

  [image: ]




  

    




    Heart of the Storm




    




    a Night Stalker story




    by M. L. Buchman


  




  

    Five Years Ago




    1




    Major Michael Gibson of U.S. Army’s Delta Force was at eleven thousand feet, less than two hundred feet below the summit of Little Tahoma Peak when he heard the distress call on his radio. It was pure chance that he heard anything.




    The January winds were howling down upon him, caught in the funnel of Little Tahoma and Mount Rainier’s nearby peak that climbed another three thousand feet above him. The Arctic northerly, driving in the frigid Canadian air and dumping several feet of overnight snow, still howled beneath a sky so blue it could have been a child’s spilled paints.




    At least it was blue where last night’s storm scrubbed the sky clean before departing southward to rush over Mount St. Helens and Mount Hood on its way to bury the Siskiyou Mountains of northern California. The northern sky already looked to be gearing up for the next onslaught through the Cascade Mountain Range.




    Michael had escaped the ceaseless roar of the icy wind when he tucked down behind a sharp crag for a minute to chew on an energy bar and drink some water. He wasn’t hungry, or thirsty. But his high-altitude survival training had reinforced what he’d already known—by the time you noticed hunger or thirst at altitude, it was already too late. And this broken bit of volcanic rock was probably his last refuge before the summit—two hundred feet and perhaps an hour and a half above him. He should have just enough time to take the peak and get clear. Maybe he could cut the ascent time down to an hour.




    Hunkered down behind his rock, he was offered one of the best views on the planet. From southeast sweeping around to southwest, the lush forests of Washington State spread over the rugged terrain. Doug Fir, Larch, White Pine, all underlaid with Oregon grape and blackberries so thick that even a Special Operations soldier would go looking for a way around.




    North down to northwest revealed relative flatlands, no less green. In the far distance the waters of Puget Sound glittered beneath the low morning sun. If he’d been willing to remove his snow goggles and pull out his binoculars, Tacoma and Seattle would come easily into view despite the fifty miles of distance. As it was, the big airplanes climbing out of SeaTac Airport were the only encroachment from the big cities; he could feel the passengers snapping blurred pictures through plastic windows from their warm, plush seats as they flew over.




    Immediately below him in all directions were the glaciers of Mt. Rainier National Park. From his vantage point high on Little Tahoma’s flank, Emmons, Ingraham, Cowlitz, and the bound shoulder of Nisqually Glacier lay like a broken carpet of blinding white; constantly tearing at the volcano’s rocky sides to bring the old girl down. Good luck with that.




    Straight ahead Mount Rainier rose to fourteen thousand-four hundred feet, her rounded peak in stark relief—permanently-glaciered blinding white against the blue sky. He’d ridden out last night’s brief but vicious blow at the base of Little Tahoma in a snow cave.




    He found a small patch of snow to sit on among the high rock to give his legs a moment or two to recover while he ate.




    His goal was to hit Little Tahoma Peak today, and then get off the mountain. He’d originally thought to climb Rainier as well while he was up here, but he could see the northern horizon already graying up even more in the five minutes he’d crouched here. Tonight’s storm was predicted to make last night’s look like a mere flurry. It would lock out the mountain to even the most ambitious climbers for days. And he was due back in the Congo Rainforest hunting genocidal warlords soon.




    Michael listened for a response to the radio distress call. He should have heard it if there was one. From his perch he had sweeping coverage of the entire west of the Rainier down to Camp Muir at ten thousand feet and Paradise at five thousand.




    The call repeated.




    Silence, except for the wind raging to either side of his boulder. The park rangers clearly hadn’t heard it though the call had been on the frequency that everyone on the mountain was required to monitor.




    Everyone on the mountain.




    It was the first day of the New Year, there were only five people listed in the Park Office’s register. An elderly couple in their fifties hiking to Camp Muir for an overnight. A young couple, Charlene and Fred Moore with a climbing pass for the summit. And him.




    Reluctantly, sorry to break away from the peace of his solo climb, he pulled out his radio and fitted the earpiece; partly because it used less power than the speaker, and partly his military training to not give away his position was so deeply ingrained—despite being on friendly soil.




    “To distress call on Rainier. This is Michael, go ahead.”




    “Oh thank god!” A woman’s voice crackled over the earbud. “Fred has fallen into a crevasse and I can’t get him out. He’s trapped and hurt. His radio must be broken, but we can sort of shout in between the wind gusts. At least I think so. It’s hard to tell. Please, come. Please. We need help.”




    Michael listened for a moment. The wind wasn’t gusting much. More of a steady howl.




    “Okay, I need you to remain calm,” he thought back to the register at the park office, “Charlene. We’re going to go through this by the numbers. First, are you personally safe? Solidly anchored and warm enough?”




    “Yes, we’re both snapped into an ice screw. I managed to get a piton into the rock and have a backup line anchored there. And its Charli.”




    “Good,” more together than he’d expected. “Now, where are you?”




    She wasn’t sure. The trip had been Fred’s idea, no surprise there. In Michael’s experience women were generally too sensible to do something like climb Rainier in the dead of winter. Though they weren’t sensible enough not to follow along when a likely male beckoned them into doing something stupid.




    For himself, he’d wanted to keep his snow and ice skills up. He could feel them melting away under ops conducted in the heat and humidity of the Congolese rain forest, so he’d gone for a winter tromp up Rainier.




    But if she’d known to anchor herself more securely before calling for help, she wasn’t a helpless soul traveling on her husband’s whim either.




    So, they began playing the “what can you see” game in a world of ice, rock, and sky.


  




  

    




    2




    Captain Mark Henderson stood outside hangar 4-C and stared up at the northern sky. He debated whether to call for a training sortie or to give his crew the night off.




    It was midday and he was supposed to be sleeping, just as they were now, but upper brass never did understand SOAR. They’d rousted him with a question that could have been asked and answered by e-mail anytime in the next week if some Colonel hadn’t had a hair up his ass.




    The U.S. Army 160th Special Aviation Regiment specialized in one thing, nighttime helicopter operations. They did it better than anyone on the planet. That’s how they earned the Night Stalkers nickname. They’d flown into hundreds of places that they could never admit to, delivering Delta, SEAL, and other U.S. Special Operations assets to places no one else could get them into…or back out of alive.



OEBPS/Images/361602-heart-of-the-storm_600.jpg
M.L.BUCHMAN

NPR and B&N Top 5 Romance Author of the Year

“One of our favorite

authors.”
RT Book Reviews

eart
the orm

a Night Stalkers story





