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14th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E


 


Helvetia, La Clarté — Demos Palace


 


For the Helvetian prime minister every
hour of every day had by design been filled with a precisely regimented series
of tasks, meetings, social functions and the necessity of food and sleep. Her
energetic work gave her little time to contemplate herself. When a meeting was
cancelled or some other unfortunate event led to unscheduled rest, she occupied
herself instead with personal writing. But increasingly, this served only to
bring dark thoughts she wanted to avoid to the fore. History brought only
depression.


“Fuck! They’ll never understand me. No
matter what I do. How can I even say this?”


Whenever she wrote down her thoughts
for her future memoirs, Millennia Alsace’s heart filled with anxiety. Her
greatest and most concrete fear was that she would be hated and jeered by
history for her actions. All of her life she had struggled for power, prestige
and attention only; yet now that she found greater calling in life, now was the
time when her soul was most in danger. She had begun to write years ago, when
she started playing a secret game of chess against the new Lehner
administration in the Federation of Northern States. At the time writing was a
way to vent to a confidante, for a deeply lonely woman who had nobody she would
let herself confide in otherwise. 


Now that she had finally taken power,
Millennia understood and feared her loneliness more than ever. She knew nobody
would understand or sympathize with her and began feverishly penning all of her
thoughts and her explanations for herself. This document would be her rebuttal,
to last the infinity that would follow from her death.


Destiny was material; that was
something she knew too well.


Economy, the brutal calculus
sustaining human life, decided everything for a nation.


When historians pored over Millennia’s
history to rip apart every sinew left in her corpse, when they tore into her
belly to see if she bled red, the same things that drove her to her own actions
would be the things by which they judged her. And because she could never deny
material reality she could only seek to explain herself, from day zero.


La Clarté
was a beautiful city in the center of Helvetia, a large northwestern country
that shared the continent of Nobilis with the Kingdom
of Lubon, its satellite realm Afarland,
and the many so-called Small Kingdoms that lay between them. A gap caused by
some ancient rupture spilled the middle ocean in against western Lubon, and carried aloft the island nation of Borelia and the large, rocky, and icy Svecthan
Union. Farther adrift from them, the continent of Extremis hosted the massive
lands of Kitan, and the islands of the Hanwan archipelago, and many other smaller nations.


Farther south, as if a part of Nobilis that once split off, was the Socialist Dominances
of Solstice in the territory of Ayvarta. And a whole
world away, split by the ocean known as “The New Sea,” was the continent of Occultis and the wretched Nocht
Federation.


Currently, Helvetia and Nocht were connected by the vast northern ice cap of Aer.
It was this temporary geographic anomaly that turned Helvetia’s once useless
Far North, the “Helvetian Arctic,” into a zone of direct confrontation with the
Federation forces. Even as they spoke, Operation Dethrone was being carried out
to create a secure beachhead in the Nocht Far North, Loupland, and perhaps decapitate the Federation. With all
of its best troops deployed abroad, this was not an impossible dream to have.


“Even if I win, they’ll despise me.”
She could almost cry. “They’ll never understand.”


She reached for a bottle of pills and
took two, swallowing them with wine.


Millennia Alsace had grown more
paranoid about her reputation with each passing year. Even now, while carried
by the winds of history to the destiny she knew she had to secure for her
country, her mind was filled with anxiety about the future of her own name. The
youngest prime minister of the Confederacy, Millennia was viewed as something
of a symbol for the new vibrancy of one of the oldest nations on Aer. Invisible
to the public in the years leading up to the Solstice War, Millennia stood
suddenly out on a grand stage with her peers and captured democracy’s
imagination.


She was strikingly beautiful, in the
prime of her mid-thirties, with golden hair and sharp blue eyes behind which a
keen intellect nestled. A controlled palette and avoidance of vice helped her
retain a healthy figure and vibrant skin. She was fashionable and high-end in
dress and speech, always dressed in blue, her eyes and lips elegantly made-up.


Part of her popularity had indeed been
a fascination with her looks and life creed.


Her propagandists had even marketed a
dietary plan around her that became popular.


Nobody had seen her cry in her office,
or saw her spirals of despair when she was left alone and unstimulated, trapped
with her thoughts and an obsession with redemption.


Millennia was as visible as she wanted
to be. She had learned to be that way.


Riding the same wind of global change
as brought the Lehner administration to Nocht, Millennia had begun her climb to power three years
ago as the youngest head of Helvetia’s largest bank, Le Charité.
Economy was power, and Millennia had quietly made a name for herself in
finance, as well as suitable connections in politics. Her genius and drive led
her to Le Charité. It was there that she first saw
the omens.


Thinking about those times, she began
to write feverishly in her draft memoirs.


“At ‘Le Charité’
I saw the stark truth of our relationship to the Federation. At the turn of the
millennium they were a young and poorly industrialized nation. While the
Frankish Kingdom sharing Occultis with the upstart
democracy took lavish loans from the old world to finance a program of
industrialization, the Federation was comparatively backward. Its conservative
government responded to the turmoil of the millennium with austerity and
isolationism, and watched as a string of crises destroyed its fleeting
international relationships. The Federation did nothing to repair the falling Ayvartan Empire or to stabilize the self-cannibalizing
Kingdom of Lubon, their closest allies.”


“When war broke out between the
square-jawed agrarians of Nocht and the sleek, regal
lords of Franz who had finally come to settle dominance of the continent, Nocht’s days finally seemed numbered. It would join its
backwards conservative allies abroad in decay and collapse. And yet, it was Nocht that ultimately unified Occultis.
We underestimated the willpower, strength and the fiendish death drive of the Nocht.”


“Economy settles destiny. There is no
hiding from the balance of payments. After the war, Nocht
took on Franz’ debt but also its industry, which they hoped to spread westward
to the rest of Occultis. Helvetia had not gone to war
nor faced turmoil. We took advantage of the world’s debts and strengthened our
own development with them. Our mass exports of finished goods sold for the
valuable resources of other nations, like the high quality iron ores of Occultis and the agricultural products of the south,
chiefly vice goods like tobacco, coffee and sugar. We enriched ourselves off
the crushing poverty and misery of the post-war world. Having weathered the
storm at the turn of the millennium, Helvetia believed it could pacify the
world economically.”


“Nocht’s
debt and poorly diversified trade would keep it subservient. Lubon’s lack of raw materials other than oil would open
them to weaknesses against sanctions. Ayvarta’s
revolutionary communism caused it to retreat into an Autarky from which it was
impossible for them to ever emerge. Svechtha was the
same. Hanwa was a small and weak nation that would never amount to anything. Kitan was too fractious to be a threat. We congratulated
ourselves and believed that world peace was achievable once all of these
economies interlinked with our own in a way that kept us profiting.”


“For nearly two decades, a brief
eighteen or so years, we believed ourselves to be the center of the world. We
were the central hub where all monies flowed into and out of. Because of this,
we could speak high-handedly about peace, while nobody listened.”


“Patting ourselves on the back as we
enriched our trade, we failed to see where the money and power all of these
nations did have was being spent. Currency was useless in volume alone, and we
failed to see where it was being spent. Nocht’s
military infrastructure hid in Lachy and the Pelagos archipelago until its shocking outright annexation
of the islands and its unveiling of its new military powers; the Kingdom of Lubon, that had painfully and unwillingly decolonized for
the past hundred years by its own atavism and stupidity, formed a new pole in
an East-West militarist axis with the Federation that gave it access to steel,
machined goods and a market for its refined oil and crucially, for its growing
trade in rubber and plastics for use in industrial goods.”


“And then there was the takeover of Bakor and Higwe, which the
Federation excused as a policing action. I alone, as head of La Charité, saw the writing on the wall when the new
governments of the island nations cut short their trade in chromium and
tungsten with us to favor the Federation and Lubon. I
alone saw those economic winds leading to military outcomes. The Federation
spent a decade reducing imports from us.”


“Nocht then
put its Frankish debts essentially on hold with Lubon’s
support. Once both nations formed a coalition, they did not need to fear the
financial power of Helvetia, for they had broken its material basis of
influence in their economies. The Federation and Lubon
extricated their economies from our own by expanding their spheres of influence
around us in ways that would isolate us to their benefit. All of it leading
to–“


“Fuck.”


Millennia’s fingers trembled when it
came to writing the next part of the story.


Historians might argue that none of
this meant war.


Economic powers rose greatly and fell
miserably. Helvetia did not need, as a human might need food, to fight Nocht and Lubon. Unlike other
great merchant nations who were surrounded and marginalized, Helvetia could not
be attacked head-on. Its position across seas and mountains from its enemies,
and the relative strength of its defense forces even in a time of peace, made
it an unfavorable target. Nocht’s navy took severe
damage pacifying even the weak nations of Bakor and Higwe, and the Royal Fleet was too valuable for Lubon to risk in idle combat. Nocht’s
military relied too heavily on mobility that would be lost in any Helvetian
fight. So Helvetia was safe. 


Helvetia’s defensive power was the
reason that Nocht and Lubon
chose to isolate it rather than conquer it outright. Helvetia could easily
accept a subservient position in their world order and live in peace, taking
measures to sort out financial losses without resorting to any loss of human
life, or any intrusion into more sordid world affairs, while continuing to
bolster its personal defense and engage in diplomacy. All along, it had deluded
itself to thinking it was central to the world and stood high above it,
dictating what its future should be. Perhaps this was always an unnecessary
dream.


Such a future, however, never entered
into Millennia’s mind, or those of her peers.


It was not enough to be a living
slave. Millennia wanted Helvetia to be a world leader.


To do this, she knew the instrument
had to be war on equal footing with Nocht.


Not just a punishing defense that made
them rethink their encirclement.


She needed to defeat them in an
offensive war and bring them all to heel.


This, however, was a verboten idea in
the Helvetia of the 2020s.


That being said, there was hope to
struggle, even if nothing was guaranteed.


Helvetia never demilitarized, no
matter how much it spoke of peace. It’s defensive
forces were a long-standing institution dating back hundreds of years, and
constantly modernizing. However, a defensive creed meant very limited
production of offensive hardware like tanks and long-range artillery. Its
aircraft stocks swelled with fighters to fend off enemy air attacks, but few
bombers to carry them out on other nation’s soil. Naval production continued
unabated, seen as necessary to police its crucial trade with the rest of the
world, but it focused on surface defense vessels like cruisers and destroyers,
rather than offensive submarines, battleships and aircraft carriers. 


Any amount of offensive weaponry they
could get in three or four years would be key.


With the Federation’s power
multiplying and Helvetia finding itself marginalized, as head of Le Charité Millenia began to
gravitate toward a group of reformers and radical liberals who sought to
prepare Helvetia for the coming storm, illegally and in secret if need be.
Millennia was instrumental in the maneuverings of the “Brumerians”
and through her position in Le Charité she created
financial instruments that laundered money to the Leclerc steelworks, to the
Far Northern DuGalle shipyards; Millennia even
essentially organized the selling of Far North land to industrial concerns for
a pittance. That a few tent-people lived here and there on that ice never
stopped her.


Within years, Helvetia had unaccounted
for military powers, developed privately. Two retiring heavy cruisers were sold
to Leclerc for seemingly no reason, and reappeared in 2029 converted into
aircraft carriers, for seemingly no reason again. A new, fully dedicated air
carrier design surfaced in mid-2030 from the far northern shipyard. Dumond Aviation took it upon itself to develop bombers that
the Defense Forces then bought on the order of Brumerian
generals, admirals and senators. Stocks of old artillery and rifles were bought
up and refurbished by reservists, all of it disguised as part of a make-work
welfare scheme. Five tank divisions, totaling a fleet of 600 tanks, were raised
between 2028 and 2030, unofficially as “tractors.” Once their military uses
came to light, excuses abounded. They were for testing purposes, of course, and
furthermore to keep the Leclerc Steelwork’s “Galician Motor Plant” from folding
under the financial pressure of peacetime. It was a Helvetian industrial legacy
after all!


Ridiculous as it seemed, each
bald-faced lie was a test of a political will that the old guard simply did not
possess, and as such they failed to meet each bluff, and the advantages mounted
for Millennia’s side. The Brumerians sewed such a
mood of conspiracy and distrust that it created its own silence among those who
suspected. Meanwhile, for the general public, the late 2020s brought nothing
but good things. Helvetia steered out of potential recession even as their
global financial position began startlingly to shift, and they curbed
unemployment and homelessness.


In order to stick the landing on any
of this, however, the Brumerians needed more than
minority parliamentary defectors and upper class financers. All of their work
could be undone if the Brumes did not succeed in the elections of 2030.
Millennia, with Le Charité as her instrument,
positioned the Brumerians to take parliament and with
it, the Prime Ministership. Money alone could not do
it, however. By supporting young iconoclasts who discredited the old government
and gave rise to new ideas, she gained the fascination of the people. Then she
secured the gains of her revolution.


Far from a small conspiracy of wealthy
individuals, the Brumerians built a strong force,
tapping into a swell of political change that transformed Helvetia. Much like
they did not see Nocht coming, the establishment did
not see the Brumerians taking power.


Was it transformational though? Or
would Millennia forever be seen as a murderer, who killed all other
possibilities for Helvetia with her manipulations and conspiracies?


Destiny presumed an unavoidable
outcome.


Yet, Millennia felt haunted by the
path not taken.


There was a knock on the door and
Millennia sat bolt upright.


She shuffled her papers into her
drawer and urged the visitor to come in.


Through the double doors to the Prime
Minister’s office, entered an older gentleman, sharp-eared, gray hair slicked
back, and with a thinly styled graying mustache. His suit was black, but with a
stark red tie like a slice around the base of his neck. He moved with
stiffness, like a statue unused to life, but his eyes glided from object to
object with alien grace and curiosity. Millennia felt that she was being seen
through.


Her guardedness and anxiety raised an
octave around the head of the ULTRA group, a revolutionary foreign intelligence
group that throughout the late 2020s was Helvetia’s most powerful military
potential. To truly understand the rationale of Helvetia, one had to know that
ULTRA could see through everything. They gave Helvetia omniscience.


But Millennia was not prime minister
just for her looks.


ULTRA’s power was seeing everything;
Millennia’s power was being impossible to see.


So she spoke without a hint of
everything that had been spiraling in her mind.


“Sanson, to
what do I owe the pleasure?” She gave him an elegant smile.


Agent Sanson
bowed his head in respect. “ULTRA has established its branch in Solstice.
Larissa brokered a deal by which ULTRA would be run out of the embassy and its
operations would be independent. Technical information on ULTRA will be
classified and no Ayvartan technical personnel will
have access to its methodology.”


“Good.” Millennia said. She never felt
like such a thing was in question, so she was not impressed. “Has ULTRA
provided the Ayvartans with the technical information
on the Nochtish aircraft and deployments? I am
worried about this air campaign on Solstice.”


As far as they disagreed
ideologically, Ayvarta was a necessary part of
Millennia’s vision for Helvetia. To succeed economically, they needed a market
for high end exports like finished goods, and they required access to raw
materials not found in the north, like chromium, tungsten and other rare
metals, and petroleum and rubber, which they were currently denied by the
economic axis surrounding the Federation. Ayvarta
possessed all these things, and as far as Millennia was concerned, the world
was wasting the potential of Ayvarta’s land by
pushing them out of international trade.


Not only that, but they needed Ayvarta to be their hunting dog for the time being. 


While their demilitarized army
seemingly lagged in battle power behind even the Helvetian Defense Force, it
had a far greater potential when properly developed. Millennia envisioned
millions of Ayvartans fending off the hegemonic
vision of the Federation; Helvetia was currently unwilling to create such an
army themselves. No matter what Millennia said, Helvetia’s people were simply
unwilling to die like that.


Even Dethrone was nothing but a show
of force to try to galvanize Ayvartan support and buy
the communists time to get into the fight. It was all
that Helvetia could do.


Agent Sanson
was privy to this vision of the world as well. He nodded his head.


“We now possess a quite well-developed
line of communications to the Ayvartan SIVIRA of the
Supreme High Command, their overarching headquarters. Anything ULTRA knows, Ayvarta will discover quickly enough, I can assure you.” He
replied.


“Good. Ayvarta’s
electronic capabilities are primitive. ULTRA’s going to be worth more to them
than all the yesteryear classes of aircraft we’re lending them.” Millennia
said.


Sanson made no expression. “Indeed. On the
subject of their electronic capabilities, our agents in Ayvarta
would like to make you a proposal, madame Prime
Minister.” 


Millennia nodded. But she did not like
his language. “What does it entail?”


Without any hesitation, Sanson replied. “We would like to turn ULTRA interception
against Ayvartan communications as well, and thus
gather intelligence on them.”


“Absolutely not!” 


At that point Millennia lost some of
her composure.


She could not believe that such a
reckless and useless course of action was being contemplated by her agents. She
was furious. How much time was wasted on this?


“Have you collected any data? Destroy
it. I want this reversed immediately.”


“We took no such steps madame. We realize how sensitive this issue is.”


“Then you will do nothing of the sort.
Your proposal is denied.”


Sanson tipped his head ever so slightly to
nod. “With all due respect madame, I would like to
discuss our position with regards to Ayvarta with
you, as someone privy to the world’s worth of data on foreign countries,
including Ayvarta, prior to this war.”


Millennia wanted to tell him to shut
up and leave.


However, she had to put on the facade
of someone who would not do so.


“Explain yourself.”


“I believe war with Ayvarta is inevitable.”


Millennia scoffed. “You’re a war dog,
is why. I see things quite differently.”


She cared not for the irony of this
statement.


“Madame, if Economy is destiny, we will
fight Ayvarta at some point.”


“So what is this data you think you
have?” She said, pushing him verbally.


“Ayvarta,” Sanson began, taking a deep breath before continuing to
speak, far more at length than he had before, “is currently on the same
economic path with us as the Nocht Federation took.
Right now we are trading in-kind, their oil, rubber and other precious
materials for our finished goods, particularly industrial machinery, like
cranes, factory equipment, train cars, and various advanced weapons of our
design. Our aid allows Ayvarta to act as if it never
suffered any industrial shock last year, and helps them focus exclusively on
developing more weapons instead of rebuilding industry. However, their industry
will eventually recover and expand beyond raw materials.”


“In addition Ayvarta’s
goal is full communism. This is their explicit ideology. Currently Ayvarta’s economy is in a stop-gap mode, where currency and
wages exist and there’s a controlled exchange of goods and services
financially, backed by a centrally planned bureaucratic apparatus with a
limited cooperative and local market structure. But this system is, in their
rhetoric, supposed to be temporary, as a form of recovery from their wars. Ayvarta’s increasing autarky and welfare programs in the
2020s show the direction they desire to move in. In essence, if Ayvarta achieves its goals, it will create a unipolar
economic bloc that will be incompatible with liberal markets like ours.”


“Simply put, eventually Ayvarta will not need our exports while we will continue to
need their imports, for we will never have a world leading supply of raw
materials here. And furthermore, if Ayvartan
communism develops and spreads, it will have the same effect as Nochtish imperialism, and will lock us out of necessary
materials anyway.”


“I reject this premise completely.” 


After hearing all of his explanation
without interruption, Millennia spoke confidently.


“Ayvarta was
moved to autarky because the Federation, pre-Brumerian
Helvetia and other market powers wanted to choke out their political system. I
see no reason to think Ayvarta will bring about some
money-less future, much less globalize it. As long as they continue to receive
our warmest embrace, I believe they will only liberalize more and more and
ultimately they will ease into the current world system as a vast and powerful
consumer nation looking to raise its standard of living as easily as it can.”


Ultimately, people accepted what was
easiest for them, Millennia thought.


Helvetia would show them the benefits
of open trade they had been missing for so long, and after profiting from them,
why would Ayvarta turn their backs? Systems eased
into what was easiest. Helvetia found it impossible to exist as a pacifist
power and so it resorted to war. Ayvarta would emerge
a destroyed nation and require the world’s aid to recover from it. Millennia
believed they could achieve a symbiosis by focusing Ayvarta
on its vast raw materials and pleasing them with cheap goods. Unlike the
Federation, Ayvarta had no debts to shirk and no
source of animosity to revenge. They had all the raw material they needed, so
they did not have to expand through conquest. Their political system was
inwardly stable enough so they needed no adventures to distract them. All they
ever wanted, she thought, was the world’s consent to be allowed to live, and in
exchange all they ever got was the world’s contempt. Remove that contempt,
replace it with peerage, and you pacify them.


Things could turn out differently this
time if a strong Helvetia made them different.


Sanson made no expression as he responded.


“I apologize madame.
Clearly your own vision is also well thought out. I have another proposal, this
time from the military. It may be more palatable to your current views.”


Millennia was again immediately
skeptical of him.


“Continue.” She said.


Again, despite the gravity of his
words, Agent Sanson’s expression changed little. His
tone of voice did not even slightly deviate from its smooth and confident
affect.


“ULTRA’s homeland operations have
given us a clear picture of the military weakness of the small kingdoms to our
east, particularly Mauricia. Mauricia
is a humble local source of petroleum and minerals. I have it on good
information the new Brumerian generals in GQG
will soon draft a plan for an invasion of Mauricia,
under the name of protecting our neighbor from the influence of the Allies. It
may give us some leverage with the Ayvartans and open
a path to a future Pact attack on Lubon.
Consider it.”


Sanson bowed deeply. Millennia exhaled
quietly and covertly.


“I will consider it.” She said.


This was no secret. Millennia herself
had thought about Mauricia for years.


It was as good as done. 


‘For World Peace,’ they would say. And
it would be true.


World Peace just looked different
these days.


Agent Sanson
took his leave, and Millennia was left wondering at her desk.


What would Ayvarta
look like if they all survived this war?


Could Ayvarta
survive this war at all?


She looked out her window at the
clear, unbroken blue sky overhead.


In all aspects military, the Nocht Federation, those square-jawed agrarian savages, were
the superiors of everyone in the world. In technology and the will to employ it.


The Federation’s air campaign would
test Ayvarta’s resolve to keep fighting.


All Millennia could do was watch from
afar for them to prove themselves or not.


“I’ve enough futures to worry about
with just my own.” She told herself, sighing deeply.


After all — what would Helvetia
look like if they survived this war?










Ayvarta, Solstice City — Sickle Airfield


 


Later in the morning an alarm sounded across Sickle
Airfield. Malik was quite startled. She raised her head from the math book she
had been finally perusing, and took off from the barracks when she heard
Vulture squadron being called to the runway at 13 for a meeting. She felt a
nervous pressure in her chest. Anada had not returned
yet.


“Malik, go change! Where’s Anada?”



Captain Sheba called out to her when she arrived. She and Homa had donned their pilot’s suits. On the runway, there
was a flurry of activity. Led by Mannan, whose
breasts were out as she was half-way dressing up in her suit and half-way
directing the effort, the mechanics pushed out several aircraft and fitted
launch rails and opened up the wing plates in order to quickly wire the rails
up to the launch triggers. 


“I’m sorry, I don’t know!” Malik replied.


Homa shook her head, sighing with
exasperation at the missing Anada.


“Alright,” Sheba said, gloom taking over her face, “go
change! We have a mission!”


Malik nodded ran into the hangar and dressed up by herself
in her private corner.


When she came out, Anada was still
nowhere to be seen. A pair of base workers pushed a cart over to the mechanics,
containing crates of secured aircraft rockets. Mannan,
now finally fully dressed in her pilot suit, helped them lift the missiles. All
of these were installed onto the rails. Vulture’s five Garuda I’s were equipped
with the rockets. The Bennu had nothing installed. Janjid was even standing guard over it as if anxious about
the sudden flooding of the runway with mechanics and technicians.


“General Nakar is holding a briefing
in the hangar. Hurry!” 


Captain Sheba called out to the Vultures on the runway.


Malik looked around, hoping to see Anada
coming from somewhere out there.


She waited a minute, standing out of the way and looking in
every direction until she could not afford to wait any longer. Everyone else
had gone in, and Malik had to follow.


Hangar 13’s main floor had been cleared out with all the
planes and tools in the runway. For the first time since Malik had joined the
army air service, there were many more people than just the Vultures in the
hangar. She counted twenty additional pilots before she stopped, and realized
there must have been two other full squadrons. 


As she settled into the crowd, Malik spotted Abeer and Parveen, the leading
pair of Ibis squadron, at the head of one group of pilots. Homa
and Sheba stood opposite them, and amid the ring of pilots stood General Madiha Nakar, flanked by her
secretary Parinita Maharina
and a blue-uniformed, blond man with slightly pointed ears. Behind them,
something was scrawled on the wheeled chalkboard that Sheba used in her own
briefings. Malik could make out a drawing of a bomber with something under it.


The Vultures assembled together roughly in the center of the
crowd.


“Is that an elf?” Sayyid asked.
She pointed surreptitiously at the blue-uniformed man.


“Oui, you could say that.” Marcy
replied. “I believe he is from Helvetian intelligence. We are relatives of the
elves, you could say. But we Helvetians prefer not to be called as such. Lubon has turned that moniker into a supremacist concept we
don’t approve of.”


“Helvetian, huh? He’s Helvetian?” Sayyid
asked.


“Of course he is.” Mannan said
exasperatedly.


Sayyid, with an interested
expression, pointed at their own Helvetian comrade.


“Then, Marcy, are your ears like that too?”


Because of the way her hair framed her face, Marcy’s ears
were not readily visible.


When prompted, their Helvetian teammate lifted and tossed
her hair gently, winking one eye with a sultry smile. Briefly visible were a
pair of slightly pointed ears, elvish but not quite as sharp as the ones
belonging to the Helvetian agent beside the General. 


“Amazing.” Sayyid said, staring
with renewed attention at Marcy.


“Merci beaucoup.” Marcy said, a coquettish expression
on her face.


At that point Captain Sheba raised a finger to her lips and
shushed them.


Ahead of them, the General stood forward, and Maharani and
the Helvetian cleared away from the board. With a pointer in her hand, General Nakar tapped on the board.


“Ibis squadron, Crane squadron and Vulture squadron.” She
began. “All three of your squadrons, totaling 30 aircraft, have been called to
collaborate on our most pressing interception mission to date in the battle for
Solstice. This will be your opponent.”


On the board was a rough chalk drawing of a bomber with some
kind of structure under it housing what seemed like a gun barrel. It was like a
flying, upside down tank.


Abeer whistled. “Ma’am, does that
board really say 30 meter wingspan?”


“It’s an estimation, but yes.” General Nakar
said. “This is the Hierophant-class artillery bomber. Helvetia’s ULTRA
intelligence bureau alerted us to the presence of this craft in Dbagbo last night and shared its specifications with us.
Unfortunately, we did not expect it to be employed this quickly, since it
seemed like a cumbersome project. Originally intended as an anti-ship weapon,
the Hierophant-class bomber sports a 102 millimeter gun drawn from a Federation
destroyer turret. It has a maximum range of 15 kilometers, more than most
ground artillery currently in Federation service in Ayvarta.”


General Nakar pointed at the
superstructure mounting the gun under the bomber.


“It is installed on what I assume is a limited-traverse
mount replacing the bomb bay and it is likely they have realized it has more
uses than shipping harassment. This morning the remaining operable Kucha
spotting station spotted several Hierophant in flight. We have reports that the
Hierophant are flying alongside 40 to 50 ‘Crossbow-class’ twin-engine escorts.
Since the original spotting, the Hierophant battlegroup has been making
mincemeat of observation stations and anti-aircraft positions in the desert.
Judging by its previous targets, the battlegroup is merely flying in a straight
line directly to Solstice. Make no mistake, this is meant to be a blunt show of
force.”


Parinita Maharani flipped the
chalkboard to reveal a plan drawn on the other side. There were a few words
written on it, like “Canary,” “Trident,” and “Vajra.” A few drawings of
aircraft formations were accompanied by a series of altitude markings.


“We scrambled an initial response a few minutes after the
sighting. Canary squadron intercepted the Hierophant group, but their weapons
proved ineffective in bringing down the bombers, and they were overwhelmed by
the enemy escorts. They brought down a few Crossbows and even an accompanying
Wizard, but the Hierophants were too heavily armored. Canary retreated with two
regrettable losses, but they learned crucial information, such as the altitude and
the relatively slow speed of the group.”


Malik blinked. She felt her heart sink at the idea of an
enemy too armored for the standard weapons of the Garuda I-bis’
that they all flew. What kind of monster plane could just ignore a 20 mm
cannon? She realized the rockets must be the solution.


General Nakar pointed to the
altitude markers. “Based on our observations of the enemy, we believe they mean
to employ the following strategy. When last observed, the Hierophants were
flying 2000 meters off the ground. Due to Nocht’s
current lack of sophisticated navigation equipment in the air, I believe they
need to reorient themselves close to the ground to insure they are flying
toward Solstice. So that might explain their initial approach. Now that they’ve
been attacked I expect they will climb. Because a Hierophant is much heavier
than the Wizards it is based on, the Hierophant needs to climb slowly and
steadily. They will likely aim for an altitude beyond our interception ceiling.
Our guess is 12000 to 15000 meters. At that point, they will be able to safely
reach the attack distance of the mounted 102 mm cannons and, pointed directly
at Solstice, will continuously fire on the city until they are out of
ammunition.”


At that point, officer Parinita
Maharani took over explanations for General Nakar, in
a perfectly choreographed verbal baton pass. “We’ve been developing high
altitude countermeasures just in case, but they are not yet ready. By our
calculations, if they are allowed to climb past our ceiling, five Hierophants
in the group will shell Solstice to the tune of 300 rounds of explosive
ammunition before departing. We don’t believe this will result in significant
industrial damage, but this is clearly intended as a terror attack against
civilians. Nocht cannot possibly fire accurately with
this strategy.”


“Right now,” General Nakar took
the floor once again. “We believe the Hierophants are on course to shell the
surroundings of Sickle Airbase up to the government sector.”


“Of course, we can’t take such a thing lying down, can we?”
Maharani smiled.


“Not a chance!” General Nakar
said. She smiled defiantly and pointed at the board. “Since being informed of
the Hierophant I’ve been hard at work devising a counter. Operation Trident
will be a three-stage, joint air and land defense of Solstice!”


Parinita Maharani seemed energized
by her superior’s confidence. When next she spoke she had a hint of a
saleswoman’s enthusiasm for the plan she was describing. “Trident’s operational
area will involve three anti-aircraft positions ending at the town of Apsara. Once attacked in force, the Hierophants will likely
accelerate their climb. Should they do so, they will be out of reach around the
Oasis of Rapat. Crane and Ibis squadron’s main
objective is to keep the fighters busy or drive them away. Vulture squadron and
the ground forces will engage the Hierophants with everything they’ve got:
anti-aircraft rockets have been installed on Vulture’s craft, and I believe the
Experimental craft was modified to have a 37 mm gun that could work. Our ground
forces will attack with 76 mm and 85 mm artillery. We have a final resort at Apsaras.”


For the more technical explanations, General Nakar took over once more. She pointed at a chalk outline
of a bomber, facing head on, and a second one of the bomber’s flanks. “Vulture
Squadron will constitute our principal striking power. Five of Vulture’s
aircraft are equipped with heavy rockets, so each craft is tasked with taking
down one Hierophant. Lieutenant Champeaux-Challigne
will provide support, and Baumann will help the strikers approach using her
speed and reputation to draw away enemy fire.”


Homa crossed her arms and
grumbled. “Reputation?”


Parinita Maharani grinned gently.
“You think they haven’t noticed you yet?”


General Nakar nodded. “According
to ULTRA, the enemy has been discussing the deployment of an Ayvartan jet-based fighter with trepidation. You’re on
their hit list.”


“Oh, great.” Homa mumbled. 


“At any rate,” General Nakar
continued the briefing. “The Hierophant is defended by the standard Wizard
ventral and dorsal machine guns. Be careful of their fire as you approach the
Hierophant. Attack when it is distracted. Because the A.A. Rockets are
unguided, to insure a hit, you should try to fly perpendicular to the Hierophant’s
flank, and line up the rockets over the wing and to the upper fuselage. In
desperation, diving can also work. But the more angled your craft is compared
to the target, the more difficult it will be for you to land a hit. We can’t
help that, so use your better judgment.”


Malik felt like her head would spin looking at the diagram
and hearing the instructions.


“While the Hierophant’s wings and fuselage have incorporated
more plate than we anticipated, I suspect that it remains vulnerable to 20mm
cannon fire in two key areas.” General Nakar pointed
at the drawings again. “Attacking head-on, you can strike the propeller
engines. From the flank, you can try the starboard escape hatch. You can also
fire on the defensive turrets, but they are isolated, so it won’t do much.”


After her explanation, General Nakar
struck the palm of her own hand with the pointer.


“Any questions? Time is of the essence, but the Hierophant’s
slow speed is working to our advantage in that regard. Our foe won’t hit the
operational area for thirty minutes.”


One hand went up from the left-hand side of the group, the
pilots belonging to Ibis squadron. Abeer looked
enthusiastic, jumping up and down as he called for the General’s attention. At
his side, Parveen was collecting his long hair into a
bun and shaking his head at the antics of his partner. Several other men and
women around them were discussing the mission among themselves in barely
audible whispers.


“Ma’am, you said the entire escort force is composed of twin
engine fighters? Can we expect that single engine Archers might join the battle
at any point?” Abeer said.


“Good question.” General Nakar
said. “Nocht’s forward air bases in the desert are
able to deploy Archers with the range to escort bombers to the 15 kilometer
zone around Solstice before having to return. They can get to Solstice within
forty to fifty minutes, so unless they fly out right now, I wouldn’t expect it.
Keep your guard up in any case.”


“Yes ma’am, thank you. Honestly, this seems like it will be
a cinch.” Abeer said.


“A cinch? For you, maybe,” 


Captain Sheba curled a lock of hair around her finger,
looking nervous.


“Oh, come now, don’t fret.” Abeer
said. “You Vulture girls are our lucky charm!”


Sheba grunted. “Just keep those fighters off of us.”


At Sheba’s side, a young woman appeared from the crowd of
pilots and raised her hand to ask a question. She was Crane’s lead pilot, Lotus
Rajavari. She was slightly shorter than Sheba, with
wavy black shoulder-length hair and rich brown skin. Dark flecks dotted the
skin around her nose. Malik had heard that, despite Ibis’ reputation as the
combined best squadron in Sickle, Crane had the best pilot, Lotus herself.


“Ma’am, if the Hierophant is that big and slow, and has that
much trouble climbing, how did it get up in the air in the first place? How do
we know we aren’t miscalculating and it’s faster than we believe?” She asked.
At her side, a sheepish-looking pilot, likely her companion, tried to hold her
back. Lotus had been taking a step forward with every word she said, and
would’ve gone out to the General had she not been stopped.


General Nakar seemed unfazed by
this strange mannerism. “The Hierophant probably launched from Kubera Air Base in central Dbagbo.
It would have the infrastructure for some kind of assisted launch. We don’t
know exactly what just yet, but it’s possible. This also explains the
twin-engine escorts. No Archers launched from Kubera
would ever reach Solstice, so for the Hierophant to have a native escort from Dbagbo, it needed Crossbows. Had they been able to launch
it closer, they would have, I’m sure.”


“Fair enough. Good luck out there, everyone!” Lotus cheered,
waving both her hands.


Captain Sheba then raised her own hand. General Nakar noded her head at her.


“Ma’am, with all due respect to our comrades from abroad,”
Sheba tipped her head to the side, to gesture toward Marcy, “how do we know the
information from Helvetia is accurate? If their specifications are wrong, that
would gravely endanger my pilots.”


Behind Parinita and General Nakar, the Helvetian informant adjusted his hat idly.


“ULTRA’s methodology is classified, but every piece of
intelligence we have received from them has been actionable. This is not their
first outing with us.” General Nakar said. “I am not
assigning you this task without having given it thorough consideration.”


“Thank you ma’am.”


Clearly Captain Sheba was not satisfied with that response,
but there was nothing she could do. When they all heard that General Nakar had interest in their squadron, no one could have
guessed she would give them such an important role in her planning. Vulture as
the main attacking element in a plot to defend Solstice from a new enemy
weapon; who could have foreseen such a thing? Vulture wasn’t even up to
strength!


“Alright, that’s the end of the briefing. I’m giving
permission to coordinate over the radio. Get out there and commence Operation
Trident! Destroy the Hierophants!”


General Nakar raised a fist up
into the air dramatically.


Around her, the pilots cheered and raised their own fists to
join her.


Everyone began to disperse, running to their own groups and
then to their planes.


Malik turned her head, giving one last look around the
hangar–


Through the hangar door, swimming against the throng of
pilots moving out, she spotted the cat-like ears of Avana
Anada, standing on end. After she made her way
through the pilots, she ran a short way to stand before her comrades in Vulture
squadron, bending nearly double and gasping with effort. She had clearly been
running for far longer than they had seen. She was soaked in sweat, and her
hair bun was shaken undone, her hair falling in disheveled brown locks around
her shoulders.


“Captain, I’m so sorry.” She said, out of breath. “I was– I
was trying to–“


Clearly the cat-kin lieutenant was too exhausted to explain
herself quickly.


Sheba sighed. “Get dressed! I’ll explain the mission while
you do. Everyone else, go!”


Anada, still bending over, turned
her head and gave Malik a little smile, a feeble glance.


“Ha– Hari– Haritha– I got you–“


Malik smiled back, and patted Anada
on the shoulder.


“Go with the Captain. We’ll talk when we get back from the
mission, okay?” She said.


Captain Sheba looked between the two of them with brows
raised in suspicion.


Without waiting for Anada’s ragged
voice to answer, Malik turned around and walked away. She could feel Anada’s longing gaze at her back, but this was enough for
her now. She sighed inside, feeling relief that Anada
had returned in time, and was safe. Now was clearly not the time to have their
talk. Solstice’s skies awaited them again.


An explanation could wait until after the mission.










Ayvarta, Solstice — Apsara


 


Thirty aircraft departed from Sickle
Airfield and flew northwest to the Apsaras region of
Solstice’s Red Desert. For Homa, it was the first
time she had flown in such a large formation. Her previous experience with
combat flight, such as it was, all took the form of simple pair flights over
forests and mountains, picking off uncoordinated air attacks from the
imperialists. It was never the aerial war over Cissea
that was in doubt.


Even so, whenever Homa
thought of Cissea, it felt disgraceful nonetheless.


So she resolved not to think about it.


On her right and several hundred
meters above flew the twelve planes of the famous Ibis squadron. After the
start of the war, they had been moved closer to the front to do battle with Nocht, and racked up the most experience of anyone in
Sickle Airfield. To her left, and even higher up, Crane squadron was a
run-of-the-mill patrol group save for one pilot. Lieutenant Lotus Rajavari was Sickle’s highest-scoring fighter ace with
twenty personal kills on enemy fighters, and recently, three Wizard-class
bombers.


She was born and stationed in Adjar and fought in defense of Nakar’s
forces in Bada Aso before
moving to Sickle. Outside the other pilots, however, she had little wider
notoriety. Homa couldn’t have guessed what she must
have seen and felt, flying and fighting over her home, watching it fall, and
then retreating to this barren wasteland. 


So much personal skill and power, and
she still couldn’t do anything about Bada Aso.


“Oh well.”


Not that any of that was her concern. 


Nor, she told herself, was she really
that curious.


She didn’t want any pity, so she
should not give unwanted pity to others.


After all, she was just as much a
failure herself. Just as undeserving of any pity.


“Whatever.”


She turned her attention to her
surroundings. 


At that moment, the desert felt
soothing.


In the center of the formation,
Vulture squadron flew about 1500 meters above the ground. For combat aircraft
they were flying fairly low, but indeed, so was Nocht.


Homa tipped her wings briefly to see
below. As they crossed the Oasis of Rapat and the
town of Apsaras, the two final landmarks in their
defensive zone, even from this height she could spot trucks, tiny as a mouse
from her vantage. A line of trucks rolled through the center of the small town
and set up around the small hilltop plaza that was Apsara’s
sole attraction. They were towing in guns and the men and women to crew and
shoot them. Smoke billowed up as a train rolled into the Apsaras
station with several cars covered with tarps. Probably more guns or ammo.
Meanwhile a few autocannon tanks skirted the edge of town and set up a picket
around the Oasis.


She was just starting to get
enthralled with the view when a voice came on the radio.


“It’s a cute little town! Might be a
nice place to take a wife to after the war.” Sayyid
said.


One was never alone on a
radio-equipped plane. Homa was still somewhat unused
to this. Her old Anka from the Cissean
Civil War had never been equipped with a radio. She had learned several flag
signals and used those to communicate instead. While testing the Bennu she chatted briefly with the engineers over the radio
as they gave instructions and asked her to try certain controls; but the sensation
was still new.


For Homa,
who was not altogether well socialized, it felt like being surrounded.


There was always chatter, always
someone saying something. It felt overwhelming.


She endured it, however. 


Whining was not something she wanted
anyone to see as part of her persona.


“Hopefully our comrades below will not
have to fight.” Sheba said.


“I’ll protect this idyllic vista! I
swear I’ll find a wife to bring here!” Sayyid said.


“Good luck with that.” Sheba replied.


Mannan immediately piped in. “With these 82
mm rockets, I can’t imagine how the enemy could survive! We’re flying with some
serious hardware right now, you know?” 


Even her scratchy radio voice
appropriately conveyed her jubilation. She was a true hardware maniac, Homa thought, whether it involved prosthetic arms or
aircraft parts.


“Those rockets have no effect without
a direct hit.” Sheba said. “So focus less on their firepower and more on your
aiming, or they will go to waste when it’s your turn.” 


“We only have one chance each huh? Now
I’m feeling nervous.” Sayyid said.


Homa interrupted with a devilish chuckle.
“It’s okay, even if all of you fail, and are left hopeless and miserable, my 37
mm cannon will make mincemeat of those bombers.”


Ever since the 37 mm had been
installed in the Bennu, Homa
felt like she was floating on air. She told herself many times to tone down her
excitement to a minimal degree to avoid unsightly expressions, but it was just
no use. Fickle as they were, her glands had all decided to fill her brain with
jubilation and whimsy and bloodthirsty joy. When she pulled that trigger and
watched an airplane disintegrate, it was pure euphoria.


She could have been called any dirty
name for her fascination; she did not care. 


Bloodlust was the second strongest
emotion she brought to the battlefield.


“Coucou
coucou! This is A.C.I. Cornet! Testing the long
range radio!”


Chiming in loud and clear over
everyone’s radios was Marcy, now designated A.C.I for “air controlled interception”
and acting as their telecommunications support. Not only was her Cathawk equipped with a radar, it also had a more powerful
radio than the fighters. For this mission they were far enough away from
Solstice that it mattered. Only an A.C.I’s long-range radio could pick up
command communications from Sickle in the Apsaras
region. Marcy was therefore their only viable line back to home base.


In addition, she was given the callsign Cornet, since all Helvetian radio
personnel wanted to continue their native tradition of going by the names of
sweets and cakes.


“Ah, it looks like I can get Sickle
command from here. General Nakar has asked me to only
use the channel for important communications since all A.C.I’s are sharing it.
I was hoping they would respond with cheer. Radio girls need to have energy,
you know!”


“You’re kind of simple, huh?” 


Anada finally spoke up, though she still
sounded bereft of her usual energy.


“Quoi? I’m just doing my best
for all of you~!” Marcy said in an affected tone of voice.


“Is how carefree you sound correlated
to how hard you work?”


“Sorry to have to ruin the party
again, but lets cut the chatter now.” Sheba said.


Homa could practically see the
exasperated, narrowed-eyes look on Sheba’s face in her mind’s eye. Had she
turned her head she might have even seen it through the caniopy
glass, but she did not want to go that far, especially since Sheba could look
back. She allowed herself a little grin, and told herself that responding would
not be too compromising. Though she hated appearing too chummy and drawing any
attention, this was different. After all, in this squadron, everyone took every
opening.


“Yes, mother.” She then replied. Her mischevious tone was poorly disguised.


“Boris.” Sheba said, with an edge to
her voice.


Briefly switching off the radio, Homa allowed herself a much louder laugh.


Even emotionless weapons could indulge
in a little fair play!


Banter helped pass the time as the Garudas and Bennu cleared the
town and soared over the rolling sands outside of its limits. Soon this sky
would be their battlefield.


“We’re almost in position. Marcy, do
you see them?” Sheba said.


For aircraft, the idea of a
battlespace was nebulous, defined only by where the enemy was and where they
wanted to go. They had to defend Apsaras, but as far
as their tactics were concerned there was nothing below them. Tanks and
infantry had to ponder the geography of their operations, the routes the enemy
would take through physical obstacles in the terrain. Aircraft had no obstacles
but the weather. As much as Homa could look at the
ground below and think of Apsaras as a town of stone
roads in the sand and small buildings clustered around a train station and a
hill, none of that mattered to her mission. The area of operations was as far
as Marcy’s radar could detect and the positions of the enemy within each
invisible tide of electronic waves


There was nothing but open sky in
front of her and clouds higher above, and it was that infinite blue in which
she’d soon fight. Nevertheless, in the language of the military, it was true
that they had arrived at their Area of Operations when they flew over the
advance guard in two staggered networks of trenches and A.A. strongpoints.
Ground units had strict instructions to only fire at the bombers, and only if
the enemy broke through the fighter cover. Otherwise they could risk hitting
their own allies.


Regardless, it was the ground unit’s
trenches that delineated the combat area.


“Enemies are beginning to enter the
Area of Operations.” Marcy said over the radio.


This meant that they were crossing the
farthest of the infantry’s picket lines.


Marcy could see them on her radar
before any of them could identify them visually.


“Everyone hang back.” Sheba said.
“We’re essentially bombers, so lets
not get careless until the targets come into view. Crane and Ibis are already
moving ahead of us.”


Homa looked over head and around the side
of her craft. Garuda I-bis from the allied squadrons were
speeding their pace. As Sheba instructed, Homa eased
up on the power and her craft started to slow down. Soon the other formations
overtook Vulture. Two giant arrowheads circled around the battlefield to meet
the incoming enemy first. Homa could just barely see
aircraft in the distance as Crane and Ibis’ planes began to leave them behind.
She could not identify the enemy models.


They were not, however, the main
targets. Not large enough to be the Hierophant.


“This is A.C.I. Parfait to Vulture
squadron.” 


A strange voice came on the radio. She
had a slightly thicker accent than Marcy.


“This is Vulture leader, receiving.”
Sheba said.


“A.C.I Cornet can handle liaison
ma’am. Please focus on combat command.”


Homa heard a bit of a grunt from Sheba on
the radio.


“Ah, sorry, sorry.” Marcy replied.
“This is A.C.I. Cornet. What’s the situation Parfait?”


“Be aware that enemy crossbow-class
fighters are flying well ahead of the target. Crane’s commander is requesting
your assistance in clearing any stragglers. Should a Crossbow class break
through our ranks, Vulture should be in place to pick it off.”


“Roger that, over.” 


“Over.”


Parfait and Cornet returned to their
respective duties. No one had practiced this part of the relationship before,
so it was a little awkward, but Marcy was henceforth supposed to handle radio
liaison duties so Sheba did not have to talk to officers and intelligence
personnel while commanding the squadron. Sheba, who was used to doing
everything by herself, was in turn utterly unused to delegating in such tasks.


“Cornet, how many enemies are ahead?”
Sheba asked, now that Parfait was done. 


As Sheba asked this, in the distance
Crane and Ibis’ fighters started to break up into pairs, and a mass of the
enemy ahead had begun breaking up into individuals. Tracers flew from both
sides, red and green, back and forth. Quick dots zipped across the sky and
several more ponderous dots and blobs followed after them, twisting and turning
around, looking to the Vultures like a swarm of bees, but growing closer every
second.


“There’s so many.” Marcy said,
sounding mildly shaken. “Thirty? Forty?”


“Then all the Crossbows did leave the
Hierophants behind. They expected us.”


There was a hint of trepidation in
Sheba’s voice that annoyed Homa.


She was annoyed enough to put on her
most contemptuous voice and speak.


“Yeah? That’s not a trick that
impresses me.” Homa said. “Anyone would expect to be
intercepted when they’re flying with that much firepower with them. I’m not
afraid.”


Homa started to raise the throttle, just
gently enough that Sheba would notice the extra power. She was being
considerate to her commander. She wanted them to charge in and fight already,
but she did not want to charge ahead alone like a jerk. 


Though she did not acknowledge it,
this represented quite a softening of her attitude.


“Anatoly, cover me and I’ll cover
everyone else!” Homa said. 


“Hom– Boris!
I don’t disagree, but don’t take initiative just on your own.”


“Just making a suggestion, ma’am.”


Sheba sped up and managed to stay at Homa’s side. Underwing rockets burdened the plane, but
Sheba carried less of them than anyone else. Sayyid
and Mannan, as the most experienced pilots, had three
rockets on each wing, because they could handle the weight and drag. Malik and Anada had two rockets per wing to give them a bit more room
to maneuver. Sheba, as the commander, had only one rocket on each wing.


“Vulture-1 and 2 are engaging!” Sheba
said. “Everyone else, break up into pairs and go after targets of opportunity.
When Hierophant-1 makes its appearance, I will be the first to attack;
subsequent runs will be Emeric, then Dmitri, Vasily and Gregory. Cover your squadmates
and don’t do anything stupid! We’re making it back alive, okay?”


“Roger!”


“And Boris, not too much throttle,
okay?” Sheba said.


That meant ‘no jets allowed just yet.’
Homa read her loud and clear. “Yes ma’am.”


Vulture sounded off, and behind them, Anada and Malik began to climb, while Sayyid
and Mannan swept away in a different direction. Homa and Sheba thrust forward to the heart of the enemy
formation. Ahead of them, the chaotic melee that Crane and Ibis had gotten
themselves into loomed large enough to tell the individual participants and to
follow them by smoking damage and the incessant color of tracer fire. Planes
danced in great arcs and circles and twists, trading gunfire in every
direction.


“Vulture! Nice to see you join the
party, but don’t get too crazy!”


Another radio message, this time
clearly from Abeer.


“Watch out for the rear machine
gunners! These guys are slow but their guns mean business!” Parveen
suddenly added. “Good hunting Vultures. Make ol’ Shurelis proud!”


Sheba made a little ‘tch!’ noise on the radio in response. 


At that point, enemy planes started to
break off from around Crane and Ibis, and making for the airspace around Apsaras town. Homa spotted a trio
of Crossbows heading straight for them, and it was barely a few seconds from
spotting them that multiple machine guns and cannons from the crossbow’s wings
and nose sprayed gunfire blindly forward at the pair of them. Hundreds of
tracers sailed past Homa.


Attacking head-on only benefited them.
They had four times as many guns forward.


Homa was not about to play chicken like
that.


Instinctively, she climbed, and Sheba
followed her, putting the bullets beneath them.


Homa marveled at the sheer size and
armament of the enemy and wondered how she had not seen them in the distance
sooner. The Crossbow was nearly long enough to match a Wizard’s size, maybe as
much as 2/3rds the bomber’s length, but it had the wingspan and streamlined,
aggressively slim build of something like an Archer. That must have been what
made them difficult to spot head-on, the aerodynamic profile. 


Propelled forward on twin engines,
Crossbows could carry more fuel and lift off with more weight than any fighter.
To fight Vulture, they made a treacherously long journey.


She thought that this foe definitely
lived up to the designation of “heavy fighter.”


Heavy, however, was not exactly a
positive adjective up in the air.


She would welcome them to Apsaras with some traditional Ayvartan
dance.


“Follow if you can, Anatoly!” She
laughed, dutifully using Sheba’s callsign.


Having climbed out of the way of the
Crossbows, Homa watched them go where their bullets
also had: uselessly charging under Homa and Sheba.
All three underflew them, and the Vultures passed
over. Other craft would be ‘showing their ass’, but the Crossbows went with
confidence: soon as they flew past the Vultures their rear gunners sighted the
girls. Homa and Sheba had traded the machine guns on
the front for the rear cannon, and long trails of heavy green tracer shells
flew past their wings.


Avoiding the initial fire, Homa and Sheba started to weave from side to side.


However, Homa
wasn’t planning on just dodging gunfire forever.


“I’m going after them, Anatoly!”


Suddenly the Bennu
dropped its nose.


Long green lines sailed past Homa as the Bennu started to gain
speed.


She grabbed the stick and gave it her
whole body’s worth of tilt.


Rolling the left wing hard toward the
ground, the Bennu groaned as Homa
took it into a twisting dive in the direction of the fleeing enemy. Everything
rattled as speed and gravity acted on the plane while it wrenched itself away
from its previous heading. 


Upon exiting the turn she raised the
wing and leveled the craft once more. 


Her gauges stopped screaming.


She had now turned the game of chicken
into a pursuit.


Having first flown past them, she had
now reversed course to follow them instead.


Tracers suddenly sailed past her, the
rear gunners glued to their triggers, but the wild movements of her wings kept
throwing off the autocannon fire. To any observer it would seem she was dancing
between the bullets, deftly avoiding every volley.


Coming out of the turn, Homa leveled off the wings and grinned to herself.


Her breathing quickened, and sweat
formed on her forehead, neck and breasts.


Her heart was banging in her chest and
her skin brimmed with nervous energy.


Death was staring her in the face and
she was staring back.


“Boris!”


Sheba’s Garuda could barely keep up,
but she realized quickly enough what was happening. Coming out of her turn Homa briefly glanced at her side. To her surprise and
secret excitement, she found Sheba where she needed to be at her wing, safe and
sound and coming out of the same maneuver only very slightly slower than Homa. 


Now that she could trust her to
follow, Homa would not care to look again.


“Watch and learn, Anatoly!”


Instead, she focused ahead, where the
Crossbows appeared below her.


Having escaped the game of chicken,
now she had them in her gun sights.


Homa had only a few seconds to aim as she
bore down on the Crossbows. 


Soon as the sight hovered over the
gray paint, she held down the trigger. Her machine gun sprayed red bullets
across the wing, but it was the clunky blast of her 37 mm cannon that truly
mattered. A burst of several massive rounds accompanied the tiny 7.62 mm
bullets. Two shells flew off into the distance but the first shot struck the
rear gunner’s position on the lead Crossbow and blew a crater into the rear of
the aircraft. 


Tail nearly severed, and a fire
spreading across the chassis, what truly killed the target was that the pilot
was concussed by the force of the blast. In the next instant the Crossbow was
nose down and hurtling to the sand and Homa flew in
between the remaining crossbows, her dive taking well below and past them at
great speed.


She looked briefly over her shoulder
at the two remaining crossbows.


One of them was diving after them,
while the other was swinging around, its wing on fire. In the next instant, the
fire grew bad enough that the ammunition in the rear gunner’s destroyed pod
burst and the entire plane started going nose-down too. Not from air-frame
damage necessarily. Probably the pilot was injured, like Homa’s
target.


“Don’t get cocky, Boris! I’m not a bad
shot myself!” 


Sheba had scored her own kill. Maybe
there was something to her, after all!


Just as they reconvened at each
other’s wings, hundreds of rounds flew around them.


Though it was not catching up in
straight line speed, the Crossbow behind them had enough guns to saturate the
air around them in bullets. And while it was slower and heavier than them by a
fair margin, if all it had to do was follow them shooting all the while, even
at a 25 kph deficit in speed it was bound to score a
kill eventually by sheer weight of fire. Even Homa
was starting to get antsy at all the bullets flying past her.


Sheba and Homa
started to bob from side to side to avoid the guns, but they had to do
something to shake him off or get an advantage, or they would both get cooked.


Before Homa
could make a suggestion, however, her partner came in over the radio.


“Now you follow me, Boris!”
Sheba said over the radio. 


Her voice had a passionate edge to it.
Homa had never heard this tone from Sheba.


“I’m watching, Anatoly.” Homa said.


Almost no time at all passed when
Sheba suddenly pushed her nose further down.


Surprised and fascinated, Homa hit her stick and dove even more steeply with her.


They were both headed almost straight
into the ground!


If Sheba wanted to take the lead, Homa was happy to follow if the dance was good.


By all indications, the footwork was
going to be fun.


Behind them, the Crossbow had no
problem dumping all its weight into a harsher dive.


With its four heavy machine guns
blazing and its twin nose cannons launching volley after volley, to the
Crossbow it must have felt like the situation had not changed at all. Homa and Sheba rolled and yawed their craft to throw off
the immense volume of gunfire, hurtling toward the rolling sands and trenchworks like a pair of artillery shells.


They were barely 500 meters from the
ground when Sheba gave her next instruction.


“Boris, break left!”


It was evident what she was going to
do; Homa anticipated it with a satisfied grin.


Both of them turned from the dive,
pushed their noses up and climbed in a half circle.


Their dogged assailant plunged in
between them. 


Once more the rear cannon lit up the
sky behind the Crossbow, but it could do little but watch as Homa and Sheba flew around, completing a semi-circular rise
past the crossbow and to its tail. Six guns had been narrowed to a single gun
once again.


Pursuer had become pursued.


The Crossbow, with its heavy frame and
wider wings, had a much slower rate of climb than the little Garuda and the Bennu. Though the gray craft gradually pulled out of the
dive, and thought its rear gunner had a clear view, an itchy trigger and was
fighting for dear life, to the Vultures it was like watching a gull thrash to
death in a crocodile’s maw. 


Soon as the Crossbow got parallel to
the ground and before it could even think of joining the turning battle, Home
and Sheba were again stuck firmly behind it.


Sturdy and heavily armed as it was,
the Crossbow was simply too slow to climb and too ponderous to turn. It
couldn’t compete in a running battle with light fighters. Once it was tricked
into diving after them, and once it failed to immediately destroy them, its
fate was sealed. There was no way it could come out of the dive faster than
them.


Within moments, Homa
and Sheba had cut the distance and rode up to the Crossbow with guns blazing.
The rear gunner disappeared amid a barrage of cannon fire, and the Crossbow
spun toward the desert, its wings trailing fire and smoke like a meteor.


Homa and Sheba pulled out of the pursuit
and began to climb back up again.


Below them, the infantrymen cheered
and threw up a flare in celebration.


“Impressed yet, Boris?” Sheba asked.


“No, but I appreciate the effort,
wasted as it is on a loser like me.” 


Homa laughed and chided her. Sheba cracked
a short laugh over the radio too.


“You two are almost cute.” 


Mannan’s fond voice interrupted them. 


Sayyid and Malik could be heard laughing
briefly.


Even a muted “nya-ha-ha”
could be heard from Anada


“Hey, shut up!” Homa
replied impulsively.


“Oh, stuff it!” Sheba said at almost
the same time.


Because it was a shared channel, all
of the Vultures could hear the instructions and banter. It was easy to forget
when they all got quiet and perhaps even in the middle of combat when they were
all screaming in turn. Perhaps Homa simply tuned out
all of their instructions and banter and focused on their own, and in her mind
she was conversing only with her partner, as if truly arm in arm. This was why
they prefaced every combat message with the person’s callsign,
for whom it was intended.


In this case, everyone had heard and
maybe seen Homa and Sheba’s ‘dance.’


It was enough to make Homa feel mortified again about standing out too much.


“Ugh.” Sheba sighed. She was clearly
flustered too. “Forget it. Status report!”


All around them Garudas
and Crossbows chased each other across the skies. Gunfire flew every which way,
but most of the fighting was happening overhead and there was little danger of
being caught in a crossfire when it came to aerial combat. So Homa could for a moment sit and take in the chaotic melee.
It was like flying beneath a flock of birds. Because of their rear gunners and
thicker armor, many of the crossbows were managing to fight off the dogged
pursuits of the Garudas, but the faster, lighter,
more agile Ayvartan fighters flew circles around
their enemies and had the initiative.


There were smoking gray planes
everywhere. Though spectacular turning battles had broken out all over the
airspace, the Garudas’ greater speed and
maneuverability let them escape their enemies easily and choose when to engage.
Overwhelmed, several of the Crossbows broke from their groups to try to expand
the battlespace, and this shift caused a few inexperienced Crane squadron
pilots to break up and chase after them as well, exposing themselves. These
pilots gave the Crossbows an opportunity.


Though strictly defending at this
point, the crossbows still proved a dangerous foe. Homa
saw several Garudas with damage, and as she gazed
overhead, one of the Cranes dove down, its propeller faltering after absorbing
a rear gun shot. Another crane, broken off from its pair, was chased by a lone
crossbow and caught in a hail of gunfire. An explosion flashed far off the side
of Homa’s vision. She shook her head.


Ibis squadron was in the battle,
however, and their expert pilots stuck to their pairs and never once let the
crossbows dictate their movements. Fully taking advantage of their speed, they
outright ignored several of the paired crossbows and went after the breakaways.
Crossbows went up in smoke around the edges of the melee, saving a few Crane
pilots from their mistakes. Amid all of this chaos, it felt like Vulture was in
the eye of the storm, flying almost literally under the most violent of the fighting.


“This is A.C.I. Cornet. I think the
laughs indicate everyone has checked in and we’re all fine, commander.” Marcy
said. “But we should watch the skies for stragglers.”


“You’re right. We’re sneaking past,
but a Crossbow could get ideas at any moment.” Sheba said. “Remember to look up
your canopy as much as you check around it.”


“I’m hardly scared. These Crossbows
are so slow, even with my load I shook one off.” Anada
said. “But we really need to dump these rockets soon and get proper stuck-in!”


“Well, I’m almost glad you can talk
again, Gregory.” Sheba said. “Feeling better?”


“Better? What? I’m allowed to have
different moods, aren’t I?” Anada grumbled.


Sheba sighed. “Whatever you say. Well,
if that’s everyone–“


“Enemy entering the airspace! It’s a
large one! This must be the Hierophant!”


Marcy called out over the radio. There
were a few gasps, and some excited tittering.


“Direction? Time to engagement?” Sheba
asked.


“Correct a few degrees, northwest.
Altitude unknown, so I can’t say for certain–“


Anada interrupted. “I see it! It’s, I dunno, a thousand a few meters up above!”


Homa looked ahead and up, and through the
smoke, she could definitely see a much larger plane climbing slowly in an arc,
like a javelin reaching the apex of a throw. There were a few flies loitering
around it that were clearly identifiable as Crossbows once the Vultures gained
some speed on them. And the Hierophant loomed larger and larger, its immense
cylindrical shape broken up by the thick gun pod on the bottom.


Hierophant was a truly impressive
model. Clearly based on the Wizard class bomber, with the same “greenhouse”
glass cockpit dome and the same basic armored body, its wingspan was even
greater, and the engines were reinforced. Homa
thought she could see two protrusions on the tail of the Hierophant — takeoff
boosters, perhaps?


Looming large, ponderously rising to
the sky, the Hierophant was like a flying whale.


Luckily, if the Hierophant was a
whale, Vulture had plenty of harpoons.


“Remember the plan! Boris and I will
go first. Dmitri and Emeric, gain altitude and set up
a flanking attack on the Hierophant in case I miss. If you have a shot, take
it!”


Vulture squadron briefly reconvened
past the main mass of the air battle, all six planes wingtip to wingtip with
Marcy just behind. Once everyone had identified the Hierophant and agreed on
their approach, they broke up once more in the shadow of the target. Sheba and Homa began climbing quickly toward the Hierophant while Mannan and Sayyid tried to put a
good amount of horizontal distance from the target before beginning their own
flanking climb. Malik and Anada loitered, awaiting
their turn. If everything went right, they would be attacking Hierophants 4 and
5, not 1.


“Boris, here we go!”


“I heard you already!”


Homa and Sheba shot up towards the target
from below, flying almost straight to it.


Though the Crossbows couldn’t stop
them, the enemy still had a greeting for them.


The Hierophant was a wizard-class
chassis, and its ventral gunner noticed the two Garuda chassis flying toward it
and quickly opened fire. For a moment long bursts of green machine gun fire
hurtled down from above Homa and Sheba, but they
shook them off in such a way that in the next instant the gunfire was entirely
cancelled.


Both of them had the same idea once
again. 


Unlike the Wizards, the Hierophants
had a massive underside gun block for the 102 mm naval cannon. This blocked the
traverse of the dorsal gun against targets with a certain angle of attack. Homa and Sheba divined this immediately and executed their
approach flawlessly. They charged straight up at the Hierophant, flying with
their tails forming a line to the ground. While it flew ‘straight,’ they flew
‘perpendicular’ to it.


As they climbed, they pushed their
noses up to adjust the line of their attack, always correcting for the
Hierophant’s forward movement. This kept the gun block between themselves and
the dorsal gunner, preventing him from turning the gun on them.


They had rendered the Hierophant
defenseless and opened an attack route.


“Boris, I’m going to attack!”


“Got your back!” Homa
said.


Now they had a clear path to the
Hierophant and it could not defend itself.


Though the unguided rockets they had
been equipped with were best fired from a level plane, Sheba was no slouch with
her gun sight, as she had made clear before. 


As she approached the Hierophant,
Sheba rolled her plane so the rockets would hit along the length of the gun
block. Had she retained her former orientation the rockets might have sailed
around the sides of the Hierophant. It was a testament
to her skill that while rolling the plane around like that, she was able to
keep steady and aim. 


“Firing missiles!”


One hit of a special switch on her
stick, and the rockets released from their rails.


A flash of fire and a puff of smoke
and the missiles went on their way.


Sheba’s rockets charged toward the
Hierophant in a remarkably straight path.


Two impacts followed, accompanied by
little fanfare at first. 


No flashes of dramatic explosions. No
sudden rain of shrapnel.


Two holes simply blossomed in the gun
block beneath the bomber.


Fire and smoke slowly belched out of
them.


“Did I miss?” Sheba shouted with
frustration.


“I’ll follow up!”


Homa thrust ahead of Sheba and held down
her cannon trigger.


Five shots pushed out of the cannon,
each followed by a clunky thud and finally by a shaking of the Bennu’s nose. Three of them sailed past the Hierophant; the
first and most stable shot punched its own hole into the bottom of the
Hierophant. Homa rapped the combined trigger for her
weapons, but after those five shots nothing but machine gun fire released. Her
bullets struck the underside of the bomber to no avail.


Sheba and Homa
broke away from the Hierophant, separating briefly to avoid the ventral gunner
on the top and the two crossbows flying alongsid,
waiting for their chance. The Vultures shot past the Hierophant, and the
escorts’ gunners opened up, but none of the gunfire could reach them as they
weaved away from the target. 


Homa barely knew what to check first. She
looked over her shoulder.


Behind them the fire and smoke from
the Hierophant intensified.


Satisfied something was happening she
tried the cannon again and got nothing.


“My cannon’s stuck! Anatoly, I have no
cannon!”


As Homa
broadcast this, the fire aboard the Hierophant must have reached the magazine
of the naval gun, because the bomber quite suddenly went up in a bright red
explosion, swallowed amid a storm of fire and smoke. Split into two massive
pieces of billowing scrap, the Hierophant tumbled down from the sky, destroyed
so quickly that the propellers on its amputated wings were still spinning as
the pieces fell.


“What do you mean you have no cannon
Boris?” Sheba called. “Boris?”


Machine gun bullets started bouncing
off the bulletproof glass on Homa’s canopy.


She cringed, unable to answer Sheba’s
cries as she wrenched away.


Behind her, from out of the smoke and
flames, one of the Crossbows chased after her.


Four machine guns and two cannons on
its face opened up on the Bennu.


Shells from the 20 mm cannons blew
past her, any one threatening to take her apart.


Homa shook the wings from side to side
then gave the plane hard stick to the right.


A storm of green machine gun bullets
swept over and under her wing, colliding several times, chipping away bits of
paint and fireproof coating and denting the steel frame. 


She was lucky those cannons did not
strike anything, especially not her fuel tanks.


Homa slammed the pedals, worked the
throttle with her mechanical hand.


All of her body went into the
maneuver; the Bennu dropped away from the Crossbow.


At once the Crossbow began to roll its
wings just the same as Homa had.


Despite its weight the turn was
expertly tight and threatened to keep it in pursuit.


Homa desperately dove; Sheba flew past.


Dozens of red machine gun rounds and
several cannon shots peppered the surface of the Crossbow as it swung heavily
in the air. Sheba’s volleys crossed from the tail to the wings and and finally perforated the nose. Before it could complete
its turn, black smoke streamed from the Crossbow like feathers shed copiously
from a bird.


Sheba flew over and ahead of the
Crossbow, and its engine finally gave up.


Spinning clumsily wing over wing and
tail over nose, the Crossbow disappeared toward the desert below and Homa breathed a sigh of relief. She checked her wings for
damage and found little to be concerned about. But her armament was gutted.
Without her cannon she stood no chance of doing anything to the Heirophants. She felt cheated, frustrated. Even more than
losing her life, she feared this powerlessness.


“Boris, are you okay?”


Sheba joined on Homa’s
wing. Homa could see her through the glass canopy.


She put a hand up to the glass in
solidarity. Homa shook her head at her.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with the
cannon, but I’m not giving up.” Homa said.


She needed to hear that said by
anyone, even if it had to be herself.


Without a main cannon she could not
see how the Bennu would be any use.


But she wouldn’t retreat. Not when Death
was challenging all of them again.


“You’re not alone. I’ll support you.
Let’s cover for the rest of our little bombers.”


Sheba smiled. Homa
saw it through the canopy again. She looked sincere.


In this smoking, burning piece of the
sky, she even looked beautiful.


Homa shook her head again. “Don’t pity me,
I hate that.”


This, she whispered to herself, rather
than said over the radio.


“This A.C.I. Cornet, commander, do you
read?”


Marcy again; Sheba answered quickly.
“I read. One Hierophant is down.”


“We saw.” Marcy said. “However, I
think the remaining Hierophants are grouping up. I’m seeing several enemies in
a tight cluster. They’ll be in the operational area soon.”


“They have escorts too, I’m sure.”
Sheba said. “Dmitri, Emeric, are you ready?”


“Aye aye,
ma’am.” Sayyid replied.


“Of course. We’ll form up behind you.”
Mannan said.


“Boris and I will draw their fire
away. Make your rockets count!” Sheba said.


Two rockets had not been enough to
outright destroy the Hierophant’s gun block, so more than ever it was important
for Sayyid and Mannan to
hit with every shot.


This time there would be no supporting
cannons that could make a difference.


Homa thought back to when General Nakar had joked about her notoriety, and she felt indignant
at the concept that she would be zippy bait for panicking Nochtish
gunners. Without a cannon, however, she couldn’t be much more than that for
anyone anyway.


“Um, wait a moment!”


Marcy had shouted suddenly.


Sheba and Homa
formed up in front of Mannan and Sayyid.



In the distance, Hierophant-2 and -3
came into view. 


Flying side by side, the pair had only
two Crossbows with them. 


Not much of the enemy was left behind,
then. All of them had taken a gamble on charging ahead of the bombers in a big
mass and thereby tying up the Ayvartan interception.
They had not counted on a dedicated anti-air bombing squadron that could simply
fly past all of them and engage the Hierophants, so the escort was light.


“Cornet?” Sheba asked. Marcy had gone
silent.


As they approached the Hierophants, they
heard Marcy’s nervous breathing on radio.


“Commander, several enemies, moving
fast, too fast!”


Sheba shouted back. “Where are they?”


“Look left!” Marcy said.


Homa turned her head, and in the next
instant she saw the enemy arrive.


Shooting out from the distance,
appearing like mirages in the haze of the desert heat.


There were six Archer class light
fighters that could not have been there.


Massive trails of smoke followed in
their wake, and as soon as they arrived within sight distance of the Vultures,
they discarded several objects to lighten their airframes up. 


From under their wings they jettisoned
drop fuel tanks; from their tails, the billowing and burning propellant tanks
that had boosted them this far and this fast, fell away.


“Boosters!” Mannan
shouted into the radio. “They have operational rocket boosters?”


“Nevermind
that! We have six archers coming! Homa, go after Anada and Malik now!”


So urgent had been the order, so
evident the panic, that she forgot the callsigns.


It was at that point that Homa realized that, burdened as they were with rockets, and
with nobody to guard them, Anada and Malik were
sitting ducks below them. Sheba could guard Mannan
and Sayyid, Homa was with
them too. Nobody had stayed with the kids; nobody had thought that it would be
necessary to protect them and Marcy.


At their flank, the Archers realized
the same.


Three of them maintained course for
the Hierophants.


The remaining three peeled away and
dove at a low angle for their exposed prey.


Homa wrenched the stick and worked the
pedals and jerked the Bennu away.


She hit the throttle and accelerated,
unblinking, gritting her teeth, praying.


Without any warning, an enemy that was
more than a match had appeared.


And as they bore down on Malik and Anada she did not know if she could intercept.
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Malik heard the commotion over the
radio. 


She was perplexed, until she looked
over her shoulder through the canopy. 


Trailing smoke behind them, six enemy
aircraft suddenly appeared.


Like phantoms they burst out from a
cloud and gave chase.


At first the significance of their
appearance was lost to her. And when she heard Mannan
shout about rocket boosters Malik hoped the Archers would be as weighed down
with ordinance as she was, but they seemed to have no such impediments. 


Initially appearing as distant dots,
the Archers accelerated and maneuvered with such distinctive speed and grace
that one could not have lost track of them amid the rest. 


They were fast; faster than Crossbows.


Malik swallowed nervously.


Her Garuda was slowed by its weight,
and responded to turns with just enough struggle that she found herself
somewhat off-balance in horizontal maneuvers.


Against the Crossbow, which was heavier
than her even without the extra weight, she and Anada
had managed to fend off every attack. Now she was not so sure.


Against an Archer the Garuda’s main
strength was turning. All of those Archers could still turn as well as they
ever could, but now her Garuda had no turning advantage. She had defeated
Archers, but not like this. Her Garuda was just like a Crossbow to them.


In a handful of turns, she would lose
any advantage, easily zeroed in by their guns.


She might have a chance if she dumped
the rockets.


But then she would have no chance
against the Hierophants.


Even one of them getting away could do
devastating harm to the people of Solstice.


“Malik!”


Over the radio, she heard Anada shouting. 


Malik entirely forgot about the
awkward state of their relationship the past few days. In that moment all of
those dramas were fleeting and pointless. They were in danger.


“We need to run!” Malik replied. Her
thoughts were racing with nervous energy.


“I know! But in a normal turning
battle they’ll get us no matter what!”


Malik felt her body hollowed out with
stress and fear.


Over her shoulder the Archers were
splitting up into groups. 


One was clearly headed for Captain
Sheba, Mannan and Sayyid,
but the remaining three formed an arrowhead that thrust aggressively toward
Malik and Anada.


Three on two, but those three were
faster and could take a tighter turn than their two.


Was there any chance? Were they just
waiting to die?


“Malik, I’m splitting up!”


As Anada
said this and as Malik immediately began to object, Anada’s
Garuda broke formation and sped away. Malik would have instinctively turned the
same direction but failed to do so because she was so distracted, as weighed
down with emotion as her Garuda was weighed down with munitions. Anada was climbing and turning, dancing away in the sky;
Malik gave the plane throttle and began to climb straight up.


There was an initial hesitation in Anada’s voice, but when she did speak she sounded
determined. Malik could almost see her in her mind’s eye, balling her hands up,
her ears and tail sticking straight up, her brow furrowed, her cat-like eyes
fixed sharply.


“If they go after me, you come to my
rescue! I’ll pick them off if they come after you!”


Bait; all either one of them could be
at this point was the bait.


“Absolutely not!” Malik shouted. She
couldn’t bear it if she lost Anada. Not now!


Anada sounded just as anguished as Malik
felt. “It’s the only way!”


If they split up their pursuers would
not split up after them.


Whoever they left alone had only a
slim chance to get behind them.


A three to one advantage would be so
massive they would expect a kill almost immediately. That is why it represented
such effective bait. Even the threat of getting Malik on their tail would not
matter if they could down Anada fast enough, and with
their advantages, they certainly could. It was an absolutely insane and
suicidal plan.


Even if they went after Malik instead,
she still could not stand such an idea.


At that point they might as well dump
their ordnance, since they wouldn’t get to shoot!


Malik was about to shout again– but
Captain Sheba, who of course was listening on the same frequency, interjected
at that point. “Malik, split up! Do as she says!”


Though she felt like shouting, Malik
kept just enough of a grip on herself not to.


“Captain, how could–“


“Please trust me!”


Had Malik shouted something like ‘are
we sacrifices?’ it would have destroyed Sheba and hurt everyone else and
definitely broken Vulture’s taboo. They could fight if they dropped the
rockets; this splitting-up plan was ridiculous! She wanted to shout at the
Captain that they should dump the rockets and run but– then the mission would
fail.


She was so absorbed in thinking that
it felt like an eternity went by unnoticed.


In the next instant the Archers began
to loom larger behind them. 


Captain Sheba spoke uneasily, but it
was clearly her officer’s tone of voice. “Homa is
coming up behind you as well! You just need to survive for a little bit! We can
do this!”


There was no time to argue any more.
Malik couldn’t even look for Homa.


She just had to grit her teeth, trust
and pray.


“Roger.”


Malik barely breathed it out. 


She felt tears rise up to her eyes as
she began to turn her Garuda I-bis away.


Gritting her teeth and unable to see Anada, all she could do was fly her own line.


Malik had climbed a significant amount
as they deliberated, and was now well above the desert. It would do her no good
to climb more — she was slower on the climb than the Archers were, far slower.
She and Anada had flown apart, but they continued to
keep an eye on each other, or at least, Malik kept an eye on Anada. She knew that the easiest way to tell what was
behind you was to fly with your wingman’s eye on you.


In her head Malik heard the old
Captain’s advice, Shurelis’ advice.


Don’t fly in a straight line.


Be aware of your surroundings.


Watch your wingman’s six and trust
your wingman to do the same.


She watched, and she saw nothing. 


“Don’t do anything stupid. Live.”


Shurelis had said those words too.


But Shurelis
also told them to follow Sheba.


She had left instructions to promote
Sheba to Captain.


For the old Captain’s sake, and for
the new Captain, and the people of Solstice–


Malik grit her teeth and bore with it
all.


Anada started to turn, but in her
direction. She came charging toward Malik.


In that instant, Malik heard the
warning on the radio.


“They’re after you Malik! All three of
them are gaining fast!”


More and more bullets soared past
Malik’s Garuda. 


Stray machine gun fire, ranging shots
from cannons, growing in density. 


“I’m trying to give chase!” Anada said. “Please hold on, Malik!”


Malik jerked the plane into a turn.


She snapped around to look over her
shoulder as she turned and saw all three archers. One farther above, two coming
in around her sides. They had her covered from every angle. It was their fight
to lose, and her heart was writhing with anxiety. A cold, hollow feeling nearly
overcame her, but the physical effort of turning the craft distracted her.


Never had the Garuda felt so
unresponsive.


She strongly considered dumping the
rockets. She told herself she would do it.


Behind her the Archers split up, one
climbing, one following her close and the third taking a much wider curve. It
could afford to. With its speed advantage it could keep ahead enough even on a
wider turn to eventually cross her flank with cruel ease.


Her direct pursuer was likely the
enemy commander, or a senior officer.


They were feeding him the easy kill.
Seniors always got first dibs on bounties.


Malik grit her teeth so hard, her
entire body tensing up. 


She wouldn’t let herself be counted
out so easily.


Green machine gun fire swept past her
wing, clipping the outer edge.


A round bounced off the top of her
canopy.


Cringing from the sudden impact, Malik
screamed and dropped into a sudden dive.


Her pursuer dropped easily with her,
but everyone else had to correct.


For the Archer that had climbed
higher, he had to level out and consider his options.


For the Archer moving to flank, he had
to account for a higher diving speed.


Behind her Malik was quickly beset by
renewed gunfire.


One bullet hitting the rockets or
rails and it would’ve been the end of it.


She hit the pedals and struggled with
the stick, and went into a roll.


Her pursuer mimed her and every bullet
fired in the interim flew off into the distance.


Malik’s stomach tightened as she took
the Garuda into a tight spiral, turning and turning as she descended toward the
desert. To avoid gunfire she would complete some turns but then swing Garuda in
a different direction, breaking up the elegant spiral into a careening zig-zag,
and in turn throwing her pursuer’s concentration. 


Stray bullets flew all around her,
slashing her wings and striking chunks off the chassis.


Before she could try to escape this
latest volley a cannon shot struck the canopy.


Everything shook; the blast rocked the
Garuda and Malik inside it.


She screamed, and the canopy felt like
it would burst.


A spider’s web of fractures formed
across the top of the glass.


Malik looked up momentarily,
speechless. She waited for the instant it would burst.


A held breath–


Shaking fingers clutched the stick–


Her heart descending into her stomach
and rising up her throat–


Nothing.


She must have been grazed rather than
directly struck.


Below her the desert rapidly expanded
until the sand was all she could see.


Malik hugged her arms around the stick
and pulled back with all of her might.


Sand blew out from under her in every
direction.


Behind her, the Archer pilot was
following closely. He must have thought he could easily win the game of chicken
with his unburdened speed and superior rate of climb. 


He did not count on the cloud of dust
and sand when making his precise attack. 


Every bullet he shot bit into nothing
but dirt and he was forced to pull up.


With the sand blowing in his canopy,
Malik took her chance. 


Flying directly up from the sand and,
from her own perspective, upside-down, she spotted the underside of the Archer
fixed against the sun for a brief instant as he climbed. There was no chance
that she could hit him with the light in her eyes, upside-down, carrying the
rockets and with nothing but a split second to make the decision.


Her nose would align with his wings
and undercarriage in a moment.


“Go to hell!”


Once she said this it was already far
too late.


Malik held down the trigger.


From the Garuda’s nose a hailstorm of
bullets and shells flew out to meet the Archer.


Dozens of machine gun bullets trailed
the underside of the plane, and two cannon shells tore open the landing gear
housing and punctured one of the wings. Wisps of fire and a thick trail of
smoke followed in the Archer’s wake, and rapidly losing speed, it began to drop
out of Malik’s sight. She whipped her head to either side of the canopy,
checking her flanks as she righted her plane. Her pressure meters went wild.
Flying upside-down had not been healthy for the engine. She suspected oil would
leak.


As soon as she righted herself, Malik
spotted the flanking Archer closing in fast.


Its nose lit up with green muzzle
flashes.


Machine gun bullets bounced off
Malik’s canopy in the dozens, leaving hairline cracks that grew and grew. Her
ears rang with the incessant drumming on the glass.


Her body shook as the energy from a
cannon impact transferred through the plane.


Malik thought she would vomit as the
plane rocked, stricken in the side.


Near her leg, a metal truss bulged
inward from the impact.


There was nothing she could do. 


She had no speed advantage, and it
would mimic any turn she made.


Flipping on the radio, tears running
down her eyes, Malik called out to Anada.


“Anada, I’m
sorry, I love–“


Everything she tried to say was
drowned out.


“I’m here! Please stay alive Malik!”


Behind the Archer appeared a familiar
Garuda, weighed down with rockets.


Its cannons and machine guns roared,
unleashing a torrent of gunfire.


Bullets ran up the wings and canopy of
the Archer, punching off large square chunks of material off the monocoque. Malik could almost feel the anger and
desperation Anada was feeling with each shot taken on
the Archer. In her fury she ripped the enemy apart, and the Archer was in the
next instant reduced to a smoking wreck, the wings barely attached, the pilot a
bloody pulp in a shattered canopy careening down.


Anada took a sharp turn and ended up on
Malik’s wing.


Malik looked out her canopy and saw Anada in the cockpit, a hand up to the glass.


She raised her own hand to the
fractured glass on her canopy, weeping openly.


Anada herself wept silently upon seeing
Malik, as close as they could be in the sky.


Suddenly a pair of green cannon shots
tore them apart.


Malik and Anada
banked away from each other harshly.


Having climbed to a commanding
position, the third Archer began its attack.


“Not on my watch!”


Malik narrowed her eyes at the sky,
and the two dark figures fixed beneath the sun.


She watched as the Bennu
overtook her final pursuer, nearly crashing into the plane.


Homa rolled past the Archer, throwing it
off-balance and off the pursuit.


Her flying was intense. Malik could
scarcely imagine the forces that must have acted upon Homa’s
body. Her tight turning carried all the speed the Bennu
could muster short of using its jet. In one remarkably fluid turn, Homa put all the forward thrust had built and she elegantly
swept behind the Archer and stuck to its tail, giving chase.


Her massive cannon was nonfunctional,
but her machine gun still worked. 


Without the power of the cannon, Homa could only win through persistence. Dozens of machine
gun bullets pockmarked the wing surfaces, the canopy and tail of the Archer as Homa chased it off. She stuck doggedly to it, and though
the Archer dove, turned and rolled in every direction, Homa
responded immediately to every move.


It was as if she could perfectly mimic
the enemy’s flight.


Malik watched what seemed like minutes worth of blows and counterattacks happen in the
span of seconds just over her head. Had the battle left a visible trail in the
sky it would have been like the curled writing on a doctor’s signature, all
loops and twists. 


When there was finally a trail to see,
it was the smoke that signaled defeat.


Black gas belched from the Archer as
its self-sealing fuel tanks finally absorbed enough punishment, and the craft
tumbled from the sky straight into the desert.


With one final roll the Bennu made to return to Anada and
Malik in triumph.


“You kids okay?” Homa
asked.


Before Homa
could get her answer, however, a new crisis developed.


“Homa, I
can’t keep them off Sayyid and Mannan!
Hurry here!”


Captain Sheba’s desperate situation
was made clear by the tone of her voice.


Homa looped easily back around from where
her prey had left her and charged past Anada and
Malik, making for the Captain. Malik scanned the skies to the right of her
canopy, where Homa was headed. She could see three
aircraft in formation and three others buzzing around them, twisting and
turning in a coil that was tightening further and further with every second
that passed. Captain Sheba and the rest were trapped.


“Anada!”


“Yes!”


Malik took the Garuda into a turn, and
she could almost feel the aircraft groan. It had taken a brutal beating, but
somehow, she had survived. Anada joined her, wingtip
to wingtip once again, and looking through the canopies at each other they
nodded with determination. Together again, the two youngest Vultures sped back
to their captain.


Though Malik felt ashamed for wavering
on the mission during their moment of crisis, she could redeem herself if she
could continue the fight. She focused on that instead.


She was still only human, but she had
the strength to forgive herself for that.










Goddammit Sheba!


Homa almost wanted to scream. 


If she couldn’t handle things by
herself why did she send Homa out?


She did not know what she would do
with herself if anyone died on her account, and she could hardly grapple with
the emotions she felt seeing Sheba suddenly in danger.


Some horrible, cruel part of her
wanted to say she’d have rather saved Sheba than the rest but not knowing where
this response came from or being able to process it at that moment, Homa felt repulsed with herself. She grit her teeth and
though she never would have admitted that it happened or why, her eyes were
stinging with tears.


All she could do then, was save
everyone. That was the only way to set it right.


Even with its compression chamber
sealed, the Bennu was a next-generation Garuda
II-derived chassis and was running a state of the art M.A.W. V-12 engine, of
the sort that was pushing prototype heavy tanks around. Despite the dead weight
in propeller flight, it was still faster and more aerodynamic than any other
airplane in the field.


Mere moments after she received the
distress call Homa was already upon the enemy.


Captain Sheba however had not simply
stuck around waiting for rescue.


Homa watched in disbelief as Sheba cut her
throttle and fell back amid the enemy’s trajectory. All of them broke off their
pursuit of Sayyid and Mannan
to avoid crashing into or giving their tails to Sheba. However, when she got
behind them she went into a clumsy dive instead. All three Archers took the
opportunity to get on her tail instead.


She baited them all by throwing her
own body in the way.


You stupid self-sacrificing bitch! Homa’s mind screamed.


Accelerating as fast as she could
without switching the engine mode to jets, Homa
plunged in behind the Archers and quickly caught up to the battle. Green
tracers spat out from each of their noses at a rolling and weaving Sheba not
too far out in front.


Homa held down her trigger, and felt a
jolt of anger and fear as her cannon continued to stick and only the machine
gun responded. Dozens of bullets, hundreds of bullets flew a furious red trail
to the Archers ahead of her. She hardly made a dent in them.


A stray cannon shot then struck
Sheba’s wing and knocked a plate off.


Without her cannon, Homa couldn’t kill them fast enough!


“Sheba, let me boost–!”


Homa felt an alien emotion that caught the
words in her throat.


Helplessness and fear and the dread
that she would watch someone die.


Someone? Just anyone? Or someone that she–


She had seen people die before.


But not someone that she– that she
would miss having–?


Her mind screamed as her mechanical
hand began to slide the throttle to jets.


The Bennu
still had its speed and a veritable bomb inside of it.


She could smash into them, blind them
with the smoke, vent the compressor at them.


I could blow it up between them–


Her unfeeling fingers had almost
pushed the throttle past the lock when a hail of red tracers flew past the Bennu and smashed the wings off one of the trailing
archers.


Homa swerved away.


The Bennu
narrowly avoided flying through the mid-air debris of the destroyed Archer.


It also narrowly avoided igniting its
compression chamber and plunging into them.


Seeing where her hand had gone and
realizing where her mind was, Homa eased off the
throttle until she was overtaken by a pair of Garuda I-bis.
One had a crane bird on the tail but the other had a lotus flower. Both hurled
cannon fire like dragon’s breath, consuming the Archers who frantically
struggled to break free of their assault.


Homa watched with unblinking eyes as the
Archers split up, climbing away from the Garudas.
Rate of climb was an area where the Archer had the slight edge on a Garuda.


Faced with Lotus Rajavari,
whose plane bore her namesake flower as a tail marking, the Archers could never
have gotten away fast enough. In a maneuver that was as elegant as it was
brutal, a synthesis so astounding that it provoked a surprised swell of emotion
from Homa, Lotus climbed behind one of the Archers,
blasted one of its wings off, and then turned into the second as it broke into
a dive and intercepted it.


Before the Archer could turn its nose
down, Lotus split the machine in half in a hail of gunfire and blew past the
wreckage, swinging her wings to and fro in celebration.


“This is A.C.I. Parfait to Vulture
squadron. Lotus Rajavari sends you greetings and
wishes you good health. Our commander bids you please take good care of her.”


“This is A.C.I. Cornet. Much
appreciated, Parfait.” Marcy said. 


Marcy had kept well away from the
action, being far more vulnerable than anyone else.


“Sorry everyone. I wish I could’ve
done something else, but I asked Crane for help.”


“That was good timing, Marcy.” Captain
Sheba said. She sighed openly into the radio.


Homa also heaved a sigh that felt like it
took hours to wind itself out of her throat.


She then shouted at the top of her
lungs. 


“Captain, permission to slap you for
that one when we hit the tarmac! Dumbass!”


“I deserve it. Thank you for
everything, Homa.” 


There was a barely disguised quiver in
her voice.


“We’re just dropping code names for
good?” Homa replied, trying to sound aloof.


She had hated herself for shouting at
Sheba– for acting on how upset she was.


“For now. I think everyone ought to
know who the heroes are today.” 


Captain Sheba sounded genuinely
apologetic, but also relieved for everyone.


Homa really couldn’t make herself fault
Sheba for what happened anymore.


“Fine, fine. Don’t get all mushy.” Homa replied.


In response, the rest of the Vultures
laughed on the radio.


“That was incredible flying, Homa.” Malik said.


“But let’s not have to do it again.” Anada added.


Now that the immediate crisis was
over, they could regroup and reorient.


“We’ve still got a few Hierophants to
take down.” Captain Sheba said. “Stay focused.”


“Where are they?” Anada
asked.


“Up higher, they climbed during all
the commotion.” Marcy said.


Homa regrouped with Sheba and the rest of
Vulture squadron, Sayyid and Mannan
directly below them and Anada, Malik and Marcy on
their left wing. Behind them, Lotus Rajavari and her wingmate were waiting to provide support. Meanwhile some
3000 meters overhead, the Hierophants were managing an escape. They were about
to go over the town of Apsaras. In minutes time they
would be beyond the lake, and gone.


“Ma’am, I’ve taken a lot of damage,
but I think I can keep fighting.”


Malik had spoken up on the radio. 


She had clung on to her rockets, but
her plane was badly damaged in the brawl.


Homa questioned whether it had the
stability to fly up high with the Hierophants.


“I see that.” Captain Sheba said.
“Stay back for right now. You did a fantastic job, Malik, thank you for
trusting all of us. Don’t be ashamed for how you’ve flown today.”


“You sound like she’s lying down
bleeding!” Anada said.


“She’s just trying to look after the
kid’s self esteem.” Sayyid
said.


“Anada,”
Malik trailed off into a sigh. “It’s fine. I’ll keep below.”


“Then I’ll stay back with her! Hmph!” Anada said, huffing and
puffing into the radio.


“I’m not sure whether I like this
better than when you were quiet.” Sheba sighed.


“Sayyid and
I will take the next attack run, no problem.” Mannan
said.


“I guess it’s not volunteering if we
were already scheduled.” Sayyid replied.


“Homa, we
could use your support distracting the Hierophant.” Sheba said.


Homa grumbled. She was still feeling surly
about everything that happened.


Without a cannon, she was nothing more
than a fishing lure to distract those turrets.


“Fine, fine, I’ll do whatever.” Homa replied. “It’s not like I’m worth anything right now.”


“Please, Homa,
don’t be that way.” Sheba said.


Her tone of voice was so remorseful
that Homa was almost charmed by it.


“Should’ve watched out for someone
else’s self esteem.” Sayyid
said, laughing.


“Be quiet.”


Captain Sheba’s stern voice returned,
and everyone heeded this simple order.


A pilot’s emotions were as chaotic a
landscape as the battlefield itself.


Homa tried to settle hers as much as she
could.


While the Vultures were avoiding the
Archer squadron, the Hierophants had sped away as much as they could, but not
far away enough. Flying at close to full throttle and accounting for the
Garuda’s difficulties in climb and the drag from the radiators, the Vultures
could still make up the difference in around a minute. The Hierophants loomed
closer and the sordid melee between the dwindling Crossbows and the allied
squadrons seemed like a battle between insects going on well below them.


They had been fighting between 1000 to
2000 meters, but now had to fly close to the height limit to fight back. Malik
and Anada remained around the 4000 meter mark while
the rest of the Vultures climbed on. At 5000 meters they were level with the
rising Hierophants and their sparse escort: one pair of Crossbow-class for
both.


“A.C.I. Parfait here. Leave the
escorts to the Cranes.”


Lotus and her wingmate
sped past the Vultures and opened fire on the Crossbow escorts. Having spent this
long in the fight, they knew full well the dangers a Garuda presented to a
Crossbow stuck in formation, and they started to maneuver, hoping to divert the
Garudas away from the bombers. Lotus pursued with
unequaled agility.


“Thank you Parfait. Alright girls,
don’t let Lotus show you up!” Marcy cheered.


Homa broke off from the attack formation
at that point.


While Crane got the escorts riled up,
someone else had to tie up the bombers, or Lotus might just get shot in the
back by a dorsal cannon in the middle of the dance.


“I guess I’ll give them a look up my
skirt now.” Homa said, in her surliest voice.


“Good luck then.”


Captain Sheba sounded composed. She
was not taking the bait that was laid for her.


Homa gripped the controls and thundered on
ahead.


The Hierophants were far more
interested in her provocation. 


Turrets circled around to meet her,
shooting off dozens and hundreds of rounds of machine gun and cannon ammunition
her way in long, visible green trails of tracers. 


As deftly as she approached them, Homa just as deftly evaded the guns.


Homa had an overwhelming speed advantage
on the bombers. A stock Wizard-class was only 2/3 as fast as a Garuda even with
over twice the engine power. A full load of bombs slowed it down even further,
and the Hierophant’s modifications were so stark that Homa
would not have been surprised to see Hierophant’s speed testing at less than
half the sustained speed of a Garuda. Homa’s Bennu was faster than a Garuda.


To blow past the Hierophants took Homa a couple of seconds, and she could swing around back
to them in the same amount of time. She was flying circles and zig-zags around
the bombers, trying to remain as unpredictable as possible as to where she
would be; where the machine gunners would see her as she entered their field of
view.


Firing at where she had been, the
trails seemed to chase her but never catch her, and she was quick to avoid any
cross-fire when she flew between the two bombers.


And she was not idle as she flew. It
was not just an acrobatics show.


Though her cannon was out, she had to
present a credible threat, and each time she buzzed the bombers she would shoot
the turrets if she could. Though the bulletproof glass staunchly resisted the
machine guns, if she snuck a bullet or two in between the plate and the glass
housing she might clip the gunner’s leg or a hydraulic device.


No such luck. She flew and flew and
the enemy continued to hose her down.


In the distance, there was a brief
flash.


Lotus had set alight a fuel tank on
one of the crossbows covering the bomber’s left.


There was a clear opening.


“Homa, we’re
moving in! Flank right on Hierophant #3!” 


“Roger. Hey, Captain, watch this–!”


It was not the same, flying without
being able to really shoot, but Homa found she could
entertain herself in her own way as long as she was still part of the plan. 


So when Sheba’s order came in she
grinned and found a fun way to realize it. 


Coming down from the sky over
Hierophant #3, Homa dropped down its right flank and
manipulated the throttle and control surfaces to take her aircraft into a
slight spin.


While spinning, she also looped twice
off the Hierophant’s side.


At that point the gunners must have
believed she was just toying with them.


Their gunfire grew ever more furious,
all directed exclusively at her.


“Homa, do
you need to show off like that to get their attention?”


Sheba was finally a little exasperated
with her.


“I do!” Homa
replied. There was no further response from the Captain.


Instead, Marcy came in over the radio
suddenly.


“I’m getting requests from the ground
units to allow them to fire on them Hierophants. They say the bombers are
getting too close to the point of no return.” She said.


In the next instant her concerns and
those of the ground troops found their answer in a roaring explosion and a expanding cloud of smoke and
metal parts from enemy #3.


Homa climbed away from the shower of metal
that had become of her flank.


She glanced back over her shoulder and
spotted Sheba and Sayyid emerging from the vicinity
of the falling wreckage. Homa marveled at the
fantastic, fiery explosion they had wrought, far more terrible and
instantaneous than when Sheba had launched her own attack. Not only did Sayyid have more rockets than Sheba, Homa
would not have been surprised if she had managed to blow up the magazine of the
underside naval gun in her attack. That would certainly explain the exponential
violence of this pass.


“Homa, swing
back around to the left side of Hierophant #2!”


“Yes, mistress.”


“And no funny business!”


“Of course, mistress.”


Sheba did not rise to this surly
provocation.


This time Homa
was not even disappointed. 


She had plenty of funny business
planned, of course.


Grinning like a fiend, laughing to
herself, reveling in the rush of the Bennu in full
acrobatic flight, she leveled from her climb and immediately dropped straight
down the other side of the remaining Hierophant. She applied gentle nudges to
the stick.


Emboldened, she buzzed the
Hierophant’s wing a few meters from the propeller.


Homa avoided the ventral turret by
skirting close to the underside gun housing.


With what used to be the bomb bay now
bulging out with metal, Homa dipped under the chassis
and completed a messy, frantic loop over the cockpit in almost full view of the
men inside the greenhouse-style nose. She flew away, pursued by the dorsal
gunner and the forward machine gun, completely capturing their attention.


“That enough, mistress?” Homa shouted.


“Ugh,” was Sheba’s response, but it
was drowned out.


“Much appreciated!”


Mannan’s voice came in loud and at that moment
Homa thought she could also hear the rockets lighting
up from under her wings and blazing toward the Hierophant.


In the next instant, a series of
massive explosions blew heat and smoke in the wake of the Bennu.
Homa looked over her shoulder and she could see dust
and red, burning, churned-up metal go flying. Mannan
flew out from under the Hierophant and tilted her wings to indicate her thanks
and that she was healthy, aware and had succeeded.


“My only regret is I couldn’t see more
of your acrobatics.” Mannan said.


“You’ll get a chance.” Homa said. She was glowing from the excitement and praise.


“Could you show me how you operate the
controls with your prosthetic?”


“Uh, no?”


Sayyid, Mannan and
Homa formed up around the Captain as they turned back
around.


Operation Trident was almost complete,
despite everything.


Captain Sheba breathed a loud sigh of
relief. They were in the final stretch.


“Scratch three. My precious vultures are
really looking alive.” Captain Sheba said.


There was a girlish giddiness that she
failed to control or acknowledge.


Nobody, not even Homa,
pointed it out. Every mission was a cyclone of emotions.


It was fine to let the Captain glow
with this rare euphoria.


“Hate to interrupt, but Hierophant #4
is entering the battlespace!” Marcy called out. “Hierophant #5 is also on
radar, not far behind. Two escorts on each of them.”


“Comrades, this is it!” Captain Sheba
said. “We’ll set them alight and go home!”


Sayyid and Mannan
were now free to fly without encumbrance, save for a minimal amount of drag
caused by the rails for the rockets. Homa and Sheba
could cover for one of their remaining rocketeers, and those two could cover
for another. With the fourth enemy target coming into view, Vulture Squadron
reorganized along those lines. Malik was guarded by Sheba and Homa, and Sayyid and Mannan would go on the offensive immediately while
escorting Anada to Hierophant #4. Behind them, Lotus
and her wingmate from Crane flew casually around the
group, awaiting more targets.


“Can’t we talk to that lady?” Anada asked.


“We’re not supposed to. She has to be
able to listen to her own squadron.” Sheba said.


“But she’s with us now. This is a bit
inconvenient.” Anada said.


“We can sort it out for the next
mission. Right now, it’s fine if Marcy handles things.”


Marcy chuckled on the radio. “Ah,
sorry, I’m doing my best to keep us connected. I don’t think I’ve missed
anything from the A.C.I.’s channel, but it’s been busy.”


“You’re doing fine, Marcy. I’m sure
Lotus is the quiet, focused type.” Sheba said.


“Actually, she’s a chatterbox. But you
don’t need to hear all of it so I don’t report it.”


That was A.C.I. Parfait, the Crane’s
radio and radar girl. One more mystery solved.


“For example, and I will report this,
she’s now flirting a bit too eagerly with me.”


Behind them, Lotus Rajavari
tilted her wings in cheerful acknowledgment.


“I see. Good luck out there, Parfait.”
Sheba replied, giggling a little.


Homa cracked a little grin at that messy
exchange. Pilots were something else.


They really did come in every size and
shape, and with all manner of personal defects.


Vulture were maybe a little more
mismatched than the rest, but they all had to have a few worms in their brain
to get out here in these 2000 kilogram contraptions, spitting oil and chewing
up fire. Climbing high into the sky to kill men, flirt and tell awful jokes.


Homa shook her head and sighed.


She really was the worst of them all,
she told herself.


“We’re about 3000 meters to target,
Captain.” Anada suddenly said.


Those cat-like eyes caught it first;
soon it was unmistakable for everyone else.


In front of them, the Hierophant
lumbered, its massive frame drawing ever nearer.


At its sides, the Crossbows took
notice of the incoming Vultures and stormed ahead.


“Everyone get ready!” Captain Sheba
said. “We’ll be attacking Hierophant #4.”


They had already agreed how to
designate the targets by relative direction.


With the order given, and the target
identified, the pilots engaged.


On cue, Lotus and her wingmate from Crane flew out to intercept the Crossbows.


Vulture split up. Homa
and Sheba led Malik away, flying a half-circle to put distance between
themselves and the Hierophant in case they needed to come at it from another
direction. Mannan and Sayyid
flew on each of Anada’s wingtips, escorting her into
the fray. Sheba was not able to micromanage this particular stint, but everyone
trusted Mannan and Sayyid
to come up with a good attack window for Anada.


“We’re approaching!” Mannan reported. “Sayyid and I
will distract the gunners.”


Homa took a look out of her canopy and saw
her comrades swarming the bomber.


Below them, Anada
approached.


Lines of gunfire flew out to meet her,
but she stayed her course adamantly.


In moments, she would have the rockets
lined up.


Homa heard a gasp on the radio.


“Something’s coming! Extremely fast!”
Marcy shouted.


Sheba groaned. “More boosters? How
many rocket launches did they plan?”


She began to turn the formation back
toward Hierophant #4.


Homa spotted something suddenly coming
from the distance.


Within seconds of being spotted it
invaded the airspace.


Something incredibly fast, a white
contrail following in its wake.


First in its sights was Anada, who in the next second took to the radio in a panic.



“It’s coming at me! I have to abort!”


She was about to attack, and in the
blink of an eye an attack had been launched at her.


Anada’s rockets sailed into the empty air
around Hierophant #4 as she escaped.


Her Garuda swung back back in the nick of time to avoid a stark black aircraft
slicing through the air around her. From its large black tail a bluish-pink
flame danced. So powerfully had it thrust through past Anada
that it threw her Garuda off balance.


Homa stared at it, speechless as the craft
rocketed across the skies.


Her voice quavered with disbelief as
she switched on the radio.


“It’s a jet engine!” She said, hardly
believing herself.


Unknown to her then, Nocht’s new S.F.-X Musket was shooting right for
the Bennu.


 










14th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E


 


Republic of Ayvarta, Dbagbo
Province, City of Loima — Kubera
Air Force Base


 


“Sir, Hierophants are on mission!”


A young woman sat in front of a large
radio set. At her back, a second woman watched several vision tubes for radars
and other equipment. There were several stations just like hers, monitoring the
coming and going of aircraft from the dark, gloomy control room, each assigned
a communications officer and a telemetry and radar officer. Their faces and
bodies were lit by the eerie green light of the screens. Pulses on the radar
screen indicated the formation of planes in the process of disappearing from
sight. 


“K-Keep me
posted.” A deep, commanding voice responded. Commodore Robin McConnell had
mostly hidden a surprised tremor that had run from his back to his jaw.


There should have been nothing to be
nervous about, but McConnell was restless.


He was always nervous when the planes
took off. That was a commitment; soon as they left the base, they were on
mission, or they just wasted takeoff fuel. There were not many corrections they
could afford to make in flight. Everything had to be precise. Only as much fuel
as it took to fly to the mission and back. Only as many munitions as needed,
only as many personnel as it took. Calculated and budgeted, communicated
through the wires like the current to a vacuum tube. Too much current and
something would burst. Like a machine, Kubera Air
Base had to run with scientific certitude.


Certitude was hard to achieve with
human bodies.


However, an appearance of certitude
might well bring about the result of certitude.


McConnell tried to remind himself that
he had every advantage.


When President Lehner
himself gave McConnell the greenlight for Unternehmen
Donnergrollen, he quickly set about making Kubera Air Force Base the nerve center of its constituent
missions. The Ayvartans had done much of the job. Kubera was one of their few Air Bases outside of Solstice
or the northern coastline that had a large radar array. Using parts from a FREIJA
system, they upgraded the existing infrastructure. Radio and telephone lines
had already been installed. Spacious hangars and runways that had been freshly
laid a year prior allowed Nocht to house much of its
strategic fleet. Demilitarization would’ve turned Kubera
into an international civilian airport.


That would have been a waste of the
space. 


McConnell was glad they got to it this
fast. He felt more confident in himself now that his palatial base had been
established to his precise specifications. Seeing his massive fleet of
aircraft, his vast stocks of fuel and aero-engines and parts, and the veritable
army of pilots and specialists at his disposal, made the undertaking feel
smaller. It made the destruction of the enemy feel achievable. He was vastly
superior to them.


Interrupting McConnell’s train of
thought, a young woman stood up from one of the stations and walked up to him
expectantly. She had her hair up in a bun and a grey skirt uniform. In her
hands she had a neatly folded piece of paper. She saluted before him.


“Sir, I’m out this shift, but my
replacement is new. I wrote some notes for her. I know we’re not supposed to
put anything about the system in unauthorized writing, but– “


“It’s– It’s
fine.” McConnell said. He put on a smile. “Nobody will read it but her.”


Normally there was a Captain around to
handle the specialists, but he was out back.


Nevertheless, McConnell spent the
energy to appear courteous to his little cogs.


Nodding, the girl laid the note on her
station desk and walked out of the room.


In a perfect world one set of
specialists could just work the entire mission without complaints; in the end
however the disruption of shift changes could be mitigated with superior
training. One radio girl was easily replaceable with another. It was not a
perfect world but it approximated the functioning of a perfect world. That was
it.


“As perfect as I can get it.”


There had been setbacks, but it was
not the time to focus on it. For what they had achieved so far, a few damaged
Wizards and some knocked-out old Archers were an acceptable loss. Every life
lost and every hull burnt was well within the budget so far.


Everyone who had died had been green
anyway. 


Most of the Air Force was green, after
the debacles of 2030.


He still had a core of veterans to
rely on as a trump card, though, and that sufficed.


Superior planning and state-of-the-art
equipment could make up for rookie pilots.


Look at how much even these green boys
and girls had managed to do so far!


“We were the first in.” McConnell told
himself. “The Air Fleet was the first to put a bullet into Solstice. We took
out one of the airfields of the invincible city. And we’re going to do it
again, and again. We’ve proven it’s possible; that it’s effective even.”


He watched from afar at the radar
images moving farther and farther away.


His position would only grow stronger
the more munitions he could drop on Solstice.


It didn’t matter what he hit, or with
what.


That was why the Hierophants flew out.
Not only did it look good for the corporations if experimental aircraft
operated openly and scored victories, and not only did it make the President
happy to see wiz-bang new weapons; every shell and bomb he could put inside
Solstice was another thing he could brag about to the higher-ups in the army.


His hands opened and closed nervously.
He was getting fired up.


He had taken out an airfield! Set fire
to the people hiding behind those archaic walls.


Something in his brain chided him.


It was an ancillary airfield that they
took out.


There was a greater, gleaming prize, a
jewel in the dung heap. 


Armaments Hill.


Solstice’s largest military base,
composed of underground factories, barracks and even an airfield. Armaments
Hill was the brain of the Sunhera Thalsena,
the “golden army” rebuilt by Daksha Kansal from the
ashes of the previous regime’s defeated demilitarization battlegroups.
McConnell could end the war by destroying Armaments Hill. Gaul Von Drachen was wrong; there was something of vast importance
within the walls of Solstice, and that was the hope that the communists could
rebuild anything that Nocht destroyed. That they
could hang on as long as their defenses could last.


McConnell would show them that there
was no wall that couldn’t be broken.










“God, those screens are going to burn
my eyeballs.”


Gretchen van Illum
rubbed her eyes hard as she exited the mission control room. She was
temporarily blinded by the harsh lights in the concrete tunnel hallway leading
back out onto the main base areas. Her particular job and workspace for this
mission was dubbed “Special Command 3.” She had spent four hours on the radio
in the initial phase, and she expected to spend another four hours in her next
shift. At that point the mission would definitely be over. She had been lucky
not to get an “action shift” within the space of the mission’s hottest moments.
Last time, she nearly went hoarse.


Instead, she mostly sat around and
listened to men and women relaying runway instructions, weather reports, and
intelligence from the front line. She heard the pilots signing off and gave
takeoff instructions. It was the easiest job she had gotten yet.


Gretchen figured she would spend the
four hours between her shifts having a meal, catching up with some of the other
girls, and studying for the radar specialist test.


Going from radio girl to radar girl
would add 300 more marks to her pocket a month.


At the end of the tunnel she walked up
a smooth ramp and found herself coming out under a semicircular, covered
concrete entryway, laying just off of the main runway. 


Cloudless blue skies and a fresh
breeze greeted her. 


It was hot and humid out, but the wind
was strong and soothing.


Far in the background, the Kucha mountains seemed to loom over the massive fields of fuel
tanks, gas cylinders and oil containers fenced off from the main body of the
base. There were vast stretches of sprawling, empty blacktop before her, marked
up to be used as runways whenever needed. The tarmac was broken up with
hangars, service buildings, warehouses and the semi-circular entrances to
underground control rooms, all connected by cement road. There was even one
functional radar tower.


A second radio tower was going up,
surrounded by scaffolding and trucks of workers.


She noticed the workers on that day
because most of them were Ayvartans.


These were the people they had come to
free from oppression. 


It felt a little jarring to see a
brown or black face, she had been so distant and isolated from them before. She
heard about them plenty, but never saw any. Seeing those workers under the
guidance of a pale Nochtish overseer, handling the
generators, cables and steel and other parts for the radar array, her immediate
reaction was “oh, they exist?” She didn’t know whether to expect them to look
happy or miserable. But they were construction workers. What kind of face
should they have been making?


Shaking her head at her own
foolishness, Gretchen kept walking.


Her barracks was quite a walk away
from Special Command 3. She was exhausted by the time she arrived, but the
smell of food cooking briefly enlivened her as she entered the cafeteria. She
was almost excited to eat until she reminded herself of what they had to cook
with. Unlike the men, who had dedicated (male) cooks and higher-rated rations,
the girls took turns manning the cafeteria and trying to make gold out of the
lead contained in the packs of dried eggs, pickled sausage, canned bread,
powdered milk, salt pork and other such ghastly rations that they were
regularly given to eat. 


Fighting men on the front could raid
their enemy for local food, what limited amounts there were; women had no
foraging opportunity. All pilots got to eat some fresh food in their canteens
too. Radio girls, radar girls, secretaries, they had no right to anything.


“Salt pork or canned chicken today?”
Gretchen asked as she walked in.


“Canned chicken!” a pair of voices
shouted back.


Gretchen felt her entire body shiver.


Among the most galling of the ration
items was the “canned chicken.” A gelatinous, bony mess studded with fat and
meat that flopped out of the can like the devil’s effluvium. Gretchen felt the
product must have visually represented the trauma of the bird’s final moments
before its remains were stuffed into the can. Gretchen read the cursed words on
the blackboard in the cafeteria entrance, written in the pretty cursive of a
young woman trying to conceal and beautify the horror it meant. Even if you
picked out the bones, the remaining chicken was barely fit for stock. She
cringed.


Sighing, she snatched a tray from a
stack and walked up to the service counter.


“Gutentag,
Gretchen. First shift again huh? Lucky.”


Specialist Mia Pfennig stretched the
‘y’ into a rising, song-like note. She was about Gretchen’s age, she must have
been mid-20s at the oldest, and had a curly red hair and a freckly face. In her
hand was a ladle which she dipped into a pot of chicken-y slop that she then
spooned onto Gretchen’s plate. It looked like something obscene.


“Chicken porridge, veggies in
fortified butter and a roll of bread.”


Using a different ladle, Mia spooned a
dull heap of canned vegetables and then a ladle of butter over them, in a
different slot on the tray, well away from the chicken. Finally she deposited a
hard-looking piece of black bread that could barely be termed a ‘roll’.


“Chicken porridge, Mia?” Gretchen
said. “Chicken porridge?”


Mia narrowed her eyes at her. “Ask
your parents to send you a care package if you want better meat. Look, the
barley almost makes it into something. Give it a try.”


“I should report this war crime to the
liaison office.” Gretchen grumbled. 


“You should be thankful to Meridia and I for finding a way to
make this stuff edible.”


Mia was clearly fed up with Gretchen’s
prissiness and shooed her away.


Gretchen fixed a glum stare on her
plate as she shambled toward a table in the back.


She set down her tray, sat herself
down, and then sat her head atop the table.


Poking the chicken porridge with a
spoon, she rubbed her fist on the table and tensed up all of her body in preparation.
She whipped her head up, spread her lips, scooped up a spoonful and thrust the
spoon into her mouth. It was salty; a salty, slimy sensation was most of what
she got out of it. It was mostly flavorless. She remembered when they tried to
serve it up from a pan with butter, and how sour and tangy and odd it was.


Heaving a sigh of relief, she still
tried to spoon the porridge down her throat as fast as possible without making
any contact with her taste buds. It was still not acceptable.


Her vegetables, mostly long peas,
potatoes, corn and carrots, swam in a puddle of butter that had been fortified
with vegetable oil to make it last longer. Gretchen scooped the butter onto her
bread and took one tough bite out of the bottom of the slice, where there was
less crust and the crumb was closer. All the outer crust was too hard, and
dropping it into the porridge to soften would make the porridge impossibly
thick. The vegetables wound up the meal’s highlight, tasting mostly like
themselves.


Midway through poking at everything on
her plate, she saw someone come in and sit down. Because of the clothes and
their general appearance, at first Gretchen mistook them for a pilot that had
walked into the wrong place. And this was indeed a pilot. No one would have
been assigned that tight grey jumpsuit by accident. It fit too well.


“You look like you could use some
company, miss. Might I sit here? I can share.”


As she approached, the pilot spoke to
Gretchen in a voice that was deep but that carried the tone and character of
womanhood. She had the face of a photo model, high-cheeked, with a sleek jaw
and a gently curving nose. Her lips were glossy but only lightly painted. Her
golden-brown hair was cut short and swept back in a dashing fashion. She was
tall; taller than Gretchen, probably as tall as some of the men.


Indeed at first, Gretchen was
convinced she was a boy on silhouette alone. However, the face, the voice, and
the hint of breasts in that tight suit, all proved otherwise.


“Oh, of course.” Gretchen said. She
was slightly taken with the newcomer.


There was something glamorous about
her, something unique.


And she was carrying some rare goods
with her.


On her hands, she had a tray of real
food, probably prepared fresh at base. Lamb rib, vegetables, some kind of brown
sauce, and a fresh, flat bread in the Ayvartan style.



Gretchen’s eyes darted from the
newcomer’s handsome face to the handsome spread on her plate in quick, confused
succession. This drew a soft, elegant laugh from her.


“We had prepared meals brought to us
at the hangars, but I felt I could do better for company than the lads, so I
asked where the girls congregated.” the woman said.


Gretchen shut her eyes in a long
blink. “You’re actually a pilot? A woman pilot?”


“Indeed!” She set her tray down on the
table and took a little bow. “Andrea Lockhart.”


Upon hearing the name Gretchen nearly
fell back from her seat in shock. Her whole body had wanted to jump up. She
didn’t know what to do with her hands, so they suddenly jumped out themselves
and took her counterpart’s hands into themselves in a tight, almost lovestruck hold. “Lockhart? You mean ‘Rocket Girl’
Lockhart?”


Lockhart smiled. Gretchen noticed her
hands and pulled back, but the pilot seemed untroubled by the attention or the
touch. She took Gretchen’s retreating hands again, and her eyes fell to
Gretchen’s chest, where her name tag was — among other things.


For a moment Gretchen wondered where
exactly Lockhart was staring.


“I see that you are specialist
Gretchen van Illum! You have a lovely and notable
family name. It is a pleasure to meet you, Gretchen. I am indeed known as
‘Rocket Girl.'”


Gretchen’s heart thundered in her
chest. She felt the thrumming under her skin.


“Ah, no, my name means nothing, I’m
nobody! You’re the rocket girl! Here, for real!”


In the Federation of Northern States,
there was an archaic system whereby the families of the founding members of the
nation, as well as leading industrialists and great heroes of the war, were
honored with prefixed surnames that indicated great status. A surname prefixed
“Von” indicated the highest honors and longest lineages; the “golden” families.
While entry into this highest echelon was ultimately closed, several more
families were inducted separately with the all-lowercase prefix “van”. These
were the new “silver” families, as they came to be known in high class gossip.


While her great great
grandfather had been honored as “van Illum” for his
services as a military doctor, her family was currently of average means and nothing
special.


Andrea Lockhart might have had no
great lineage, but she had made quite a modern name for herself. Before the war
she had been all over the papers: the rocket girl who flew a solid fuel
rocket-powered glider over the Großschild mountains. Gretchen did not know her from Eve when meeting
her in the flesh, as any pictures of her always included her in heavy jackets,
goggles, caps. That name, however, was very famous.


“Oh, I’m sorry!” Gretchen collected
herself. “It must be annoying to hear this stuff–“


“It’s fine,
I’m quite pleased to hear it, actually. After all, my goal is to inspire
women.”


Gretchen hated herself for her
momentary vulnerability, and the star-struck way in which she responded to
Lockhart. She took solace in that Lockhart looked happy.


“Ma’am, I’m sure you’re higher ranked
than me, I should have been more–“


At this remark, Lockhart’s expression
darkened for an instant.


Gretchen noticed, but thought better
of apologizing any more. Lockhart was quickly restored to her previous sunny
disposition, and urged Gretchen to sit with her.


“At ease, soldier,” Lockhart jokingly
said, patting Gretchen’s arm, “I am technically a pilot, in that I fly a plane,
but my rank is exactly yours. I’m Specialist Andrea Lockhart.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”
Gretchen said. “Aren’t pilots at least Lieutenants?”


“Not women pilots.” Lockhart said. “Of
which there is only one.” She winked at her.


Gretchen realized that Lockhart must
have been in a difficult situation because of her gender and aspirations, and
the structure of the military. She resolved not to remind her of such things
and to try to control her embarrassment. Nobody liked a squealing admirer, but
it was even worse to spend the whole conversation apologizing instead.


“At least they feed me well.” Lockhart
cheerfully gestured toward her tray.


She pushed Gretchen’s own tray aside
and laid hers firmly in the middle, sitting across from her so the food was in
reach of both. Gretchen looked down at the spread with eyes and mouth watering.
Up close, it definitely looked like fresh food, rather than the stuff that came
out of the cans and boxes they brought from home. Meat glistening with fat and
juices, crispy colorful vegetables in real butter and soft, still warm bread.


“Tuck in. I need to watch my figure
anyway.” Lockhart said.


Gretchen stared at her for a second
before taking her fork and sliding it over the lamb.


It was tender! It was pull-apart
tender!


“Did you know? Many Ayvartans don’t eat meat at all. Of those that do, there
are some Ayvartans that don’t eat beef, and some that
don’t eat pork. So then, lamb and chicken are the easiest to source locally. I
personally prefer a nice medium steak, but oh well.”


Lockhart held her head up on her hands
and watched with a gentle expression as Gretchen carefully put the forked piece
of lamb meat into her mouth. Gretchen almost expected it to be some kind of
trick, some mirage, but she was delighted to find the lamb almost melting in
her mouth, juicy, warm, patted with pepper and a sweet sauce.


“It’s incredible! This is incredible!”
Gretchen said through a full mouth.


“You’re cute.” Lockhart said with a
little laugh.


Gretchen brought her eyes up from the
plate and hastily recollected herself.


“You’re a radio girl, right? I think I
might’ve heard your voice before.” Lockhart said.


“Yes, I do radio. I was told I’d
handle runway communications and training sorties but they have me doing all
sorts of things with no warning.” Gretchen said. She started to feel chirpy
when the subject turned to her line of work. “Yesterday I handled a combat
mission, even. Have you flown in combat, Ms. Lockhart? You may have heard me
yell.”


Her bombers had managed to escape
mostly without harm, though they failed to reach their target. She tried not to
think about what it would be like to hear someone die on the radio. Probably
nothing; the sound would probably cut out beforehand.


“I have not yet flown combat. I expect
to soon.”


Gretchen shook her head a little,
trying not to think about combat.


“I certainly hope you will be safe.”


“Do you think ‘rocket girl’ would get
shot down so easily?” Lockhart asked.


She had a playful expression, but
Gretchen just felt like she had put her foot in her mouth. “So, um, what do you
pilot? Is it an Archer by any chance?” She asked.


Lockhart blinked for a moment and
smiled.


“I’ve flown the civilian version of
the Archer before, but here I’m flying something a little special.” Lockhart
said. “One of the Standardfliegerei A.G.’s
new prototypes.”


“S.F. huh? Did they approach you because
of your world records?” Gretchen asked.


“Well, I approached them. But I made a
convincing case for myself.” Lockhart said.


“Huh, interesting. I guess your name
has more reach than mine after all.”


Standard Aviation was one of Nocht’s prominent aircraft corporations. No one in the Air
Force could avoid the name, as they manufactured many of the combat model
aircraft they were using. There had been a bit of scandal surrounding it over
the years. Current President Achim Lehner had made lavish yearly contributions to them,
eventually becoming a major shareholder. They in turn gave lavish contributions
to Achim Lehner’s political
campaign, and it was unclear whether he ever divested from the company when he
took office. Since then, they outshone all of the other aviation companies.
Gretchen knew if she ever quit her army position she might have a job at S.F.
A.G., as long as she buttered up the right officers during her time in the
corps.


You couldn’t try for the radio and
radar positions without hearing gossip like that.


And as far as the prototypes were
concerned, Gretchen knew there were certainly many one-offs and weird pieces in
Kubera’s inventory. In the current mission, three
S.F. A.G. conversions that had yet to enter mass production were fielded. In
addition, they had S.F. A.G. rocket-assisted squadrons on standby who could
reach the mission area in half the usual time. She knew Commodore McConnell
loved to show off prototypes; but she did not know any specific ones, so she
couldn’t guess what Lockhart piloted.


She had to wonder though how Lockhart
had managed to convince them.


“A woman pilot, huh?” Gretchen said
idly. “It sounds really romantic.”


“I’m glad you think so. I believe
women will revolutionize this army.” Lockhart said. Her eyes started to wander,
as if she was seeing past Gretchen and at something greater. “There’s a lot we
can do the same or better than men. I will see us acknowledged.”


“Like what?” Gretchen said. She was
not quite thinking when she spoke.


“Fighter pilot, for starters.” Lockhart
said. “Nobody flies like me– like we do.”


“I heard they have women
fighter pilots; and riflemen and everything else.”


“Perhaps. But they’re
uncivilized about it in other ways. They lack culture here.”


Gretchen blinked, chewing on some
bread. 


She thought for a second that Lockhart
sounded offended. Indeed, she was averting her gaze somewhere. Gretchen thought
they were both talking about Ayvartans and saying
fairly uncontroversial things about them at this point. She felt a bit
surprised.


Lockhart turned her head over her
shoulder as a plane started down the runway. For a moment Gretchen thought it
had not actually caught her attention. Rather she was using it as an excuse to
sigh or groan. Perhaps it was all in Gretchen’s mind, of course. When Lockhart
turned back around to her she was smiling at her quite fondly again.


“Ms. van Illum,
I should be going soon, but I very much enjoyed talking to you. What say you we
schedule a more involved get-together? I’ve no real friends here and could dearly
use someone to talk about girly things with, rather than all this dull
business. I’ll take you out on the town. My treat; with all the needed
authorizations included.”


Lockhart raised her hand, beckoning
Gretchen to shake.


Gretchen was taken aback. She knew all
of her coworkers, and they talked often, but she would not have presumed to be
a real friend to any of them. In Gretchen’s mind it was not possible to be
someone’s friend, when one’s career aspirations might require one to step over
their shoulder someday. However, Lockhart and Gretchen did have utterly
different ambitions. After all, Gretchen would absolutely never fly an
aircraft.


And furthermore, Lockhart did look so
very dashing–


Snap out of it, she’s a girl, you’re
both girls. Her
respectable brain quickly took over.


More importantly, it was not often at
all that a radio girl got to have a night out in town.


Gretchen raised her hand to meet
Lockhart’s for a gentle shake, but instead, Lockhart dexterously took her
fingers and brought her lips to them, delivering a warm kiss.


“You have lovely skin, Ms. van Illum. I look forward to seeing it under the moonlight.”


Gretchen’s face turned as hot as the
cowlings on a Wizard’s engine in-flight.


Lockhart stood up from the table,
winked and bid goodbye with a charming little wave.


“You’ll be notified when I’ve secured
your release! Good day!”


As if taken by the same wind that
brought her so suddenly, Lockhart was soon gone.


For a several minutes Gretchen sat in
silence, wondering if all that had truly happened. When she looked down, she
saw Lockhart’s tray of food. Her lamb was still there, along with remnants of
the bread and the vegetables largely untouched. Gretchen knew that she would
have never gotten this kind of food from the girls here. 


She took a piece of lamb and put it
into her mouth. 


It was still real, and still
delicious.


As she was polishing off the rest of
Lockhart’s food, Mia appeared from behind her, looking over her shoulder at the
food with a conspiratorial grin. Gretchen glanced sidelong at her compatriot’s
fiendish face. Mia put a finger down on the tray to pick up some of the sauce
the lamb had been coated in and tasted it. She smiled and sighed.


“Lucky you! Don’t think I didn’t see
that pretty-boy making eyes at you. He even brought you food. Oh, if only I was
as sexful and curvaceous as you, Gretchen.”


Gretchen’s eyes briefly rolled over
Mia’s silhouette.


She quickly frowned and chided herself
for having that reaction to Mia’s nonsense.


“You are being ridiculous. And that
wasn’t a boy. That was Andrea Lockhart.”


“What? That stunt pilot? Why would she
be here? This is a war, you know?”


“She invited me to a night on the
town.” Gretchen said.


Before Mia could back up her
immediate, scandalized expression with some words of affirming heteronormativity,
there was a knock on the propped-open door of the building. Gretchen turned
from her companion over to the doorway. There stood a man in a gray and silver
coat with quite a sizeable helping of pips and rank markings. He was tall, and
his limbs seemed just a little bit off, out of proportion with the rest.


His expression was quite sunny, but
his face seemed a bit rigid, as if he had been carved into stone with that
smile and was always wearing it involuntarily. He was clean-shaven and his skin
was only a touch weathered, good for a man who was perhaps in his early
thirties. His cheeks were a bit hollow and his nose a bit sharp, and his blonde
hair was unevenly slicked such that some of it stuck out from under his hat.


“Gutentag
my ladies. I’m Brigadier General Gaul Von Drachen. I
have been searching in vain for the main command of this air base. I am told
that officers in charge move between various offices for different missions, so
I am left confused as to where they could be. I would very much like to meet
with Air Commodore Robin McConnell.”


“Von” Drachen?
Gretchen had never heard of a golden family by the name Drachen.


Gretchen and Mia exchanged glances.


Mia silently pleaded for Gretchen to
take the lead.


Acquiescing with a barely-hidden
groan, Gretchen stood to meet Von Drachen.


“I’m Specialist Gretchen van Illum sir. I know where the Air Commodore is sir, but for
security reasons I am not allowed to disclose his whereabouts.” Gretchen said.


Von Drachen
chortled. “Oh my dear lady, I’m a General! I have a security escort. They’ll be
here soon, after they fail their sobriety tests at the gate, I’m sure. Anyway:
it’ll be fine if you tell me. Here, if you require my credentials I shall show
them to you.”


He proceeded to withdraw a leather
pocket case from his coat. His face glistened with sweat. Despite how
unbothered he seemed by the Dbagbo heat and humidity,
his body was protesting the choice of attire. When Von Drachen
flipped open the case at her to reveal its contents, Gretchen saw his
identification papers, including his commission.


Indeed, this was the genuine article,
a “Gaul Von Drachen” serving in a Panzer division.


What did the army need with Kubera Air Base that it would send a tank man for it?


“With all due respect sir, it’s security protocol that a specialist like me just can’t
take you to meet an officer. It has to be a member of the security staff. What
did you say happened to your security detail, sir? I do not think I heard it
quite correctly.”


Gretchen was hoping beyond hope she
had not heard him correctly.


Von Drachen
crossed his arms and put on a pensive expression for a few minutes before
lifting a finger into the air to speak– at that point he was drowned out by the
sounds of rocket engines burning propellant on the runway. It was sudden, and
accompanied by a lot of dust and smoke spreading over the center of the base.


There had been some surprise launches
it seemed.


Staring past Von Drachen,
Gretchen could just barely make out the Archers flying out of the base with
their disposable rocket boosters and drop fuel tanks. It was a new procedure
they were testing, to surprise the enemy. They had come to expect Archers to
fly certain speeds and to take a certain amount of time to reach a mission area.


How long had it been already since the
mission started? Gretchen lost track of time.


“Oh, quite interesting.”


Von Drachen
himself turned around to look.


“I especially like that black
aircraft. I’ve never seen its like. Do you know what
it is?”


At that point, Gretchen spotted the
“black aircraft” taking off, a trail of white smoke in its wake, its tail
burning with pink and blue flames. There was no propeller on the front, but it
was also not assisted by a rocket. All rocket aircraft had disposable boosters.
This must have been something else. There were all kinds of prototypes stored
here.


In the shadow of the archers, the
black aircraft took off and climbed away.


Not before doing a loop or two to how
off its maneuverability. 


Gretchen blinked, and giggled lightly.
Pilots could be such showoffs.


Someone was probably mad about that
display, but there were a lot of gawkers enjoying it. Von Drachen
was probably the man most openly amused by it. His face lit up like a boy’s
when the black aircraft performed its loops and sped off elegantly.


“Remarkable. A waste of fuel, but
beautiful flying. Anyway, Gretchen, could you–?”


He turned back to Gretchen, who was
about to chastise him for using a lady’s first name with such familiarity, when
he was a man in a designated space for women. However, before she could shout
Von Drachen down for his carelessness, her own voice
was drowned out. Not by rockets or any other takeoff noise, but by an alarm
siren followed by a broadcast across the base of Air Commodore McConnell’s
voice.


“There has been an unauthorized
launch! Do you hear me, an unauthorized launch! This is a security breach of
the highest class. Whoever authorized the launch of the S.F.-X Musket is to
report to me immediately! I repeat, whoever’s in charge of the Musket will
report to me right now! Your pilot is disobeying orders to turn around!”


Gretchen was left speechless as the
alarm and McConnell’s voice faded into the air.


Could that have been–?


Von Drachen
clapped his hands suddenly.


His cheeks stretched with a grand
smile.


“Oh, opportunity knocks. Excuse me, my
lady. I shall go wait and follow those indicted men to my destination. Thank
you for your courtesy, and have a good day.” He said.


He took her hands, shook them
vigorously, and quickly ran out to the tarmac.


“Wow. God, what a day.” Mia said. She
looked at Von Drachen running out. “You know, he’s a
little odd, but I think he’s charming. I like older men too. I hope he stays a
while–“


Gretchen was not listening to her
companion at that point.


Staring at the sky, she hoped whoever
had launched that prototype knew what they were doing. And she hoped dearly it
had not been one dashing lady she met that day.
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“Homa, go
after it! Full throttle!”


“You don’t have to tell me–!”


Homa was in the middle of pushing the
throttle past the point where the lock on the compression chamber would be
lifted. Whether or not Sheba authorized her to do it, she had decided it on her
own anyway. She needed jet power or she could have never caught up to their new
guest. To think they would field a jet; maybe even a pure jet?


It was not a simple task to get the Bennu through the Overheat Mode procedures. As she raised
the throttle with her mechanical hand she hit a lever to start compression and
began to open the air intake beneath the prop to ease air into the jet engine.
She could not flood the air ducts when compression began or the engine might
flame out.


These were things she could do without
thinking much in a training environment.


But her hands were shaking and she was
hyperfocused, anxiously aware of everything.


Finally she felt the Bennu accelerate as the jet in the tail came to life.


In the next instant the enemy jet blew
past her.


A sleek black shape crossed over her
canopy, all glinting steel, relatively high-winged, with two large round
recesses where landing gear hid and a single jet exhaust trailing pink and blue
flame. There was no propeller on its front, only an air duct for the
compression chamber. It was a pure jet, not a mixed power solution like the Bennu.


And in a moment, it had left Homa behind and charged suddenly into the mass of aircraft
over the town of Apsaras. It had never meant to
engage her Bennu directly.


Was it trying to clear the way for the
Hierophants?


She had to stop it; she was the only
one who could.


“Sheba, I’m going after it! You figure
the rest of this out!”


Homa turned as sharply as the Bennu would let her, putting her entire body into the stick
and pedals. Behind her tail her own jet exhaust was letting off red flames that
would soon burn pink and blue. Gaining speed, she pursued the black jet, the
dial on her accelerometer slowly climbing along with her engine heat and jet
pressure dials.


Around her, the Bennu
shook out of the turn. She felt the compression chamber beneath her seat
protest being cranked on by the motor; a chunky gearbox handled the switch
after the throttle lock was lifted. For a moment the aircraft heated up and the
sputtering thrust from the back threw it ever so slightly off its balance as
the compression chamber got going. Homa counteracted
these forces expertly.


Patiently, she soothed the craft,
opening the radiator inlets and underside air intake.


Soon the throes lightened and finally
ceased as the Bennu reached its equilibrium.


She was stable, vibrating only
lightly; she was gaining good speed with tolerable heat.


Her eyes fixed on the enemy jet, and
she moved the throttle up one more step.


The Bennu
blazed ahead, leaving the Hierophants and Vulture in the dust.


She was accelerating to over 650 km/h
and beginning to cross to 700 and above.


Despite this, she was barely catching
up.


The Bennu
still had a little bit more it could give, but the enemy jet was already fully
heated up and performing at the maximum — or so Homa
hoped. Were that the case, the Bennu would begin to
make gains in the next minute. If this was the difference between the Bennu heating up and the enemy holding back, then even the fully
awakened Bennu might not stand a chance against that
jet’s maximum throttle.


Certainly the enemy jet was not fading
into the distance, not with Homa’s speed.


Nevertheless she was not gaining much
on it, and of course, it had the head start.


So she buckled down and raised the
throttle to the final, maximum step.


This was the so-called “Overheat mode”
on the Bennu.


Pushed on by a tidy, conical flame,
the Bennu charged into the melee.


Ahead of her, everything grew to an
ever purer chaos.


As Homa gave
chase, the entire operation had been thrown into disarray by the appearance of
this incredibly fast, unidentified aircraft. The A.C.I. operators were on the
radio getting out information to the main command about this development, their
voices on the verge of panic. Boasting an all-black livery with a stark white
human skull painted on the tail, it fit no known Nochtish
unit markings, but its aggressive behavior made its intentions clear.
Accelerating to remarkable speeds, it blew into the middle of the battle over Apsaras with ease and buzzed several aircraft as if toying
with them.


Ayvartan aircraft that had been giving fight
to the remaining Crossbows over Apsaras began to
disperse in disarray as the black jet slipped among them. Like an infantry
force noticing a saboteur among their ranks, the Ayvartan
pilots had to move to defend themselves. Anyone chasing a Crossbow would break
off and turn away when the black jet appeared behind them — novice Garuda
pilots often evaded horizontally on instinct, because they had such a better
turn than the enemy’s Archer fighters did.


This gave the Crossbows space to climb
or dive away from the battle. Many sought refuge away from Apsaras,
and started to file out toward the Hierophants instead.


A few daring ones took to the tail of
their Ayvartan pursuers once the black jet got done
toying with them, and moved on to another target. It was burning past every
plane that it pointed its nose at. Nobody could outmaneuver it with the speed
it had.


Homa took a few parting shots at the
Crossbows herself as she chased after the jet.


Not that her machine gun could do any
good. All she could do was keep chasing.


She was closing in on the Bennu’s theoretical top speed of 800 km/h.


Steadily, she was gaining on the jet.
She weaved through the confused morass of aircraft going every which around
her, chasing the black jet through a storm of steel and bullets. They were a
neighborhood block away from each other, but Homa
felt that with each turn she was taking a house on the black jet. She would
soon be upon it.


Despite this the black jet seemed to
not notice her, quickly moving from dance partner to dance partner in a frantic
waltz. It took the tail of one pilot, long enough to frighten, and then swept
and rolled and sped away with ease to the next target, and the next–


And yet, Homa
could not see whether the black jet was shooting. An aggressively quick craft
like that should’ve scored a few easy kills by now. Homa
should have been able to see the distinctive green tracers — every bullet fired
by everyone on Aer had the distinctive tracing color of its national bloc. It
was just the common sense. 


Was the enemy jet not shooting? Was it
fitted with some odd experimental weapon?


Was it perhaps, fitted with no weapons
whatsoever? That wouldn’t make any sense.


Whatever it was, she could not let it
go on any longer.


The Bennu
was at full throttle, the compression chamber was running and properly inured
to the air flowing into it. She had the fuel, the heat tolerance and the
chamber pressure for several minutes of jet engine. Now she could actually
fight back.


Homa pulled the wheel levers at her sides
that closed the radiator inlets.


She switched off the secondary
underside air intake.


Her heat gauge began to slowly climb
again after having reached a stable point.


But with the intakes and inlets
closed, she achieved a tidy aerodynamic gain.


Soon the Bennu
breached 800 km/h.


All of the battlefield around her
slowly became a blur, and only the black jet was visible. 


And then the black jet finally fell down
into her open maw.


Amid a sky full of red and green
tracers flying from planes in every direction, Homa
finally took the jet’s tail. She closed within a house’s length and rammed her
trigger.


Dozens of red machine gun tracers
peppered the surface of the enemy jet’s wings.


After those stings on its metal skin,
the prey noticed her.


In a series of wild movements the
black jet dropped into a steep dive and near-instantly swung back up into a
climb. Homa followed, gaining dizzying speed on the
dive but finding herself outmatched in the climb, and falling behind again. 


The Bennu’s
heat gauge continued to climb as the pursuit intensified. 


Like a gazelle trying to throw a
cheetah off its back, the black jet thrashed in every direction, converting
from sweeping rolls near-instantly into fluid 180 degree u-turns,
lifting up into quick climbs and suddenly down into steep dives. Homa had her claws dug into the black jet’s hindquarters —
with all of her might she would mimic the jet’s movements, throwing the Bennu into twists and dives to keep the pressure up.


Ahead of her, the exhaust of the black
jet remained stable.


Homa realized then that the black jet
could probably keep flying like this.


She was starting to hit her limit. The
Bennu could only sustain minutes of jet flight.


To look at some of her gauges, Homa had to bow her head. This had always been a defect of
the Bennu’s cockpit design and it never mattered to
her. Until just then.


When the need to look at her pressure
and fuel gauges arose, she ducked her head beneath the sighting block for the
guns. Everything was going up into the red, as she feared. With its jet going,
the intakes closed, and the radiator vents shut, the Bennu
was at its fastest and most aerodynamic — and generating dangerous levels of
heat.


She raised her head again, and her
eyes instantly darted up.


In a split second the black jet had
begun a loop to get behind her.


Homa got the briefest look at the front of
the black jet.


Not nearly enough of a look to tell
whether it had guns to train on her or not.


Reacting to the black jet’s
aggression, Homa banked the Bennu
nearly sideways, its wings perpendicular to the ground. She took the Bennu into a clumsy loop of her own.


Her enemy realized what she was doing,
and rather than complete the loop, the black jet sped away, aborting its dive
behind Homa. In turn, Homa
twisted the Bennu back to its appropriate orientation
and chased after the black jet anew rather than continue to loop herself. In
seconds they had attacked and reacted and countered each other.


Like a cheetah, there was only so much
chasing Homa could do.


Her gazelle had kicked her off once,
and the Bennu was tiring of the pursuit.


She was on the black jet’s tail again
but only for so long.


Homa was barely keeping up, and the plane
was beginning to vibrate.


She felt the heat of the aircraft
transfer more and more to her. 


Rivulets of sweat rushed down her
face. Her control stick was turning warm.


The Bennu’s
propeller was the problem.


A pure jet created less drag and could
achieve a greater speed.


In jet flight the Bennu’s
propeller was useless save for warping the air in front of it.


And it applied a hard limit on her
maximum speed, because if she went too fast, the propeller would physically
deform, and it might damage the engine and compressor. Once deformed it would
also become unsynched from the machine guns as well.


Not that the machine guns were doing
her much good.


Had she been able to use her cannon
the chase would have been different.


Without a significant speed or weapon
advantage, however, Homa could only struggle.


Her machine gun shot bursts of red
tracers into the air that the black jet absorbed, its metal surface nearly
untouched by the bullets. She tried to place shots on the jet engine, but she
knew it would do no good. Bullets would never be able to breach the exhaust,
which was strongly tempered and constantly displacing extremely hot gas.


At least, no bullets of this
diminutive caliber could breach that jet.


If only she had her cannon–


Swinging her control stick to match
the movements of the jet, ramming her trigger to fire, her whole body heating
up and stiffening, her muscles aching from the effort; Homa
and her machine were both hitting their limit. She and the enemy were aflame.


Twin comets burning through the sky in
a chaotic dance, alone even amid dozens of their enemies and allies. It was a
dizzying spectacle happening as if a phenomena of its own world and not the
material. No one who saw it knew the effort that it required.


Then, as if reaching for the heavens,
the two jets rose into a sharp climb.


For the black jet, the move seemed to
come easily and naturally.


Gritting her teeth, Homa doggedly followed, the Bennu
protesting around her.


On the black jet, the exhaust began to
turn from pink and blue to a stark orange.


Was it losing compression? Orange
flames meant it was burning less efficiently.


Homa found herself suddenly catching up.


She leaped forward, claws drawn wide,
to seize the black jet once more.


An intruder then flung herself into
their world.


Coming down from above a plane with a
lotus on its tail took the one shot it could.


For a propeller plane against a jet,
an ambush like this had an unimaginably tight window. Their speed difference
was absolutely massive, even while working against gravity in the middle of a
climb. For a prop pilot to shoot a jet performing at its peak, would take
genius mathematics and almost supernatural, diviner-like senses.


Whatever wizardry she had done, the
girl had put herself into position to attack. Lotus Rajavari
of Crane squadron plunged down upon them with all her might and fired one red
shot from her cannon, the only chance she would have of scoring a hit on the
jet.


She misjudged the shape of the black
jet during her attack.


Her cannon round sailed under the
high-set wings of the black jet.


Homa had seen the shadow of the Garuda
against the glowing, white-hot heavens and swerved in time to avoid being hit
by it. At that point, however, the Bennu gave up.


She pulled back on the throttle,
re-engaged the lock, opened all the intakes–


Hot gas escaped from every hole in the
Bennu, and Homa’s speed
began to drop.


As if she was nothing, the black jet
swept past Lotus.


She buzzed her so closely and with
such incredible speed that the hot air in her wake smacked the Garuda I-bis away and sent Lotus hurtling toward the ground.


Homa’s engine stopped.


Like the mythical man whose wings
burned from the sun, she began to drop away.


And below her, the scavengers who had
been watching got ready to catch her.










Anada’s plane fell into a tailspin in the
wake of the black jet.


Above her, the Hierophant’s guns
opened fire.


Recklessness and protective instinct
formed a potent fuel mix for Sahana Sheba.


Hardly thinking, she closed down the
radiator vents and raised the throttle on her Garuda and threw herself
headfirst into the Hierophant, unloading all of her guns.


Two bursts of cannon fire and dozens
of machine gun rounds pummeled the glass dome on the front of the Hierophant. A
fist sized hole opened on one of the higher panes of glass and the rest of the
“greenhouse” pilot canopy cracked and shuddered. No damage was done to the crew
or the enemy’s flight characteristics from this.


However, Sheba did get their
attention.


“Anada,
run!” She shouted into the radio.


“You don’t have to tell me twice!”


As Anada
righted herself below, the Hierophant’s cannons found a new target.


Sheba held her breath and broke into a
sudden, dizzying climb and turn.


And the guns of the Hierophant trailed
her.


Hundreds of machine gun and cannon
rounds peppered the air around her. 


Sharp pops and cracks went off
everywhere, spraying incendiary shrapnel from the cannon bullets. Machine gun
bullets bounced off and pitted the edges of her wings.


Her Garuda rocked, but she did not
hesitate to throw it back into another maneuver.


As her wake and the shadow of her
craft were filled with the enemy’s bullets, Sheba pulled her Garuda into a
loop, circling the fuselage of the machine. Using the heavy gun housing below
the Hierophant, Sheba blocked the tracking of the enemy’s cannon turret and
threw herself into a dive, before finally sweeping away to rejoin Anada.


She wiped the sweat from her brow. 


She could have been killed, or worse,
she could have lost Anada then.


Looking over her shoulder, she tried
to find Homa in the distance.


Rather than shoot, that black jet had
seemed content to just buzz them — to fly so close and so fast that it risked a
collision. It missed Anada, thankfully, but it sent
her tumbling toward the ground. To have such speed that the wake just sends
planes into confusion; Sheba had never seen something like that. Was the Bennu even that fast?


When she spotted Homa
in the distance, she had her answer.


Seeing those twin lights in the
horizon, circling and lunging and twisting around the battlefield, it felt like
everyone else was moving in slow motion. It was bewildering.


They had to complete their mission,
before that thing came back.


“Anada, are
you ok?” Sheba called out.


“I’m alive. I can’t believe I screwed
up like this.”


“It’s nothing. You flew beautifully,
and you are alive. That’s what counts.”


“Ugh. If you say so.”


Sheba scanned the nearby skies for the
rest of her group.


“Mannan, Sayyid, report.”


Sayyid sighed. “We’re alive ma’am. Didn’t
even see that black plane coming though.”


“It must have been a jet fighter! That
thing was almost making Mach speed!”


And that was Mannan,
sounding both excited and dumbfounded at once.


Therefore, alive.


“Good girls. Hang in there for me.
Now, Marcy! Status report!” Sheba said.


“I’m fine! I’ve been flying low. But
ma’am, there’s trouble with Malik.” 


Sheba felt like her heart momentarily
choked in its own blood.


“What’s wrong?”


She tried to cast an eye around the
immediate battlefield for Malik’s plane.


Suddenly, she spotted a lone Garuda
flying low.


As she did, she saw Marcy’s
radar-equipped cathawk flying at its wing.


“Her electronics are in a bad way,
ma’am. We’re talking with hand signals.” Marcy said. “She isn’t getting much
climb out of the plane. She thinks her fuel line or oil might be going. In this
state, ma’am, I don’t think she can deliver any rockets on our targets.”


Sheba sighed with relief. It was only
that — it was no worse.


“I don’t care about the rockets! I’m
glad that she’s alive. Don’t scare me like that.”


Marcy sounded confused. “Um, sorry
ma’am!”


“No, it’s nothing.”


Sheba shook her head. She couldn’t
afford to look weak in front of everyone.


On the field of battle, a commander
had to have the confidence of a stone statue, that could perfectly hold the
same pose for millennia without wavering an inch at any point.


Everyone was alive. So there was still
hope.


“Marcy, tell Malik that she has flown
beautifully, and that Anada will escort her away.”


“Roger ma’am.”


Sheba expected some kind of protest or
at least a quip from the resident catkin, but instead Anada
sounded determined when she spoke. There was a little fire in her yet.


“I’ll get her home safe, ma’am! No one
will get through me again!” Anada said.


“I believe you! Even that black plane
should be wary about a protective cat-kin.”


Anada pulled away from Sheba’s side and
flew down to Malik.


As they spoke, there was an object
moving farther and farther off their right shoulders that made for an eerie
backdrop to their worry and relief. Heedless of the plight of the girls who had
tormented it so long, the Hierophant was moving over Apsaras.
Without their rockets, they had no surefire way to get through the thick
chassis of that beast.


She could try to attack it head-on
with cannons again, but then–


Sheba shook her head and turned her
Garuda around to pursue it nonetheless.


Even if it cost her life– as long as
only she died, and they completed the mission–


“Mannan, Sayyid, move over Apsaras. I’m
going to try–“


Before Sheba could commit herself to
be thrown into the fires of the Hierophant once more, and before anyone could
protest her decision, there was a scream on the radio.


“Homa–?”


Her eyes were then draw to the sky
over the town, over the Hierophant even.


Sheba thought she saw two aircraft
rise high above the battlefield.


One kept climbing; suddenly, two
others fell.


Around them, the remaining Crossbows
smelled blood and began to climb for them.


“Ma’am, Lotus and Homa
are in danger!” 


Mannan called out on the radio. Sheba felt
frozen in time for an instant.


Against all odds, she had thought Homa could do anything.


Homa and the Bennu
were her trump cards, the secret power and potential of Vulture.


And Homa
herself, with the way she flew, the skill she had shown–


Sheba had thought of everyone else’s
safety first because she was so sure of Homa.


She had treated Homa
like she treated herself.


Her eyes started to water, her skin
crawled. She started shaking. 


“Ma’am? Ma’am!”


Gritting her teeth, stifling a sob,
Sheba gripped her control stick so hard her hand hurt.


“Sayyid, go
after Lotus! Mannan, with me! We have to pick off those
Crossbows!”


Her voice held its candor even through
her tears and her anger at herself.


“A rescue mission suits me fine!” Sayyid replied.


Her Garuda split up from Mannan’s and charged into the fray, lighting up several
stray crossbows with her cannons and guns. In the distance, Anada
and Malik limped away. Mannan wordlessly started to
make for Homa’s slice of the sky, and Sheba
accelerated to meet her. Even if Homa righted herself
in time, she would still be a sitting duck.


Sheba grit her teeth. She had to save Homa! She couldn’t let her die, not like this!


Not on her account! Not because she
was too weak to do anything!


“Homa,
what’s your engine status?” Sheba called out.


“Fucked!” came Homa’s
sharp reply.


Smoke trails billowed from Homa’s Bennu, and Sheba did not
know enough about jets to say whether that was residual and coming out of the
exhaust, or a sign of a burnout.


Homa had stabilized the tailspin she was
in, but she was not pulling up.


Coming in at a diagonal angle from her
was an attacking Crossbow-class.


Mannan and Sheba regrouped and rushed to the
scene, guns blazing.


Long green lines burst from the
Crossbow and crossed Homa’s wings and tail.


Suddenly the Bennu
belched a cloud of black smoke and shards of metal from its tail.


Homa must have vented the craft on purpose
somehow.


As it crossed the Bennu,
the Crossbow overshot it and got caught in the exhaust.


Mannan and Sheba got their break. 


“Homa, try
to land it! Mannan, fly down and protect Homa!”


Sheba threw herself up into a climb.


Chasing the Crossbow out of the cloud,
she evaded a line of green machine gun tracers and counterattacked, spraying
the back of its fuselage with cannon fire. Fires broke out across its wings,
and it lost control; the pilot panicked, leaped from the cockpit. Sheba did not
remain to see if the machine gunner had escaped with him.


She threw herself into a dive.


Another opportunistic Crossbow was
going after Homa and Mannan.


She chased, putting the heavy fighter
in her sights.


As she took a shot, several more bullets
than she intended flew out.


And from several more directions than
she expected.


Below her the Crossbow practically
shredded. Sheba flew between the disintegrating remains of its fuselage, torn
apart from its tail and wings by a volley of cannons.


Looking over her shoulder, she found a
pair of Ibis planes each bearing one half of a rose flower’s petals. This
marking they displayed on their wings and on their tail.


A woman’s voice came on the radio.


“This is A.C.I. Biscuit! Captain
Sheba, Ibis’ squad leaders say: ‘Go get her champ.'”


Abeer and Parveen
then — she would have to thank them later.


Sheba put the whole weight of the
plane into the dive.


She trained her eyes on the Bennu and made for it.


Homa had raised her elevators and managed
to dive shallower, but her prop was stopped. Grey fumes would snort from the Bennu’s nose, but it would not budge.


In its state, Sheba managed to catch
up to it.


She felt helpless — even if they could
get Homa’s cockpit open, there was no way she would
be able to get her into her own plane or otherwise help her to safety. All she
could do was stare into her cockpit through the glass and swallow, shaking with
stress.


Homa briefly glanced at her through the
glass.


Sheba put a hand on the glass of her
own cockpit.


For a moment, Homa
put her own hand up before returning to her instruments.


Sheba briefly closed her eyes and
muttered a prayer.


She concentrated every ounce on her
being on her little wish.


Though she did not understand exactly
why, ever since Homa had come into her life Sheba
could not think of Vulture Squadron as complete without having her there. Even
though Homa was only testing the Bennu,
even though Homa might leave someday, even if Homa might leave soon. Even if Homa
was rough around the edges and hard to work with sometimes, and even if she
didn’t fully understand her. They had flown with one another, they had
quarreled, they had saved each other’s lives in the
merciless sky.


It was only a few days now since
they’ve been together, but every battle felt like a year.


She recalled Homa
in the shower that first day, so vulnerable and so guarded.


Half in black, half in white;
suspended between two things and alienated from either.


Sheba had been taken in by her,
physically, yes, but also–


Her brief insinuation that she had
accepted death.


That she had seen it and gave up her
hope to it.


Despite all of that, when she flew,
when Homa was in the sky, Sheba could see and feel
the unbridled joy and the cocksure recklessness that tinged her gloomy demeanor
from a dull grey to a fierce, fiery red. It brought out those same feelings in
Sheba herself. When she saw Homa fly, she saw
possibilities again she thought closed.


She saw the possibility of leaving the
sky alive.


She saw the power and freedom she once
dreamed of herself as she gazed on high.


At that point, perhaps, Sheba had
begun to think of her as the one who could most understand what she felt, and
maybe what the Vultures felt. She was someone who truly belonged with them,
because she knew what it was like to have holes in herself.


Physically, mentally; and the holes
people left in your life when they were gone.


Despite all of that, she kept flying. 


Despite the danger; despite the
unreliability of her tools.


Now, if she died–


Sheba had been so stupid! It was all
her fault! Why wasn’t she the one–?


Shedding tears, and feeling confused,
foolish, presumptuous, and helpless–


Sheba opened her eyes.


For an instant, she saw smoke and fire
flash before her face.


She felt the briefest touch in her hands,
as if across the sky and the bulletproof glass.


She felt a push.


Homa’s engine belched smoke and her
propeller spun up.


In the cockpit, Homa
was caught off-guard by the suddenness with which the Bennu
revived. She visibly fumbled for the oil pump and the fuel mixture controls to
keep the engine going now, and just as visibly shifted the throttle to low
power with her mechanical hand. Sheba could see her through the glass of the Bennu’s cockpit.


Sheba’s Garuda I-bis
and Homa’s Bennu flew wing
to wing, and just barely in time to avoid the ground they began to climb again.
Sand blew below them and sprayed over the anti-air gun trenches that had been
dug by the ground troops witnessing the fight.


At that moment, the boys and girls
below loaded up their cannons and started shooting for the first time. Suddenly
the Crossbows that had been trying for Homa and Sheba
in their moment of weakness scattered as the incendiary munitions went off.


Overcome with relief, Sheba felt like
she needed to scream.


“Homa!”
Sheba called out.


“What’s with that tone of yours? Pfft, like I was going to fucking die there.”


Homa clearly sounded stressed over the
radio.


Through the cockpit glass, Sheba could
see Homa giving her a thumbs up.


Sheba would have cried more, but now
was not the time for it.


Overhead and behind them, the
Hierophant had cleared the combat zone.


She briefly held on hope of catching
and killing it. But it was too much to ask now.


“After all this,” Sheba stammered,
sighing. She felt relieved to be alive and to see her troops alive. And yet,
she was defeated, and she knew her voice carried that shame too. “After all of
this, and those god damned things are just going to get away from us.”


“‘Bo, v-squad.”


Another unfamiliar voice came on the
radio. It was a man, with a very deep voice.


Sheba realized he had shortened the
greeting “hujambo” to “‘bo,”
some kind of slang.


And shortened their squadron’s
designation too.


Judging by recent events, the Captain
took an educated guess as to who this was.


“You must be ground command, right?”
Sheba said.


This was the only character in this
drama she had yet to speak to directly.


“Right on. You’ve clearly been through
a lot, Captain. Let us grunts have our turn.”


In the next instant, an absolutely
massive muzzle flash in the village of Apsaras
signaled the launch of an absolutely massive, burning red projectile. From the
rail junction to the steadily escaping Hierophant, the gun traced a brutally
direct line of red tracer smoke that joined the earth and sky in a brief,
almost surreal moment.


A massive explosion engulfed the
Hierophant.


Where there was once a terrifying,
massive aircraft there was only fire and smoke and chunks of metal raining down
on Apsara. One shot from the rail gun had crushed it.


“What–” Sheba took a moment, her words
caught in her throat. “What was that?”


She heard a chuckle on the radio.


“General Nakar
authorized the use of the Vajra. Normally it ain’t
here to hit targets in the air, but our resident engineering genius Agni got
all the math right. And she only had to break two gun mounts to get the bits to
point this bad boy at the sky, too.”


“Um, well, thank you, comrade!” Sheba
said. Her words caught in her throat.


She was in and out of speechlessness.


“I’m Colonel Joseph Marwale.” Replied the ground troops
commander. “And don’t sweat it ma’am. This one goes out to all my 2030 Mafia
brothers and sisters.”


“Can you hit the other Hierophant?”


“Uh.”


Colonel Marwale
paused on the radio for a moment.


She thought she heard some noise, as
if he was moving around clumsily.


“Uh. Damn. Afraid not.” He finally
answered.


Sheba turned around and banked to get
a look at the railway.


There was a small crowd around the
rail junction where the armored train had parked.


A building had collapsed; the scene
was a mess.


Perhaps owing to the modifications
made to shoot the gun at a flying target, it had ripped from its mount and
fallen over on the side, taking some of the overloaded train car with it. On
the adjacent rail platform and its accompanying administrative building two
brick walls collapsed after an impact by what must have been part of the mount.


“Doesn’t matter!”


Marcy’s voice then came on the radio.
She sounded excited enough to cry.


“Ma’am, the last Hierophant turned
right back around! It’s being followed by that black jet and the remainder of
the Crossbows. I think we can call this a victory now!”


Sheba could hardly believe it when she
was told. She shook her head and she looked around herself. All around her the
battle had slowly died down. The enemy aircraft that had not ended up as debris
on the sand seemed to have made themselves scarce. Marcy might have been able
to see the movements as the sides quickly separated themselves, but it almost
seemed to Sheba that in the flash of the Hierophant’s death the enemy had
vanished from the battlefield. Even that black jet had simply gone.


Perhaps that had been its aim all
along. Sheba did not recall it shooting at all.


She flicked the radio off, heaved a
long sigh and flicked it back on.


“Vulture Squadron, this is Captain
Sheba. Mission accomplished, girls. Regroup.”


She had already wept so much, but
Sheba felt herself starting to cry again.


In response, she heard a chorus of
sighs of relief similar to her own.


“Thanks for trying to catch me ma’am.”



Homa’s voice was the most surprising one to
hear from the bunch.


She sounded characteristically
sarcastic, but Sheba still smiled and giggled.


Whatever it was that she said, and
whatever her tone may be, Sheba knew how she felt from the fact that she
bothered to say anything at all. Sheba was elated by it.


With the enemy having fled the scene,
the squadrons regrouped for the flight home.


Even to Sheba’s naked eye it was clear
that Ibis and Crane had both lost a few planes. Crane, in fact, must have lost
several, since a squadron the size of Vulture was what remained in their
formation. For even the elite Ibis to have taken casualties showed how serious
this mission was, and how fickle the nature of war. Sheba didn’t know whether
Vulture had been blessed, or whether they owed Death a future debt.


At that moment, however, all of her
troops had survived. That was what mattered.


Sayyid, Mannan,
and the worse-for-wear Malik and Anada formed up
close to Homa and Sheba. Despite the chaos at the end
of the mission, and though everyone had taken some kind of damage, all of their
aircraft flew well enough to take home, no emergency landings needed. Marcy
appeared last, forming up under Sheba and Homa.


“So what are the bounties at now?” Sayyid asked.


“How insensitive can you be?” Mannan shouted.


“It’s a good question.” Anada added. “I want to cash out for a night on the town
after going through this hell. If Madiha Nakar has more missions like this for us, I’m out.”


“I’m glad you’ve returned enough to
complain.” Sheba said.


“Hmph.”


Malik could not join the festivities.
Her radio was still shot.


Sheba thought Malik must have been
sulking in her plane, beating herself up for not doing the impossible. She made
a mental note to do something nice for her later.


“Captain, A.C.I. Parfait told me to
pass along a message.” Marcy said.


“I’m listening. Is Lotus okay?” Sheba
asked. “Tell her thank you.”


“She’s okay ma’am. See there? That
tail marking is unmistakable.” Marcy said.


Sheba looked at Crane squadron at
their side. Lotus’ plane was there, but the damage to her tail and wings made
the lotus marking far more mistakable than it had been.


“I see. So what is the message?”


Marcy preceded the message with a
little giggle. “Lotus wants to know what pilot it was who was sent to help her,
and she would like to see them tonight at the base.”


Sheba blinked and paused for a moment.


“I sent Sayyid
after Lotus.” She said, thoughtlessly.


There was a loud, scandalized gasp on
the radio.


“Oh my god!” Anada
said. “Could this be? Is our favorite eternal bachelor womanizer finally
getting some? Sayyid, you can’t afford to miss this
once-in-a-lifetime chance! Don’t get too nervous though; you’ll be alone
forever if you screw up with the Ace!”


Sayyid grumbled. “What kind of things do you
think about me?”


“Not altogether incorrect ones.” Mannan said.


Sayyid laughed and put on her most decadent
and extravagant voice.


“All of you are just jealous that I’ll
have the ace of Armaments Hill all to myself.”


Mannan quickly fired back.


“You better paint camouflage before
you go or she might see your true colors.”


“If you all keep blowing this much hot
air you’re going to choke my engine for real.”


In the end, Homa
grumbled the loudest, but Vulture was lively as ever.










Ayvarta, Solstice — Armaments Hill


 


Vulture squadron returned to Solstice
safely. Crane were allowed to land first, to the ovation of a gaggle of
technicians and runway support personnel. They lost the most people and needed
encouragement. Vulture followed after Crane’s planes and the crowds around them
had both flocked back into the hangars. Ibis remained in the sky, and received
permission to use their remaining fuel for formation flight in honor of their fallen
comrades. While they pirouetted in the air, Vulture landed their planes.


Malik felt a lingering anxiety. She
felt a surge of electricity under her skin. After her instruments broke she had
been unable to talk to anyone except with hand signals. She could only
communicate the most essential things with them — so she had received little
stimulus and little to pick up her morale except the “good job” signal from
Captain Sheba, Anada and Sayyid.
In the state her plane was in, she could only do the bare minimum flying. Keep
it straight, keep it middling, don’t put too much gas
in.


She tried not to stew in self loathing too much, but after everything she told
herself about becoming stronger and doing better, she was dissatisfied. She was
the only one who had not gotten to even fire her rockets at the Hierophants.
And though nobody was talking about it, one of those huge bombers even got away
from them too.


And then there was that black jet.


Malik shook her head. Part of becoming
stronger had to be accepting defeat too.


However dark her heart felt at the
moment, she just had to try to overcome it.


Upon landing, she first thought the
landing gear might not extended, but it did; she then thought she felt the
plane bob a bit much on its wheels, but nothing broke.


She taxied down to Hangar 13, where a
smaller crowd of technicians and support personnel were waiting to receive
them. When she stepped out of her miserable-looking plane, she received a round
of applause and support from the techs.


Malik smiled awkwardly and waved a
hand at them.


As her squadmates
lined up at the hangar, the plane closest to her popped its canopy.


Anada leaped down from the plane, lighter
on her feet than Malik had ever seen her.


She rushed over to Malik, her tail
fully outstretched and her ears bowed low.


Malik gave her a little wave too; but Anada grabbed hold of her shoulders.


She had tears in her eyes, and when
she spoke she opened her mouth so wide her fangs were bared. “Malik, are you
ok? Are you hurt? Did anything happen to you?”


Her hands touched Malik on the arms,
hips, chest; Malik started swatting her away.


“I’m fine, Anada!”
She said. “Calm down! You’re getting hysterical.”


“I’m not! You could’ve–” She hesitated
to say the rest. “I might not have gotten to–“


“It’s okay.” Malik said. She tried to
put on a smile for Anada. “Everything’s fine.”


“No it’s not!” Anada
said.


She started fumbling with the satchel
clipped to her bodysuit, pulling something out.


By then, Sayyid
and Mannan had come down from their cockpits. 


Even Homa
was staring at them from the sidelines.


“You said,” Anada
paused, huffing and puffing with anxiety, her face turning ever redder, her
tail doing twists behind her, “you said you wanted me to show commitment. I
never wanted to make you feel bad! I know I’m a mess and I’m a huge load to
deal with, but I really do care about you and I want to show you that!”


Malik blinked, and averted her gaze
slightly, feeling her own face turning red.


“Avana, it’s
really okay, we both said a lot of things, we were stressed out–“


She was still stressed out, but when
she saw something in Anada’s hands shimmer in the
sunlight, all of the color of her face and the electricity in her skin started
to drain.


“Haritha
Malik, will you marry me?” 


Anada screamed and dropped down on the
floor in a bow.


In Anada’s
hands was a golden ring with a cat’s eye, Malik’s birthstone.


Malik raised her hand to her mouth to
stifle a gasp. She started to weep involuntarily.


She had wanted to tell Anada that you didn’t bow to the ground when proposing marriage, that you took a knee instead, but she was devoid
of words and thoughts and overcome with all manner of emotions. Indescribable
euphoria and horrifying embarrassment; it all mingled in Malik’s head until she
was drawing a total blank.


“I– I love you too–” Malik said in
return, even though that was not what was asked.


Around them the technicians started to
clap, hoot and cheer.


Mannan and Sayyid
showed up at Malik’s shoulders to smile and nudge her cheeks.


Anada remained on the floor, crying,
shaking. She dropped the ring from her hand.


Over everyone, Homa’s
uproarious, demonic laughter could be heard, a laugh so long and howling and
harsh that it seemed to shake the earth. Homa had
fallen on her back, and she was kicking, and rolling, and striking the tarmac
with her metal arm with such force that cracks must have formed. She had fully
lost control and fallen into madness.


“I go check with the General for one
second and you all–“


Captain Sheba parted the crowd, and
blinked at the unfolding scene.


“Sayyid,
what’s going on?” She asked. She had not even bothered to look at Anada.


Sayyid gave the Captain a thumbs up. “Anada and Malik are getting married ma’am!”


Captain Sheba sighed. “One of your
stupid jokes, wonderful. Mannan?”


Mannan giggled. “She’s right, Captain. These
two are getting hitched now! I think?”


Sheba rolled her eyes, turned around
and left them behind.


“Of all the people to play along with
her stupid jokes, and after the fight we just had. You disappoint me, Mannan.” She said as she left, grumbling all the way to the
hangar.


She stormed away.


Malik, her eyes still a little gone,
knelt down to Anada and put the ring in her hands,
and closed her own hands around them. Weeping, she put her head down on Anada’s.


All of her was trying to accept, but
she just couldn’t find the words to say it.


Anada was always one to pick the worst
times to do anything, Malik thought.


“I love you too.” She said again. “I
love you, Anada.”


She always picked the worst times, but
she certainly got theatrical with her gestures.


And sometimes, somehow, that was
exactly what Malik wanted.










Republic of Ayvarta, Dbagbo
Province, City of Loima — Kubera
Air Force Base


 


Gretchen
arrived for her second shift in time to see Andrea Lockheart
be summoned to the main command room and slapped across the face by Commodore
McConnell.


Lockhart
stood stock still, without expression save for a slight convulsion where her
face had been struck. She was clearly in pain and trying her damnedest to hide
it.


“Who
gave you permission to sortie, stunt pilot?” McConnell shouted. “The Musket
does not even have weapons or combat aerodynamics installed, and you took it
out there to do what? What did you think you were going to accomplish with
this?”


“To
save my brothers in arms, sir. To bring them back safely.” Lockhart said.


Her
voice had a lot of conviction behind it. She was barely restraining herself.


Gretchen
cowered in her station. Every other girl had her head down too.


“Spare
me your sentimentalism!” McConnell said. “Your brothers-in-arms? You’re not a
soldier! You’re here to do flips in that extremely delicate, expensive jet so
we can get it approved to be piloted by someone who doesn’t go insane one week
every month!”


McConnell
raised his hands to his face and stomped his feet.


Lockhart
grit her teeth.


“Tell
me: who gave you permission to sortie?” He shouted again.


Lockhart
began to protest. “With all due respect sir–“


“I
did.”


Behind
McConnell the door opened. One voice quieted the room.


In
stepped Air Admiral Kulbert, overall head of Allied
air operations in Ayvarta.


McConnell
was momentarily speechless. He lowered a hand he might have used to strike
Lockhart again and instead ran it down his own uniform, as if to straighten himself.
The Air Admiral, older by decades, with a grave face and a uniform thick with
medals and insignias, stepped between Lockhart and McConnell. He seemed to
tower over the Commodore, not in stature, for he was a head shorter, but in
presence, in sheer power. Kulbert stood like a grown
man; McConnell seemed almost to cower.


“I
authorized her to fly out. To do what she could to get our men back, from an
ill-fated excursion that you authorized. I take responsibility for
her, not that it matters, for she returned safely, and our men are raving with
how thankful they are for her aid. Don’t you know? They’re calling her Walküre and Engel for delivering them
here, Robin.”


“That’s
a lie–“


Admiral
Kulbert tapped on McConnell’s coat with an index
finger that seemed sharp as a knife whenever it struck. McConnell stared at
him, his cheek very mildly convulsing.


At
that point the door opened again. In came another odd face: General Von Drachen.


“Oh?
I’m sorry? Am I interrupting? I’ve been looking for the main command room.”


Kulbert and McConnell turned their heads to meet Von Drachen with shared scorn.


Gretchen’s
eyes settled on Lockhart. 


With
the men momentarily looking away, she rubbed her cheek and sighed.


Gretchen
put her head down again. 


She
didn’t want to meet Lockhart’s eyes in this state.


Everything
in Kubera was getting more complicated by the minute,
it seemed.
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