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    The Black Hawk helicopter shredded around her. The spin and fall fast enough that only the harness kept her in her seat.


    The star-cracked glass-laminate windshield—each star centered around the hole where an armor-piercing round had punched into the cockpit—fragmented Lieutenant Emily Beale’s view of the outside world into a thousand tiny refracted images. The veering Thai jungle hacked into crystalline shards of green in a thousand hues.


    Hydraulic fluid sprayed over the outside of the windshield. Altered the colors of the world around them to a dark, alien-realm red. Even the yellow sunlight bled vermillion.


    Emily flicked off the primary hydraulic system. The secondary didn’t take over, but the emergency backup hung on.


    “Beale!” Larry shouted at her from the pilot’s seat. “I can’t see!”


    Emily glanced over and saw blood dribbling down over his forehead. One of the rounds had punched him high in the helmet, hopefully just a scalp wound.


    She stopped attempting to recover systems and clamped her hands onto the controls. They were heavy, sluggish. The intercom sounded dead, Larry’s shout had traveled across the cockpit, not into the headphones built into her helmet.


    She clicked the mic switch a few times—with no result.


    There wasn’t time to look down, but the acrid stench of scorched electronics told her what had happened to their radios.


    “Can’t see much myself,” she shouted back.


    Emily watched out the only clear section of her copilot’s side window, an intact area little bigger than her hand. She had to wait only two seconds for the helicopter to spin through a full three-sixty and reveal her options of where to crash.


    South and east, a broad spread of poppy fields. They’d been flying east to west when they stumbled on the fields and been fired upon immediately. Even shot up, they’d managed to overfly most of the fields. She spotted several vehicles racing across it in their direction, they’d be in range in three minutes; up close and personal within five. The rugged terrain of the foothills to the Luang Prabang Range was in her favor, or would be until the Black Hawk hit the rolling fields.


    “Poppies!” the Wicked Witch of the West seemed to cackle in her ears. They hadn’t known about the poppy fields. Their flight had been racing northwest on a flood-relief mission. But some Thai opium lord hadn’t liked the pair of U.S. Army helicopters flying low over his fields.


    North and west was helicopter-killing jungle. Though by the vibrations building up in the controls and the airframe, there wasn’t much left to kill except the pilot and copilot. The crew chiefs? The silence of the two big M240 machine guns that they should be using to hammer back at the people who had just shot up the helicopter were ominously silent.


    The second spin around let her spot the burning wreckage of their sister helicopter. The 101st Airborne Screaming Eagles were gonna be some kind of pissed. She just had to stay alive long enough for that to matter.


    Emily risked taking one hand off the controls to trigger her personal radio tucked in her vest pocket. “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! Army flight—” Larry lost control of their flight angle and she had to retake the controls and simply pray that someone had heard her. The rising screams of the dying Black Hawk masked any response. If there was one.


    “I’m taking us into the trees, Larry.”


    “That sounds like fun.”


    It was too much effort to shout over the roar of the rotors and all of the systems alarms blaring for attention. She concentrated on landing without killing them.


    On the next spin, she initiated a roll. Larry leaned his support into the rapidly failing controls and she was glad for every ounce of help.


    By tipping the wounded Black Hawk well onto its side, she managed to counter the spin that the rudder pedals could no longer wholly fix. But it also meant she was losing altitude—at little better than a plummet.


    There was now as much red inside in cockpit as outside. What electronics were still with them were blinking red warnings. Alarms were blaring but she didn’t have time or the free hand to silence them.


    Larry took a hand off the collective to kill the worst of them. But it was clear by how his hand fumbled slightly that he still couldn’t see and was doing it based solely on training.


    They were going down no matter what.


    No time like the present.


    If they hung up in a tree, they’d be shot before they could climb down.


    If they hit the jungle floor directly, they’d just be dead.


    Emily aimed ten tons of dying Black Hawk helicopter into the crown of a fig tree, hoping it would break their fall, but she wanted to hit it off center enough for them to slide down to the forest floor.


    That all sounded great…if she’d had any control.


    She didn’t.


    One last try on the radios. Nothing.


    “Brace yourself,” a shout to Larry.


    The Black Hawk finally rolled onto its side as they hit the trees.


    Rotor blades hacked at foliage, hit branches, crumpled, and broke away. The twin turboshaft engines, no longer trying to turn the long rotor blades, raced wildly out of control. She managed one T-handle engine cut off and Larry managed the other as the body of the helicopter slammed into the fig tree she’d targeted and tumbled off into an oak on the way to its doom.

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
M.L.BUCHMAN

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

“One of our favorite
authors!”

V;/szanvm\

a Night Stalkers story





