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      “Since when do people get shot down on training missions?”

      “At the moment I’m more worried about the North Sea,” her copilot shot back.

      Night Stalkers Chief Warrant 3 Debbie Rosenthal decided that he had a point.

      Tonight the North Sea was being thrashed by a mid-December Force 9 severe gale—that felt like a Force 12 hurricane the way it shook her helicopter. It slammed them around in all three dimensions with the ease of a beach ball. Command had decided that gale force winds in the fifty mile-an-hour range was a good excuse for training.

      Debbie hadn’t argued.

      First off, Command wouldn’t care what a mere CW3 said any more than her father had. He’d disowned her the day she’d joined the Army rather than marrying a good Jewish boy.

      Second, such an on-the-edge flight fit her own idea of a good skills freshener, well, other than being slammed about the sky. The Night Stalkers of the US Army’s 160th SOAR 5th Battalion E Company were tasked with flying their helicopters through every form of ugly and it was great practice—when they weren’t shooting at you.

      When they weren’t supposed to be shooting at you.

      From a thousand feet up, flying over the North Sea in the middle of the night had merely been a good ride. From a thousand feet up over freezing waves two-to-three stories tall, breaking in huge sheets of slashing spray—with no engine—it was far less amusing.

      The external cameras were good enough to paint the picture across the inside of her visor in horrifying detail despite the darkness.

      “Are you sure we were shot?” It was a dumb question, but it came out anyway.

      Chief Warrant 2 Silvan Exeter just pointed at the hole in their windshield that was currently shooting a stream of cold rainwater between them. The radio and engine had vanished at the same moment as their engine. The miracle was that neither of them had been hurt.

      The other Little Bird in their flight hadn’t been so lucky, but she couldn’t think about Junker and Tank at the moment.

      Their two-helicopter flight had passed above a fishing trawler seventy miles off Aberdeen, Scotland. At the time (all of sixty seconds ago) it had seemed like a good idea to do hover practice over a clear reference point. Could they hold position, in formation, directly above the trawler no matter what the wind and waves were doing? The trawler probably wouldn’t even know they were there, testing hover skills in the night.

      Thirty seconds ago, the trawler had unveiled a Soviet ZU-23mm anti-aircraft gun.

      Not fishing trawler.

      Russian spy trawler.

      Her aircraft was damaged first. Then the ship had swung fire against the other Little Bird and held it there. The second aircraft had plummeted out of the sky, no attempt at control or recovery. They were swinging back to finish her off as well, but it took too long. By then Silvan had fired a trio of Hydra 70 rockets into the trawler.

      Debbie felt the billow of the massive explosion despite the gale-level wind. Everything above sea level was erased—gun, gunner, the entire trawler. In her infrared night vision—which was still working by some miracle—she could see the remains of the hull were awash and would sink soon. Even if it was an act of idiocy, it was also an act of war. There was going to be hell to pay if anyone lived to report it.

      There were only two of them left out here in the middle of the North Sea and the odds didn’t look good.

      Per protocol, Silvan kept calling out the engine restart procedures while going through the emergency checklist…not that anything was likely to work.

      Any further disbelief that her subconscious was tossing out upon the waters would have to wait until later. After she didn’t die.

      Debbie could feel the heavy weight of the wind shuddering through the controls.

      No hydraulic assist in a MH-6M Little Bird.

      No crew chiefs in back performing some miracle, like fabricating a new engine out of old bullet casings in the sixty seconds she’d be able to keep them aloft. That was the land of Black Hawks and Chinooks. In the Little Bird, it was just the two of them.

      Autorotation was dicey at the best of times. Autorotation with winds gusting past fifty and nowhere to land just wasn’t going to work.

      “Can you reach the raft?”

      Silvan hesitated in mid-“Ignition-test on, negative indicators, Ignition-start press and hold, negative start.” She’d already lost half her altitude and was descending through five hundred feet. They were at max glide time, minus a factor of extra speed so that the storm didn’t flip them too easily. Better faster with less flight time than upside down with only seconds to go. Head-on into the wind to get maximum lift…it didn’t matter where they went, so she wasn’t worried about distance.

      No one ever survived bailing out of a crashing helicopter, so the requirement to carry the small raft on long crossings was silly, but it was on the books. Ditching was something you only survived if balanced perfectly with no rotors catching the water—and in dead calm weather. And then only if you were lucky. Actually, there were survivors during storm ditchings, but they were very rare—more statistical anomaly than fact. A Little Bird wasn’t some old-style US Coast Guard HH-3F Pelican designed to float. They were going to sink so fast that hitting the water was barely going to slow them down.

      “I can only reach the raft if I go outside,” he sounded grim. A Little Bird had a cockpit small enough that Debbie had never understood how two men could fly one. At least her shoulders were narrow enough that they only bumped together half the time they were aloft. The back two seats were even smaller. “Outside” meant stepping out onto the skid, shuffling backward in a roaring wind, and yanking the rear door open—all while she was busy pitching and yawing like a drunkard on a bender.

      “Three hundred feet,” was the only answer she had for Silvan.
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