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FINAL
FLIGHT

 Harriers hit us at dawn. Did their job pretty well.
Bombed our runway, cratering the tarmac in a dozen places, killing
six ground crew, two aircrew and two officers. Our fuel truck
went-up, too, as did three planes. We can use the grass to fly;
we’ll miss our ground crew, but we can service our own jets. Sacha
and his WSO never got to the shelter. A sad loss, we’ll fight back
even harder. Officers, screw them. Fuelling by hand from 55-gallon
drums and hand pump is hard, but what we train for. Our planes
can’t be replaced. Scorched and blasted to bits, like our lost men.
Gone. Time to fly, to hit back against NATO (North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation). Yes, we’ll really screw them over. Everyone to the
briefing tent, including my Annie. She’s my co-pilot, navigator,
Weapon System Operator, and sensor operator. She’s good, that’s why
I chose her to be with me in battle. She is second-to-none – and
I’m in love with her, completely. If our officers knew of our
affair, I’d be grounded – she would be transferred at the least.
But, this is war – World War III, to be exact.

We receive a
full briefing considering our field conditions. Our officers are
jerks, but good at their job. Everyone listened, wanting to miss
nothing. We all knew some would die.

---

To our
warplanes! Take the netting off – annoying as it always snags on
the eight-blade prop. Open the cockpit canopy. Annie climbs into
her front cockpit to do the pre-flight check and bring the systems
up. I do the walk round checking to see if anything isn’t as it
should be. I get to the weapons and remove the arming pins. Our
loadout is two Brightstar IR (Infra-Red) air-to-air missiles on
each outer wing pylon, two Saffron anti-tank missiles inboard, two
Medusa anti-radar missiles on the inner wing pylons and, to enhance
our range, three drop-tanks: two inboard of the Medusas and a
centre line one behind the semi-recessed twin 23mm cannon pack.
This Annie armed when I was in the cockpit. Nothing amiss, I
climbed aboard and did my own pre-flight, checked with Annie that
everything was green, then closed the canopy.

Signalling to
the ground crew to remove the power lead, I initiated start-up
procedure: six steps to get our eight-blade prop spinning. Hear the
APU (Auxiliary Power Unit) whine and turn the turboprop over. Noise
building, even in my earphones. All okay on the MFD (Multi-Function
Display) showing engine parameters. Move the single throttle from
idle to minimum to max power. Feel our bird come alive. See Annie
busy with her screens. Check to see if she is okay and that our
plane is; switch to encrypted channel and quick clearance to go.
Yes! We roll out of our earth revetment to the grass take-off
strip. Why didn’t the Harriers sow denial weapons? We’d have lost
more jets. Full power, away we go, bumping over the grass past
burnt-out planes, to the sky. We are airborne! Climb out at shallow
angle to stay below NATO radar (we don’t believe it, radar has
moved on) and give us maximum surprise.

Our fuel burn
is higher but we are so near the front... I scan my three MFD
screens, see we’re being picked up by NATO radar, so I drop us
lower – our radar-absorbing paint and carbon fibre helps, but death
is death. My tension increases.

I see Annie
before me, her head moving from display to display, to her HUD
(Heads Up Display), to look outside and back again. I feel the urge
to tell her what she means to me, that the songs are true. I don’t.
I order a new course to our target. We all fly alone. Good or bad
tactics? Historians will discuss this later, if anyone survives
this.

Suddenly, our
RWR (Radar Warning Receiver) comes alive – NATO fighter! I turn
into the threat that my display shows is to my port. I order Annie
to turn our ECM (Electronic Counter Measures) jammer to manual then
to auto. Should’ve done it before! Could be our death! I switch my
HUD to dog fight mode and do a series of turns to check our tail.
Clear. There! Sun glinting on a canopy, a flare of flame as a
missile is launched. Heat-seeker this close; dropping chaff to
break his lock, flares to blind his missile. Come on, Annie, jam
his radar, be my eyes. G-force crushes me, my turn takes us to a
wing above the ground. Be careful! Climb, full combat power. Turn,
roll, face him. His Sidewinder misses as my turn is too tight and
the missile cannot follow us. BANG! As it detonates twenty metres
away, shockwave from 25 pounds of iron filled with explosives
shakes my plane. A Devil slap, white-hot shrapnel cuts into the
right wing, two neat holes in the carbon fibre skin. I glance at
the holes, at my MFD showing minor damage only, nothing bad, and at
the holes again, then at the enemy. I recognise him as an F-20
Tigershark as she shoots past. NATO’s best fighter means
trouble.

Annie turns our
radar to air-to-air, gives me control of it and our two Brightstar
missiles and wishes me luck as I turn and follow him. Almost out of
sight, he arcs around in a high g-turn to re-attack. My Topaz radar
acquires him, I lock him up with my HOTAS (Hands On Throttle And
Stick) controls and I grunt as a green box appears on my HUD. His
coffin, should he enter it. My helmet sights back it up, gives
overkill when my enemy is outside my HUD. I bring our nose up, roll
wings level and speed towards him. Several hundred feet up and
climbing, visible to AWACS (Airborne Warning And Control System)
and everyone else scanning heavenwards. Growl in my ear. Lock-on!
F-20 in my helmet sights, just above my HUD. Press the tit, port
Brightstar ignites on a tail of fire, spears away so fast. I half
roll, turn and dive away for the deck. I punch out half-a-dozen
flares and chaff, ignoring the centre MFD and HUD repeater saying
that Annie is dispensing the same damn countermeasures. Close in,
our jammers struggle due to his high power agile radar. The
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