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Glossary

AAA: Anti-Aircraft Artillery

AAC: Army Air Corps

AH: Apache helicopter

APU: Auxiliary Power Unit

ATC: Air Traffic Control

BATUS: The British Army Training Unit Suffield

BDA: Battle Damage Assessment

BP: Battle Position

C130: Lockheed C130 Hercules helicopter

CCF: Combined Cadet Force

DC: District Centre

EF: Enemy Forces

EFAB: Extended Forward Avionic Bay (the small side stub wing under the cockpit door)

FLIR: Forward Looking Infrared

FOB: Forward Operating Base

GMLRS: Guided Multiple Launched Rocket System

HALS: Hardened Aircraft Landing Strip

HIDAS: Helicopter Integrated Defensive Aids Suite

HLS: Helicopter Landing Site

HMG: Heavy Machine Gun

IDF: Indirect fire

IDM: Improved Data Modum

IED: Improvised Explosive Device

IntO: Intelligence Officer

ISAF: International Security Assistance Force

ISTAR: Intelligence, Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance

JTAC: Joint Terminal Attack Controller

JHF: Joint Helicopter Force

JMB: Joint Mission Brief

KAF: Kandahar Air Field

LCJ: Load Carrying Jerkin - also known as Life Support Jacket

Loadies: Officially called loadmasters and responsible for passengers and equipment on helicopters

locstat: Location status

LST: Laser Spot Tracker

MERT: Medical Emergency Response Team

MPS: Mission Planning Station

NCO: Non-Commissioned Officer

NVGs: Night Vision Goggles

OC: Officer Commanding

OGp: Orders Group

PID: Positive identification

PNVS: Pilot Night-Vision Sensor

pressel: The switch to allow you to transmit on the radio

PTSD: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

RCB: Regimental Commissioning Board

RIP: Relief in Place

RPG: Rocket Propelled Grenade

RTB: Return To Base

SAL: Semi-Active Laser

TADS: Target Acquisition and Designation Sight

TIC: Troops In Contact

TPF: Tactical Planning Facility

UAV: Unmanned Aerial Vehicle

UOTC: University Officer Training Corps

U/S: Unserviceable

VHR: Very High Readiness




This book is dedicated to all the men and women of our Armed Forces past and present, especially to those currently fighting overseas.




Jugroom Fort, Afghanistan, January 2007

‘Get some fucking fire down, ma’am!’

My eyes dart from side to side; flashes of red tracer slice through the sky. Scarlet and orange flames blossom across the ground and it is impossible to tell where the friendly troops stop and the enemy begins.

Stay cool, Madison, stay cool. Take a deep breath.

The air smells thick with sweat and fear. I struggle to swallow, and gulp violently; my tongue feels too big for my mouth.

You know you can do this. This is what all that sodding training was for. You can’t screw up now.

I blink hard. My eyelids already feel heavy, as if my brain is struggling to keep up with the sensory overload. I’m painfully aware that we’re saving our soldiers’ lives with our actions.

As we orbit, I see some Taliban fighters attempting to escape. They look like white dots, miniature figures running with what could be weapons strapped to their chests. My eyes strain to see what they’re carrying against their billowing Afghan clothing. We have to be sure they aren’t innocent civilians fleeing from the heavy fighting.

‘Darwin, I can’t see . . . maybe that’s an RPG, but . . .’ I tail off, squinting into my sights.

‘I’ll fly closer,’ my co-pilot, Darwin, says. ‘We’ve got to be sure.’

He’s already heading east, reading my thoughts as he watches the telescopic-view videoscreen I control from the front. We work as a team, so while I control the telescopic view from the front, he sits in the back maintaining the all-round perspective.

‘Widow Eight Zero, this is Ugly Five Four,’ I say into the radio. ‘I’ve got three leakers heading south along the dirt track.  Looks like they’ve come out of the fort on the eastern side and they’re carrying weapons.’

The response from the Joint Terminal Attack Controller (JTAC) is immediate and confident.

‘Ugly, there are no civilians or friendly troops anywhere in that area. If they’re fighting-age males leaving the area of the fort, I’m happy they’re leakers.’

I’m ready. ‘Am I cleared to engage?’

Now he’s busy with another crew. ‘Ugly, stand by . . .’ His voice is drowned out by shouting, muffled bursts of machinegun fire and his own heavy breathing. He’s on the move.

Jesus. If it’s scary up here, I dread to think what sort of hell he’s living down there.

I try him again just as we move beyond our cannon’s range.

‘Widow Eight Zero, this is Ugly Five Four. I have leakers identified.’ As we continue our orbit, the leakers slip from view behind a wall.

Come on, come on, we’re going to miss them . . .

‘Come on, we’ve got to get round,’ I urge Darwin.

He knows, he knows.

‘I’m on it, ma’am.’

He’s giving a situation report back to our base. He’s calm; his voice is low.

The JTAC tells me he’s happy for me to fire at the enemy.

‘Ugly Five Four, you are cleared to engage on the eastern side. Send BDA.’

Finally.

Widow Eight Zero must have found somewhere to shelter from the hail of bullets. He wants the Battle Damage Assessment - my bird’s-eye view of the destruction.

Darwin brings us full circle as quickly as our gunship - fully laden with fuel and missiles - will allow.

Looking down, I panic for a second that I have lost them. I steer the sight around with my thumb, guiding the round grey rocker switch on the GameBoy-style grip. It’s stiff, and I  use the strength of my whole arm to push it as the aircraft slowly circles. I find the men, crawling on their knees and elbows through the dirt.

‘Happy?’ Me.

‘Happy.’ Darwin.

One word that says we trust each other.

My fingers close around the cold trigger. I pause for a split second to think about the gunfire I am about to spray across the battlefield. At that moment, I realize that I have no choice but to be good at my job. There are people relying on me. After today, I’ll no longer be the new girl.
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