “Crazy weird,” Carmen agreed. “It sounds like Danny. And I can see his cute little chin.”

      Just how every Army Special Operations guy wanted to be described by a hot soldier woman.

      “Where oh where has our Danny gone?” The captain broke into song as he was apt to do at the drop of his cowboy hat.

      Danny did his best to ignore it as they mangled the verse. At least until Carmen joined in with that sweet alto of hers for the refrain, “Aliens done took him away.”

      Images of sticklike green men bearing rectal probes—and a particularly hard slam by the storm—definitely knocked the bikini-clad redhead out of his thoughts. Too bad. If his imagination was worth shit, she’d be damn cute in one.
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