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      The Reno Airshow

      April 2000 AD

      

      The city of Reno had pulled out all the stops for the first airshow of the new millennium. The newest of NASA’s space shuttles, the Enterprise II, was open for public viewing as was the prototype of Boeing’s hypersonic Orient Express transport due to go into service later that year. Examples of the Northrup F-23 Scorpion advanced tactical fighter, the old Lockheed F-117 stealth fighter and the new Grumman A-12 Avenger attack plane were lined up on the tarmac next to examples of the Soviet Union’s latest hardware. Three of the bat-wing B-2 stealth bombers had put on a demonstration earlier that morning and a flight of the vertical takeoff V-22 Osprey assault gunships had been put through their paces.

      As popular as the modern, hi-tech aircraft were, however, the real crowd pleasers were still the classic World War Two War birds, the heroes of the last real air war. The Army Air Force veterans of WW II, the B- 17 Flying Fortresses, the B-24 Liberators, and the P-51 Mustangs had already had their turn in the air and now the Navy veterans of the Pacific war were taking their turn.

      A dark navy-blue Conair screamed over the runway only fifty feet above the tarmac before gracefully banking up on one wing tip and rocketing back up into the china-blue desert sky. The thunder of its 2,300 horsepower Pratt and Whitney radial engine battered the ears of the spectators and the hurricane generated by its massive, four-bladed prop brought tears to their eyes.

      The gull-winged F4U-5 Corsair was one of the most powerful piston-engine fighters ever built, and the pilot was putting his restored war bird through its paces to the delight of the airshow crowd. Even in an age of exotic, mach two, stealth aircraft, the thundering old Navy fighter stirred the emotions in a way that no modern plane could. The sun glinted off the plane’s polished gull wings as the Corsair reached the top of its climb and the pilot kicked the fighter over into a hammerhead stall to dive back down on the crowd.

      In the aircraft static display area, two men in dark-blue police flight suits with bright-yellow neck scarves and colorful patches on the breasts of their uniforms watched as the diving Corsair pulled up a few feet off the ground and screamed across the runway again, the tips of its four-bladed prop almost touching the ground.

      “He’s really flogging it today.” The muscular black with the bushy mustache and shaved head smiled as he watched the Corsair pilot pull up into an Immelmann turn at the end of the runway.

      Tactical Police Force Sergeant Jumal “Mojo” Mugabe usually flew the gunner’s seat in a TPF Griffin helicopter with the Corsair’s pilot, fellow TPF Lieutenant Rick Wolff. Today, however, he and TPF Sergeant Daryl “Gunner” Jennings were on hand with a Tac Force Dragon Flight Griffin to give the public their first chance to see one of the potent police gunships up close.

      The Bell 506P Griffin was the first helicopter designed specifically for police work. Using state-of-the-art military technology, the Griffin was a combination of high-tech gunship, airborne surveillance ship, and aerial patrol car.

      Two small but powerful 750 shaft horsepower General Electric turbines pod mounted externally on the fuselage powered the Griffin, driving a four-bladed, forty-foot diameter rigid rotor. Both the main rotor and the shrouded tail rotor had been designed for noise suppression as well as maximum maneuverability.

      While not primarily a gunship, the Griffin was capable of being armed with a variety of weapons in its nose turret and on the stub wing weapons pylons. Normally, a 40mm grenade launcher was fitted to the 360-degree turret along with a select fire, 25mm chain gun. Along with the weapons, the ship was armored to withstand ground fire up to 7.62mm armor-piercing ammunition. Self-sealing fuel tanks, armored nacelles for the turbines, an armored crew compartment with a bullet proof Lexan canopy and Kevlar seats insured that the Griffin could take it as well as dish it out.

      The heart of the Griffin, however, was in its sophisticated sensors and communications systems. Using either the active infrared or light-intensifying system, the Griffin could see in the dark. Working in conjunction with terrain-following radar navigation and mapping system, this allowed the pilot to know where he was at all times, day or night. Three types of radar— infrared imaging, all-frequency electromagnetic radiation detectors, and audiovisual taping systems completed the ship’s sensor array.

      All of the Griffins sensors were tied into the aircrew’s helmets and digital readouts and could be seen either on the helmet visor or on a HUD, heads-up display, in the cockpit. Digital data link capability allowed both the computer and sensor data to be sent between the Griffin and the Dragon Flight ground stations.

      In Greek mythology, a Griffin was a winged, eagle-headed lion, and that was a good description for this far-seeing, hard-hitting machine. But, even though the chopper cops were always in the news, it was usually only the criminals who got a close-up look at the Griffins.

      With the recent controversy in the media about the TPF-busting environmentalist protestors in the Medicine Bow National Forest the last winter, the Tac Force headquarters in Washington, DC, felt the force needed to mend the public relations fences. And, what better place to show off the chopper cop’s aerial equipment than at the nation’s biggest airshow. Later in the afternoon, Gunner and Mojo would put the Griffin through its paces for the crowd, and a team from Dragon Flight’s Tac platoon would put on a tactical parachute jumping and rappelling demonstration.

      Jennings slowly shook his head. “He’s got to be nuts to fly that antique that way. He’s going to tear a wing off that thing if he’s not careful.”

      “Never happen,” Mugabe said. “That old bird’s built like a fucking tank.” Mojo did much of the maintenance work on the Corsair and he knew that even though the fighter was over fifty years old, it was every bit as good as it had been the day it left the Chance Vought factory in 1948. In fact, since certain parts had been replaced with stronger, more reliable modern components, it was probably a far better airplane than it had been back then. And it certainly wasn’t showing its age today as it went from one aerobatic maneuver to the next.

      In the cockpit of the Corsair, the pilot grinned broadly as he moved the control stick to the right and went into an aileron roll. TPF Lieutenant Rick “Wolfman” Wolff was doing what he liked to do best—flying. And he was flying his favorite fixed wing aircraft. He stopped his roll in an inverted position and, holding a slight forward pressure on the stick, passed over the crowd upside down at over three hundred fifty miles an hour.

      Normally, Wolff could be found in the pilot’s seat of a Dragon Flight Griffin chopper. But today, he had changed his dark-blue Tac Force flight suit for a pair of blue jeans, a leather flight helmet, and a battered World War Two leather flying jacket with a “Blood Chit” on the back and the insignia of Marine Fighter Squadron VMF-214, the famous Black Sheep Squadron, on the breast. He looked like an extra in a grade B World War Two fighter pilot movie, and that was exactly how he wanted to look.

      Even though his Corsair was a later model than the ones that had faced the deadly Japanese Zeros over the Pacific, Wolff saw himself blazing a path of glory across the Pacific skies. Rolling out of his inverted flight, he glanced down at his instrument panel and saw that he was coming up onto his reserve fuel. It was time to land.

      After getting landing clearance from the tower, Wolff lined up with the end of the runway, dropped his flaps, and case in for a carrier-style landing as gracefully as a seagull landing on a sandy beach. He taxied the big fighter to its parking spot and switched off the Pratt and Whitney. When the thunder of the exhaust died away, Wolff pulled off his leather helmet and hit the shoulder harness release. Sliding the canopy back, he stepped out onto the fighter’s gull wing with a big grin on his face, looking every inch like a Navy pilot returning to his Pacific fleet carrier after a successful combat mission.

      Mugabe walked up to him shaking his head. “Man, you’ve got to watch those low-level passes,” he said. “If you hit a sudden gust of wind down that low, you’re going to splash that thing all over the concrete.”

      Wolff ran his hand through his long blond hair. “You’re sounding more and more like Red each day,” he grinned. “When the day comes that I screw up a simple low-level pass, they can pull my license.”

      “When that day comes,” Mojo replied, “they’re going to have to scrape your ass out of the wreckage first to get to your wallet to pull your license.”

      “Mojo, my man.” Wolff sounded offended. “You know you’re not supposed to talk about crashing. It’s bad luck. You have to be real careful what you say around a hot-shot, air-show pilot like me. You might shake my confidence and cause me to make a mistake.”

      The black gunner slowly looked Wolff up and down. “Yo Momma.”

      Rick Wolff and Jumal Mugabe had been flying together since the earliest days of the Tac Force Dragon Flight. They had both been in the first Griffin helicopter conversion class and first teamed up at the start of the weapons training phase. At first, Wolff hadn’t known what to make of the muscular black with the single gold earring, the bushy mustache, the shaved head and a jive-ass attitude. But, after the first day on the gunnery range he knew that he was working with a master of aerial gunners a real left-hand seat ace.

      That night the two men discovered that they had a lot in common besides their love of flying choppers. Wolff had not been able to fly in any of the recent wars throughout the world, so he was enthralled by Mugabe’s combat stories. The burly black gunner had flown for several of the government’s secret armies as well as for the CIA and DEA. He had finally gotten that out of his system when he had stopped a bullet in the jungle and had tried civilian life for a while. Finding that boring, he immediately signed up for the Tac Police when they had started recruiting.

      When the Griffin school ended, Wolff graduated at the top of the class and he requested that Mugabe be assigned as the gunner on his chopper. Since then, the two men had worked together and played together both on and off duty.

      “When are you and Gunner going to do your thing in the Griffin?” Wolff asked.

      Mojo checked his watch. “We’re on in half an hour if they keep to the schedule.”

      “I’d better refuel now so I don’t miss it.”

      

      The Brinks armored car maintained a steady fifty-five miles an hour along US highway 80 heading west from Reno to Sacramento on the way to San Francisco.

      Even in the age of universal electronic transfer of monies, there was still a need for hard cash money, particularly in a place like Reno. Even though all the slot machines, blackjack, and craps tables in the casinos would accept a player’s personal Unicard as well as it would chips or cash on the table, most gamblers wanted to feel the green when they won. But, since the big winners were always the casinos, there was always a great deal of currency that had to be moved to the banks. Once a week, the armored car made a run from Reno to the Federal Reserve Bank in San Francisco with millions of dollars in the back.

      The driver and shotgun rider on this run were old hands at the armored car business. They had been making the long five hour trip for years and, while it sounded like an exciting job, it was actually boring as hell. No one in their right mind would even try to knock over a modern armored car.

      For one thing, the vehicle was almost impossible to stop with anything short of antitank weapons. Everything on the car was armored to withstand fifty-caliber fire—the tires, the engine, and the cab. Also, the cab was a self-contained unit equipped with an oxygen-over-pressure system to prevent gas attacks on the crew. Once they were locked inside, the crew was immune from gunfire, couldn’t be driven out with gas, and were in constant contact with the federal, state, and local police units along their route through an all-frequency radio system.

      And, even if the vehicle could be stopped somehow, there was no way that anyone was going to get at the money inside it. The only way to get into the time-lock vault in the back was to use explosives—a lot of explosives, and that would leave little for the criminals to take except shredded paper. Transporting money in a Brinks armored car was as safe as leaving it in a bank. The driver and shotgun rider were talking about their favorite subject, women drivers, and were placing their bets on how many beaver shots they’d catch in the next hundred miles. They were on the stretch of flat desert west of Reno, and the steady stream of traffic heading for the casinos should provide plenty of good viewing opportunities.

      Suddenly, a dark shadow flashed over the top of their truck and stopped, blocking out the bright spring desert sun.

      “What the hell is that?” The shotgun rider leaned forward and craned his neck to look up through the bulletproof Lexan windshield. Keeping pace a few feet above and off to the right side of the armored car was a desert-camouflaged helicopter gunship. The turret in the nose of the ship slowly turned to zero in on the cab.

      The shotgunner didn’t waste a second. He reached out and grabbed the radio mike from the clip on the dashboard. “May Day! May Day! Any station! This is the Brinks armored car six niner heading west on US 80 at milepost forty-six. We are under attack by an armed helicopter. May Day! May Day!”
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      The Reno Airshow

      

      As soon as the last of the Navy War Birds had finished their aerobatic routines, it was time for Gunner and Mugabe to show the crowd what a Tac Force Griffin could do.

      “Showtime,” Gunner announced as he opened the right-hand cockpit door of the Griffin and slid into the pilot’s seat.

      “Let’s do it,” Mugabe answered. The co-pilot turned and whistled at the six Tac cops dressed all in black, police tactical uniforms standing by the tail of the ship. When their leader looked his way, Mojo pumped his arm up and down in the classic move-out signal. The six men grabbed they gear and scrambled into the rear of the Griffin, sliding the door shut behind them.As Mojo climbed into the left-hand side of the ship and buckled his shoulder harness, Gunner triggered the switch to his throat mike. “Reno Tower,” he radioed. “This is Dragon One Four. Request permission to crank up and taxi.”

      “Reno Tower, permission granted. Clear to taxi to runway two.”

      As soon as he heard the tower give the clearance over his helmet earphones, Mugabe began reading the turbine start-up checklist. As Gunner’s gloved fingers flew over the Griffin’s switches and controls, he called out the completion of each item to his co-pilot.

      “Battery, on. Internal power. on. Inverter switch, off. RPM warning light, on. Fuel, both main and start, on. RPM governor, decrease.”

      Mugabe looked to the rear to check that both sides of the ship were clear and saw that the ground crew had moved the spectators safely away from the main rotors path. “Main rotor, clear. Crank her up!”

      Reaching down with his right hand, Gunner twisted the throttle on the collective control stick open to the Flight Idle position and pulled the starting trigger. In the rear of the ship, the portside GE turbine burst to life with a screeching whine and the hot smell of burning JP-4. Over their heads, the four-bladed main rotor slowly began to turn, moving faster and faster as the turbine spooled up. As soon as the portside turbine was running at 40 percent RPM, the pilot switched over to the starboard and fired it up.

      As the turbine RPM’s built and the main rotor came up to full speed, the pilot held the throttle at flight idle and watched the needles on the exhaust gas temperature and RPM gauges come up. Everything was in the green.

      He twisted the throttle all the way up against the stop. The whine built to a bone-shaking scream as the turbines ran up all the way to 6,000 RPM. Overhead, the main rotor was a blur. Everything was still in the green.

      He flipped the RPM governor switch to increase and the turbines screamed even higher at 6,700 RPM’s. The instruments were still green.

      Gunner backed his throttle down to flight idle as he keyed his throat mike. “Tower, this is Dragon One Four, beginning taxi now.”

      “Tower, roger.”

      Cocking the throttle open as he gently hauled up on the collective, Gunner lifted the Griffin off the tarmac in a low, ground-effect hover. He nudged down on the rudder pedal, swinging the ship’s tail around to line up with the taxiway. As he taxied past the crowd, the pilot was grinning under his face shield. He was very much aware of the effect the Griffin had on first sight. Few civilians had ever seen a Dragon Flight chopper up close and it was a shock.

      Most people were used to seeing police forces flying civilian-type helicopters, not bad-ass gunships. Except for their markings, most police choppers looked relatively tame. But everything about the Griffin screamed “Don’t mess with me.” From the bug-eyed, nose sensor array and chin turret weapon to the sleek, swept-back tail fins, the dark-blue Griffin looked positively lethal. And it was just as lethal as it looked—any criminal who had ever come up against one could vouch for that. Gunner couldn’t demonstrate his ship’s lethality today, but he could sure as hell show them what she could do in the air.

      Once he was lined up at the end of the runway, Gunner held the ship in a low hover as he keyed his mike. “Tower, this Dragon One Four. Ready to take off.”

      “Roger, One Four, you’re clear.”

      Twisting the throttle all the way up against the stop, the pilot pushed forward on the cyclic control stick. The chopper’s tail came up as she started down the runway in a classic gunship takeoff, her skids bare inches off the concrete runway.

      As soon as his air speed came up, Gunner hauled up on the collective, pulling max pitch on the rotor blades. The sleek, dark-blue machine rocketed up into the air. The bright desert sun flashed on the yellow letters U.S.T.P.F. painted on the Griffin’s belly and the number “One Four” on the underside of her nose as Gunner banked away to gain altitude.

      

      High over the airfield, the sleek, dark-blue Griffin flashed through the sky as Gunner put his ship through her aerobatic paces for the crowd. There was more to Gunner’s performance today than just giving the public a chance to see what the TPF gunship could do in the air. Gunner wasn’t a hotshot airshow pilot like Wolff, but as far as he was concerned, he was every bit as good a chopper driver as the flashy Dragon Flight leader and he was going to prove it.

      In the rear compartment of the Griffin, a six-man parachute team from Dragon Flight’s tactical platoon waited for their cue. The twenty-two-man Tac platoon was Dragon Flight’s ground muscle, a development of the old police SWAT team concept. But, where traditional SWAT teams were limited in their capabilities, the Tac platoon was as highly trained and as well-equipped as an Army Ranger unit. In fact, they received much of their training from the Rangers, and today they were going to put on a parachute demonstration that no other police unit in the nation could pull off.

      In the seat closest to the right-hand door, TPF Lieutenant Jack “Zoomie” Zumwald grinned broadly under his face shield as Gunner sent the Griffin into an inside loop. Gunner didn’t have as smooth a hand on the controls as Wolff did, but he could still drive a Griffin. As the ship reached the top of the loop and went into an Immelmann turn, Zoomie made one last check of his jump gear and tapped his jump partner on the shoulder. The Tac cop gave him a thumbs-up as Zoomie unbuckled his seat belt and slid the side door back.

      The parachute demonstration today was going to be complicated, but it was sure to be a crowd pleaser. The six Tac cops were going to exit the chopper in pairs at different altitudes. Zoomie and his partner would free fall in a halo jump, the next pair would make a normal low-altitude jump, and the last pair would make a fast rappel. If they had the timing right, all three teams would hit the ground at the same time, their weapons blazing with blank ammunition.

      Zoomie keyed his throat mike and called up to Mojo, who was coordinating the jump. “First team’s go back here.”

      “Copy,” Mojo called back. “We’re coming up on five thousand feet. Wait for the count.”

      Zoomie and his partner took their jump positions in the open door and leaned out over the airport far below as the rotor blast buffeted their jump suits.

      “Get ready,” Mojo radioed back to them. “Mark! Five, four, three, two, one. Jump!”

      Their arms held tightly at their sides, both men dove headfirst from the chopper. As soon as Zoomie and his partner were clear, Gunner put the Griffin into a steep dive. The second low-altitude team would jump at a thousand feet and he had to get there before the free-fall team did.

      Zoomie assumed the spread-eagle, free-fall position and watched the Griffin keeping pace with him as it dove for the ground. When it looked like the Griffin was getting away from him, he tucked his arms in tightly to his side again to increase the speed of his fall. He had to be right behind the chopper when the second team exited the ship so they could open their parachutes together at the same time.

      A few seconds later, when Gunner pulled the Griffin out of her dive, Zoomie and his partner were right behind him. Suddenly, two more tac cops exited the ship, free-falling for an instant before they popped their chutes. Zoomie and his partner pulled their D rings right above them and the four parachutes opened almost as one.

      “They’re gone,” Mojo said, looking over his shoulder through the open side door. Gunner put the ship into a steep dive again to reach the five-hundred-foot level where the last team would rappel to the ground. So far, the demonstration had gone off like clockwork. In the back of the ship, the last team quickly rigged their rappelling ropes to the tie- downs on the floor plates. After hooking the ropes to their rappelling harnesses, they took their positions standing backward in the open doors.

      Mugabe also had his eyes on the altimeter and, as it approached the five hundred-foot mark, he called back, “Ready!”

      Gunner leveled out and brought the chopper to a complete halt in the air. “Go!” Mugabe radioed.

      Dropping their soiled ropes to the ground, the two Tac cops stepped out of the hovering chopper for a fast rappel to the runway below. The four parachuting cops caught up with the rappellers halfway to the ground and steered their chutes in close to them so they would all land together as a team.

      The Tac cops on the rappelling ropes had just reached the ground when the emergency call from the armored car came in over the chopper’s all frequency radio scanner. “May Day! May Day! Any station! This is the Brinks armored car six niner heading west on US 80 at milepost forty-six. We are under attack…”

      

      Wolff was sitting on the wing of his Corsair waiting for Gunner’s demonstration to end so he could join up with the other war birds for a last mass flyover to mark the end of the day’s activities. Out of habit, he had tuned his radio to the Griffin’s tactical frequency and was monitoring the radio chatter as Gunner dropped off his passengers.

      When he heard the call from the armored car, he scrambled for the cockpit, pulling on his flight helmet as he dropped into the seat. His finger stabbed for the starter before he even had his shoulder harness buckled. In seconds the big Pratt and Whitney radial engine was bellowing as the prop blades started spinning.

      “Tower, this is Corsair Foxtrot Four Uniform,” Wolff radioed as he waved the spectators away from the nose of his ship. “I have a police emergency,” he radioed. “Clear the runway for an emergency takeoff.” Wolff didn’t even give the tower a chance to answer but started taxiing immediately for the end of the runway.

      “Foxtrot Four Uniform,” the tower radioed in a panic. “Hold your position, you are not—”

      “This is Four Uniform,” Wolff snapped back. “This is a police emergency and I’m taking off. Clear that damned runway! Now!”

      To keep from having to listen to more nonsense from the tower, he switched his radio over to the TPF tactical channel and keyed his throat mike. “Dragon One Four,” he mulled to Gunner. “This is the Wolfman, I’ll be taking off in two zero. What’s your heading?”

      “This is One Four X-Ray,” Mugabe answered. “We’re at two thousand on a bearing of one-niner- seven.”

      “Good copy, I’ll be there ASAP.”

      As soon as he was lined up with the end of the runway, Wolff looked around and saw that the tower had gotten their fingers out of their asses and had cleared the traffic away. He shoved the Corsair’s throttle all the way forward into full military power. The big four-bladed prop clawed the air as the 2,300 horsepower radial engine howled at full power. The Corsair shot forward as if it had been fired from a cannon.

      He pulled the tail up as soon as he had elevator control and, when the air-speed indicator passed a hundred miles an hour, he lifted the ship off the tarmac. No sooner had his wheels left the ground than Wolff hit the gear retraction lever, sucking the wheels up to clean the airframe. He was doing over two hundred miles an hour before he was even a hundred feet off the ground. As soon as he had cleared the airfield, he banked the Corsair up onto one wingtip and sped after the Griffin at 450 miles an hour.

      The top speed of the Griffin was only 275 miles an hour, so the powerful Navy fighter caught up with the chopper only a few miles away from the airfield. Wolff keyed his mike as he throttled back to keep pace with the slower helicopter. “Dragon One Four, this is the Wolfman, I’m right on your tail. Have you heard any more from the armored car?”

      “One Four,” Gunner replied. “That’s a negative. I can’t raise him on the radio.”

      “Have you called this in to Denver?”

      “That’s affirm,” Gunner radioed back. “I also alerted the Nevada State Patrol and they’re sending a ground unit to that location.”

      “Roger,” Wolff radioed back, falling into the military radio language the war bird pilots used on the airshow circuit. “Keep me informed. Out.”

      Wolff wasn’t too sure what he and Gunner were going to be able to do when they did get to the scene of the hijacking. Neither one of them was armed. Fuck it, he’d worry about that when he got there.
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      US 80, forty-six miles west of Reno

      

      Since Wolff’s Corsair dated from the era before air-to-air radar, he was completely blind to what they were flying into. Therefore, he flew high top cover while Mojo activated the Griffin’s radar and targeting sensors to search for the armed helicopters that the armored car crew had reported.

      “I’m not picking up anything on the bandits,” he told Gunner. “Just a few cars on the road. They must be hiding behind a hill.”

      The pilot keyed his mike as he pulled back on his cyclic control to gain altitude. “Wolfman, we’re not getting anything on the sensors down here. I’m going up a little higher in case they’re in defilade.”

      “Roger.”

      In the left-hand seat, Mugabe’s fingers flew over his sensor controls, tuning them to maximum sensitivity, but even up higher, he still couldn’t pick up the choppers. Usually he could spot a bird at twenty miles and tell you if it was a male or a female, but he wasn’t getting diddly today. Maybe they were too late and the chopper bandits had fled the scene of the crime. Finally he located a truck-size mass of metal sitting stationary along the side of the highway, but there was no indication of a helicopter anywhere in the vicinity. “We’re coming up on the truck,” Mugabe announced as he looked up through the canopy. “There it is!” he pointed.

      The Brinks armored car was sitting off on the side of the road with its rear doors gaping open. As Gunner pushed the nose of his ship down to fly a low pass over it, the men saw that the cab had been blasted open and two bodies lay beside it in the sand. Probably the Brinks guards.

      As if from out of thin air, a sinister-looking angular, red-colored helicopter suddenly appeared. From the shape of the forward fuselage and stub wings, Mojo instantly identified it as being an Italian-built Mangusta II gunship, the hottest armed helicopter in Europe. And he saw what looked to be antitank missiles hanging from the ship’s underwing pylons.

      What in the hell was an armed Mangusta doing in the United States?

      Gunner switched over to the international emergency channel and keyed his mike. “Unknown aircraft, this is the Tactical Police Force. Land your aircraft immediately and step out onto the ground. How copy? Over.”

      Instead of answering, the Mangusta broke away to the left, and the two flyers saw that a second Mangusta had been flying right behind the first. Gunner banked away to follow the first ship.

      “Unknown aircraft, this is the Tactical Pol—“

      “We have lock on!” Mugabe shouted, his fingers stabbing the controls of his countermeasures panel for the decoy flares and the ECM radar jammer. “Get us outta here! Fast!”

      From two thousand one hundred feet above the armored car, Wolff saw the second Mangusta turn in the air to start its gun run on the helpless Griffin. “Gunner?” he shouted over the radio. “Break right!”

      Sparkles of flame blossomed from the nose of the Mangusta as it opened up on Gunner’s Griffin. As Gunner desperately tried to get his ship out of the line of fire, Mojo clenched his hands in helpless rage. With no ammunition for his turret weapons, they were sitting ducks.

      Just then, a flash of dark navy-blue dove down on top of the Mangusta. For an instant, Mojo thought that the Corsair was going to collide with the chopper, but at the last moment, Wolff banked away, his belly bare inches away from the chopper’s canopy. The hurricane-force winds from his prop wash made the Mangusta stagger in the air and lose lift.

      Wolff pulled out of his dive and zoomed back up as Gunner hit the turbine over-rev switch and pushed the nose of his ship down to get every last mile an hour he could get out of it. Their only chance was to try to outrun it.

      When Wolff saw the telltale thin black smoke pour out of the Griffin’s turbines, he knew that Gunner had turned the wick up all the way and was going to try to make a run for it. He also knew that it probably wasn’t going to work. Gunner’s unarmed ship was no match for the Mangusta. If he remembered what he had read, the Italian chopper was quite a bit faster and just as maneuverable
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