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        The events in this story occur before the last scene of

        I Own the Dawn

        (The Night Stalkers #2).
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      “What if I’m not ready?”

      “Since when haven’t you been ready for anything?”

      “This is different!” Kee Smith shouted her protest over the DAP Hawk helicopter’s intercom.

      Major Emily Beale did one of her magic tricks, slewing the helo around in a way that no other pilot possibly could. It gave Kee—perched at the side-gunner crew chief’s position, close behind the copilot’s seat—a clear shot on the lead vehicle in the column racing across the nighttime Afghan desert.

      Kee grabbed the double handles on her M134 minigun, slid it out the window to the limit of the stops, and pulled the trigger. In answer, the electric motor spun the six-barrel Gatling gun up to five hundred rpm. The stream of 7.62mm ammunition raced out of the case, through the delinker, and into each barrel’s chamber at precisely the right moment. She sent three thousand rounds per minute raking down out of the darkness. Every tenth round was an infrared tracer, brilliant green in her own night-vision gear—yet effectively invisible to anyone not so equipped.

      Her first rounds struck less than ten meters in front of the lead vehicle, so she held steady and let the lead vehicle drive right into the hail of bullets. Su-weet! A practiced shake allowed her to destroy the engine. The truck lurched sideways off the road and slammed to a halt in the deep sand.

      The copilot fired a Hydra 70 rocket to take out the anti-aircraft gun mounted on the truck bed as Kee continued to slice up the line of vehicles. Two RPGs were fired upwards, but in no particular direction and were no threat to their flight of four blacked-out helicopters. The Night Stalkers of the US Army’s 160th SOAR ruled the night.

      A Little Bird flying close beneath them took out the beater Toyota Corolla that had been the source of the RPGs as Kee and her fellow gunner Big John kept the convoy trapped on the road and behind the now-burning lead vehicle.

      Big John was wisely staying out of this conversation. But if he so much as laughed, he’d be dead meat the moment they were back on the ground. She’d pulverize him herself, even if he was twice her size.

      “I am so-o-o not ready for this shit!” Kee unleashed another chain of destruction on a captured Humvee. She must have managed to punch into some ammo cache through the turret gunner’s position as the vehicle flared brightly inside, then exploded violently as they flew over it and raced once more into the desert.

      “If I can do it, so can you,” Emily replied with no real hint of sympathy as she rolled the Black Hawk completely over and somehow managed to come out of the maneuver headed back toward the column.

      “But you’re the legendary Major Emily Beale. I’m just Sergeant Kee Smith. I’m not even that—I made up my last name.”

      “Get your act together, Kee,” Major Beale sighed. “Night Stalkers Don’t Quit!”

      Having the motto of the 160th SOAR thrown in her face wasn’t helping one bit. As to getting her shit together…since when was that even a possibility.

      Emily certainly had though. She and Major Henderson had been married six months and still they walked about as if on some freaking honeymoon.

      The MH-60M DAP Hawk banked hard, giving Kee a straight-down view on the militia’s column. She unleashed more mayhem on them with her minigun.

      This she could handle.

      Her own wedding to Archie? In less than seventy-two hours? Not so much.
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      Captain Archibald Stevenson III, lay on the Italian beach and wondered how this had come to be his world. More accurately, he lay in the beach. His soon-to-be-adopted daughter, Dilya, had spent the last hour steadily covering him with a thick layer of sand until it lay on his chest like a lead blanket. It had been scorching hot at first with the Mediterranean sun beating down on him. Now that he was deeper under the sand there was a pleasant coolness to it.

      Thankfully, pre-burial, he had pulled his hat low against the mid-morning sun. Dilya had made him promise not to peek, but he’d squinted out at her a few times anyway to make sure she was okay.

      The eleven- or twelve-year-old Uzbekistani orphan—even she wasn’t sure—appeared completely content as she worked some artistic magic with a bright blue plastic shovel the size of his palm. Kee had rescued the starving waif from a frigid mountaintop deep in a war zone barely three months ago. Now, in just three more days when he married Kee, the three of them would become the most unlikely family imaginable.

      Despite her constantly prodigious appetite, Dilya was still pencil thin, though no longer gaunt. She’d been little more than a ragged ghost at first—and as flighty as one, disappearing at the least alarm. She’d settled into herself in surprising ways and proven herself highly adaptable. First at Forward Operating Base Bati where he and Kee had been stationed, then back in the States with him and his parents after he’d been shot and had to have his shoulder replaced.

      The two of them had seen Kee only briefly during these last three months, but the transformation between them had been nothing short of miraculous. Archie loved Dilya, with her long, dark hair and mystical green eyes, and had no doubt that she loved him back. But the connection between Dilya and Kee was closer than he’d ever imagined a mother and daughter could be—though one was born of Uzbek refugees and the other on the streets of East L.A.

      Kee.

      Archie resisted the urge to itch at the sand which had now penetrated every single pore. Dilya had been very exasperated at the damage to her artwork when he’d done so earlier. He tried focusing on the soft lapping of the Mediterranean waves, the soft lilt of Italian among other families enjoying the sunny morning, even the laughter of their children—but all he could think about was the itchy sand.

      Kee was an even bigger puzzle than Dilya. How had she slipped into his heart so completely? She was feisty, obnoxious, tough-as-nails, and an amazing soldier. Her permanently dark tan skin, Asian narrow eyes, and exceptionally curved body had made her a fantasy to look at. Even her dark hair with its saucy little blonde-dyed strip had been cute as hell.

      There was a dark side to her as well, that she’d revealed to him in her typical manner—a single, massive emotional blast. One moment she’d been this sexy companion who he couldn’t get enough of, and the next she’d been the miracle proof of what could be done by pure willpower. Everything about her had a deeper meaning, even the little stripe of golden hair.

      There had never been a woman like her!

      Whenever they were apart, he wondered how he could be with someone from such a different world. His parents were upper crust Boston and Mom was a top strategic consultant to the White House on global geopolitics. He himself was a top ten West Point grad. Kee had finished high school by getting her GED before becoming an Army infantry grunt and working her way up to being a Night Stalker.

      There was no way the three of them should work well as a unit.

      Yet whenever they were together, his mismatched family-to-be made absolute perfect sense. Kee was so damned…alive! It made him wonder what she saw in him. Not that he was complaining, but it made him wonder.

      “Soon, Dilya. Soon we will all be back together.”

      The slight girl barely nodded as she focused on her sandy creation. Then she glanced at his face. “I say no peekings. Ha?” Yes? in Uzbek.

      “No peekings. Ha.” He didn’t bother to correct her peekings and simply closed his eyes once more. Her English was improving fantastically—with the help of nightly doses of Winnie the Pooh or Charlotte’s Web—far faster than he’d ever done with a foreign tongue, but she must be sick of the constant little corrections. Time to give the kid a break.

      Archie wasn’t sure which of them he was reassuring anyway. The doctors had signed off on his recovery. His shoulder was as good as new—almost. He’d never be able to fly to 160th SOAR standards again, but that was the only real limitation.

      But without flying, his future was a complete unknown. Too many options.

      His mother wanted him to return to D.C. and work with her consulting firm. She’d spent much of last night working to convince him she was right, and almost had.

      The Army wanted to slot him into mission planning at the Pentagon.

      Or maybe he needed to break away. Be out on his own, doing who knew what.

      But he wasn’t on his own.

      He’d promised that in three days he’d be saying yes to being a family. A family was meant to be together, not scattered across the planet. For three months he’d sought an answer, but been stumped every time.

      If he couldn’t fly… But no answer lay on the other side of that question.

      Soon they’d be back together, he’d reassured Dilya.

      But would they? He’d met Kee on her first day with the Night Stalkers just four months ago. She’d barely started in this phase of her military career when his future with the Night Stalkers had been taken away by a gunshot wound. There was no future for them. Getting married made no sense whatso—

      “You look now.”

      “You can look now,” then he bit his tongue. So much for giving Dilya a language break.

      “You can look now. You can look now. You can look…” Dilya whispered variations to herself as she integrated the correction into her understanding of English.

      And what would part of being a fractured family would be good for her?
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