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			Sergeant Lee Ames had been cornered and didn’t appreciate it in the slightest. Night Stalkers were not supposed to be cornered; they were supposed to rule the night. He’d been flying for three months now with the most kick-ass helicopter company aloft. And in three months of almost nightly missions based off the U.S.S. Peleliu he’d been cornered a total of once—tonight. Lee didn’t care for it.

			He wasn’t “supposed” to be in the Sinai any more than the person he was here to extract. The Egyptian government would be very unhappy if they knew a helicopter of the U.S. Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment was parked in a dry wadi less than five hundred meters from the Suez Canal. His Little Bird might be the smallest helo in the military, but because it was an AH-6M assault bird, it was also heavily armed and absolutely lethal.

			He checked his watch. 22:37. Three minutes later than the last time he’d looked, which did nothing to calm him down. Normally he was fine with waiting; patience was one of the deep skills learned during a decade in the Army. Hurry-up-and-wait was only the first-level talent, one possessed by every grunt who’d ever served. By the time he’d hit his third tour, he had the second-level down; waiting as tactic—a battlefield choice of inaction versus action.

			The Night Stalkers had taught him the top-tier skill: waiting is. Waiting wasn’t something you endured or used. A non-judgmental time of primal consciousness. It was that time during which there simply was no proper action, so you waited. And when the time was over, you stopped waiting. In Special Operations waiting had become a simple state of being in between moments of action at a level most people couldn’t imagine, never mind sustain. There was a reason U.S. Special Operations were at the top of the world’s military pyramid.

			Except right now the person he was supposed to be exfiltrating was two hours late. Captain Kara Moretti—watching from her drone circling six miles above—had told him to stay put as long as possible.

			Waiting is he sighed, wholly unconvinced.

			He’d assumed that a few hours before dawn, he’d have to leave whether or not his extraction subject had arrived. However, a firefight had broken out nearby and was now raging on the flat desert surface of the Sinai above his hiding place. Which might explain his contact’s delay, but was definitely going to trap him here for a while.

			About an hour after he’d landed, he’d heard the distinctive crack of a supersonic bullet ripping through the air a half dozen meters above his helo. Then he’d heard the rumble-boom of artillery to the west. The Suez Canal ran half a kilometer to the west.

			Lee had left his helo and crawled up the west side of the wadi—so familiar from the Arizona arroyos he’d played in as a kid that he had a weird déjà vu moment. The dry river bed was deep enough that his helicopter rested almost twenty feet below ground level, though only wide enough to leave a few yards to either side of his main rotor blades. He lay on his belly with his night-vision goggles just peeking above the sandy rim of the dry wash. Unlike the Sonoran Desert of Arizona, a careful scan east revealed nothing but the boundless wasteland of the Sinai Desert. Not even a saguaro cactus reaching its arms up to the star-filled night.

			To the west rose the high berm of the Suez Canal, with its dredgings of yellow sand piled up several stories high. Bright flashes from a battle flickered over the berm. He could see the upper structures of the ship moving along the canal. Gunfire lashed out from atop the berm and was returned hard from a ship he could see only by its superstructure.

			At least he wasn’t the target. But if he took flight and exposed himself above the wadi, he would be fast enough. For now, he and his helicopter were trapped here.

			ISIS? One faction of the Egyptian government fighting another? Or an attack on a specific ship?

			Didn’t matter. It wasn’t in his mission profile. His profile had been arrive, wait, extract, and do not, under any circumstances, be seen. That was the Night Stalkers’ specialty.

			Except no one had told him that his clandestine rendezvous point was going to end up in the middle of a battle. Even though it wasn’t in the mission brief he knew that revealing a piece of heavy U.S. military equipment and involving it in any local conflict would be disastrous.

			He turned, as he had a hundred times during the last hour that the fight had raged, to check in all directions to make sure he was alone.

			This time he wasn’t.

			A heavily-burdened lone figure was moving stealthily up the wadi; from rock to hump of sand. The figure’s long thawb robe would have blended perfectly into the night if it hadn’t been for Lee’s night-vision goggles.

			Sliding quietly down the slip face of the wadi’s side wall, Lee came up behind the person when they were still fifty meters from his helo.

			“Tawaqaf!” he said quietly in Arabic. Then clicked off the safety on his FN-SCAR rifle to reinforce the command to stop.

			The figure froze. Either too well-trained or too panicked to turn.

			“On your knees,” he continued in Arabic. The man settled awkwardly, but didn’t protest even though it would drastically limit his ability to attack or run.

			Lee made a quick scan, but there appeared to be only the two of them in the steep-walled dry river bed.

			“What are you carrying?”

			“Golden potatoes,” his captive said in a muffled voice.

			It took Lee a moment to recognize first that it was said in English and second that it was the pass phrase for the person he was supposed to be extracting.

			“Stay still,” he ordered. Exchanging his rifle for his Glock handgun, he moved up close behind and began frisking the person.

			Through the linen thawb, Lee could feel neither knife or handgun at ankles, calves, or thighs. No ring of explosives at the slender waist. And just as his hand cupped what was not a shoulder holster but undoubtedly a woman’s breast, a small face rose from over the kneeling woman’s shoulder and looked up at him.

			In a tiny, scared voice, the girl mumbled, “Baba?”
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