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  Chapter 1: Andropov Rising.

  
  




MOSCOW, USSR

April 25th, 1978




The streets of Moscow at 7:30 in the morning were nearly empty. It is a gray day in April when the sun cannot break through the low clouds, and fog still clings to the streets of Moscow. In the backseat of his car, a Chaika, the vehicle used by the upper political class in the Soviet Union, Andrei glances through the window as the car speeds past Gorky Park, towards the Kremlin. People on the sidewalk throw a glance at the large Chaika, knowing that in the back of the vehicle, there must be someone important. Someone with strong ties to the party is going to the Kremlin.

Andrei Kirilenko, a prominent figure in the Soviet Union’s Politburo, was one of Brezhnev’s trusted proteges and one of those who orchestrated Nikita Khrushchev’s departure from the leadership of the Soviet Union. With Khrushchev gone, Brezhnev led the party with a strong troika around him. Andrei is seeking ways to turn the Soviet Union’s failing economy around.

Andrei rifles through his papers, holding information from the KGB and the Foreign Affairs Ministry, including summaries of events and analyses from Kabul and Tehran.

“This will turn into madness.” Andrei thinks. “We cannot rely on any of these people. The Shah is all about the American dream and oil money and his riches, and the Afghan nekulturny goat herders are all about Allah. Without a strong fist there in the region, it will all turn to ashes, and they will be at each other’s throats soon.”

The car comes to a sudden stop at the gates of the Kremlin. The official guard salutes as they see the official party car. Nodding slightly, Andrei puts the papers back in his briefcase and looks at the guards. These are the toy soldiers. Trained to parade and to shine their uniform. However, no one knows when they last visited the firing range.

“Come on, Alexei, I don’t want to be late,” said Andrei to the driver.

“In a minute, comrade, we must obey all the checks.”

Andrei walks through the doors into the presidium room, and two guards open the doors for him. Just like they always do, every Tuesday, when the meeting of the Politburo is scheduled. The meeting where all the decisions regarding the Soviet Union are made. The decisions driving the five-year plan. The plan that is put together by the members of the Communist Party.

He nods slightly, saluting the guards, and walks into the grandiose room from the Czar’s time. He marvels as always at the beauty of the room, which is bright despite the gloomy rainy skies of Moscow on this day in April.

Sure, they knew how to build back then, he addresses no one in particular. “They took from the people, but they knew how to build. And look at us now. We’re enjoying the spoils after so many years.” Andrei walks towards his spot on the right side of the presidium table, shaking hands with Shcherbitsky and Pelše. He glances at Shcherbitsky.

You call yourself Ukrainian, but all you do is erase everything that makes us Ukrainians. Maybe one day, our time will come.

He glances around the room, taking note of who is not present and who is late. Andropov, not there. Brezhnev, not there. Chernenko, not there. Gorbachev, wait, Gorbachev is wringing his hands, and he looks tense. “What is going on?” Andrei is trying to think. “What music was it playing on the radio? Was it Tchaikovsky? Neah, the radio was off.”

Yuri Andropov steps into the presidium room, followed by Konstantin Chernenko and Andrey Grechko. His face is set, determined. Clenching his cheeks and walking towards the head of the table. Clearing his throat, he looks around the room, assessing everyone.

“Comrades, I’m afraid I have grave news. Our beloved leader and comrade, Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev, suffered a stroke last night at 1 o’clock. He is in the care of our doctors at Voyennyy Hospital, but the prognosis is bad. Leonid Ilyich cannot speak or move, and it does not look like he will regain consciousness. I hope he will recover soon, and he will rejoin this spot here, helping us build the communist society we’ve all been dreaming of. Until then, with your permission and support, Comrade Chernenko, Comrade Grechko, Comrade Gorbachev, and I will continue the good work of Leonid Ilyich. Let’s hope for his swift return and let’s continue to work.”

After a moment of silence, applause is heard in the presidium room. Hands are shaken, and shoulders are slapped. Kirilenko is making his way towards Andropov and Chernenko.

“Comrades, as you know, there’s always a tough road ahead of us. It is always tough, and like always, we will succeed.” Shaking hands with both, Kirilenko is making his way back to his seat. Appearances have been kept. “They are having their troika now, and with Gorbachev following in his trail, at least he’s young. But he has some ideas that will not sit well with Andropov.”

Andropov booms again. “Comrades, this is a sad day for us. I propose that we recess and return to our offices to get organized and prepare for the meeting next week, unless someone has something urgent to bring to the presidium.”

Papers are shuffled, and chairs are grinding on the floor. “In this case,” Andropov speaks again. “Let’s hope for Leonid Ilyich’s quick recovery and let’s go back to work.”

Andropov gets up and steps out of the presidium room, followed by the same people, Gorbachev, trailing behind them. Andrei gets up and looks around, the same faces, getting old, older and older every day, and yet clinging to power, with all their might. Each of them is trying to understand the new shift in power, and who can be trusted, who should be avoided, and who can be swindled for their political gain.
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SOCHI, Krasnodar Krai, USSR

April 26th, 1978




Vanea Gureevich hears the incessant ringing of his alarm clock, the familiar sound waking him. The clock shows 5:30 AM. Sitting up on the bed, he rolls his head side to side, stretching his arms while yawning. Vanea ruffles his hair as he gets up. Pulling the curtain from his bedroom window, he is bathed in the warm embrace of the morning sun. A few wisps of clouds hang lazily over the mountain tops, practically beckoning him to fly amongst them. Opening the window, he peeks over to the sea, just a thin layer of fog. Today is a good day to fly.

Stretching again, he talks with himself. “Come on, Vanea, get your ass in gear. You still have your daily 5 km run, shower, and get to the unit by 7. Get your ass in gear.”

At 6:45, he drives his Lada Niva through the gates of the Sochi Airport, stopping sharply at the barrier so the guard could check his papers. “Good morning, comrade Major. How was the drive?”

“Good morning, Sergeant,” Vanea replied. “The drive was good. It’s nice to go out like this early in the morning. The best time to drive. Cold air from the mountains and salt from the sea. It’s the best time of the day.”

“Yes, it is,” the Corporal replied. “Carry on, comrade, have a good day”.

At 6:55, Vanea enters the unit locker room and begins to change into his VKK-6 flight suit. The flight suit that will help him against the G forces when he pushes his MiG-21 to 9 G’s. Putting on the suit carefully, ensuring all zippers are in place. It fits well. He nods to the Sergeant waiting in the corner to get some help with the fittings, stretching his arms and then windmilling his hands to ensure that everything fits nicely.

“Thank you, Igor,” he smiles at the Sergeant.

“Let’s do a pressure test”. Igor takes a hose and plugs it into the suit, inflating the lower part of the suit, which allows him to pull to 9 G’s. Vanea groans and inhales, keeping the air in his lungs as he would strain for a G pull.

“One day, this thing will catch me by surprise, and I’m going to let one rip, Igor.”

Igor laughs, “You will not be the first one or the last, and let me tell you, some of our guys have a bad diet”.

Vanea bursts in laughter, “Tell me it’s the Colonel, please tell me it’s the Colonel, he has a gut already, I’m sure that when you squeeze him, there’s no way he can hold it in.”

Igor replies. “Vanea, I like this job, I like it too much, and I’m not that stupid. It’s all good, your helmet? Is it good? Is the visor clean?”

Vanea smiles and replies. “You know I take care of that well. The visor is clean. The mask is fitted well. That’s key out there. Thanks, Igor. I like it when you’re on duty with the fitters. We’re always laughing. How many sorties today?”

Igor replies. “Just 8, they are saying that the fuel is scarce, two intercepts like yours, two reconnaissance flights, and four checks after maintenance”.

Vanea spots one of his colleagues, another Major, “Good morning, Piotr, what are you having today?”

Piotr smiles and looks at Vanea. “Good morning, you are early. I have a reconnaissance profile, high altitude, Poti, Kobuleti, Kutaisi, then coming back. You know, I have to get my qualifications back after the Academy.”

Vanea claps Piotr’s shoulder. “I know, I was like that, after I came from Frunze, hang in there, a few more months and you’ll get back into it. I have an intercept, a target briefed to come from Southeast. I take it that’s you.”

Both pilots laugh. “Will you maneuver?” asks Vanea.

“I’ll give you a turn, or I will add a turn and a roll in there, but we will be high at 12 thousand meters. Not much happening there, and I’ll be low on fuel,” replies Piotr.

“At least put the sun behind you so I get some good film if I can find you,” says Vanea.

“If you can find me.” Replies Piotr. “Have a good flight out there and be safe, Piotr.”

The little UAZ-69 puts along the taxiways of Sochi airport, moving towards the line of four MiG-21 that are sitting in the open, on the readiness line. The engine sputters from time to time, and the driver keeps revving it up as it drives along.

Vanea grins, “That’s a bad carburetor, by the sound of it.”

“I guess you are right,” said the private. “I’ve cleaned the spark plugs, adjusted the pump, cleaned the jets and the venturi, but it’s the damn float that’s acting up. All of them are leaky, and they get flooded with gasoline, and the engine gets flooded. The mechanic took this carburetor apart last week.”

“Maybe he had some spare parts after he put it back together.” Laughed Vanea. “No worries, we’re almost there. Pull there in front of the readiness hut.”

“Yes, Major,” Replied the driver.

Vanea gets out of the little jeep and slams the door once, making sure it stays locked, and slaps the fender of the UAZ to signal the driver that he is free to go. Stepping inside the readiness hut, a little five-by-ten room filled with couches, a table in the middle, with magazines and books spread all over. This is the room where pilots wait for the 5-minute take-off signal, located near the planes, ready to go into action. Two pilots are already in the room. One of them was snoring loudly on a couch covered in a ridiculous number of blankets, while the other was reading an Aviation Week magazine from six months ago, probably smuggled by some Aeroflot pilot.

“Good morning, Vanea, what are you doing here?” Asked the pilot.

“Good morning, Ivan Ivanovich. I’m scheduled for a readiness practice intercept today. So, I get to hang out with you guys until I get the call. How’s the day so far?”

“Well, it’s quiet, and it looks like it will be quiet the rest of the day. There are flights scheduled, but I’m pretty sure we won’t get anything. I also don’t think we’ll be attacked today. It will be quiet.”

Vanea nods. “Anything interesting in that magazine?”

“Yeah, they are canceling the B1 project.”

“That’s the Mach 2 bomber the Americans are planning, isn’t it? The one with variable swept wings?”

“Yeah, that one.” “And they put that on paper?”

“They do, turns out that being a spy means reading the papers, doesn’t it. You are in the 110 today?”

“Yes, I am, I’ll go and do the preflight. Get it out of the way.”

Vanea gets out on the tarmac and walks towards the MiG-21 that’s assigned to him, red numbers on the nose “110”, the MiG is painted in the new camo colors, changing from the bright silver of the past, now with this matte color pattern, his MiG-21 looking more menacing than ever The crew chief walks towards him and throws a smart salute. Vanea salutes back, then shakes his hand.

“How’s it looking?” Vanea asks the Crew Chief.

“It’s all good and checked, it came with no problems after the last flight, the plane is fueled up, air tank is full, compressor is up, oil and hydraulics are full, batteries are charged and within specification.”

The Crew Chief handed in the airplane notebook. Vanea takes it and starts looking at the maintenance records, flipping back a few pages to examine the previous records and the work that has been done on the airplane.

“Thank you, Senior Sergeant. Let’s sign it now. This will be an alert takeoff. I won’t have the time to do it when the phone rings.”

Vanea takes his pen from the kneeboard and gets ready to sign.

“Major, don’t you want to do the preflight first?”

Vanea smiles. “Sergeant, I’ll do the preflight, but I can sign it now. I’m sure it’s alright.”

Vanea claps the sergeant on the shoulder and signs the logbook, showing that he trusts his Crew Chief and how he prepared the plane.

Vanea and the Senior Seargent start the walk around the plane, Pitot tube, nose cone, intake, down the front landing gear, down the length of the fuselage, tracking down the left wing, pulling on the inner pylon, then going down and checking the left landing gear, up the wing again, pulling on the missile attached to the outer pylon, an inert R3R radar missile, no explosive and no rocket engine. Vanea continues to walk around the airplane, checks the central tank, the engine, and around the MiG, as he has done thousands of times before, and finishes his walkaround in front of the stairs to the cockpit.

“It’s all good, Senior Sergeant, I knew it.”

Vanea climbs up the stairs to the cockpit and starts preparing his office, straps, and air hose for the mask, as well as air for the Anti-G suit. Everything is set up to get in quickly. He leans over with his head down in the cockpit. He checks the pressure air lever, flicks on the battery contacts, and the plane starts to buzz to life. He then checks the battery level and presses the “Warning Lights Check” button.

“It’s all good, Senior Sergeant,” Vanea said, turning off the batteries and re-arranging the straps that he leaned on as he checked the cockpit.

“Do you want to leave the helmet here, Major?” Asked the Crew Chief.

“Neah, I’ll put it on as I ran away, you know I got a wasp in my helmet once? I was hitting my head with my fists, trying to squish the damn thing against my head, and it stung me three times before I managed to kill it. Half of my head got swollen. I’ll never leave my helmet out of the bag since then.”

The Crew Chief stifles his laugh.

“Go ahead, Senior Sergeant, laugh out loud, just imagine how I was looking from the tarmac, rolling down the taxiway while I was bashing my own head with my fist.” Vanea jumps down the stairs and clasps the Crew Chief’s shoulder again. “I laugh at it every time I think about it. I’ll go back in, I’ll see you when the phone rings for me.” Said Vanea.

“Do you know when they have you scheduled, Major?” Asks the Crew Chief. “No, it’s an alarm when the target is in range. I think that’s my target.” Vanea points at the 2 MiG-21s lining up for takeoff in formation.

“Yes, they have to complete their mission and, on their way back, they scramble you,” says the Crew Chief.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” nods Vanea.

Vanea walks back to the readiness shack, gets back in, and sits on the couch, stretching his legs on the table.

“All good?” Ask one of the other pilots.

“Yes, all checks out, 110 is a good bird.” The other pilot nods and speaks.

“And the engine is quite new.” Vanea agrees,

“Yes, just 157 hours, that’s the sweet spot right now.”

Vanea picks up one of the magazines on the table and thumbs through the pages, finding an article about the F-4 Phantom, and starts to read it, mouthing the words as he tries to translate from English.

“Sorry, guys, bad habit picked up from when I was a kid,”

One of the pilots laughs. “That’s okay, Vanea, you look like a rabbit moving your lips like that, munching on a piece of lettuce.” Vanea grins and shows the universal sign with two fingers up.

Vanea finished the article and put the magazine back, tilting his head back on the couch and closing his eyes, falling asleep in less than 40 seconds. One trick picked up from the training school. Not wasting a single second and getting as much rest as possible.

Vanea wakes up to the phone ringing, unsure of how much time has passed, and picks up the phone.

“Readiness hut!”

The voice on the other side thunders. “110, takeoff, runway 06, heading 1 5 0, climb to 10000 meters. Contact Sochi Ground control on 134.00, channel 10. Execute!”

“Confirm 110. Runway 06! 150! 10000 meters, Sochi ground control 134.00!” Vanea slams the phone down, grabs his helmet bag, and slams the door behind him as he starts to run towards the plane.

“Have a good flight, Vanea!” one of the pilots yells after him.

Vanea grabs the helmet from the bag and shoves it on his head, clipping the buckle under his chin. Helmet on and buckled, he starts climbing the ladder to his cockpit. The Crew Chief, already hooking up the ground power, has one foot holding the bottom of the ladder so it doesn’t slip away from the plane.

Vanea jumps into the cockpit and pulls the straps over his shoulders, then starts to connect his mask to the oxygen tube, taking a sharp breath to ensure it is sealed properly. He connects the cables to the microphone and headset. The Crew Chief is already head down in the cockpit, next to him, doing the straps to the parachute and the chair, tightening them, waiting for Vanea to move back and forth in the seat and adjusting them again and tapping Vanea’s helmet and giving him a thumbs up as he jumps down the ladder, pulling the ladder away and waiting for Vanea’s start.

Vanea energizes the plane in the well-trained routine, batteries, pumps, the Mig starts to whine and buzz, coming to life, Vanea’s hands move from switch to switch, going to the other side, fire extinguisher, APU, glances over the cockpit to see any faults, mashing the engine start button. Taking a glance at the clock, 1 minute since the scramble order, 2 minutes to go. The Mig starts to whine as air rushes through the turbine, spinning it faster and faster. Vanea’s eyes are glued to the engine indicators, both needles moving, N1 needle increasing followed by N2 needle, and temperatures rising as the engine spins to life. Good start.

Glancing at the Crew Chief, Vanea gives him a thumbs up, makes the sign to unplug the power, and then points with his thumbs outward, sideways, making the sign to remove the chocks. His hands back in the cockpit, turning the rest of the equipment on, generators, cone, radios, and radar. Glancing at his gyro compass, he mashes the button to align it, waiting a second more after the gyro is aligned.

Looking back at his Crew Chief, cone cover, lanyards, pins, and chocks, he checks that all are removed. Giving a thumbs up again, Vanea pulls the canopy down, locking it, pressuring it, hearing the pressure valve sealing his cockpit, fully connected now to his Mig. The Mig that will be his world for the next hour will give him air, heat, and everything else he needs to fly all the way into the stratosphere.

He scans all the instruments one more time, checks the switches in the cockpit, pushes the takeoff flaps, and pumps the brakes a few times. The Mig hissed as the compressed air was released when the brakes were applied. Vanea checks outside, looking at the taxiway, and checks for no planes or trucks to interfere with his taxi to the takeoff position. Ohh, the joy of radio silence. Vanea mutters in his oxygen mask.

1 minute 30 seconds. He inches the throttle forward and releases the brakes. The MiG lurches forward, eager to go, gathering speed already as he pulls from the apron into the taxiway. Vanea taxis quickly, turns the Mig around, and scans the airport pattern to ensure no planes are nearby. He stops short of the runway, looks at the tower, and waits for the red flare that will give him the clear order. Vanea glances down at the chronometer in the cockpit. 1 minute left. A whole minute just for himself. “To get up and running in under 2 minutes, that’s not bad, Vanea, not bad at all.” Vanea smiles under his oxygen mask as a flare with one red star pops up into the air from the tower, giving him the clear for takeoff sign.

Lining up the plane on the runway center. Vanea is rechecking the instruments, RPM, temperature, pressures, all looking good, rechecking the flaps, flicking the gear safety so he can retract the gear quickly after takeoff, one more glance at the rest of the instruments, whipping the controls to their full extent, stick and rudder, moving all the way, gripping the brake lever on the stick, Vanea pushes the throttle all the way, to the stop before the afterburner, feeling the Mig increasing the thrust, the brakes barely holding the plane still, head back on the seat, Vanea is releasing the brakes and pushes the throttle all the way up into the afterburner. The Mig accelerates down the runway, the thud of the afterburner igniting behind him, accelerating the plane even faster.

At 250 km/h, Vanea eases up on the stick as the Mig gets light on its wheels, the nose coming up. At 320 km/h, the Mig bounces on its fat tires as Vanea works the rudder pedals to keep it on centerline. One more little bounce and the plane lifts in the air, accelerating and climbing already. Vanea flicks the gear up, hearing the wheels being pulled up, he quickly pushes the flaps up button as the plane accelerates now through 450 km/h, he hears the thud of the wheels locked, glancing at the gear and flaps indicator in the cockpit, showing that all is up and locked, pushing the nose down a bit, letting the plane build speed, and turning right in a sharp turn, pulling the nose around, turning to heading 150. Vanea holds the plane level, 300 meters from the ground, the speed building up, 700, 800, 900 km/h, he eases the plane up, trimming it so it shoots up in the sky, grinning wide under his mask, the best feeling in the world now, zooming up at 900 km/h shooting all the way up, climbing like a rocket.

Passing through 6,000 meters, Vanea eases the nose down, maintaining the same speed through the climb, checking the speed and Mach number, and reaching for the radio channel selector. Vanea switches to channel 10, waiting for the Ground Control Intercept to come up on his frequency. Working through the contacts on his cockpit, Vanea turns on his reflector sight and puts the radar on standby, going through the warmup.

The plane goes through 8,000 meters, still climbing steadily, the radio crackles,

“1 1 0, Ground Control!” The steady voice of Sochi Ground Control comes through the radio.

“Ground Control, 1 1 0 receiving five by five,” Vanea replies.

“5 by 5, 1 1 0 I have a single target, 145, 80 kilometers, 10.000 meters, target is coming to you, closing speed 2200 km/h. Intercept target!” the steady voice of Ground Control gave him all the information he needed to create the intercept geometry in his head, two objects, moving towards each other at over 2000 km/h. He needs to end up behind it, with enough closing speed to have a radar lock and a valid target solution.

“Ground Control, 1 1 0 received, intercepting target,” Vanea replies, stabilizing the plane at 10.000 meters, glancing up at the periscope mirror on top of his canopy, seeing the white contrail extending for miles behind his plane.

“Ground Control, 110 requesting higher altitude, I’m showing contrails.” Vanea knows that he will be visible from miles away with the white contrail behind him. Any pilot worth his salt will be able to counter him.

“1 1 0, approved”

Vanes pulls the nose up slowly, climbing up gently so he doesn’t bleed any speed. The MiG zooming up, in the clear, bright sky, with a few wisps of cloud down below, Vanea can see the coast all the way to Sukhumi, even Poti. Shifting in his seat a bit, he looks up into the periscope mirror. He sees that there are no contrails behind him as he stabilizes at 12,500 meters. He flicks the switches for the SAU autopilot, the stabilize switch, then the recover switch. The Mig wags its wings as it steadies, flown by its electronic brain. Vanea sighs happily, relaxing now that the rush of takeoff is over and he has reached the target altitude for his intercept. His speed is now at 0.98 Mach, the engine running steadily, with 2500 liters of fuel remaining, and the central tank empty. Plenty of fuel to have fun today. Vanea thinks as he scans the sky in front of him, looking for the telltale contrail of the incoming target.

“1 1 0, Ground Control, target 145, 30 kilometers, 10.000 meters, closing! He’s at your 11 o’clock. Continue intercept!”

Vanea replies quickly. “Received, 1 1 0 will continue intercepting the target” 30 kilometers, Vanea flicks the radar from standby to emitting, flicking through the switches on the armament panel, energizing the pilons, selecting the R3R missile on the outer left pilon, clicking the arming button of the gun, the thumping sound of the compressed air going through the guns without any ammo reverberating through the plane.

I have you now, Vanea smiles as he sees the dot on the radar, signaling a plane coming towards him at 25 kilometers, a little to the left. He interrogates the plane with his IFF and gets a friendly response. Not now. Part of this exercise is that you are not friendly now. Vanea works out the intercept geometry in his head, turning off the SAU autopilot, taking the plane back under his control, easing up on the right a bit to open up the separation between the two approaching airplanes. At this height and speed, it takes kilometers to make that intercept turn and still have the speed to take that shot. Diagrams drilled into his head during months and months of training, and so many interceptions. But, just as in the oldest times of aviation, from the moment two airplanes pointed guns at each other, the same principle remains. Who has the height, speed, and sun advantage wins in a fight. Vanea sees the contrail of the incoming plane and presses the transmit button on his radio.

“Ground control, 1 1 0, I have radar contact. I have visual!”

“Confirm 1 1 0, continue!”

Vanea pressed the radio button two times, acknowledging the orders from Ground Control.

As the planes are closing now, 3 kilometers in front of him, 4 kilometers lateral separation, Vanea pushes the throttle, all the way into the afterburner, hearing the thudding of the burners igniting and accelerating the plane over Mach 1, he curves the plane to the left, arching in an intercepting turn, curving down, and to the left, using the gravity to keep his speed up, arching towards the target, Vanea’s eyes glued on the Mig in front of him, his SPO-10 RWR receiver start chirping. “Ha! You saw me now, a bit too late.” Knowing that the other plane turned on his radar, but he is way out of the scanning range of the incoming MiG. Vanea gets out of his turn, the MiG-21 in front of him, 4 kilometers away and a little higher up, gaining on him as it accelerates through Mach 1.3. He locks his radar onto the target, clicking the gun camera to record the upcoming intercept.

“Ground control, 1 1 0, radar lock on Mig-21!”

“Confirm, 1 1 0! Continue!” Ground Control replies.

Gaining on the Mig-21, 2 kilometers now, the radar indicates he has a firing solution, but he needs to get closer to the point where no plane could escape a missile shot. The plane in front of him wags its wings, the pilot looking for him. 10 seconds left now. The plane in front rolls right and pulls in a tight turn, trying to escape his shot. Vanea grunts as he follows into the turn, Not making it easy, good! Come on, Piotr, show me what you got! Vanea pulls harder in the turn, the nose of his Mig almost hiding the other plane in front from his view, the radar still locked on the target, while in that moment, the pilot in front continues with his roll on the right, flipping the plane upside down, rolling it still, and switching the turn the other way. Vanea curses in his oxygen mask, pulling up and rolling left, trying to find the other plane, the radar lock dropping as the plane slips under him, straining as he reaches 5 G’s, pulling more on the stick and he sees the yellow lights blinking on his dashboard, high angle of attack warning indicators, Careful now, careful, don’t screw it up here easing the stick he sees the other plane, still turning, afterburner on, glowing in the bright sky, curving the plane around in a turn, gaining on him slowly, still having some energy left, locking the plane again on his radar. Quickly glancing down at his radar screen, he saw that the missile was within the launch parameters.

“Ground control, I have a good lock, ready to shoot!”

“1 1 0 execute!”

Vanea flicks the trigger safety on his stick and mashes the missile launch button, triggering the gun camera to record a practice missile launch.

“Missile away!” Vanea reports.

“Confirm! 1 1 0 knock it off! Knock it off! Good intercept!” Ground control replies.

The plane in front of him gets level, wags its wings in front of him, and turns on a gentle turn towards Sochi. Vanea approaches on a tight formation flight, looking right into the cockpit, where he sees Piotr nodding his head at him and giving him a thumbs up. Vanea responds with his thumbs-up. Piotr wags his wings again and rolls inverted and dives down, continuing his flight plan. Vanea flicks the autopilot on and lets the Mig stabilize.

“1 1 0, Ground Control, what’s your fuel?” Sochi Ground Control asks on the radio.

“Ground Control, 1 1 0 fuel is 1500 liters,” Vane replies.

“1 1 0, continue to Sochi, RSBN 6, maintain 10.000 meters, stand by for additional tasking.”

“1 1 0 received. Continue to Sochi at 10.000 meters, ready for additional tasking.” Vanea replies.

“Not a lot of tasking, I hope, I don’t have enough fuel for too much playing around.” Vanea sets up his radio guidance, with the RSBN showing him the direction to Sochi, and steers the plane to match the heading for the return home, settling into his flight. He reduces the speed slightly, setting up his engine for maximum endurance. The distance marker is ticking away, getting closer and closer, now 30 kilometers. When the radio crackles again.

“1 1 0, Ground Control, fuel state?”

“1 1 0 is at 1.200 liters,” Vanea replies.

“1 1 0 I have tasking for you!”

“1 1 0 receiving!”

“I have a target, low altitude. Turn left 0 9 0! Descend and maintain 200 meters. This will be a visual intercept, no radar!”

“1 1 0 received! Executing!” Vanea flicks the Mig upside down, curving down on a steep dive, turning East towards the sea, diving almost vertically towards his target, easing the dive as he passes through 5000 meters.

“The folks on the ground will have a good show today.” Vanea thinks as he watches his speed, not wanting to break the sound barrier over the villages below him. Easing down more, under 1000 meters, skimming the ground now, going fast, 900 km/h, adjusting his radar altimeter to warn him at 150 meters, easing down more, hearing the beep of the radar altimeter, then easing up a bit at 200 meters above the ground. “All I need now is a bird strike to ruin my day,” Vanea thinks as he keeps pressing on.

“Ground Control, 1 1 0, request guidance to target!” Vanea asks Sochi Control where the target is, not energizing his radar.

“1 1 0, target is 0 7 0, 7 kilometers, 4000 meters, target is moving left to right, perpendicular to your direction.”

Vanea continues scanning the sky ahead for the target indicated by the Sochi Ground and responds to the Sochi Ground.

“1 1 0 received! Intercepting!”

Vanea keeps scanning the sky, difficult to spot now with a front of white cumulus clouds over the sea at 2000 meters. Suddenly, he sees a dark spot moving between two clouds right at his 11 o’clock. 5 or 6 kilometers away.

“Ground control! Contact! 11 o’clock, 5 kilometers, 4000 meters!” Vanea announces on the radio.

“Confirm! Identify target!” Sochi Control barks the order at him.

“1 1 0 received! Identifying!” Vanea replies, glancing at his fuel, still plenty, pushing the throttle into the afterburner, and curving the plane up in a turn to approach the plane passing in front of him. Looking at the plane in front of him, with its stubby nose and skinny wings, swung open. Ha! That’s a Su-17 from Gudauta! Vanea grins, closing fast on the plane and lining up for what would be a perfect gun shot. No radar, the plane in front of him was utterly unaware that a fighter lurked behind it.

“Ground Control, 1 1 0. I have a Su-17, no ordinance, I have a gun solution!” Vanea says on the radio.

“1 1 0, good intercept. Good job, that was quick! Break and return to Sochi. That was textbook. The 17 did not know you were there.”

Vanea grins under his oxygen mask. “Ground Control, 1 1 0 returns to base. Thanks, don’t tell them I was there. I want to send them the picture. I got their tail number on my gun camera.”

“Ground control received. You are clear to switch the radio to the Sochi tower. Nice working with you 1 1 0.”

“1 1 0 switching to Sochi Tower. Nice working with you, Sochi Control! See you at the debrief!”

Vanea and his Mig are now settled on their approach to Sochi, with gear down, flaps down, and 400 km/h needles aligned on his ILS.

“Tower, 1 1 0 on final, gear down and locked,” Vanea announces his landing.

“Clear to land 1 1 0, wind 083 at 4 m/s, number one for landing!” the tower replies.

Vanea descends on the landing approach, conducting his final checks in the cockpit, including gear, flaps, SPS blower, and brake parachute. He eases down his Mig, slowing down further as he reaches the runway outer marker, the familiar buzz of the marker on his headset. Slowing to 370 now, easing down, always hard to gently land a 10-ton airplane at 360 km/h, holding the plane there as he passes the runway threshold, a few meters left now, holding the nose up, bleeding all the speed and the lift left on his swept delta wings. Touching the airbrakes and extending them as the Mig touches the ground, the all familiar squeal of tires hitting the tarmac as the Mig settles on the runway, slowing down now, Vanea mashes the parachute button and he is greeted with the familiar jolt as the drag parachute extends and slows him down more, holding the nose up more, then easing the front wheel down, braking now, flaps up, speed brakes up, looking at the soldiers on the side of the runway that will retrieve the drag chute.

“1 1 0 drop your chute, turn left on the taxiway,” the tower gives him the order to vacate the runway.

“Received, parachute and left on the taxiway.” Vanea flicks the parachute safety button, then presses it, glancing in his mirror to see the parachute drifting away, pressing the brake lever and turning into the taxiway, seeing in the distance his parking spot, the Crew Chief, ready for him, waving at him, already directing him into his parking spot. Vanea taxis on the tarmac, turning sharply on the parking spot where the Crew Chief is waiting for him, chocks ready in his hands. Vanea holds the brakes as he pulls the throttle back, stopping the engine. He hears the sound of his Tumansky engine slowing down, ticking away as it turns slower, coming to a stop. Vanea turns off the plane, his hands dancing over the contacts and switches, unlocking the canopy and opening it, as the Crew Chief already puts the ladder on the aircraft.

“How was it, Major?” Asks the Crew Chief.

Vanea removes his mask and grins at him.

“Senior Sergeant, it was perfect! It was a perfect day to fly, with a good intercept, and the plane worked as expected. Nothing to report. Thanks for giving me a good bird.”

The Crew Chief smiles and glances at the telltale needle on the accelerometer. “You pulled 6 G’s on it?”

“Yeah, up high, couldn’t pull more at that altitude.” Vanea smiles.

“Don’t worry, I took good care of your plane”. Vanea slaps the side of the Mig, now free of his straps and connections. Coming down the small ladder, getting the maintenance logbook, and signing the plane back to the Crew Chief.

“Thanks a lot. Time for debrief now.” Vanea shakes the hand of the Crew Chief, takes his helmet off, and ruffles his hair, sweaty and pressed against his head from the helmet. Spreading his arms wide and taking a deep breath while looking up at the blue sky. Smiling as he thinks. It’s never enough. The moment you come down on the ground, you want to go back there. It’s never enough. Climbing into the UAZ.

“Let’s go to the Squadron building, time for debrief.”
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  Chapter 3: Tanya’s tea

  
  




Krasnodar, Krasnodar Krai, USSR

May 27th, 1978


Tanya, an 18-year-old girl, yells from the shower.

“Daaaad, what’s colder than cold water in the Soviet Union?”

Tanya’s dad bursts out in laughter and yells back. “Hot water?”

Tanya’s mom, a plump, short woman in her late 40s, comes quickly into the living room.

“You two will get in trouble, and all the neighbors will hear you. And that’s not something we should be yelling about.”

Tanya yells back. “What if it’s true, Mom?”

Tanya’s mom goes to the bathroom door and talks to Tanya. “Tanushka, darling, you are going to catch a cold. Do you need another towel? I’ll go and turn on the stove, I’ll warm up the kitchen, and you can dry your hair there. Just don’t catch a cold now, in the middle of May, I know you will get out with your hair wet and will come back all snotty and coughing.”

Tanya replies, “Thank you, Mom, I’ll be alright. I have two robes here, I’ll bundle up. I swear the water was warm, and then it sputtered once and just turned freezing cold.”

Tanya steps out of the bathroom, bundled up in two bath robes, vigorously towel-drying her hair. “Ohh, Tanushka, poor thing, you are shivering.”

Her mom comes closer and rubs her back. “You know how the pipes and the central heating are in this building, I could’ve had some warm water for you, go in the kitchen, the stove is on, it will warm up quick.”

Tanya replies, “I’m fine, Mom, I’m fine now, I just got cold there, but I had to rinse the shampoo.”

Tanya emerges from her bedroom half an hour later, dressed in a summer dress, her curly blonde hair falling to her shoulders. Tanya is a tall, willowy girl. Her years of running track in school are evident in her posture. Her dad looks over his glasses and grumbles.

“Shouldn’t you be studying? You hate working at the textile plant, and it’s bad for your health, and you had the grades for the University.”

Tanya rolls her eyes like every young girl when her dad is telling her about studies, sitting next to him on the sofa. “Dad, I’m beat, that’s all I ever do, I go to the factory in the morning, you know I pick the morning shift, and then I come home and grind my nose in all the textbooks. You know I wanted a few years of work to see how it is, and to help you out a bit, you, Mom, Grandma, and Grandpa.”

Tanya’s dad sighs, “Tanya, you know we don’t need anything, and all you give us, I’m saving it for what you will need in the future. You may want an apartment, a car maybe, when you have a husband.”

Tanya laughs, “There are no husbands in the textbooks dad, and I know you could use some money now, finish the roof on Grandpa’s house, we haven’t been on a vacation for the past 3 years, since you start to work on your weekends on that house, you could finish it early, maybe I’ll move to the countryside and become a peasant girl. But dad, tonight I want to go out, Mischa’s having a tea with some other friends, and every once in a while, I need to get my nose out of those books.”

Tanya’s dad smiles, “Tanushka, you have the hands of a piano player, not a peasant girl. The last time you had dirt under your nails and liked it, you were 9 years old. But you’re right, go out and have some fun, just be careful and don’t be late. And I will never want you to think that we need your help.”

“You don’t. I want to do it, and I want to feel what it is like to earn something before returning to studies. Don’t worry, you will be the proud father of an engineer in a few years.”

Tanya’s mom joins in the conversation from the kitchen. “I could be the proud mother of a doctor!”

“Mom, you know I faint when I see a drop of blood. What a good doctor I would be, maybe a proctologist,” Tanya replies.

“Young lady! That is not funny! And you have no idea how much you would faint
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