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Prologue

An emergency meeting was called by the high-ranking officers of the Soviet Union after the surprise military attack by Germany on June 22, 1941.

The Soviet Union was unprepared for the onslaught the Germans were throwing at them on the ground and in the air.

A long wooden table with several chairs on each side and one at the head of the table dominated the austere room. Men in dark-green military uniforms brightened by gold, red or blue trim indicating their status shuffled through mounds of papers. They began addressing their government's weak air force strength, caused by the devastating air strikes that wiped out almost half of their air defense.

A general flipped to another page from the myriad papers in front of him and began reading it. He stopped and shook his head. “What is this nonsense? A petition for women who want to enter the war as pilots and soldiers? Why is this even on our table for discussion?”

Another general showed his scorn, “What is wrong with these women? They should stay at home in the kitchen, have children, and support our men.”

“They do not have the physical or mental stamina it takes to fight a war like a man. They would die almost immediately.” The first general said leaning forward on the table.

There was quiet in the room as all the generals looked toward the leader of the Soviet Union, Iosif Vissarionovich Stalin, sitting at the head of the table.

Stalin spoke firmly, “I had thought that at first, but I believe if these women wish to join the military and fight it might be to our advantage. We can train the women quickly, and it will free up the time for us to train our male pilots and soldiers better. This is an acceptable cost of war.”







Chapter 1

Senior Lieutenant Vera Zhkov continually weaved her Biplane from the darkened sky into the bright search lights from below and back into the safety of the black shadows of the night. Machine-gun fire and rifle bullets zinged all around her as she maneuvered to drop her two bombs. Her fragile, two-seated, World War I Biplane was flying low enough for her to hear the Germans screaming and yelling as she pressed forward to her drop zone.

A shell from anti-aircraft cannons ripped through both wings of the plane; passing through to explode above her. The air was hard to breathe as the smoke from the discharged cannon filled her lungs and burned her eyes. The concussion from the blast caused her plane to be pushed downward, closer to the enemy below. Seconds later, bullets from a machine gun struck her plane just missing her engine and fuel line.

Vera raised her hand and her navigator, sitting behind her, grabbed the release lever and pulled hard. The two bombs attached to the belly of their plane fell downward hitting their target.

Quickly, Vera turned her plane from the glaring search lights, made a wide circle, and headed back to her airfield. Her hands and legs trembled as she fought to keep their shot-up plane in the air. “Are you all right?” Vera called back to her navigator.

“Flak went straight through our wings. No structural damage though.” Lt. Ksenia Yivoskov, her navigator, leaned forward and yelled to Vera. “Did you get hit?”

“No, I am okay. Are you all right?” Vera asked again.

“If I could stop shaking, I could check me out,” she said. “It appears that I am alright, but someone shot a hole in my pillow. Almost got me that time,” Ksenia poked a finger through the large hole on the edge of the pillow she sat on.

“This was our fourth sortie,” Vera said wiping the frost off her goggles. “We made it through this one alive. I hope it continues through the rest of the night.”

“Through the rest of the night?” Ksenia blurted sardonically. “How about the rest of the war?”

* * *

TWO WEEKS EARLIER

Soldiers loaded the women into the back of the military truck and tied down the canvas covering that was whipping about in the cold, pelting rain. A soldier slapped the side of the driver's door, and the truck jerked and lurched as it began to move forward. A convoy of five trucks pulled away from the training base and headed out toward Stalingrad. Each truck held ten newly trained women pilots, navigators, mechanics, and armorers.

Vera Zhkov was an officer in the regiment and promoted to Senior Lieutenant because of her excellent flying skills during training. She sat in one of the military trucks and peered out at the disappearing city landscape through the canvas covering that offered little reprieve from the cold, wet winds.

Her large, blue-gray eyes looked around at the women in the truck. Vera's long, light brown hair was done up in a neat, tight bun at the back of her head. She glanced at each one of the women and realized she was the only one who had her hair tucked back. The rest of the girls had their long hair down. She knew they had fussed and primped so that the men would see them at their womanly best.

Vera sat back studying the young women she was traveling with in the very uncomfortable, cold military vehicle. Through the course of their army training as pilots, navigators, mechanics and ground crews, she came to know some of them quite well.

She was the oldest woman in this regiment at twenty-three years old, and the youngest was seventeen.

As far as Vera could tell, the young women were from universities, collective farms, factories, and stores where they worked as clerks.

The frigid and bumpy ride to the train station did nothing to deter the women in the truck from laughing and joking with each other.

Vera listened as they talked about all the handsome men in the army they had already encountered.

“I have never seen so many men in one place in all my life,” a cherub-faced young girl giggled.

“Just think we are going to be surrounded by hundreds of men every day,” another sighed. “We can dance and party all we want.”

All the girls giggled and began telling stories about their home life before they became soldiers in the Red Army: All, except one.

Vera looked at the pensive, young woman sitting across from her at the end of the truck. Senior Lieutenant Elena Petrovka was nineteen, a petite and very bright woman. Throughout her pilot training, Elena excelled in every aspect of flying. Vera thought she was quite beautiful with her long, flaxen, blond hair and deep, blue eyes. And, her delicate features belied the fierce determination that drove her.

Vera was the only one who knew Elena's story. She looked out the slit from the canvas covering to the bleak landscape they were traveling through. Vera remembered the two of them talking quietly one night as they took a short break and walked around the training compound in Engels.

Elena's father was arrested as a traitor to the Soviet Union and shot for treason when she was fifteen years old. She knew he was not a traitor, and she was going to show them that the Petrovka name was an honorable, loyal name to the Soviet Union.

Vera had her own reasons for joining the Red Army Air Division. She thought back to that day on June 22, 1941 – a day she would never forget. She was staying with a friend near her younger brother's Army flight school and decided to visit him before she returned to the University. The only time he could see her was before his classes, so she got there early in the morning.

She had almost burst with pride as her brother walked toward her in his army uniform. “You look so handsome,” she said. Sergei turned slowly around so she could admire him, and they broke out laughing.

They laughed and talked for a while until someone came running up to them telling them that the Germans had declared war on the Motherland. They had destroyed airfields, and they needed to get everyone in the air as fast as they could to stop the German Luftwaffe headed toward Moscow.

Vera was stunned. She protested saying that her brother had less than two months of training. She watched in shock as the young, inexperienced pilots raced past her toward their training planes. Sergei gave her a quick hug and took off with the rest of the students. Etched in her memory forever was her brother stopping, turning around, and waving at her with a big grin on his face. That was the last time she ever saw him. He was killed that day in an air battle over a barren field near Moscow.

* * *

The truck hit a large hole in the road jarring Vera's reverie back to the present. It was a long drive to Stalingrad from Engel's flight training academy. She thought they would have gotten there sooner, but the soldiers driving the military trucks, kept stopping frequently for the women to get out and do their private business. Vera knew the real reason was because they like flirting with all the young girls they were hauling to the train station.

Once they reached the train station all fifty women were crammed into two railway cars, along with the soldiers and civilians alike. Hours later, they finally reached their destination, which was a little village south of Moscow.

Every building in the village that had not been destroyed by the Germans was taken over by the Red Army. Most of the buildings were used to billet the soldiers and officers. One was used as a mess hall, another as a supply station, and a large house standing on the outskirts of the village was where the women were going to be temporarily billeted.

The women were advised to go to the supply station first to get their military uniforms. They were each issued a military jacket, a pair of pants and boots.

“What is this?” Elena held up the large, men-sized clothing and boots. “There is enough room for two people in these things.”

“This is what you are issued,” said the supply officer disgustedly as he handed out their uniforms.

Vera studied the short, balding, older man and wondered why he was just a corporal at his age.

“Do not blame me that they are letting women in the Army. The last bunch of females who came through here were digging dugouts for our real soldiers, complaining that their poor little hands were bleeding from using rough handled shovels. They had the nerve to ask me if I had any bandages or supplies to take care of their silly wounds.”

“Did you have the bandages and medicine to accommodate these women?” Vera's voice held back the contempt she felt for this ignorant little man.

“Of course, I did. I told them I had bandages and ointments, but they were only for men who were doing the real fighting,” he said emphasizing the word 'real.' He arrogantly looked at her up and down with disdain.

Vera straightened her back. Her voice rang of authority. “Comrade Corporal, are you as stupid as you look?”

“Yes, yes he is,” a woman yelled from behind her.

“You will address me as Comrade Senior Lieutenant Zhkov,” she leaned forward her eyes narrowed as she pointed to the display of bars and badges on her jacket. “If you ever, ever forget that again,” she growled at him, “I will have you sent to Siberia for the rest of your life. If I find out that you have withheld bandages, medicines or anything else from any woman in the Red Army, in any way, I will personally come back here and shoot you between the eyes. And, I have spies everywhere, so do not think I will not find out.”

Terror filled the man's eyes. He stepped back away from the fierce look Vera was throwing at him; his mouth open and eyes wide with fear.

“Now, finish giving out the uniforms' Comrade Corporal,” Vera said with venom dripping from her words.

“Yes, Comrade Senior Lieutenant Zhkov,” he said nervously grabbing jackets and other men-issue clothing, along with a gun and holster, to the rest of the women. After the last woman received her clothing he said, “You have all that you women were issued. That is it, Comrade Senior Lieutenant.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

He turned his face away, but not before Vera caught the sly smile he tried to hide.

Vera was the last one to receive her men's issue of clothing. She placed her clothing items on the top of his wooden counter, took her gun from its holster and placed it down on the countertop. “I believe there is more, Comrade Corporal.” She said it so steely cold that he stumbled backward a couple of steps. Her menacing body language, her gun on the countertop, and her eyes filled with a deadly stare were not missed by him.

“Oh, yes, I forgot, Comrade Senior Lieutenant. Everyone is to receive bedding, too.” He said hurrying into another area of the room.

Vera picked up her gun, replaced it in her holster, and snapped it closed. “Just wanted to see how heavy my gun was,” she said, pretending that was the reason she had put her gun on the counter.

Everyone started to laugh. Vera gave them the signal to stop as the corporal came out of the storage room loaded down with blankets, pillows and thin mattresses. All the women quickly presented a serious face to the flustered supply officer, except for a couple of giggles somewhere in the group.

Finally, after the corporal had made several trips to the storage room, Vera and the others received all their military issue items.

The women placed everything neatly in a stack on top of their folded mattress, so they could carry it to their quarters without dropping anything on the muddy ground and headed out of the supply station.

On the way to the house where they were to be billeted, one of the women ran up to Vera, “Comrade Senior Lieutenant Zhkov that was wonderful. Would you come back and shoot him? Do you really have spies everywhere?”

“No on both counts, but I would like to think I could. Anyway, I would have thought of something to get him arrested.” Vera laughed along with the other woman. “I have a feeling he is not going to be the first man to treat us as unworthy and unfit to serve in the Red Army.”

“Speaking of 'unfit',” Elena said walking next to Vera. “How on earth are we supposed to fit into these?” She asked struggling with carrying her oversized military uniform and bedding.

“I was a seamstress before I was sent to the university. I think we can alter our uniforms so that they will not fall off us or hinder our performance,” a tall, thin woman said walking behind Elena and Vera. Her large frame would easily fit into the men's uniform, so she would not have to alter her uniform too much. “I am Corporal Lubova Drukova, Soviet navigator. I will show you all how to do this,” she smiled, and her small gray eyes lit up. Then, she looked down at the large boots issued to everyone. “Unfortunately, I am not a shoe cobbler, and I cannot fix the boots. However, if we stuff the tips of our boots with cloth or paper, we will be able to walk in them.”

“Look at this,” one of the women said aghast. “Look at this open flap in the front of the pants. There are no buttons to close it.”

“That will be an easy fix,” she sighed. “But, not so easy will be fixing the jackets and pants. You will all have to take out your sewing kits. We are going to have a lot of work to do.”

The women walked into their temporary quarters and found bunk beds crammed into the small space of the house. A large fireplace had a fire blazing inside of it taking the edge off the bitter cold. Thin wooden slats were nailed over the broken windows but did little to keep the cold air from seeping in. The women picked their own bed and dropped everything on top of it.

Soon, all the women were getting tips and pointers from Lubova on how to cut down and fix their oversized uniforms. They worked by the light of the fireplace, and the four kerosene lanterns spaced strategically around the room. Hours later, they finished the last of the alterations and fell backward on their cots and fell asleep.

Early the next morning, the women were awakened and ordered to dress and report to their commanding officer outside. They dressed quickly and filed out of the house and were told to stand at attention while a ranking female officer addressed them. “I am Comrade Senior Captain Voskolov, your commanding officer. It has been reported that an army corporal in the supply unit was threatened by a female officer. He was so flustered he forgot the officer's name. The one who did this will step forward.”

As Vera stepped forward so did every officer in their unit. Then, the lower-ranking women soldiers stepped forward as well.

“I see,” the captain turned her head for a moment so that no one could see the smile that was trying to escape. She turned back and looked sternly at the women in front of her. “It was brought to my attention that he was threatened to be sent to Siberia and a bullet to the head. Is that correct?”

Every woman replied at the same time, “Yes, Comrade Senior Captain.”

“When I asked him why he was threatened he said he had no idea why this officer would threaten him. He was just doing his duty.”

She walked up and down the line of women standing at attention, “I questioned him further, and it came out that he had said something about his refusing to help treat the hands of the useless women who came through here yesterday; the women who had been digging dugout shelters for the male soldiers.”

The captain stopped in front of Vera. “He is just a sample of what we, as women soldiers, are going to have to endure, until we can show them our skills and dedication are worthy of their best male soldiers.”

The captain stood for a moment in silence and began again. “I cannot punish the entire regiment, so I will forget this incident. The corporal, for his actions, is being sent to the front lines. However, refrain from threatening any more incompetent, unintelligent soldiers.” She waited for a moment and added, “Is that clear?”

In unison, they responded, “Yes, Comrade Senior Captain Voskolov.”

Vera studied the captain standing before them. She was not especially pretty, and her very short, light-brown hair did nothing to add to her physical presence. And then Vera was stunned by the next thing the captain ordered.

“You women are in the Red Army as soldiers.” She began walking up and down the line of women standing at attention and stopped in front of Elena. “You will all report to the army barber. All of you must cut your hair so that you look like a soldier and not a primping woman.”

There was an audible gasp from the women. Vera knew their long hair was their pride and joy.

The captain shrugged and said, “You can either cut your own hair or go to the army barber. It is up to you, but he does cut the hair very, very short. Your hair should not touch your shoulders. Those who disregard this order will be put in the guard house for two weeks, and then sent to the Army barber. You are dismissed.”

Almost all the women walked somberly back to their quarters, except for a couple of the women who felt short hair would be great to have and elected to go to the army barber.

An hour later, the floor of their house was filled with long locks in various lengths and colors. They all sat somberly and watched as their hair was swept up and thrown into the fireplace.

Vera looked around at the sad faces of the women and said, “We volunteered to help get the fascists out of our country. This is a small sacrifice.” She fluffed her short hair, “It will be all right. Our hair will grow back after the war.”

She looked over at Elena, who just sat on her bed staring at the long, luxurious hair of hers being swept up and thrown into the fire. “It took me nineteen years to get it that long,” she sighed. “I will be an old lady by the time it grows to that length again.”

“Let us hope we all live through this war and can grow our hair long again,” Vera said softly to herself.

“Lt. Ksenia Yivoskov, navigator here. Actually,” Ksenia said, playing with her new short hairdo. “I like it. It's not pulling on my head anymore. And, it will be easier to maintain.” She flipped her light, brown hair around her face. Her small, brown eyes sparkled slightly in her pudgy face.

“Well, I am glad someone is happy,” Vera laughed and mimicked Ksenia's flipping her hair around her face.

Everyone laughed, except Elena.

The next morning the women were called for a meeting with Senior Captain Voskolov. “Your planes will arrive tomorrow morning. There was a terrible snowstorm, and they had to wait until it blew over. Pilots and navigators, you will be able to test them tomorrow to make sure they are working properly to your specifications. After all, the planes will be adjusted to the men who will be flying them in, and you want to make sure you can reach everything in the cockpits.”

After their briefing, the women walked back to their quarters. One of the women began to sing a song. Her voice was so beautiful that, even though it was a rousing song, they all let her sing it alone. Afterward, they had her sing in their quarters, and soon another woman began harmonizing with her, and there wasn't a dry eye in the house when they sang a soulful song of love, and love lost.

Then, Lieutenant Natalya Mykolina began reciting poems. Her pretty face lit up as she recited one poem after another. Sometimes she had everyone laughing and at times tears ran down their faces as they listened to poems of love, life and death.

Later that day, after they had eaten their dinners and were in their quarters, one of the women came running into the house excitedly. “We have all been invited to a dance,” she blurted out.

“A dance?” One of the women jumped up off her bed. “Did you say a dance?”

“Yes,” she giggled. “The men have moved all the tables in the mess hall and have brought in a record player. They are waiting for us.”

“Oh, that is wonderful,” one of the women began twirling about the room.

“Yes, wonderful,” Natalya said. “I need a mirror, so I can fix my hair.”

“What hair?” Ksenia asked.

“Oh,” Natalya said realizing her hair was now short. “Oh,” she said again with a great deal of sadness.

“Come on,” Ksenia laughed. “I wish I looked as lovely as some of you with such short hair. Besides, do you think they are going to care? After all, we are women.”

It didn't take any of the women long to hurry to the mess hall. They were not disappointed as the hall was crowded with so many soldiers they could hardly move.

Flirting was running rampant and Vera noticed that even Elena was having a good time. In spite of her shortened hair, there were so many men around Elena, she could barely see her.

The whole night was filled with laughter and dancing, but all too soon they had to call it a night.

Almost the entire male regiment walked the women back to their quarters. A few kisses and hugs here and there, and the women entered their quarters and shut the door on the enamored soldiers standing outside.







Chapter 2

Morning came quickly for the tired women as they were awakened early enough to grab their breakfast before they reported to the airfield at 0600 hours.

Vera and Elena were greeted by Private Ulyana Ubuchova, one of the kitchen helpers, with a hot cup of coffee as they sat down on one of the long, wooden benches in the mess hall.

“Your planes have arrived,” Ulyana said cheerfully. Her short, light brown hair hung straight around her face, making her look even thinner than she already appeared. She was the youngest and tallest girl in the regiment, and Vera thought, probably the thinnest, too.

“Yes, we saw them on the way here,” Vera tried to sound awake and as cheerful as Ulyana, but she didn't quite make it.

“Now starts what we were trained for,” Elena said excitedly as she took a piece of bread from one of the baskets sitting on the table.

Vera looked at her friend's face, which was alive with excitement, but she could not match her enthusiasm. “Yes,” she said, “Now it starts.”

Their U2 Biplanes lined the edge of the field like giant dragon flies. They had been flown in and parked off the field to the side so they would not interfere with the takeoff and landing of the bomber and fighter planes already on the airfield.

After a lengthy briefing, the women walked briskly toward their U2 World War I Biplanes. A U2 was what they trained in, and everyone was very familiar with how this plane functioned. They had no radios for communication, and no cannons or machine guns to protect themselves. The U2 plane was made of the thinnest material; canvas and plywood, and the only metal on the plane was the engine, the throttle stick and the steel rods that supported the fixed wheels.

Each pilot, navigator and mechanic were assigned to a specific plane.

“Comrade Elena,” Vera turned looking at the petite woman walking next to her as they approached their own planes. “I thought that was a very good suggestion to cut our engines and glide in before we dropped our bombs.”

“I do not think this base commander liked my adding my opinion,” Elena shrugged. “He wants a demonstration before we take off for our new airfield.”

“Alright,” Vera smiled. “We know what this little U2 can do. So, we will show him together.”

“We are going to be like bees in pants to the sleeping fascists,” Elena said smiling up at Vera. “Harassment missions have never been done before. I do believe it will be effective in demoralizing the enemy as well, like Senior Captain Voskolov said.”

“Yes, I believe that, too.” Vera glanced around at the young women pilots, navigators and mechanics; all of them seemed excited as they began checking out their planes. “But they are all so young. This is war, not a party like they have had the last few months. It is serious.”

“Yes, comrade,” Elena nodded. “They have not met the horrors that come with war.”

“Have you?” Vera questioned curiously.

“Yes,” Elena stopped in front of her plane. “I went on a recon mission once with one of our instructors. We spotted a town that was pounded down into the ground; flattened for miles and miles.”

“A whole town?”

“Yes, the whole town had been pulverized into a crumbled mass of brick and stone.”

Elena was quiet for a moment and then spoke again. “Even worse, we flew over a battlefield, and I saw bodies of our troops and the fascists strewn about like grotesque broken dolls.” She paused again and shook her head almost as if she was trying to get the image out of her head. “The instructor and I did not speak all the way back. We were both sickened by what we saw. War is ugly. I hate war. I hate killing. I only want to rid our country of the invading fascists and get back to peace.”

“You have spoken what I believe as well. All right,” Vera said. “Let us show him what we can do, and then we can get to our new base and get rid of the fascists as soon as we can.”

Vera and Elena had their planes checked by their mechanics to make sure that they had been refueled and were in perfect condition.

Elena led the way as they taxied down the airfield field and took off into the gray skies.

Following behind the two women were two fighter pilots whom the base commander had ordered to protect the women if needed, and he wanted his own eyewitnesses to the event. He was not quiet about his feelings and let everyone know that he expected the planes and the women flying them to fail.

They climbed to 6000 feet, and then Elena brought her plane down to 3000 feet, shut her engines off, and began to glide.

Vera followed Elena, mirroring her every step of the way.

Soon, Elena dropped down to 800 feet and glided for a couple of miles until she was directly over the base, and then started her engines. She pulled on the throttle and made a hard right. Both women made a wide circle and lined up to land on the runway. When they landed, they were met with a rousing cheer from their squadron and even some of the male regiments.

The base commander confirmed with his pilots, that had flown behind Vera and Elena, the little Biplane could indeed cut its engine, glide in, and fly low enough to drop its bombs and then restart its engines in mid-air.

Shortly after they had landed all the women pilots, and navigators were told to report to the command center for a briefing on their flight patterns before they flew out to their new base.

All the other women, who were the ground crews, were ordered to ride in a military truck to their new airfield. There were a lot of hugs and tears as the soldiers at the base came to wish them luck. The women climbed into the trucks and headed away from the base.

Their base was only about twenty miles from the one they just left. After a long, uncomfortable ride, they were taken to a wide, expansive, grassy field and dropped off. They stood there, in complete confusion, looking at the open field in front of them.

“So, where are the houses?” Ulyana asked. “Where are we going to sleep?”

The little puttering of the U2's could be heard heading for the women standing near the airfield. They watched and waited until the pilots, and navigators landed, grabbed their belongings and walked toward them.

“Why are we here?” One of the women asked looking at the open field with no visible housing anywhere in sight.

Just then Captain Voskolov appeared from around a mound of stones and walked over to the women. “That was perfect timing. Ground crews listen up. Drop your bedding and other non-essential items in your quarters, and report immediately to your designated plane and have it ready for the pilots and navigators to take off. Pilots and navigators do the same, except report to base headquarters. Come I will show you where your quarters are located. Follow me.”

She led them around a pile of stones and dirt where a canvas cloth hung in front of an opening, and with a sweep of her hand moved the canvas cloth. “These are your new quarters until further notice.”

The women stood with disbelief etched on their faces. Their new quarters were nothing more than dugouts in the ground. Stones and mud were built up to create a portico-like structure, and a heavy sheet of canvas hung in front of each dugout as a door covering. A total of seven dugouts that could house ten women in each one had been built. One of the dugouts had been dedicated to the captain and higher-ranking officers and doubled as the base command center. Another dugout housed all their fuel, weapons and ammunition.

The women were informed into which group they fell and filed into their prospective dugouts.

All ground crews were quartered together, as were all pilots and navigators. Everyone knew where they were going by the list the captain had given them, except Ulyana. She followed Vera and her group into their dugout.

The dugouts were cold, damp and smelled of wet earth and mildew. Inside each of the women's dugouts were ten small beds made of wood planks. A weathered, kerosene heater stood in the middle of the room barren of any heat. Vera shivered as the canvas door blew open letting in more of the bitter cold.

“Great, no heat. I always wanted a place like this. It is so down to earth,” Ksenia remarked sarcastically.

Vera groaned and rolled her eyes, “Did you really just say that?”

Everyone laughed and began selecting their cots.

Natalya walked around the small room looking at the four dirt walls, “Say,” she said. “Where are the toilets?”

“Oh, I saw it over by the edge of the trees,” Ulyana piped up.

“Nothing we are not used to,” Ksenia nodded.

Ulyana looked around at the small dugout and noticed there was not a cot for her to put her stuff down on. “There are not enough beds for me. What do I do?”

Vera took some of the things Ulyana held in her arms that were falling on the ground. “Comrade Ulyana, I am not sure where you are going to be quartered. I think you followed the wrong group.” She smiled warmly at the young girl. “Go with us to the base commander's quarters. She will have your designated dugout.”

Quickly, Natalya and Ksenia lit the kerosene heater and lamps. Cots were made up, and the few personal items they had were thrown on top of their beds.

All the crude shelters emptied as the mechanics and ground crews headed for their planes, and the pilots and navigators hurried to report to Captain Voskolov.

Inside the captain's quarters, a kerosene heater was going strong, although the room inside still felt damp and cold. Kerosene lamps were lit, and the twenty women were ushered in and told to stand around the table.

The captain did not waste any time in giving her orders for the night. “You will leave when the sun sets. You will glide in at 3000 feet, drop down to 800 feet, and cut your engines as you get closer to your target. When you see your target, you will drop your payloads, and return to base to be refueled and pick up two more bombs.”

“How many times will we be doing this?” Natalya asked.

“Your sorties will begin when the sun sets and stops when the sun first starts to rise. We are going to wear the enemy down by bombing them every few minutes. They are about to have a lot of very sleepless nights. The mechanics and armament crews understand they will have to work quickly to get any damage done to your planes fixed, fueled and flight-ready so you will be in the air no less than five to ten minutes from landing. Understood?”

Everyone acknowledged they understood. “Good, I have also assigned the following pilots and navigators who will be flying together. The ground mechanics and armament personnel have already received their assigned plane.” She handed each of the pilots and navigators a roster listing flight teams and their assigned ground crew.

“What about kitchen help? Are we assigned someone as well?” Ulyana asked. She, and two other women who would be working in the mess hall, had followed Vera and the other pilots and navigators because they were not told where to go either.

“Of course,” she fumbled around the papers scattered on the wooden table, found what she was looking for, pulled it out, and handed it to one of the women. “Now, I want you all to become familiar with your new base. There is a quickly built wooden frame house that will be used as our mess hall. There is a toilet located outside away from our quarters. It will have to be shoveled out from time to time, but I will assign workers for that. You are dismissed.”

Vera checked out the roster telling her who her navigator would be. She was delighted that Lt. Ksenia Yivoskov was going to be her navigator. They became very good friends at Engels during their training.

It was getting colder, and a heavy fog began to roll in as the women made their way to the wooden shanty that was their mess hall. Everyone was busy laughing and talking about who they were teamed up with; everyone except Elena.

Vera noticed the mood change in Elena. “Comrade Elena you do not seem so happy. Are you disappointed in your assigned crew?”

Elena jerked her head around as if she was hearing Vera for the first time, “No, no comrade. It is not that. It is just that I want to be a fighter pilot, not a bomber.”

“Maybe they will see your great flying skills and promote you to a fighter plane,” Ksenia said.

“I will prove to them that I deserve to fly a fighter plane,” Elena's face showed signs of her immense determination. “I will. You will see.”

“I am glad you are here with us now. You are a wonderful pilot,” Vera said.

“I will work as a team with all of you, but my heart is somewhere else,” Elena said with half a smile.

They finished their meal of cabbage soup, bread and coffee and were sitting around talking when Ksenia burst through the door of the mess hall.

“I was out having a cigarette when I saw our trucks coming back.” Ksenia's eyes began to sparkle with excitement. “The truck drivers told me that the weather was so bad the pilots and crew members at our last base have been grounded. Fortunately for us, the ground is clear enough for the truck drivers to see. They said they will drive us to the base for another dance and bring us back before it gets dark.” She spoke loudly so that all the women could hear her.

Excitement ran rampant in the mess hall. When the captain walked in an immediate hush fell over the women.

“What was all the excitement about?” the captain asked.

“We were told that all the pilots at our last base were grounded, and the ground crew was given the day off. The truck drivers said they could take us back to the base for a going-away dance and have us back here before dark, Comrade Commander Sr. Captain Voskolov.” Ksenia spoke respectfully and quietly.

The captain stood there for a moment looking at all the hopeful faces peering at her. “Your flights have been canceled as well. I see no reason why you cannot enjoy yourselves one last time.”

A deafening roar erupted from the women as they screamed and jumped around. They quickly saluted the captain and hurried past her out the door.

“I love being in the Army,” one of the women said racing past the captain.

Elena stayed back for a moment, “That will all change too soon.”

“Yes, fortunately they have no idea of the hell they have gotten themselves into. Go,” the captain said, and motioned for Elena and Vera to leave.

“Thank you, Comrade Sr. Captain,” they said and hurried after the women already climbing into the waiting trucks.

The captain walked over to the women serving the meals. “I can help myself. Go. Go and enjoy”

“Yes, Comrade Sr. Captain Voskolov,” Ulyana squealed with delight. She and the two other young women working with her in the kitchen saluted the captain as they raced out the door screaming, “Wait for us.”

* * *

By the next afternoon, the skies had cleared, and all the pilots and navigators were given their final flight path. “You will be dropping your payloads on a German tank division that is heading toward one of our railroad depots. They are about twenty miles from our military regiment that was sent to protect the railroad and are now blocked in by the German tank division advancing toward them.”

“What type of bombs do we have against the tanks?” Vera asked.

“You will be carrying anti-tank bombs this time. The German high command knows it is an important supply line for us, and their mission is to cut if off and destroy it.” She stood back and crossed her arms. A wry smiled crossed her face. “The fascists are a very neat army. They have helped you and do not even know it. They line their tents and equipment in very neat rows making them an easy target.”

Night came, and the women hoisted themselves up on the wing of their plane and climbed into their respective open cockpits; pilot in the first cockpit, and navigator in the cockpit directly behind her.

The little rumble of their Biplane engine turned over as the ground mechanics rotated the propellers. One by one of the planes lifted off the ground in a single line and headed toward the German target shown on their maps.

Vera was grateful that Elena volunteered to be the lead plane, because there were no lights in the cockpits making it impossible to read the maps. During their training at Engels Vera noticed that Elena had an uncanny ability to survey the night landscape and match it up to the coordinates on the maps they were given.

It wasn't long before Vera saw Elena waggle her wings. That was Elena's clue that she had found the German forces. Vera waggled her wings and each pilot after her waggled their wings for the plane behind her to get ready to glide in and drop their bombs.

Elena cut her engines, and Vera did the same. They glided over the sleeping enemy with only the sound of the wind softly whining against the wire bracing and struts of the wings.

The quiet of the night was shattered when the first bomb hit a tank.

Vera was flying so low she could hear the shouts and screams from soldiers below. Bullets from rifle fire, machine guns and pistols whizzed all around her. Suddenly, search lights hit the sky accompanied by the ack-ack sound of the anti-aircraft cannons. But it was too late; the damage already was done. The women had dropped their payloads hitting several tanks and were now headed back to their airfield.

Their return to the base was marred. The once bright moonlight had become covered with thick clouds taking away any visibility of the landscape below. Vera struggled to find any land reference that might help her get back to the base. She looked over at Elena, who waggled her wings and banked a hard right. Vera thought she could see Elena waving for her to follow. She wasn't sure, but she followed her anyway.

So, like a mother duck with her little ducklings, everyone followed Elena in a single file.

They had been flying for a while, and Vera thought they were lost until she saw the flares from the ground crew shooting up in the sky showing them where to land. She was stunned. She could not figure out how Elena knew the right flight pattern to get them back to the base.

When all the planes landed safely and the pilots and navigators jumped to the ground, they joined the ground crews who were singing and dancing.

Sr. Capt. Voskolov was there on the field watching them. She called for all the pilots and navigators to join her in the base command center. “Congratulations, you all made it back here safely and all of your payloads were delivered. However, now you must be careful. They will be expecting you from this day forward.”

“We have lost the element of surprise,” Vera said.

“Yes, yes, you have.” The captain thought for a moment before she spoke. “I think the next time we will plan the attack from a different direction. We still may have the advantage of surprise, for now.”

“It is very dark this night and hard for the other pilots to find their way,” Elena stated. “If we must use our flares, then I suggest that we use them wisely. The Germans will have doused all their lights and anything that might give away their location. We may need to drop a flare for us to see our targets.”

“That will give them a location of where your planes are as well,” the captain said.

“Unfortunately, if the clouds do not release the light of the moon, then it is what we must do, Comrade Sr. Captain,” Vera said.

“So be it,” the captain sighed. “Fly safely, comrades, fly safely. I would like to see all of your faces in the mess hall tomorrow afternoon.”

Vera and the others raced to their planes. The mechanics had already loaded the second set of bombs for the night and refueled their planes.

The dark landscape below began to change as the clouds finally moved away from covering the moon. Vera was relieved that they did not have to drop their flares this evening, but she knew the time would come when she would have to use them.

Elena was lead again, with Vera right behind her. As they approached the enemy, they cut their engines and glided toward the target below. Elena dropped her bombs first, and suddenly the sky was filled with bright illuminations from the search lights below. And again, the bullets began whizzing around them from the weapons below.

Everyone made it back to the base safely, but some of the planes were badly damaged by bullets and flak. Vera landed and started to crawl out of her cockpit when she noticed a hole from a bullet that had ripped through the plane and exited through her cockpit seat. During all the excitement, and her fright, she didn't hear or feel it penetrate so close to her. It missed her by a couple of inches.

Even though no one was injured, and the jubilant ground crews were yelling and laughing, Vera found it hard to stop the trembling of her legs and body.

One of the pilots climbed out of her cockpit, scrambled to the ground and began heaving and gasping for air. Her navigator stood by her until the pilot was through and then reached down and gently helped her up.

Vera noticed that Elena seemed to be the only one of the flight crews who was not affected during their last sortie.

It wasn't until after their sixth sortie, when a thin line of light began to etch its way into the blackness of the night, the weary women landed their planes on their airfield.

“Well, that was a fun night,” Ksenia said sarcastically as she took off her leather cap and walked toward her dugout with Vera.

“And just think, we get to do this over and over again every night,” Vera replied mockingly. The smell of burning kerosene, grease and damp earth greeted her as she pulled back the canvas covering over their door. It was almost welcoming to her. Vera's legs were still shaking when she fell onto her bed with her clothes on. Sleep did not come easy as she tossed and turned until finally her eyes closed, and sleep crept over her.
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