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The sky over North Vietnam was the wrong kind of blue.

Too clear. Too open. Too honest.

Jack “Hawk” Sullivan shoved the throttles forward and felt the engines answer beneath him — twin J79s screaming alive as the Phantom surged ahead, afterburners igniting in twin pillars of invisible violence.

“Speed coming up,” Hank’s voice crackled in his headset. Calm. Always calm. “Nine hundred knots.”

Hawk didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. He could feel him there.

Two seats. One machine. One life.

“Let’s give ’em something to think about,” Hawk muttered.

The cockpit vibrated as they pushed through the sound barrier. The jet shuddered, then smoothed, slicing clean through Mach 1. The world narrowed to instruments and sky.

“Passing Mach one-point-two,” Hank said. “SAM site lighting up at ten o’clock.”

Hawk’s jaw tightened. “I see it.”

A white plume erupted from the jungle below — a surface-to-air missile clawing upward, hungry and fast.

“Missile in the air! Break right, break right!”

Hawk rolled hard, pulling into a high-G turn. The horizon snapped sideways. His vision grayed at the edges as the G-force crushed him into the seat.

Behind him, Hank didn’t flinch.

“Keep pulling. Keep pulling. You’ve got room.”

Room.

At thirty thousand feet over enemy territory, that word felt like a lie.

The missile streaked past, detonating behind them in a blossom of smoke.

Hawk exhaled sharply. “Close.”

“Too close,” Hank replied.

There was something in his voice that wasn’t tactical.

Something personal.

The radio erupted.

“Blue Two, you’ve got MiGs lifting from the west! Repeat, MiGs lifting!”

Hawk’s pulse spiked.

Finally.

He banked left, scanning the sky until he caught the glint — a MiG-21 cutting through cloud, fast and sharp as a blade.

“Fox Two?” Hank asked, steady as ever.

“Not yet,” Hawk said. “Let him think he’s hunting.”

The MiG dove.

Hawk matched him.

They spiraled downward in a lethal dance, the earth rushing closer with every second.

“Range decreasing,” Hank reported. “You’re in parameters.”

Hawk smiled — a flash of teeth no one could see.

“Lock him.”

There was a pause — a beat where the world seemed to hold its breath.

Then Hank’s voice, low and focused:

“Tone... tone... you’re locked.”

Hawk squeezed the trigger.

“Fox Two.”

The missile leapt from the wing.

The MiG tried to break, too late.

A flash. A bloom of fire. Debris scattering across the sky.

Silence for half a heartbeat.

Then Hank’s exhale through the headset.

“Splash one.”

Hawk felt it — the rush. The triumph. The surge of power.

And underneath it, something else.

The awareness that the only reason he was still breathing at Mach 1.3 over hostile territory was the man seated inches behind him.

He adjusted his grip on the stick.

“You all right back there, Collins?”

There it was. That question. Casual. Professional.

Too careful.

“I’m good,” Hank replied. “You?”

Hawk hesitated.

The sky stretched endless ahead of them. Smoke rising from the jungle below. The radio still alive with chatter.

He could lie.

He usually did.

Instead, he said quietly, “Yeah.”

A beat passed.

Then Hank’s voice, softer than the radio static:

“Stay with me, Hawk.”

Stay with me.

Not tactical.

Not regulation.

Personal.

Hawk swallowed.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

But he didn’t know if he meant the sky.

Or Hank.

“Fuel check,” Hank said, back to business. “We need to head south.”

Hawk turned the jet toward open ocean, afterburners flaring again as they climbed.

Behind them, the war burned.

Ahead of them, the horizon glowed gold.

And between them — in that narrow cockpit at Mach 2 — something far more dangerous than enemy fire was beginning to take shape.
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The heat at Da Nang hit differently than it did in the air.

In the cockpit, it was contained—measured in gauges and warning lights and the smell of aviation fuel bleeding through the oxygen mask. On the ground, it pressed against the skin without mercy, thick and damp and unrelenting, turning flight suits into second skins and men into restless animals pacing the edge of something they pretended not to fear.

Jack “Hawk” Sullivan stood at the edge of the runway with his helmet tucked beneath his arm, watching the new transport taxi in through the shimmer of rising heat. The C-130 looked tired before it even shut down, its metal frame streaked with red dust and long-haul exhaustion, as though it had crossed not just an ocean but a line no one ever truly came back from.

He had been told a replacement was coming.

He had not been told the man’s name would matter.

The rear ramp lowered slowly, and men began descending in twos and threes, duffel bags slung over shoulders, eyes adjusting to a sun that felt more like a spotlight than a source of warmth. Hawk didn’t move. He leaned slightly against the nose wheel of his Phantom and let his gaze sweep over them with detached appraisal, the way he evaluated radar blips before deciding whether they were worth the fuel.

Then he saw him.

Henry Collins.

He did not look like a man trying to impress anyone. His uniform was regulation, sleeves rolled precisely once at the forearm, dog tags resting against a throat already slick with humidity. His hair was cut short, but not severe. His shoulders were broad without swagger. He walked like a man who measured his steps.

Hawk felt something in his chest that had nothing to do with heat.

Collins paused at the bottom of the ramp and scanned the runway, his gaze sharp, observant, taking in aircraft numbers and tail markings before it ever landed on Hawk. When it did, there was no flicker of deference, no open curiosity. Just assessment.

Hawk straightened without meaning to.

He crossed the tarmac slowly, boots striking concrete with an easy confidence he had cultivated carefully over years of being watched. Pilots were watched—by commanders, by enlisted men, by each other. Reputation was currency. He had built his carefully, layer by layer, mission by mission, kill by kill.

He stopped a few feet away.

“Collins?”

The other man nodded once. “Sullivan.”

The voice surprised him. Low. Controlled. Not deferential.

“Hawk,” Jack corrected, extending his hand.

Collins took it. His grip was firm but not competitive, the shake brief and efficient. Professional. And yet, in that brief contact, Hawk felt something pass between them—not warmth, not yet—but recognition.

“You’re riding back seat with me,” Hawk said. “Hope you like speed.”

A faint flicker touched Collins’s mouth, not quite a smile. “I prefer precision.”

That should not have felt like a challenge.

It did.

Behind them, another jet roared down the runway, lifting into the sky in a blast of heat and thunder that made conversation temporarily impossible. Hawk didn’t look away from Collins as the sound faded. The war was loud enough. He didn’t need to prove it.

“You lose your last pilot?” Hawk asked.

Collins’s gaze held steady. “Yes.”

There was no elaboration. No visible grief. No tremor.

Hawk studied him a moment longer and decided he respected that.

“We fly at sixteen hundred,” he said. “Briefing in twenty.”

Collins nodded again, as though that were the only answer required.

As Hawk turned to walk back toward the hangar, he felt it—that subtle awareness of another man falling into step beside him. Not lagging. Not rushing. Matching pace.

Most men either tried to impress him or tried to resist him.

Collins did neither.

Inside the briefing room, the air conditioners fought a losing battle against the afternoon. The squadron commander droned through target coordinates and expected anti-air resistance, but Hawk’s attention drifted despite himself, drawn by the quiet presence seated to his right.

Collins did not fidget. He did not lean back or sprawl or crack jokes like the others. He took notes in tight, deliberate handwriting and asked one precise question about flak density that made two other pilots glance at him in surprise.

Hawk felt a strange surge of pride he had not earned.

After the briefing, they walked back toward the flight line together, helmets in hand.

“You always this quiet?” Hawk asked.

Collins adjusted the strap at his chin. “Only when it matters.”

“And when doesn’t it?”

Collins stopped beside the Phantom and looked up at its wings, the metal gleaming in late-afternoon light. “Up there?” he said softly. “It always matters.”

The statement settled between them, heavy and intimate in a way Hawk did not expect.

For a moment, the rest of the base seemed to recede—the shouting crew chiefs, the distant rotors, the metallic clang of tools against fuselage. There was only the jet and the space between them.

Hawk climbed the ladder into the front seat and strapped in, the cockpit wrapping around him like something familiar and honest. When Collins settled into the rear seat, the shift in balance felt immediate.

“Comms check,” Collins said.

Hawk adjusted his headset. “Loud and clear.”

There was a faint hum of static, then Collins again, closer now, voice filtered through shared circuitry.

“I’ve got you.”

Hawk’s hands tightened slightly on the controls.

The engines ignited, building from low growl to full-throated roar, and the Phantom began to taxi toward the runway. The sun was dipping lower, staining the sky with gold and smoke, and for the first time since he had landed from that morning’s sortie, Hawk felt something steadier than adrenaline settle in his chest.

Not calm.

Not yet.

Something else.

As they lined up for takeoff, Collins’s voice came through once more, measured and steady.

“Ready when you are, Hawk.”

Hawk pushed the throttles forward.

The jet surged.

And somewhere between the rising speed and the narrowing horizon, he realized that for the first time since the war had begun, he was not thinking about how close he could fly to danger.

He was thinking about who was sitting behind him.
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They cleared the flak and broke south, the worst of it behind them, though the sky still trembled faintly with distant bursts. The radio buzzed with squadron chatter, call signs overlapping in a language of clipped urgency and half-finished confirmations, but inside the cockpit the space felt strangely contained, almost private, as if the world had narrowed to the steady hum of engines and the measured cadence of Hank’s breathing through the headset.

Hawk eased the Phantom into a gradual descent toward safer airspace, though “safe” had long ago become a relative term. His pulse was still elevated, adrenaline running warm beneath his skin, but something steadier had taken hold beneath it. He was aware—acutely—of the man behind him, of the way Hank’s presence had threaded itself into the rhythm of the flight as though it had always belonged there.

“Fuel check,” Hank said after a moment, his tone calm, unaffected by the chaos they had just cut through. “We’re good for return without divert.”

“Copy,” Hawk answered. He let the word linger a fraction longer than necessary.

There was a brief silence, then Hank added, almost casually, “You pull hard when you’re irritated.”

Hawk frowned slightly. “Irritated?”

“With the flak,” Hank clarified. “You overcorrect when you want to win.”

The observation was clinical, but it landed somewhere personal. Hawk adjusted his grip on the stick, suddenly aware of how transparent he must be at thirty thousand feet.

“You analyzing me back there, Collins?”

“It’s my job to notice patterns.”

The Phantom cut through a bank of thin cloud, the world briefly swallowed in white before breaking open again into blue horizon and distant coastline. Hawk felt the faintest flicker of heat beneath his collar—not from the sun, not from the engines, but from being seen.

Most men saw the call sign. Hawk. The reputation. The stories traded over lukewarm beer in the mess hall. They saw the kills, the confidence, the way he laughed a little too easily when someone mentioned risk.

Hank, apparently, saw the corrections in his hands.

They flew the rest of the return leg in near silence, but it was not the strained quiet of men avoiding conversation. It was something closer to alignment. When Hank spoke, Hawk responded without friction. When Hawk adjusted their heading, Hank anticipated the change before the instruments fully reflected it.

By the time Da Nang appeared ahead of them, heat shimmering above the runway like a mirage, Hawk understood something he had not intended to understand so quickly.

He trusted him.

Landing was smooth—clean descent, wheels down, reverse thrust blooming behind them as they slowed along the strip of sunbaked concrete. The Phantom taxied toward its assigned slot, and Hawk felt the peculiar reluctance that sometimes followed a mission’s end. Up there, everything was clear. Down here, everything grew complicated.

He cut the engines. The roar faded into ticking metal and distant rotor wash from another aircraft lifting off. For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Hank’s voice came through the headset, softer now that the danger had passed. “Nice flying.”

It should not have meant anything.

It did.

Hawk climbed down first, boots hitting the runway with a solid thud. The heat wrapped around him immediately, sweat prickling along his spine beneath the flight suit. Hank descended the ladder a second later, helmet tucked beneath his arm, dog tags catching a glint of late-afternoon light.

Up close, there were faint lines of strain at the corners of his eyes—evidence of the Gs they had pulled—but his expression was composed.

“You didn’t panic,” Hawk said, before he could decide not to.

Hank tilted his head slightly. “Would that have helped?”

Hawk huffed a quiet laugh. “No.”

A crew chief approached to begin post-flight checks, but Hawk barely registered him. His attention remained fixed on Hank in a way that felt less like choice and more like gravity.

“You always that steady?” Hawk asked.

Hank studied him for a second too long. “You always test people on the first day?”

There it was again—that refusal to be impressed, that steady counterbalance to Hawk’s forward momentum. Instead of irritation, it sparked something sharper. Interest. Challenge.

“I don’t like surprises in the air,” Hawk said.

“And I don’t like pilots who think they’re invincible,” Hank replied evenly.

The words might have sounded like accusation from another man. From Hank, they felt like truth offered without malice.

Hawk stepped closer, lowering his voice so the mechanics would not overhear. “You think I’m invincible?”

“I think,” Hank said, just as quietly, “you fly like you have something to prove.”

The comment settled between them, charged and deliberate. Hawk felt the impact of it not in his pride, but somewhere lower, somewhere more vulnerable.

“What do you think I’m proving?” he asked.

Hank’s gaze flicked briefly to Hawk’s mouth before returning to his eyes, the movement so subtle it might have been imagined. “That you’re not afraid.”

The air between them thickened.

Hawk had been called fearless before. Reckless. Daring. But never dissected so precisely.

“And you?” Hawk asked. “What are you proving, Collins?”

Hank hesitated for the first time since stepping off the transport plane. It was small, almost imperceptible, but Hawk caught it.

“That I’m worth the seat,” Hank said finally.

Something shifted in Hawk’s chest—unexpected and immediate. A protective impulse he had no right to feel.

“You are,” he said, more forcefully than intended.

Hank held his gaze for a long moment, and in that silence, the noise of the base seemed to recede again—the shouts, the engines, the metallic clang of tools against fuselage fading into the background hum of something larger than either of them.

For a fleeting second, Hawk imagined what it would feel like to close the distance entirely. To let the tension that had been building since the runway handshake snap into something physical and undeniable.

He stepped back instead.

“Briefing at nineteen hundred,” he said, forcing his tone back into regulation. “Don’t be late.”

Hank nodded once. “I won’t.”

As Hawk turned away, helmet swinging lightly at his side, he felt it again—that dangerous awareness. Not of enemy aircraft. Not of missile locks or anti-aircraft fire.

Of Hank Collins.

And of how quickly, how irrationally, the presence of one steady voice at his back had begun to matter.

He had flown at Mach 2 over hostile territory that afternoon and felt less destabilized than he did standing on that runway now.

For the first time in a long while, Hawk wasn’t chasing speed.

He was chasing something far harder to outrun.
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The mess hall at Da Nang smelled of overcooked meat, coffee that had been sitting too long on a burner, and men who had spent the day sealed inside metal at thirty thousand feet. The ceiling fans churned lazily overhead, pushing around warm air without cooling it, while long metal tables filled with pilots and ground crew vibrated with conversation that was too loud and too easy to be entirely sincere.

Hawk moved through it like he always did—confident, relaxed, a grin hovering just beneath the surface as he accepted claps on the shoulder and quiet praise for threading the Phantom through flak thick enough to rattle the paint. His call sign carried weight in rooms like this. Hawk meant something. It meant aggression controlled by skill. It meant the kind of man who would take a risk and make it look inevitable.

But tonight, as he grabbed a tray and slid into an open seat, he found himself looking for someone else’s reaction.

Hank entered a minute later, helmet left behind, sleeves rolled neatly at the forearms, posture straight without stiffness. He paused just inside the doorway, scanning for an open space, and for the briefest second his eyes met Hawk’s across the room.

There was no smile.

Just recognition.

Hawk lifted his chin in silent invitation.

Hank walked over without hesitation and took the empty chair beside him, setting his tray down with quiet efficiency. The men across the table—Miller and Brooks, both loud even when sober—exchanged glances that were not subtle.

“So this is the new brain in the back seat,” Miller said, leaning forward with theatrical curiosity. “Collins, right?”

“Hank,” he replied evenly.

“Hank,” Brooks echoed, as if testing it. “Heard you kept our boy from bending the jet in half.”

Hawk scoffed lightly. “Jet was fine.”

“Jet was fine because Collins told you to ease up,” Miller shot back with a grin.

There was laughter around the table. Hawk felt the familiar instinct to deflect, to charm the moment into something harmless, but before he could, Hank spoke.

“I told him what the instruments were already saying,” he said calmly. “He made the call.”

It was simple. Measured. Professional.

And yet Hawk felt it land somewhere deeper than it should have.

The laughter shifted into something more approving, less teasing. Miller raised his cup in a mock toast. “Look at that. Humble and smart. You sure you want to keep him, Hawk?”

Hawk leaned back in his chair, stretching his arm along the metal frame behind Hank without quite touching him. “I don’t keep anyone,” he said lightly. “He keeps up.”

It was meant to sound cocky. Easy.

Hank turned his head slightly, just enough that Hawk caught the angle of his profile, the sharp line of jaw and the faint shadow along his cheek where the day’s stubble had begun to form.

“I don’t follow,” Hank said, not loudly, but clearly enough that the table went quiet for a half-beat. “I fly with you.”

The distinction was subtle.

It cut clean.

Hawk’s pulse ticked up unexpectedly.

Across from them, Brooks let out a low whistle. “Damn. Didn’t take long for him to grow teeth.”

Hawk smiled, but it felt thinner than usual. “You think you can handle flying with me, Collins?”

Hank didn’t break eye contact. “I handled it today.”

The room shifted again, but this time Hawk barely heard the murmurs. Something in Hank’s tone—steady, assured, without bravado—did not challenge him so much as refuse to be smaller.

Hawk was used to dominance being part of the dynamic. Pilots led. RIOs supported. That was the structure. That was the understood hierarchy in the cockpit and on the ground.

Hank was not disrespecting it.

He was simply not shrinking within it.

Later, when the table conversation dissolved into overlapping stories and exaggerated reenactments of the day’s mission, Hawk found himself half-listening, aware of the brush of Hank’s sleeve against his own each time one of them shifted in their seat. The contact was incidental, meaningless on the surface, and yet Hawk felt every instance of it like a small current.

“You’ve been here how long?” Hawk asked quietly, when the noise swelled enough to give them a pocket of privacy.

“Two weeks,” Hank replied. “Mostly briefing and waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For a seat that didn’t come with someone else’s shadow.”

The answer landed heavier than Hawk expected. He studied Hank’s profile, the way his gaze stayed fixed forward rather than seeking sympathy.

“You flew with someone before?” Hawk asked.

“Yes.”

The word held history.

Hawk hesitated, then pushed further. “He didn’t make it.”

“No.”

There was no tremor in Hank’s voice, but there was something else—something controlled so tightly it almost hummed. Hawk recognized that kind of restraint. It wasn’t absence of feeling. It was containment.

“You going to try to replace him?” Hawk asked.

Hank turned then, fully, meeting his gaze without flinching. “No.”

The word was quiet. Certain.

Hawk felt something shift in his chest again, that same unexpected tightening from earlier on the runway.

“Good,” he said, before he could stop himself.

“Why’s that?” Hank asked.

“Because I don’t need replacing either.”

For a moment the air between them stilled, the noise of the mess hall blurring at the edges. Hank’s eyes flicked briefly to Hawk’s mouth again, then back up, slower this time.

“I’m here because I chose this seat,” he said. “Not because it was empty.”

The comment should have been harmless.

It wasn’t.

It carried a weight that had nothing to do with aircraft assignments.

Hawk leaned back slightly, forcing space between them, though he wasn’t sure who he was protecting by doing it.

“You planning to outrun me instead?” he asked, trying to return them to safer ground.

Hank’s expression shifted, something almost like amusement touching it for the first time that evening. “I don’t think you’re meant to be outrun.”

The words settled between them with a softness that felt dangerously intimate.

Hawk held his gaze a second longer than he should have, aware now of the way the room seemed to fall away whenever Hank focused on him like that. He had been looked at before—admired, challenged, envied—but this was different. This was observation without agenda. Recognition without flattery.

“Careful, Collins,” Hawk said lightly, though his voice had dropped. “You start talking like that, people might think you like flying with me.”

Hank’s reply came without hesitation.

“I do.”

There was no grin. No wink. No irony.

Just truth.

The simplicity of it struck harder than any joke could have.

Hawk felt heat rise at the base of his throat, and for a split second he imagined reaching across the narrow space between them and pressing his hand to the side of Hank’s neck, just to see if his pulse was as steady as it sounded.

Instead, he pushed back his chair.

“Early sortie tomorrow,” he said, though that wasn’t news to either of them. “Don’t oversleep.”

Hank stood as well, collecting his tray with deliberate calm. “I won’t.”

As they walked out into the humid night, the base lights flickering against a darkening sky, Hawk was acutely aware of the distance between their shoulders. Not touching. Close enough to.

He had flown through anti-aircraft fire that afternoon without hesitation.

He had broken the sound barrier without thinking.

But the steady, unembellished way Hank Collins had said I do lingered in his mind with a force that unsettled him more than any missile lock ever had.

For the first time, Hawk began to understand that the most dangerous territory he would navigate this year might not be in the sky.

It might be the space between two men walking side by side under a Vietnamese night.
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The storm rolled in just before dawn.

Not rain — not the kind that cooled the air or washed the red dust from the runway — but low cloud cover and dense humidity that pressed the sky downward until everything felt closer, tighter, less forgiving. The kind of morning that made engines sound louder and tempers shorter.

Hawk stood beside the Phantom as the crew chiefs finished their checks, the metallic scent of fuel sharp in the damp air. He barely noticed the other pilots moving around him. His attention tracked one figure crossing the tarmac with measured strides.

Hank carried his helmet tucked against his hip, flight suit zipped high against his throat, eyes already scanning the aircraft before he reached it. There was something ritualistic about the way he approached the jet, as though the machine deserved acknowledgment before it was trusted.

“You sleep?” Hawk asked as Hank stopped beside him.

“Enough,” Hank replied.

“You don’t look tired.”

“You don’t either.”

Hawk smirked faintly. “I never do.”

Hank’s gaze lingered a fraction longer than necessary. “That doesn’t mean you aren’t.”

The comment was mild. Observational.

It struck deeper than it should have.

They climbed into the cockpit without further conversation, settling into their positions with the efficiency of men who understood that once the canopy closed, words mattered differently. The outside world narrowed to instrument panels, switches, the layered choreography of preparation.

“Comms check,” Hank said.

“Loud and clear.”

There was a faint hum of static, then the steady cadence of Hank’s breathing through the headset. Hawk became aware of it the way he had begun to become aware of everything Hank did — not intrusive, not distracting, but present.

They taxied into position and launched into the thickening sky, engines roaring as they cut upward through cloud. Visibility shifted from hazy to near-zero within seconds, the world outside reduced to gray and vapor.

“Watch your climb rate,” Hank murmured. “You’re pushing into the ceiling.”

Hawk adjusted instinctively. “Copy.”

The mission was routine on paper — a strike against a supply corridor that intelligence claimed had grown too comfortable. Routine meant predictable resistance. Predictable resistance meant manageable danger.

At least in theory.

They broke through the cloud cover into a patch of turbulent blue, only to find the valley ahead obscured by low-hanging mist that curled like smoke above the jungle canopy.

“Not ideal,” Hank observed.

Hawk angled them lower. “We’ll make it work.”

Flak opened up earlier than expected.

Black bursts detonated ahead of them, closer than comfortable, forcing Hawk into a sharp bank that rattled the airframe hard enough to make the canopy tremble.

“Two o’clock!” Hank snapped. “Heavy concentration.”

Hawk rolled again, feeling the Phantom strain beneath him. The sky erupted with bursts of smoke and metallic fragments, one explosion rocking them so violently that his shoulder slammed against the harness.

“Pull up!” Hank ordered.

Hawk did.

Too hard.

The jet screamed as G-forces surged. His vision narrowed abruptly, edges darkening. He felt the onset before he acknowledged it — the creeping gray, the dangerous softening of focus.

“Ease off, Hawk,” Hank’s voice cut through the haze. Not loud. Not frantic. Certain. “You’re overcorrecting.”

Another burst exploded beneath them, close enough to shake the instruments.

Hawk’s instincts screamed to pull harder, climb faster, outrun the threat with sheer force of will.

“Hawk.” Hank’s tone sharpened by a fraction. “Trust me.”

Trust me.

The words pierced through the adrenaline.

Hawk forced his grip to loosen, adjusted the climb angle exactly as Hank directed, and felt the difference immediately — smoother trajectory, less strain, a cleaner escape path between flak bursts.

“Good,” Hank said. “Now hold it. Steady.”

The Phantom surged forward, threading through chaos that seemed intent on swallowing them whole. Another explosion went off behind them — too close — the concussion rattling Hawk’s teeth.

For a split second he imagined what would happen if he lost control now, if his vision faded completely, if Hank’s calm voice disappeared into static.

The thought struck harder than the flak.

“I’ve got you,” Hank said quietly.

Hawk swallowed.

They cleared the worst of it, climbing hard into cleaner air, engines roaring as though offended by the resistance below. Hawk’s breathing came heavier than he liked. He adjusted their heading south without speaking.

Behind him, Hank remained steady.

No accusation.

No mention of the near black-out.

Just presence.

“You good?” Hank asked after a moment.

Hawk hesitated. He considered deflecting. Making a joke. Pretending the surge hadn’t shaken him more than he would admit.

“Yeah,” he said finally. Then, quieter, “You were right.”

A pause.

“I know,” Hank replied.

There was no arrogance in it.

Just fact.

Hawk exhaled through his teeth, something like a laugh escaping him despite the tension still humming through his veins. “You always this confident?”

“Only when you’re wrong.”

Hawk felt the corner of his mouth lift.

They flew the return leg closer than before, conversation minimal but charged with something that had shifted irrevocably. Hawk could not ignore the awareness that if Hank had panicked — if he had hesitated — Hawk might have forced the jet into a fatal climb.

Instead, Hank had trusted him enough to correct him.

And Hawk had trusted Hank enough to listen.

The realization unsettled him more than the flak had.

When they landed, the wheels hit harder than usual, the impact reverberating up through Hawk’s spine. He taxied to their slot and cut the engines with more force than necessary.

Silence fell heavy in the cockpit.

For a moment neither of them moved.

“You scared me,” Hank said quietly.

The words were almost lost in the ticking of cooling metal.

Hawk froze.

“What?” he asked.

“When you pushed that climb,” Hank continued. “You were close.”

Close.

The understatement of it made Hawk’s chest tighten.

“You handled it,” Hawk said.

“That’s not the point.”

The air inside the cockpit felt suddenly smaller, more intimate than any altitude could have created.

Hawk unstrapped first but didn’t climb out immediately. “You think I can’t handle it?”

Hank leaned forward slightly in the back seat, close enough that Hawk could almost feel the heat of him through the narrow space.

“I think,” Hank said carefully, “you don’t always have to.”

The words landed like a physical blow.

Hawk had built his entire reputation on handling it — on pushing harder, flying faster, never flinching. The idea that he did not have to felt foreign. Dangerous.

“I don’t need babysitting,” he said, though the edge in his voice lacked conviction.

“I wasn’t babysitting you,” Hank replied. “I was flying with you.”

The distinction again.

Not behind.

With.

Hawk finally climbed down the ladder, boots hitting concrete with a heavier thud than usual. Hank followed seconds later. Up close, Hawk could see the faint tension along Hank’s jaw that hadn’t been there before.

“You were scared,” Hawk said quietly.

Hank met his gaze without hesitation. “Yes.”

The honesty of it struck deeper than bravado ever could have.

“For the jet?” Hawk asked.

“For you.”

The runway noise seemed to fade.

Hawk felt something in his chest give way — not entirely, not enough to collapse, but enough to crack the surface he had carefully maintained.

“You don’t get to be scared for me,” he said, though the words lacked their usual authority.

Hank stepped closer.

“I already was.”

There was no audience. No squadron laughter. No radio chatter to disguise the tension vibrating between them.

Hawk could feel the pull of it — the instinct to close the final inch, to test whether the heat he felt was mutual or imagined. His hand flexed slightly at his side.

Hank’s gaze dropped briefly to that movement.

Then back up.

“You don’t have to outrun everything,” Hank said softly.

Hawk held his breath.

The morning’s turbulence, the flak, the near-blackout — all of it receded behind the simple, steady fact of the man standing inches from him.

“I’m not outrunning anything,” Hawk said.

Hank’s expression shifted, something gentler threading through it.

“Not yet.”

The word lingered.

And for the first time since the war had begun, Hawk wasn’t sure which battlefield he was standing on.
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Hawk had always known where he stood in a cockpit.

The front seat was not just position; it was authority. The stick in his hand was not merely mechanical control; it was final say. When decisions were made at thirty thousand feet, they were his. When something went wrong, the weight of it settled squarely on his shoulders. That was the structure. That was the expectation. That was the part of the job he had never once questioned.

Men deferred to him because they were supposed to.

Junior pilots watched him because they wanted to be him.

Even the commanders, in their own reserved way, trusted him to push limits without breaking them.

No one corrected Hawk Sullivan unless they outranked him.

And even then, it was rare.

So why, then, did it linger under his skin that Hank Collins had told him to ease up?

Hawk lay on his narrow bunk in the barracks, the ceiling fan above him turning lazily in the humid night, casting slow-moving shadows across the wall. The base had quieted to a distant hum—rotor wash far off, muffled laughter drifting from another building, the metallic clink of something being dropped and retrieved.

He should have been sleeping.

Instead, he replayed the moment in the cockpit.

“You don’t always have to.”

The words had not sounded accusatory.
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