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11th of the Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E


Solstice, Armaments Hill -- Sickle Airfield, Hangar 13


 


Unlucky "Thirteen" was one
of the above-ground hangars. It had a privileged position on the outer runway,
perpendicular to Armaments Hill and lining up perfectly with the main
thoroughfare through central Solstice from east to the west and with the
historic market-lined road from north to south. In the event of a preemptive
strike on Solstice's airfields, it was likely to be blown up first. This was
not a fact that was prevalent in the minds of its occupants, a small unit
not-so-affectionately named "Vulture Squadron."


Rather, what was occupying the minds
of Lieutenants Avana Anada and Haritha Malik was a curious creature that was
basking in the runway in the morning. It was a fuzzy, purple and teal drake
that shone like a rainbow in the hot sun. These reptilian predators were common
in the desert, but desert drakes were big, burly and brown. This one was
colorful, just barely larger than a big fat cat, and with membranous
"wings" that stretched between its fore and hind legs, like a flying
squirrel out of a biology book.


"It's a Kite Dragon!" said
Lt. Anada in a hushed voice.


"What does it eat?" Lt.
Malik asked without a moment's thought.


"What? Who cares about that?
Don't you know what this means?"


"Well, you know, 'you are what
you eat'." Lt. Malik said, equally as quickly.


She had said it with an air of self
importance that was surprising paired with its haste.


Anada's sharp, fluffy ears twitched
and she crooked her eyebrow. "Okay?"


Lt. Malik shrugged as if she could not
explain any further.


"Anyway, as a matter of fact, I
don't know what it is. I was going to go out for a run, but with that little
guy in the way I'm not sure I should anymore. I was hoping we could bribe it to
going away by feeding it a rat or something." She casually said.


Lt. Anada shook her head. "You're
such an unromantic person."


"And you're a person who needs to
stop skipping PT." Lt. Malik said.


"Excuse me?" Lt. Anada
gasped with offense.


With a sigh, a third person called
out. "What are you two going on about now?"


Lt. Anada and Lt. Malik had been
spying on the creature from the window of the hangar. Behind them were the six
aircraft belonging to their squadron-- or more accurately, five aircraft, and
one wreck awaiting removal. A woman walked out from under one of the squad's
Garuda I-bis, that was lifted up by four cables on the
pulley system overhead.


She was covered in grime, and fully
topless, wearing nothing but a pair of worker's pants with overalls, the thick
straps hanging off the sides and the shirt wrapped around her waist. Her long,
dark hair was wrapped up under a bag that was itself slick with oil. She pulled
it off, letting her hair down, and with it, pulled off the mask over her
striking face.


Lt. Malik stared at her quizzically
but said nothing. Lt. Anada smiled.


"Didn't even know you were here,
Lieutenant Mannan!" She said in a bubbly voice.


She waved her hand dismissively.


In response, Mannan's lovely smile
stretched into a grin, and her eyes narrowed.


"I saw you staring." She
replied.


She stretched out a long, slender limb
and poked Lt. Anada in her little round nose.


"Show me what's got you two so
giddy."


Lt. Malik looked over at the Garuda.
"Are you finished with that thing's landing gear?"


Lt. Mannan shrugged. "I've got it
going back in. Not as fast as I'd want it to, but it does."


After this Mannan shoved herself in
between Anada and Malik at the window, neither of whom made any effort to give
way. Anada was as gleeful as a child doing show-and-tell for her class,
pointing energetically out the hangar window; Malik had an expression of mild
annoyance as she was now further pressed against the hot tin wall of the
hangar.


"Hmm? Is that a drake?"
Mannan asked, peering outside.


"It's a Kite Dragon. Isn't it
romantic?" Anada said giddily.


She clapped her hands together and her
tail stood on end, a little twitch shaking across it.


"Off in the clouds again."
Malik whispered.


"What's romantic about it,
Anada?" Mannan asked.


Anada lowered her face into her hands.
Her long fluffy tail hung low.


"What has become of culture these
days?"


Lt. Malik grunted. "I get enough
culture from the Commissar."


"Okay, I'll put it simply for you
illiterates." Lt. Anada viciously replied. "Kite Dragons are
legendary creatures who only approach pure and perfect maidens, with queenly
gazes and virgin hearts. They're majestic, refined; and so is anyone who can
get close to them!"


Her voice grew ever euphoric the
deeper she got into her description of the legend.


"That's it? That's so dumb."
Lt. Malik flatly replied.


Lt. Anada gasped. "Are you
serious?"


"Nobody would confuse any of us
for a pure maiden." Mannan added.


Lt. Anada crossed her arms.
"Speak for yourself! I'm absolutely its type, I am positive."


In a fit of indignation, Lt. Anada
struck the hangar door button and passed through as soon as it had risen enough.
Lt. Mannan and Lt. Malik stood up behind her and watched as she walked out onto
the runway and walked up to the drake curled up on the runway.


As she approached, Anada quickly and
confidently did herself up. From her pocket, she produced a lipstick and dabbed
it on. She let down her glossy, wavy, shoulder-length brown hair, previously
tied into a professional bun behind her head, and tossed it a bit. She fluffed
up her ears, which resembled those of a desert cat, ubiquitous in the desert.
Off went her jacket; beneath she wore a plain, white sleeveless shirt that had
a deeply plunging neckline. She undid her belt just a little, freeing
her belly a bit from its grip.


Mannan whistled. "She could pull
it off; she has that noble-bred kinda look."


Malik groaned. "It's just going
to bite her. It's just a normal Drake."


Holding their breaths, the two watched
their companion kneel down near the drake.


"Hujambo, selector of
queens! Vulture squadron's real beauty is here for you."


Before her, the drake opened one eye and
cocked a skeptical brow.


"I'm Avana Anada, and I'm almost
positive I'm descended from royalty." She said.


That there had never been cat-kin
royalty on Ayvarta did not dissuade her from this.


The drake narrowed its one open eye
with a look that seemed almost dismissive.


"It's just going to bite
you!" Lt. Malik shouted in warning.


Lt. Mannan stretched out her arm and
shook her head, preventing Lt. Malik from running out to Lt. Anada. Both of
them stayed in place and watched from afar.


In the next instant, Lt. Anada
attempted to pet the kite dragon's fluffy head.


At this transgression, the Drake
opened its mouth.


Just as everyone was about to shout a
"BITE!" warning, the Drake nonchalantly breathed a cloud of smoke at
Lt. Anada's face. She fell back onto her rear, coughing and patting down her
face to get rid of a clinging grey soot. Her ears twitched back and forth like
they were wings trying to lift her off the ground. While she struggled, the
Drake glared remorselessly, and the two lieutenants back at the hangar both
went from an instant of helpless worry, to breaking down into a resounding
laughter at Anada's fortunes.


Haughtily, the dragon stood up on all
its legs and shot an angry glare at the hangar.


"How dare you! Those are my
precious teammates whom only I disrespect!"


In response, Lt. Mannan ran out of the
hangar with her arms up in the air.


She was laughing the whole time but
her stomping and noises seemed to have the opposite effect on her target.
Sensing a threat, the creature's eyes drew very wide.


As if it had a rocket strapped to its
back, the fiend shot straight up into the air.


Spreading its legs, it seemed to catch
an unseen wind current, and it soared away.


"Ah, I scared it. Too bad. I
guess none of us are becoming princesses today."


Lt. Malik watched it go as she
approached Lt. Anada, stretching a hand to help her up.


"Look on the bright side, you may
not be a Queen, but you won't have to marry a King."


She said this like it was a big clever
joke, but the recipient was not thrilled.


Lt. Anada took Lt. Malik's hand so she
could pull her down to the ground suddenly.


The two of them fell together in a little
heap, Anada grinning like an imp. Malik sighed.


Lt. Mannan chortled at her two younger
colleagues. While so distracted, she scratched her hair absentmindedly with a
filthy glove. She immediately realized she had gotten oil and grime on her
uncovered head. She shut her eyes hard as if hoping it was all in her
imagination, and then she grunted. "I just fucking washed it. God, it's
always something."


When she opened her eyes again, there
was another woman blissfully sauntering down the runway. Despite the blistering
heat of the desert, she wore her full base uniform with the jacket, and her
short, dark hair was immaculately combed. She arrived at Mannan's side with a
devilish grin on her face, the only woman in the squadron as tall as she was.


"Why is everyone horsing around
on the runway? And nobody called me?"


Lt. Mannan put her hands on her hips
and regarded the newcomer skeptically.


"Aren't you looking fresh,
Sayyid? What have you been up to now?"


Lieutenant Sayyid stared briefly
glanced at her chest and made no comment.


"Hujambo, Lieutenant. I was
hoping to find a new muse, but alas, art ever eludes me."


This was the kind of thing one always
dealt with around Lieutenant Sayyid, a passionate young woman who gallivanted
around the base, frequently "looking for inspiration."


"You're looking to get written-up
again is what you're looking for." Mannan said.


"Oh, don't say that. You
appreciate my art right?" Sayyid looked into the hangar and found her
plane hanging up on the cables. "Thank you for fixing my landing
gear."


Mannan was not thrilled to have had to
have that particular chore.


"Blech, I've half a mind to stick
your head between 'em as the final touch."


"A gloom would fall upon the
hearts of all maidens in the Hill."


Lt. Mannan sighed and crossed her
arms. "I am giving you a fair warning, Sayyid, I've had quite a morning
and I will fully dismantle you," she stuck a grimy finger right in
Sayyid's cheek, "so pick your words wisely. How did you break your landing
gear?"


Sayyid, for her part, was neither
threatened, nor disgusted by the oily finger.


She smiled, caressed Mannan's cheek
gently and spoke in a soft voice.


"I caught sight of my stunning
wing-mate and the weight of my passion was too much."


In the next instant Lt. Mannan put her
face right up to Lt. Sayyid's along with her finger.


"You better have left a will and
testament you heedless--"


"There's too many women I'd be
leaving things to, I'm afraid--"


In the background, Anada and Malik
just managed to get themselves back up in time to watch Mannan shouting in
Sayyid's face, and Sayyid playfully trying to extricate herself from the
situation. Both the younger pilots shook their heads at the spectacle. At this
point there were people coming out of other above-ground hangars as well,
getting ready for their own exercises and duties. There was some traffic in and
out of the ramps and tunnels to the underground hangars too on the
perpendicular runway off to their right.


More importantly, as Sayyid's teasing
and Mannan's fuming grew ever louder, a fifth figure slowly snuck up on the
farce and with a single stern cry put an end to it all.


"What is wrong with all of you?
Shut up and form up!"


Mannan turned her head and looked
embarrassed; Sayyid, who already seen her coming, seemed almost in the vicinity
of contrition; Anada was sitting on the ground, pathetically poking her grey,
dusty face with no expression; Malik, disheveled, sweaty and dusty from
dropping like a rock onto the chipped pavement, looked quite miserable.


Despite this, they stood side by side
in front of their commander, without question.


"Well, thanks for not giving me
more trouble than necessary." She said.


Sayyid almost responded, but
controlled herself when Mannan pinched her calf sharply.


Anada too had something to share, but
Malik clapped her hand over her mouth.


Their superior shook her head and
sighed. "It's gonna be a rough week."


Before all of them was a young lady
truly without compare. Her uniform was spotless. Her black hair was tied in a
long, elegantly raised, voluminous ponytail. Sweat trailed down her spotless
honey-brown forehead and cheeks, but despite this, she stood beneath the
sunlight with her arms crossed, her stance commanding and her expression
defiant.


She stood between the ages of Sayyid
and Mannan, and Anada and Malik, and yet, she commanded them all equally. Fully
in uniform, she had a remarkable appearance. She was as slender and handsome as
Sayyid but not quite as tall, well-figured but not quite as shapely as Mannan,
fit but not quite as athletic as Malik, and comely and smooth-featured but not
as classically pretty as Anada. In all things, she was their very center.


Captain Sahana Sheba was the one who
could shout loud enough for Vulture to listen.


"Mannan, why are you
topless?" Captain Sheba asked.


"It's hot out and I had to work
ma'am. This was more comfortable."


"You normally work in safety
clothes, don't you?"


"No? Clothes are so--
restrictive. Clothes infringe on my freedom--"


"Please wear clothes." Captain
Sheba said. "At least you have pants but, wear a shirt."


She immediately turned to Sayyid.
"Don't talk." She said, her voice venomous.


"Okay." Sayyid replied,
hands behind her back and an innocent smile on her face.


Captain Sheba addressed Anada next.
"What happened to your face?"


Anada was still trying to get the ash
the drake breathed on her off with her hands.


Despite having come out of a cloud of
smoke it seemed sticky and oddly wet.


"Ma'am, I was playing with an
animal on-base and it attacked me." Anada said.


She was trying to describe her
encounter in regulation terms, not that it would help.


Her voice was still muted and breathy.
She was clearly winded from what happened.


Captain Sheba shook her head.
"You know you aren't allowed to interact with--"


"How could I have known? How
could I have known I'd be so viciously attacked? Me! Who would soil this
lovable face, this sugary glowing smile?" She pointed at her own cheeks,
with a weeping expression. Because her face was so pretty,
it was almost sad.


Almost, because Captain Sheba had no pity
for her. "Just wash up later, you big baby."


Anada stood, but continued to grumble
to herself and rub her own face.


She then turned a few degrees past
Anada to Malik, who stiffened and straightened up.


"Picture my hand as an airplane,
how many degrees is it turning?" Captain Sheba said.


Her question was accompanied by
sticking out a hand, the fingers together, and turning it so the palm faced
directly to the left, rather than directly at the ground below.


"How am I supposed to know?"
Malik shouted, a look of great despair on her face.


"You're going back to the
Commissar for lessons, you hear me?" Captain Sheba said.


Malik hung her head so quickly and so
low that her own little ponytail jumped up.


After checking in on everybody,
Captain Sheba produced a little notebook and grumbled.


"As for me, I had to clean up the
officer's mess because a certain somebody's artistic inclinations brought the attention
of the Colonel. The Colonel seems to think I'm not promoting on-base discipline
and respectability." Captain Sheba seemed to be talking to no one at
first, but then her face turned sharply toward a specific person, to whom she
smiled quite brightly. "But don't worry, Sayyid, I have come up with a
corrective punishment for you. You're going to do some painting. And it won't
be an artistic nude."


Mannan looked at Sayyid with sudden
surprise. "What the hell did you do?"


Sayyid, shaking, withered under
everyone's gazes. It was uncharacteristically vulnerable.


"Well, I was just talking to the
Colonel's aide, and someone bumped into me and all my sketches spilled out of
my bag. And well, I only ever sketch people, and I prefer certain--"


"We're not talking about this any
more." Captain Sheba said dangerously, one eye twitching. "You will
repaint the planes. Even the wreck. You're going to do it out here under the
sun. Drag them out, repaint them, and I better be impressed with the results."


Sayyid averted her eyes and smiled
nervously. "Yes ma'am."


Captain Sheba once more addressed the
group as a whole. "Now the actual reason I wanted to get everyone together
is that we're going to be welcoming a new member of our squadron soon."
There was a slight turning of heads, a muted exchange of 'ooh's and 'aah's. "To help them integrate, we're going to have
lunch together every day from now on. I'll still be with the officers for
breakfast and dinner; from what I hear our new recruit is Flight Lieutenant 1st
Class, so they will be with me for those meals. They technically outrank you,
but for this week, they will be taking turns doing chores with all of you and
myself, so they can get up to speed with the things we do around here."


"Yes ma'am!" the Vultures
said in unison.


"Now, I want all of you to be on
your best behavior!" continued the Captain. "I don't know the history
or demeanor of our new squadmate, but given recent history, I am expecting an--
um-- challenging case. Be open to helping out, and control
yourselves."


"Will you be on your best
behavior too ma'am?" Mannan casually asked.


Everyone stared at her. Captain Sheba
grumbled, and opened and closed her fist.


"I'll be exemplary.
It's the rest of you that should worry. Dismissed."


Captain Sheba crossed her arms, and
watched the squadron members disperse to their various activities. Malik went
on her run and seemed to convince Anada to struggle across the runway behind
her; Mannan put on the work shirt that went with her overalls and ambled her
way over to the anti-aircraft pillbox beside their hangar, tools in hand; and
Sayyid stared in various directions, perhaps hoping Captain Sheba would walk
off.


Under the scorching Solstice sun,
however, Captain Sheba waited with a nasty grimace on her face, arms crossed, tapping
her feet. She shot glances at the planes in the hangar.


"What are you waiting for?"
She said dangerously. "I'll absolutely know if you slack off."


"Do I have to finish them all
today ma'am?" Sayyid asked.


"Oh absolutely." Captain
Sheba said. "I'll even graciously let you blow off our meeting with the
recruit, so you have more daylight hours to paint in. Anyway. Get
started."


Sayyid sighed openly and loudly.


Dragging her feet the whole time, she
slunk toward the hangar, defeated.










At around 0100 a transport aircraft
touched down on one of the runways at Sickle.


Braking heavily, it ended up coasting
toward Hangar 13 and came to a stop near Hangar 13. The Hangar's squadron
quickly assembled facing the closed passenger door near the tail. There were
four young women in dress uniforms; in the background, an additional young
woman in work clothes was splashing green paint on the side of a Garuda I.


Once the plane stopped, airport
workers came up to the plane to begin checking it. There was a refueling truck
brought in to refill the tanks, and the landing gear and engine had to be oiled
and fitted to insure they would survive their next journey. The plane was
scheduled to take off again very soon, so everything had to be done quickly.


Ayvarta didn't have very many of these
transport planes, so they were always busy.


For now, the passengers would just
have to wait calmly.


"How are you feeling Homa? Are
you nervous?"


Inside the plane there were three
passengers, along with the pilot, co-pilot and a warrant officer working as a
stewardess. They were seated on the right side of the plane, which was now
facing the hangar. Homa Baumann had a good look at everything that was
happening through her porthole windows. She did not turn her head to
acknowledge, nor respond to the young man talking to her, at first. She had her
head in one hand.


"I'm guessing that's a yes.
Honestly you don't have to be evasive when you're upset."


"I'm not upset."


Homa reached into the cuff of her
uniform sleeve and fiddled with the controls there.


She lifted her chin from the back of
her fingers and with a mechanical sliding noise the fingers went from
outstretched flat to curled and "at rest."
She then sighed deeply.


"Not like anyone really cares
anyway." She said.


"About what? That you're upset? I
care. There's just nothing I can do."


Seated across from her was a young man
twice her size vertically and horizontally. His most immediately striking
feature was a multitude of long, black braids, swept to either side of his
head, and a pair of black safety goggles. His rank insignia was "1st Class
Senior Technician." His rank was slightly higher, but he couldn't pull
rank on her inter-service.


She was a fighter pilot, in charge of
flying the plane; he in charge of repair and R&D of it.


"The Plane" in this sense
had yet to arrive with them, but they had been told 'soon.'


"You don't have to do anything.
It's just the way things are." She said.


"Aw, come on, don't get like
that. Listen, it'll be amazing. You're gonna fly the JTB!"


"I've been flying it."


"You've been flying buckets of
bolts with parts of the JTB here and there in controlled circumstances, Homa!
This right here, this is the truth though. You're making history. I know how
much you like to push the machine. This one can go all the way,
Homa."


Homa shut her eyes. "I don't
care, I'm just doing things."


"So you nearly kill yourself
diving and rolling for no reason? Nah, I don't think so."


Homa shrugged.


"Don't hassle her too much,
Janjid."


This light admonition came from the
back of the plane, steadily closing, and followed by a yawn. From over the
aircraft seats, they saw a pair of slender arms stretch up. Their still sleepy
officer took up the seat next to Technician Janjid. She was a tall woman, black
as onyx, with short, dark hair and striking cheekbones. Her uniform was
particularly more decorated than the rest of them. Her rank was visible as a
Major of Aviation.


"Are you excited, Homa? You'll be
able to show off a lot with this group." She said.


"How so?" Homa asked.


"Well, I heard they don't have a
very sterling reputation. That's probably why the Hill let us borrow them for
the tests. So I think they'll be impressed! They'll have a lot to learn."


"We really don't know a lot about
them." Janjid jumped in to say.


"They're survivors from other
squadrons." said the officer.


Homa got quiet for a moment.


She looked out the window at the
assembled women again.


They were a rather colorful
collection. Different ages, builds, hairstyles.


Different levels of dishevelment of
their long unused dress uniforms.


"Major Benali, they'll have a
Flight Captain won't they? So I'll have to listen to her."


Homa finally said this after much
pondering.


"They do, but I've half a mind
you'll be promoted over whoever it is in no time."


Benali smiled brightly at Homa with
her luxurious red lips and Homa turned her head.


Everyone perhaps expected Homa to say
some Homa-style thing like "whatever" or "I guess there's no way
around it." She made herself as unaffected by circumstance as she could,
most of the time. In this case, she remained very quiet, because she felt
anxiety in her stomach, like flies swirling around the lentils and bread piled
heavily in it. She did not want to admit to anyone that the thought was
starting to bother her more than usual.


"I'm just a weapon anyway, so
somebody ought to use me," was her final thought on that.


Finally, the pilot and the warrant
officer came to the back, shook hands with everyone and helped them get their
bags. There were several, many of which contained not just clothes and effects,
but Janjid's tools and spare parts for the various systems of the JTB, as well
as jugs of his favorite type of engine oil that was not guaranteed to be available
the same way in Solstice. Everyone started to make an effort to pass around the
luggage equally, but then Homa grabbed several bags herself, stacking them in
her arms.


"I'll get these." She said.


Benali and Janjid stared at each other
and then at her.


"I'm strong." Homa added.


Though even the pilot looked nervous
about that, nobody could persuade Homa.


In her mind, she was thinking, 'I'll
look bigger and stronger with all this.'


Even she herself could barely identify
her motivation for wanting to.


But she had to do something in order
to establish herself right from the beginning.


So she hefted the bags, and though she
struggled, she grit her teeth through it.


When the door finally opened, an
overloaded Homa, who had been waiting eagerly, took a step into the air and
fell right out onto the runway from the meter or so off the ground where the
plane's rear passenger was situated. She was lucky the tail landing gear was
far more recessed than the front gears. Had she fallen face-first from the
front of the plane she would have broken her neck. Instead she had fallen in a
heap with her mighty stack of luggage. Janjid's spare parts and oil came to
occupy the small of her back.


"Oh my goodness!"


Benali ran after Homa, and Janjid
dropped down to help her.


Homa turned her eyes up from the
ground and saw the women of Vulture squadron staring. There was a short,
slightly plump catkin lady who was laughing; a skinny girl averting her gaze; a
mature-looking woman who seemed worried; and at the head a girl with a cleaner
and fancier uniform who rushed forward to help everyone with the bags.


"Are you alright?" asked
this last woman, clearly concerned.


When Homa noticed her collar pips and
insignia, designating her a Captain, she turned her head the other way in
perhaps the brattiest possible behavior in that situation.


She was unaware of herself and
unashamed. The Captain just looked confused.


"Excuse the mess! She tries so
hard, this one." said Major Benali, smiling pleasantly.


Homa fixed Vulture as a whole with a
flat, vacant expression as she was lifted up.


Benali and Janjid held her up like a
puppet and then gently put her down.


One of her feet seemed to have a
little bit of trouble catching the ground.


"Smile, Homa, smile," Janjid
nervously whispered to Homa.


Soon as she was standing upright and
fully settled on her legs before her new squadron, Flight Lieutenant 1st
Class Homa Baumann crooked her small lips into what she saw as a smile. She
stretched that smile across her cheeks as far as it would go.


When Janjid caught sight of it, his
eyes drew wide and he averted his gaze.


All of the women of Vulture stared,
speechless.


Meanwhile Benali made to cover her own
face; but when she drew back her hands from Homa's shoulder, she found
something dark, slick and sticky caked over them.


"Oh no, Homa! Technician Janjid's
engine oil must have gotten on you!"


In fact, on closer inspection, Homa
was practically glistening in the sun from all the poorly packaged engine oil
that had spilled all over her hair and her body. So, while she was grinning
like a maniac, gooey dark-brown oil was freely oozing from her head.


At this point, she must have looked
like a proper demon to Vulture's girls.


Or something else entirely.


"Heh heh, she looks like a panda,
a slick, oily panda,"


Behind Vulture's Captain, the
cat-eared girl who was once just slightly giggling at the whole situation was
now doubled over. Her hands clutched her belly and her soft, clean round face
contorted with raucous, almost weeping laughter, her hair bun bobbing. At her
side, the skinny girl with the droopy ponytail tried to stop her, while the
curvy older woman seemed to walk off to the side just a meter to avoid
association with them.


"She's just like a panda, a panda
that fell in an oil drum!"


Homa blinked. A panda? Why a panda?
What was a panda?


Vulture's Captain turned around and
glared violently at the Vulture's laughing princess.


At once, the girl stopped laughing.


"I'm so sorry, I'm Captain Sahana
Sheba. Here, let me take her, I will help her out."


Captain Sheba quickly led Homa by the
shoulders away from the scene.


At that point, nobody could argue with
anything, and those left behind to clean up merely watched the two nervous
girls shuffling off into the distance suddenly.










Armaments Hill was the nucleus of
Solstice's military operations. From above, it seemed like nothing but an old
fort resting atop a hill, with a few towers and some old stone walls now kept
together with cement. Off to the south and east of the hill were two airports,
Hammer and Sickle, and a tram system connected everything. Foreign intelligence
however could not be clear on the vast complex below this surface.


Under the airfields there were long
hallways full of offices and several underground hangars stocked with more
fighter and bomber squadrons. Supporting these were the reinforced underground
barracks where everyone slept, the messes, mechanic's shops, and even a small
aircraft factory that could turn out a replacement Garuda squadron per week.
There was an emergency runway from underground Hangar 4 that could shoot planes
out the side of the hill. It was not the safest launch, but it was safe from
bombing.


Protected by their ancient walls, the
Ayvartans couldn't build Solstice any wider, so like industrious moles, they
built Solstice underground, and Armaments Hill was the impregnable core of
Solstice's military power. It was also where the showers were.


"Despite everything I ended up
looking useless."


"What was that?"


Captain Sheba half-heard what she said
but barely understood it.


Homa grew quiet.


Captain Sheba snuck her through the
hallways and took her to the officer's showers. Thankfully, the Aviation branch
of the newly-founded Sunhera Thalsena conducted most of its business above
ground, so Sheba knew that the molehill under the runways would be mostly clear
of people, outside of the messes and barracks. Everyone knew the Sickle base
had the stingiest, nosiest Colonel in the services. Sheba wanted to avoid
trouble.


All of the showers were the same.
There were two broad, open aisles with shower-heads over them, the communal
showers, and at the far end of the room there were a few stalls for people who
wanted a little bit more privacy. It was understood that it was mostly
contagious people or folks with certain disabilities who should get priority for
the private stalls. However there was nobody around, so Sheba took Homa to the
back.


There was a rack with towels, spare
uniforms, soap powder and brushes near the entrance and exit. Sheba grabbed
soap, a brush and a spare uniform there.


Once they got to the back and Sheba
unlocked a stall for her, the new pilot had shambled inside and slammed the
door. Sheba could see her little pile of clothes through the gap under the
hovering walls of the stall, and the very peak of her head over the wall. She
heard something clattering and clinking, and thought it must be keys or dog
tags.


"I'll be out here, no need to
rush. Get yourself cleaned up."


There was, again, no reply from Homa.


Minutes passed. Though Homa stood
directly under the water shooting out of the showerhead the entire time, the
oil resisted bravely. Homa sighed and grumbled.


"Ugh! This is stickier than I
thought." She lamented aloud.


Sheba saw her stretch what looked like
one arm up over the wall.


It was a quick movement, but for that
instant it looked like her hand was missing.


"You need to brush it."
Sheba said.


"It's not easy for me." Homa
replied.


"I can help." Sheba said.


"Ugh!"


"I'll brush it off."


Homa made no response. Was she being
shy?


Sheba put on a sweet, encouraging
voice and tried again.


"When we enlisted we used the
communal shower, right? It's nothing to be shy about."


Homa's reply was dry and grumbling.


"I was never enlisted. But
whatever. You can come in. Just don't make a face."


Sheba blinked, wondering what she
meant by that.


She undressed carefully, and left her
clothes outside in a neat stack. For a moment Sheba thought about showering in
her combat bra, but it would have to come off anyway since she couldn't wear a
wet bra under her uniform. She opened up the stall and moved in.


Homa turned around to meet her. She
was standing on one leg, holding on against the handrail installed on the
hovering wall next to her for support. Sheba was puzzled.


One leg was missing; one hand too, was
missing.


Both her prosthetics laid up against
the opposite wall of the shower space, safely dry.


"I see. I would've helped you
from the beginning, you know." Sheba said.


Homa was trying to affect a flat,
disinterested expression on her face, but her eyes were clearly wandering and
avoiding Sheba in turns, and she was flustered about her.


With room to breathe and the quiet of
the wholly unoccupied showers, Captain Sheba finally got a good look Homa
Baumann. Sheba tried not to stare, because she did not want to seem like she
was taken with her physically; but it was difficult because of the
physical features of the new wingmate, the likes of which Sheba had never seen
before.


Not the amputations; Sheba was trying
to be sensitive about those. There was more.


At first she thought it was her eyes,
particularly her eyes.


A pair of defiant rubies; there really
was something about them.


Sheba could not help but to stare, and
perhaps Homa felt the same way.


Neither wanted to stare for long; it
was a situation where they couldn't look away either.


"Here, lets sit down and I'll
brush your hair under the water. It'll be nice."


Sheba continued to put on her most
prize-winning smiles and to try to ease the air.


Homa followed instructions and stopped
glaring, but said nothing.


When Sheba brought in a stubby little
stool, Homa let go of the rail and sat down.


Behind her, Sheba knelt, inspected her
hair and shoulders, and got started cleaning her.


She turned the water down, so it would
not fall hard on them. It was pleasantly cool.


Both of them started off stiff, but
eventually the pair relaxed around each other.


As they washed, Sheba's mind drifted
back to the face she saw, before the woman turned.


Homa was a very striking person. Sheba
found her generally handsome, but there was one particularly unique aspect to
her that confounded the imagination. Her face was mostly white-skinned, which
one would perhaps figure from a surname like Baumann; but she had a dusty,
ghostly pallidness like a silk cocoon. However, around her eyes and ears she
had circles of completely black skin. This must have been why that lout Anada
called her a panda. Her small, sharp nose was also a little black. It
was not because of cosmetic pigments. Sheba was touching her, looking at her.
This was all in her skin.


Her condition was evident from just
her face, but seeing her whole body put things into starker relief. Her neck
was a battleground between the black and white, with splotchy delineations
between each. Her body was mostly black, but there were white areas that
blossomed here and there, such as spots on tips of her breasts and across her
limbs.


On the ends of her missing limbs,
where her wrist and knee would be, there was white.


Physically, both Sheba and Homa were
similar. They appeared to be the same age, they were both average in their
height and average in weight and build and slightly fit, about as fit as just
doing the required PT and chores to fly a single-seater would make you. Homa
must have done much more training than her though, to fly with prosthetics.


Sheba thought Homa had to be mixed
race, because the hair from ethnically Umma folk who had
black colored skin was usually denser and curlier, while her hair was only a
little wavy. It was completely white, and cut to the shoulder in neat, blunt
locks with similar bangs over her forehead. It was possible Homa had been white
skinned and the black was spreading now, but Sheba didn't think so. It had to
be the other way around.


It felt like it would have been mean
to ask about her skin, so Sheba said nothing about it.


The stall was deathly quiet while she
was brushing Homa and thinking about her. Homa herself had more than once
looked over her shoulder briefly. Sheba felt a little ashamed, and hoped that
she did not come off as uncouth or having ulterior motives. She shook her head,
recentered herself, and moved past the physical impression of her wingmate.


"So where were you based
previously, Lieutenant Baumann?" She asked.


Homa said nothing in response.


"Classified? How
mysterious." Sheba teased her.


Homa again had no response.


"What kind of planes did you
fly?"


No answer.


"Do you like flying?"


"I used to fly a crop
duster." Homa finally said.


Sheba was almost startled to finally
have a response. She perked up in return.


"Oh, neat! A real proletarian
pilot."


Homa's shoulders slumped and she
sighed openly.


"I wanted to do skywriting but
the pilot's union didn't have any jobs."


"So you decided to protect the
motherland then, huh?"


Homa became quiet again.


"I bet you're hungry. That's
gotta it be. I'll show you the officer's mess when we're done."


Homa was clearly ignoring her again.


Sheba brushed her hair, and put a bit
of powdered soap on it.


"You have lovely hair, you know.
I think the oil will even give it a good sheen."


Homa opened her mouth to give a low,
croaking chortle that seemed sarcastic.


"It's been quite a day,
huh?"


After saying that, Sheba remembered
the unresolved episode from before.


Vulture Squadron sure knew how to
greet people. This was not what she planned at all.


"I'm sorry about everything,
Lieutenant. We've probably made a poor first impression. My squadron is--
unique." She had almost said something less flattering. "But I hope
we can all get along and be comrades. I'll make Lieutenant Anada apologize to
you."


Homa turned her head sharply over her
shoulder, fixing one ruby eye on Sheba.


"If she's not going to do it
herself then I don't want it or care." Homa snapped.


Sheba raised her hands up. "Okay!
Well, I'm still apologizing on all our behalf."


Homa turned her back to Sheba again
and put her head under the water.


"Is it true Vulture was made out
of the remains of other squadrons?"


Sheba frowned.


It was a rather thoughtless question.
Sheba almost thought she heard a hint of malice in how it was said. But perhaps
she was only being oversensitive. Homa was new. She could not have meant
anything by it. After a momentary rise, Sheba answered calmly.


"We're all survivors from other
squadrons, yes."


"I see."


Homa bowed her head, looking down at
the floor tiles and the drain.


"Who am I replacing? Was it
someone heroic?"


Sheba felt a bit prickly now. "I
try not to think about it that way, Lieutenant."


"You're right. I couldn't replace
anybody, hero or no." Homa said.


"What do you mean, Lieutenant
Baumann?"


"It doesn't matter."


Homa then went quiet again. Her
attitude was starting to become irritating to Sheba.


They did not talk for some time after
that. Sheba quietly cleaned Homa's hair of oil, and then after helping Homa to
sit near her prosthetic limbs, she then left the shower stall to dress outside.
She brought Homa a change of clothes, and the new Lieutenant dressed up in the
shower stall, out of sight. She walked out fully reequipped and dressed in the
green jacket and pants of an ordinary Army Aviation enlisted woman, rather than
the nicer dress uniform she had come in with. It made her blend in just a little
more.


Her Captain nodded in acknowledgment
and led her back out to the base.


She did not want to ask if Homa could
walk the whole way. Clearly she was getting around. It might have rubbed her
the wrong way for Sheba to overly concerned.


"How are you feeling,
Baumann?" She asked in the halls, her face stone serious again.


"Slightly less unwilling to
live." Homa replied, a morbid little grin on her face.


She chuckled a little to herself for
no apparent reason.


Sheba could not tell what was going on
in her head.


She grumbled internally.


Another troublemaker had ended up on
Vulture's org-chart.
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Captain Sheba was running late. She
had hoped they could have lunch at noon, but Homa's predicament and all the
resulting running around meant their plans were quite delayed. Despite this,
she had one more stop she absolutely needed to make. With Homa in tow, Sheba
navigated the interior of the base, crossing a few hallways before ending up in
a small T-shaped dead end in the tunnels. There were several offices there.


"This is my office, where I do
all my paperwork."


Sheba took a key from her jacket and
opened the door. "Want to come in?"


"I'm hungry." Homa moaned.


"We'll get you food, I promise. I
want us all to eat together. I just need one quick thing."


Past the door the office was dark.
Since it was underground, it could only be lit if the electric switch was
flipped on. There were mounds of dark shapes everywhere inside the gloom. Sheba
would have to clean up before someone saw her office in all its fully lit ruin.
Presently, however, she merely crouched and picked up her mail from the floor.
Someone had dropped something very valuable through the mail slot.


She picked up the file folder,
fingered it open, and scrolled past a few pages.


It was a file for Homa Baumann,
scheduled to be delivered soon after her arrival.


"Alright, we're ready. I'll take
you to the mess."


Homa did not get a look at what Sheba
picked up, so she made no comment.


She followed Sheba dutifully through
the halls, the Captain reading the file and trying not to make any obvious
expression. There were some impressive things in the file that Sheba would
surely want to bring up later. Regional labor awards for crop dusting, then
some military accomplishments, escort missions in the early Solstice War,
aircraft tests--


Soon they passed by the officer's
mess. Sheba closed the file and turned to face Homa.


"How are you feeling? Be honest,
we can save the introductions for later if you're tired."


"I feel like dying." Homa
moaned.


She craned her head and then sighed.
"But I'll be okay."


"Are you sure?"


"Let's just get all this over
with." Homa said.


Sound came out of her like she was
deflating.


Sheba disliked her attitude, but she
felt a similar desire to settle back into normalcy.


Records really did not tell the whole
story. To think this irritable girl was a big hero.


"I see. Let's get you some food.
We can take it to the hangar and eat with everyone."


Sheba had planned on this meeting from
the beginning, but knowing her group, they probably ate all their own food
already the instant the Captain ventured out of their sight. At any rate, at
least Homa would get to sit down with everyone. The sooner Homa was integrated
into the unit, the sooner Vulture could get back to their training.


Both the messes had the same layout, a
lunch line accompanied by long row tables with ordinary chairs. The only
difference was the size: the mess for the enlisted and non-commissioned
soldiers was much larger, while the officer's mess was smaller and more
intimate in a certain sense. Air Forces Colonel Fareed often talked to the
entire room from the head of the central table, his loud, deep voice carrying
through the hall.


Ranks had been in a confused state
during the start of the war. Demilitarization meant things like a Sergeant
commanding a whole company could reasonably happen, so the idea of enlisted and
commissioned personnel was thrown into chaos. After the regime change in
Solstice, the traditional military structure was restored. The idea of
Officer's messes was not meant to give them privilege -- everyone had the same
food -- but to acknowledge that the Officers had to work more closely together
than the enlisted personnel. Captain Sheba needed to be in conversation with
the other Captains, to schedule training and the use of certain equipment, to
make handshake agreements on guard and cleaning duty, to share experiences, to
coordinate joint exercises, and so on.


Soldiers like hers, like Anada and
Sayyid, did not have such cooperation with the fellows in the other Squadrons.
Perhaps they should have, but that was out of Sheba's hands.


So they got to eat at the big mess
where nobody had to acknowledge each other.


Presently, though, there was only one
other duo eating in the mess.


The officer who had been escorting
Homa, Benali, sat at the far end of one table, chatting excitedly with a rather
handsome woman officer. Sheba thought of asking Homa if she wanted to call on
her officer, but she got a good look at the other woman and decided against it.
Her dark, olive-brown hair, half done-up with a ribbon and half down, and her
bespectacled olive face were distinctive in the base; Sheba wanted nothing to
do with it.


"Hey, lets
not chat with them. Benali's really tedious." Homa urged.


"Good idea. Lets
get our food and go quickly." Sheba said.


Homa blinked at her. "Wow, Benali
already made that bad an impression?"


She grinned as though she had
uncovered some strange little treasure.


Sheba shook her head. "No, it's
that woman. Flight Instructor Zakkari."


"Oh? What's her issue?"


Sheba did not want to trot out all the
gossip nor what she'd personally seen.


"She's had some indecent
interactions around the base."


"Oh?"


Homa once more put on a little grin
like she was squirreling away a jewel into her hoard.


"Keep it between us, okay? Just
don't start to fancy her."


"Ah. Roger. Not my type
anyway."


Homa chuckled to herself, bearing her
fangs in delight.


Sheba led Homa to the lunch-line and
handed her a feeding tray. Homa fiddled with her cuff, Sheba scarcely noticed
what she was doing, but in the next instant the fingers on her one gloved hand
were able to grasp the tray. There was a special counter along the wall with
several pots from which food could be scooped up onto their trays. She was
surprised to find a young girl manning the lunch counter instead of one of the
older food service ladies. This was fortunate in a way. This girl, who knew
nobody, made no ruckus.


All of the other lunch ladies would
dismay at Sheba's weight and beg her to eat more and put on a show that would
have attracted unwanted attention. Thankfully, Benali and Zakkari were getting
along so well that they seemed to be in their own world, chatting
up a storm, touching each other's hands, and laughing and gesticulating. Sheba
thought she could maintain stealth just a little longer and decided to satisfy
her curiosity.


"Say, are you new? Our lunch
ladies are usually twice your age, and twice as big."


Homa grumbled openly and averted her
gaze.


"Um, I'm a volunteer, from the
secondary school." said the lunch girl.


"Oh! That's neat. Thank you for
your service, comrade." Sheba said.


"Thanks." Homa said, rolling
her eyes.


Sheba wondered whether the old lunch
ladies were working a job a teenager couldn't.


Despite her age the lunch girl was
adept with her many spoons and serving instruments, and soon the two officers
had their trays full of carefully laid food and bread. Ayvartan-style trays even
had a cup-holder slot in a corner for a paper cup of lassi, juice or water. It
made it all the more convenient to carry the trays outside the mess and take
their food elsewhere. In their case, they took the trays out to the runway and
hangars, promising to return them before the day was out. An irregular request,
but one casually overlooked.


Out on the runway the afternoon sun
seemed to loom higher yet closer, visibly overhead. In the distance the heat
rippled and distorted the surroundings. There was activity everywhere, but
anyone outside in the sun was hurrying to the shadow of a plane, an
anti-aircraft pillbox or the interior of a hangar or barracks. There were a
half-dozen planes taking off, and a dozen more lined up outside a few of the
hangars and awaiting their turn to fly. Sickle's aircraft squadrons were
divided up into training, patrol and mixed units: those that exclusively flew
training exercises, those that exclusively flew out seeking enemy presence, and
those that did some of both. Vulture was a mixed unit.


Sheba recognized the planes zooming
past her as the aces, Ibis squad. Ibis were the base's professional pilots, the
patrol squad that flew every day. Their aircraft were recently repainted a
ruddy brown with beige streaks. Everyone on Sickle was flying the Garuda I-bis,
an improvement on the stock Garuda I. In 2030 the Air Force was mostly equipped
with the Anka biplane, but tragic amounts of these aircraft and their pilots
had been lost in the hundred days or so of war that had raged in 2030. Garuda
Is existed alongside these Anka. Garuda I monoplanes were massive improvements
in every way, but despite being fully in production, they never replaced the
huge stocks of Ankas, and worse, the demilitarization era air force mostly
trained people in biplane flight anyway.


Many Garuda I were shot on the ground
in 2030, uncrewed and poorly maintained.


There were rays of hope however. While
the Anka were being bullied in the air, Ayvarta proved its mettle in a few
battles with the Garuda II. This next generation craft was starting production,
largely for the nation's growing naval aviation in its two aircraft carriers.
It was used in many difficult missions like the end of the battle of Bada Aso.


Sickle had no Garuda IIs just yet;
instead their upgraded Garuda I-bis had some of the advanced
characteristics of the II, like their stronger engine and more robust internals
and weapons. However, the airframes lacked the lighter streamlined design of
the II.


Whenever she dwelt too much on the
sight of the machines, the Captain's mind was overcome by a newly embittered
way of thinking. Sheba's old instructor had once said that hardware is never
the whole story, and that the skill of the pilot is the ultimate determining
factor. Seeing Ankas smashed in the sky by Nochtish Archers made Sheba question
such things as perhaps naive. But she also knew that the beloved Ibis squadron,
flying Garuda Is, could certainly fly circles around any enemy H. 27
AL-9 Archer.


She thought she saw a girl wave at her
from an open canopy and smiled to herself.


"Garuda I's huh?" Homa said
aloud.


"One-bis." Sheba corrected
her.


Homa narrowed her eyes at the planes.
Now that Ibis squadron had taken off, Kestrel squadron's planes began to move
into the runway one by one. They were the second professional squadron that
patrolled wherever Ibis was not. Homa scoffed at them.


"My plane should get here soon.
There's no point in me flying a 'One' so don't ask me to."


"What's with you?" Sheba
started to say this aloud but mostly murmured it by the end.


Hangar 13 then came into view.


Sheba heard a rumbling and whirring
coming from inside.


The Hangar doors were closed. Sayyid
was outside painting, but what was the noise?


She felt like her heart would explode
from her chest.


She could not imagine what was
happening but she feared nonetheless.


Sheba took off into a run, and Homa
cried out in protest, not ready to follow.


When the captain entered the side door
of the hangar she breathed a sigh of relief.


Anada, Malik and Mannan were together,
safe and alive but standing around an aircraft engine, taken from the wreck, that they had fueled and rigged up on a gurney. As
the cut-down propellers in the front spun out and the engine revved it produced
an ungodly noise and white fumes. A pair of standing fans blew out all of the
smoke through the back window. Oil was slowly leaking from its underside onto a
pile of shotgun starters.


On a metal plate sitting atop the
engine and gathering up heat, were several covered trays likely containing all
of their food. When Sheba burst in they all stared at her.


Sheba went red in the face.


"What are all of you doing?"


She nearly dropped her tray, she
shouted so loud. She shouted with her whole body.


In her mind's eye, all of them had
been hurt or killed in some stupid accident.


She felt embarrassed and angry, with
them and with herself for being so paranoid.


Her tight self-control slipped for
that moment and everyone was confused.


Behind her, Homa wandered into the
hangar, sweating, an irritated look on her face.


After a moment's silence, Sheba
finally got an answer.


"Uh. Keeping the food warm?"
Anada said.


"You told us we would have lunch
by 0100, but you took so long." Mannan added.


Sheba sighed. For once they were doing
what they were told, just in an annoying way.


That was all. It was not that they had
hurt themselves.


It was not that, let out of her sight
for a crucial instant, they had been taken from her too.


Feeling ever more disappointed herself
for her brief meltdown, Sheba raised her voice.


"Turn off that engine and
introduce yourselves!" She demanded.


Mannan shrugged and pulled on a small
lever that killed the engine.


This cleansed the environment of the
noise and smell, and made the hangar habitable.


Sheba stepped aside and urged Homa to
come forward in front of everybody.


Speaking to Homa, she moderated her
voice again and tried to be inviting.


"Sayyid is outside, so I'll
introduce you later. For now, these jokers will have to do."


Homa dragged her feet the few steps
she needed to cast a disinterested gaze at the group.


"I'm Lieutenant Kibiza Mannan.
Flight Leader of Vulture-2, Callsign Dmitri. Greetings."


Mannan moved forward, removed a pair
of gloves and stretched out a hand to Homa. She was no longer wearing her dress
uniform. Instead she was dressed in a suit of worker's coveralls with the chest
zipped down and the sleeves hanging from her sides. She was thankfully also
wearing a covering combat brassiere with it. All of her clothing was slightly
grease-spotted, and she had a net over her hair that she also took off.


Out of all them, Mannan had the most
womanly figure, and it was a sharp contrast between the bold beauty and the
angular, somewhat short pilot across from her.


Sheba nodded her head at Homa, trying
to signal for her to open up a bit.


Homa responded with both hands. Her
biological hand fiddled with the controls while she stretched her metal hand to
Mannan's, and its fingers opened and closed over hers.


"Oh, interesting!"


They exchanged a strong shake in this
odd fashion, then her hand released Mannan's.


Mannan stepped closer, and Homa drew
back, but not in time to avoid her.


With a girlishly excited expression,
Mannan carelessly grabbed Homa's arm and pulled back the sleeve, revealing the
ring cuff around the artificial leather sleeve covering the mechanisms of her
prosthetic arm. This cuff contained a series of tiny lever controls.


"This is fascinating!"
Mannan said. "I can scarcely believe we've come this far."


"Hey, don't touch it!"


Homa pulled back her hand.


Sheba stepped forward, arms crossed.


"Mannan, you oaf! Would you do
something like that to anyone else?"


All of her crew were so coarse; she
could not let such moments pass without correction.


Mannan seemed to realize her mistake
and looked bashfully down at Homa.


"Ah, I'm sorry, I didn't want to
make you uncomfortable, I just got excited." Mannan said.


"Ask for permission next
time." Homa said. "This is part of my body. Don't just touch
it."


"Understood. I'm terribly
sorry."


Mannan bowed deeply. Homa sighed and
averted her gaze. "Whatever."


"I'm also doubling as a mechanic
right now, so if you need anything fixed--"


"I have my own mechanic."
Homa said. "They probably won't let you touch my plane."


Mannan looked at her with surprise,
and stepped back, embarrassed.


Sheba ordered the next person to
introduce themselves.


Out stepped one of the younger two
pilots, Lt. Malik, who was slender and fit and had a slightly vacant
expression. Instead of her dress uniform she wore a pair of pants and a white
shirt that was already a bit sweaty. "I'm Haritha Malik. Lieutenant.
Flight Leader Vulture-3. Callsign Vasily. I uh, well, I played football in
primary and secondary school."


"I played the mandatory amount in
school." Homa said. Her voice was void of emotion. Sheba thought she must
have been making the most perfunctory effort to relate.


For her part, Malik was trying to be
friendly. "Oh, what position were you?"


"Goalie." Homa said flatly.


"You know what they say: the
goalie watches the game for free!"


Malik smiled. Homa's frown deepened.


For a moment the two quietly stared at
one another.


Malik turned right around and
retreated with an awkward face.


Captain Sheba could not imagine things
going any worse, but it was nearly over.


Of course, the worst had yet to come.


Finally the lively catkin at the back
of the group came forward and piled on the cheer for Homa. She was wearing some
of her dress uniform still. Her knee-length skirt and her button-down
white shirt and tie were all part of the uniform. She was missing the jacket
and hat. Her hair was down, her lips smiling, and her cat-like ears twitched
inquisitively.


"I'm Lieutenant Avana Anada!
Wingman, Vulture-3! Callsign Gregory! I'm Vulture Squadron's 'Queen of the
Skies!' It's such a pleasure to meet someone as cute as--"


Homa stepped forward without a word
and delivered a swift kick to Anada's shin.


Anada immediately toppled over,
falling to the ground and holding her foot.


"Ahh! Why?" She cried out.
Malik and Mannan stared without sympathy.


"That's for making fun of me
earlier." Homa said brusquely.


"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Agh it
hurts! It's like your foot's made of metal!"


Crying on the ground, Anada's pathetic
gaze met Homa's merciless eyes.


"That one was made of metal. This
one is not--" Homa reared back.


"Homa, stop!" Sheba said,
covering her face with frustration. "Anada, apologize."


"I said I'm sorry!" Anada
cried, rubbing her stricken shin. "I was just teasing her before!"


"By calling me a Panda? When I
fell down? What even is a Panda?"


Homa raised her voice and put her foot
back down.


"Your teasing can go too far.
Think about what Homa must have felt." Sheba replied.


"A Panda's a bear." Malik
said. Nobody paid her any attention.


Had Anada not completely deserved the
kick, Sheba would have disciplined Homa too. Though Sheba did not want to start
allowing the Vultures to fight, Homa was new and clearly the victim. For Anada
it was probably just amusingly cute, when Homa was humiliated in front of her
and her appearance was made fun of. However, Homa might have spent much of her
life being called names for her appearance. Animal names could be especially
upsetting; Anada most of all should have known to be sensitive about that.


Perhaps she was being overcautious,
but everything had to be perfect from now on.


They could not afford to let their
various dysfunctions bring down the whole squad.


This was a critical juncture. Homa had
really stepped in at a bad time. But she had to.


"Let us all forget this ever
happened and start over, okay? We need to cooperate."


Everyone had heard this spiel before,
but Sheba felt she must say it anyway.


Homa sighed, in perhaps the first show
of contrition Sheba had seen from her.


"That's all I ever wanted to have
happen." Homa said wistfully.


"Then why did you kick me?"
Anada shouted up from the floor.


"Like I said, we're starting
over." Sheba said. "That goes for all of you. Homa is our new
comrade, and all of us are going to make her feel at home and look out for
her."


Everyone was staring at her
skeptically, even Homa.


Truly, this introduction could not
have gone worse. It was an unmitigated disaster.


"From this point on, we let
bygones be bygones. Let's start lunch."


Sheba said this one last time and
everyone hung their heads for a moment.


Despite the rough start everyone was
soon cooperating nicely. There was something about sharing a meal that brought
together even the oddest people. Once Sheba got them to move the airplane
engine out of the way, everyone opened the hangar doors and all of the windows.
They set the food down and sat in a circle on a bed made of soft mats that
mechanics laid on the floor when they were working under a piece of equipment.


Homa had to fiddle with her leg a
little, but she did manage to sit with everyone.


Everyone had stewed yellow lentils and
several pieces of flat or round bread, the staples, as well as two other meal
items and a desert item. Sheba got khichdi, a dish of lentils and
rice stewed in creamed greens, as well as fried cheese in a thick tomato and cream
gravy. She liked the soft vegetable dishes, and she always got extra bread. Out
of all of them, only Sayyid and Anada ate meat. Anada had roasted chicken and
big samosa with her.


"Please eat more
vegetables." Sheba told her.


"There's peas and potato in the
samosa." Anada said in a matter-of-fact voice.


"I want to see greens on that
plate soon. Like that."


Sheba pointed to Mannan's plate. Aside
from her lentils and bread she had a chopped salad of cucumbers, tomatoes,
onions and chillies. Though everything seemed moist and fresh, glistening as it
was with lemon dressing, in reality almost all the vegetables in Solstice were
either dried or came from cans brought from Jomba. Ayvartan cuisine was good at
transforming such things, however. There were so many curries, gravies and
stews that no dried food could stay dry, nor could any "canned taste"
survive in it.


"Everyone's picking on me
today." Anada said, her tail standing up straight.


"We don't want you to die from
scurvy." Malik said. Her own plate had pureed greens and a slab of seitan
cutlet with a red sauce spooned over it. She also got extra bread. Sheba
thought Malik had little room to talk about vegetable consumption herself, but
at least she ate greens, and she also did more physical training than anyone
else.


Anada stuck her tongue out. "So
how's the greenhorn's plate looking-- oh my god."


Homa's dishes were similar to the
others, a vegetable curry and a cheese dish. For Sheba, however, they had
become unrecognizable. Because while everyone else was mixing their bread into
their wet dishes, what Homa had been doing was pouring bright red hot sauce
over everything to a truly frightening degree. Her green curry was turning
yellow, and the chili oil in the hot sauce was glistening heavily over the paneer
swimming in it.


Everyone watched as Homa dipped her
bread in the hot sauce magma that had become of her curry, and then took a bite
out of it. Her jaw trembled, but she kept eating.


"Homa, what are you doing?"
Sheba asked. "Your stomach's going to melt!"


"I can take it." Homa said,
her eyes tearing up and the pale parts of her face reddening.


"Besides the fact that it'll kill
you, that's really wasteful, you know?" Mannan said, tapping on the hot
sauce bottle in Homa's prosthetic hand. "That 80 milliliter hot sauce
bottle should last you almost forty servings at the recommended serving
size."


Malik and Anada stared at Mannan. Homa
quietly ate a big spoonful of volcanic paneer.


"She's right, you know."
Sheba said. "Those bottles are rationed. It's in fact a privilege you can
have one at all. I'll let you have mine if you promise not to eat like that
anymore."


Homa turned an irritated expression on
Sheba and nodded in a stiff, unfriendly way.


There was a bit more small talk about
the food. Whenever anyone tried to turn the conversation on Homa, however, she
met them with an iron wall of silence and a disinterested glare. Sheba started
to reach out and flick her fingers at Homa's shoulder every time happened as if
to say 'come on, do better.' Homa scarcely responded.


Finally the conversation turned
naturally from foods to food regions, since Mannan was trying to
school Anada on the rich produce of Jomba and its benefits. And of course,
everyone eventually became curious as to the origins of their mysterious hot
sauce girl.


"So Homa, give us something."
Mannan asked. "Where did you come from?"


It was with a great sigh and a
dramatic show of effort that Homa responded.


"I was born in Jomba, but I was
in Dbagbo when the war started." She said.


"You ever fly a plane
before?" Anada asked, plucking a piece of chicken with her fingers.


"I was a crop-duster in my
teens." Homa said.


Mannan whistled. "So you flew
pretty young, huh?"


"I guess."


"Did you fly any combat missions
before?" Malik suddenly asked.


Everyone gave her a look as if she was
steering the conversation wrong.


To Homa, however, it seemed as if all
conversation topics were equally annoying and none was more offensive than the
other. Sheba thought she looked unbothered by it.


"Only escort missions. I did fly
in combat during the Cissean war." She replied.


Homa stuffed her mouth full of oily,
burning bread as if to avoid the next question.


At that point, Sheba felt it was a
good time to use some of what she had learned and advocate for the new pilot.
She wanted her to integrate, after all. And she wasn't doing it!


"Homa might look a bit young, but
she's 23 years old and has a sterling record." Sheba said. "Several
recorded kills, proficiency with all aircraft types. She's a real ace."


There were a few gasps and some
blinking eyes that were thrown Homa's way.


So surprised that her eyes seemed like
they would bulge out of her head, Homa turned around to Sheba and blurted out
something. "It's nothing! Don't make it a big deal."


"How do you even know all of
that? I thought she was new." Anada said.


"I read her file. She's new to
us, new to Solstice, but not new to planes." Sheba said.


"Well, I look forward to your
instruction, upperclassman." Anada said, putting on a teasing expression
and brushing her fingers gently against Homa's shoulder.


"My instruction won't help if you
die of scurvy, furball." Homa said.


Homa picked up a canned lime wedge
that had been part of the condiment ration for her meal and flicked it at
Anada. It hit her nose and slid down her lips onto her chicken.


She silently picked it up and put it
to the side of her plate.


Eventually the teasing and laughing at
Anada died down and everyone emptied their plates over some more small talk.
With drinks of lassi, fruit juice and cold tea in hand the vultures reclined
and relaxed. Homa barely said anything nor acknowledged anyone, but Sheba
thought she at least seemed less ill at ease, or more resigned to her current
fate. Homa put her back to an empty drum and watched the rest of the group with
an empty expression. Everyone else got along in their typical way. Anada was
again chattiest of all.


"So who is everyone voting for in
the election? We got a few reps for this district."


"Voting's this soon? I completely
forgot." Malik said.


"What's going on in that head of
yours all the time, honestly?" Anada crossed her arms, went 'tsk, tsk,'
and put on her best 'I am educating you' voice. "We're going to
the polls on-base on the 13th, so don't forget it. We even get to vote for the
Adjar council member."


"Even Solstice folk can?"
Malik asked.


Malik came from Adjar and seemed to
think the voting for the councilors-in-exile was going to be done on the basis
of refugee status. However, the government had decided to assign the
councilors-in-exile to various districts and have anyone there able to vote for
them. Sheba figured they were trying to make it easy on themselves so they
would not have to single out the refugees. Sheba herself was from Shaila, so
she would not be voting for her own province's councilors-in-exile. Since the
district housing Armaments Hill, her current residence, was assigned the
councilors from Adjar instead.


Perhaps they had done things this way
because Madiha Nakar's division, who were mostly Adjaris and had fought
decisively in that province, resided in this district too.


Sheba did not particularly mind. This
Council was supposed to work for everyone, and would not fall into the regional
partisan politics that the old Council had suffered from.


That was the line from the Government,
and Sheba trusted it.


After all, they could not afford to
have another corrupt and useless Council right now.


"Is anyone promising to increase
the hot sauce ration?" Homa asked jokingly.


"Everyone's promising to increase
every soldier ration." Mannan said.


She sounded exasperated. Many
candidates had come to the base to campaign before.


It had put off some people from trying
to vote at all. Mannan was one of them.


"Unfortunately, soldiers are easy
to campaign to." Sheba said.


"It just sounds so insincere.
Reminds me of my old C.O. Just a bunch of ass-kissing."


With her history, Mannan had good
reason to be wary of political climbers.


Soldiers were several hundred thousand
in number and they had issues dear to them that could be targeted as a
monolithic bloc, and all the rhetoric flying around through the war centered
them. So of course, several candidates for the Council campaigned around making
things better for the soldiers. It brought an uneasy feeling to something that
should have felt revolutionary. Sheba did not quite like the candidates who
made everything about sacrificing for the army's good. She preferred some of
the outliers.


"We're not supposed to talk about
who we're voting for." Sheba said.


"Blind ballots are overrated. I
think I'm voting for that Walters girl. She sounds nice. I like that idea she's
got for cultural exchange programs between the provinces."


Anada put on a big smile and shut her
eyes as if imagining what that would be like.


"Everyone should be able to
travel at least sometimes. See all of the nation's beauty!"


"Isn't that just another a
freebie you're being promised?" Malik asked.


"It's not the same
as just getting more hot sauce or meat. I think it's visionary."


"I'd like to see someone campaign
on updating the trams." Mannan said.


"You're all so dreamless."
Anada said. "As a worldly traveler myself, I appreciate Representative
Walter's vision for a more connected Ayvarta. Breakfast in Rangda, Lunch in
Solstice, Dinner in Jomba! Can you imagine the culture that could arise?"


"All of that is physically
impossible." Mannan replied.


Anada vacated the political
conversation right there and then and turned to Homa.


Homa gave her an adversarial look but
Anada seemed to ignore it.


"Homa, I bet you're dying to know
why a lush, curvy beauty like myself, would be in a joint like this? Why someone with my imagination, charm and culture
would be among these louts?" Anada said, running her hands down her belly
and hips. "Aren't you?"


"Not one bit." Homa replied.


Again Anada ignored Homa and hugged
herself, pouting and put on quite a physical drama. "I said before that
I'm a traveler, and I meant it. I left my home of Solstice and all of my people
behind in search of the arts. Though born in the desert, I dreamed of the
stars! Before the war started, I was far away from home, in the beautiful port
city of Rangda. I had hoped to attend Rangda University, and become a theater actress!"


"Huh?" Sheba looked at her.
She hadn't heard this story before. "This is new."


"Yes, I'm baring my heart and
soul to you, Homa. I wanted the golden beams of the spotlight, the red
cascade of the curtains, and the thunder of an applauding crowd!" Anada
said. "However, I simply could not turn my back on my country when the war
started and the college, unfortunately, shut down and left me in the cold. So I
enlisted!"


Sheba thought she must have enlisted
to remain away from the tribe she ran from.


Though perhaps Anada was already more
a city-slicker than an indigen to begin with, given
that she had enough 'culture' to want to become a theater actress to start. She
also seemed to know a lot of stories one wouldn't find in the desert. Far
too many of them.


"Did any of you hear this
before?" Mannan asked, casting a suspicious eye on Anada.


Malik raised her hand. "She's
told me this story before, but for uh, other reasons."


Mannan seemed even more confused now
than she was before.


"Can any of you guess why I
decided to join the air forces specifically?" Anada said.


She again ignored everyone's
skepticism and confusion and was continuing her act.


"I think I have an idea."
Sheba exhaled with a bit of frustration. "But do go on."


Anada puffed her chest up with encouragement.


"At first I thought about the
infantry, perhaps even the noble cavalry, but I simply could not bear the
ignominy of the frontal assaults in vogue at the start of this war. Hearing
tales of men running at machine guns to their deaths, it sounded too
tragic!"


"Those are all
exaggerations!" Sheba said. "Don't go disrespecting our
infantry!"


Her Captain's visible anger caused
Anada's ears and tail to stand on end.


"Besides, the only part of it
that'd give you pause is the running itself." Malik said.


"How rude! Here I am, making
myself vulnerable to our precious new comrade--"


Mannan raised her hand to interrupt.
"The Air Force has the least PT requirements."


Sheba put her hands up over her face.
Malik's eyes brightened. "I knew it!" She said.


Anada started turning beet red.
"Why I never! No! It's because of the beautiful machines, the chariots
ferrying us through the skies free as birds! It's the poetic nature of flight!"


"I'm just sayin', I wouldn't like
the 40-hour a week PT the Army's up to." Mannan said.


She shrugged and put her hands behind
her head, reclining against the engine gurney.


There was a look on Anada's face that
suggested she agreed but could not admit it.


"I think it would be funny if I
exploded in a fireball in mid-air. That's why I joined."


Homa spoke up and immediately cast a
pall over the entire room.


Mannan gave her a concerned stare;
Anada and Malik exchanged awkward glances.


The Captain's heart skipped a beat. A
horrible sight intruded inside her mind.


Words and images; voicelessly,
soundlessly screaming in her mind.


"Don't joke about that."
Sheba said.


Homa seemed momentarily surprised at
their reactions, but then wrapped her arms around her knees and put her face
out of sight. This brought on a deafening silence.


Soon, the little gathering broke up.


All the current Vultures had things to
do and Homa had to get situated.


Everyone exchanged pleasantries as
they parted, but there was a clear friction in the air.


As Homa followed her to the barracks,
Captain Sheba didn't want to look back at her.










There was a brief dinner in the
Officer's Mess that was mostly unattended by any actual officers. Not even
Benali was there anymore. It was just Homa and Sheba staring past each other,
toying with vegetables at the end of their forks for thirty minutes.


Though both welcomed the quiet, it was
all rather depressing.


All day long Homa had felt irritable.
Beginning with the oil dilemma, the awkward shower, and the noisy little lunch,
everything seemed like a punishment. What's more, her behavior was all over the
place and she herself knew it. She had wanted to put on the first impression
that she was a mysterious distant loner who could not be messed with or ordered
around. She did not know how well her new leaf had turned.


Her leg stump was sore. She was shifting
her weight onto it a lot.


When she did it too much it rubbed up
hard against the metal prosthetic's base.


Doing this hurt. Perhaps she did it
specifically because it hurt.


Homa grit her teeth.


It was because of her emotions, her
stupid, out of control emotions.


She should have been nothing but a
weapon! Instead she was on the verge of crying.


She wanted to punch herself or put her
head against the wall out of frustration.


Thankfully she managed enough not to
do any of those things.


Instead, she followed the Captain
around all day, getting a tour of the facilities, doing this and that. Her
plane failed to arrive, so it was not like she could be of any use yet.


At some point, she had let slip the
wrong thing to the Captain, and so the strict, elegant, ponytailed girl was
cold and silent. She spoke curtly and quickly and had found an economy of words
that was clearly not natural to her. Homa did not begrudge her.


After all, Homa hated herself so it
was only natural everyone hate her too.


As night fell, and it became evident
they shared a room and would have to cooperate closely, the Captain seemed to
come to some understanding with herself. She started to meet Homa's gaze again
-- and Homa always made a point to stare directly into the eyes of people she
thought were avoiding her. In front of the bedroom door, she handed Homa a key,
ushered her in, removed a plaque from the door and pocketed the object.


"Welcome home." Sheba said.
"Pilots share bunk rooms, but officers get bedrooms."


Homa cast a brief glance around the
room. It was not much of a privilege. The only difference from a bunk room was
its relative privacy. Instead of twelve or sixteen people there were only two,
each with a plain, spartan bed and a dresser. That was all.


Sheba took a deep breath, audible in
the silence of the underground base.


"Homa, I know this probably
sounds insincere, but if something's wrong, I want to help."


That was quite a thing to say from the
person who had been avoiding her for half the day and who had been bothering
her and bossing her around for the other half. Still Homa did not think it was
insincere now. On the contrary, its sincerity is what bothered her.


Captain Sheba's face had a gloom over
it that was rather annoying.


Nobody should become invested in her.
Nobody should want to help her.


That could only be bad for them.


She had hoped to create an aura around
herself in this new venue that would keep these people from imprinting on her.
Clearly she failed. She had been too erratic and pitiful.


"I don't need help. I just need
to be left alone a little more." Homa said.


"In my experience that does the
opposite of helping." Sheba said.


"You said we'd start over, so lets start. I'm Homa Baumann."


Homa reached out a hand. Surprised,
Captain Sheba shook it.


"I'm Sahana Sheba." said the
Captain. "So what does this mean now?"


"Forget I said anything, and just
act like nothing's happening."


Homa pulled off her jacket and pulled
down her pants until she was wearing only her brassiere and her thin white
underwear shorts. She was quite able to relax in the combat-issue bra, with its
wide, sturdy straps and a uniform cup with just enough compression and lift. It
was like wearing the only necessary part of a tanktop shirt.


"I'm going to bed." Homa
said.


Without her shirt and pants, the black
leather sleeves covering her prosthetic arm and leg were visible. Around the
end of her severed leg and arm there were circular fasteners that kept the
sleeves attached. Inside the sleeve of her arm there were a few mechanisms that
allowed her false hand to assume different positions, controlled by levers on
her cuff. Her leg was far simpler and stiffer, basically a base to put weight
on.


It could bend if she loosened a bolt
on the side, which she would do in order to sit.


"Homa, listen, I'd like if we
could talk--"


"I'm going to bed."


Homa loosened her prosthetics and hid
under her blanket.


Sheba looked disappointed in the
exchange but said nothing more.


She dropped into bed herself in her
shirt and tights, and switched the lights off to sleep.


There was a soft whirring in the room
from a blower unit bringing in cooler air.


Homa waited about an hour before
donning her jacket, buttoning it up, sticking her leg stump on the prosthetic's
base and screwing it tight, and then sneaking pants-less, barefoot and arm-less
out of bed and across the room. She snuck around Sheba, and picked up the
little plaque from her jacket pocket and then carefully slid out the door.


Her leg made a little noise, but Homa
found she could silence it by sliding it on smooth floors. Because the
underside of the leather hoof that should have been her "foot" was
nice and smooth and had a bit of rubbery 'give,' it could be dragged along quietly.


Outside the room, she could read the
plaque. "Captain Tika Shurelis."


That must have been the person Homa
replaced. Owner of that one wrecked plane.


Did Sheba succeed her as Captain?


Homa pocketed the plaque and felt a
hint of sympathy and regret just then.


Everyone was asleep, but there were
dim lights on in the hallway, since everything was underground and
without some illumination there would have been pandemonium
(or a shortage of portable torches) if anyone had to go to the bathroom, or if
anyone was working late. The hallway was lined with officer's bedrooms and some
facilities.


Keeping wary of guards, Homa descended
the halls, mentally retracing her steps.


"Ohh!"


Homa froze, thinking she was caught.


However, the sharp exhalation she
heard did not result in a surprised guard coming behind her and grabbing her.
It had been drawn out of a woman in an adjacent room.


Smiling to herself, Homa put her head
to a nearby door and held her breath.


"Ohh god--!"


That cry was followed by breathing,
moaning and a bed creaking.


Consulting her mental map of the
hallway gave her some fleeting, puerile glee.


This was Benali's room wasn't it?


Perhaps now Benali and Zakkari's room?


She was not about to check the plaques
and risk making noise, but it was a funny idea.


Homa chuckled to herself.


Perhaps this was the indecent base
activity of that Zakkari lady -- done right on top of that vapid snob Benali.
Who would have thought she was so easy? Lunch to bed in a day?


Filing this moment in storage for the
future, Homa slipped away from the officer's halls.


She found the ramp leading up to the
runways and the airfield blacktop. There was a single guard posted, yawning as
he marched, rifle in hand, up and down the ramp.


Homa put on the friendliest expression
she could. She was a little cute, wasn't she?


Plus, she had remembered to bring a
trump card with her in her jacket.


Soon as she revealed herself, the
guard paused. His half-open eyes twitched.


Homa produced an emergency bar from
her pocket -- buttery chocolate and oats.


"Peace offering?" She said.


The Guard blinked at her. He took the
bar. "I admit I'm half asleep, but you're really distinctive, you know. If
you do anything untoward I'll know who to rat out."


He motioned past the ramp with his
rifle, and Homa went on her way.


She walked up the ramp in time for
four planes to charge onto the runway before her and out into the night. The
air torn in their wake blew Homa's hair back. There were several searchlights
and their crews practicing night detection. A series of small reflectors along
the edge of the runway made the asphalt look delineated by light.


Overhead the sky was dark blue and
cloudless, but she could not see stars.


There was too much light pollution to
make out anything. Still, the deep blue was pretty.


Homa took a deep breath. There was a
faint smell of smoke, but at least it did not smell as mechanical as the air in
the underground barracks. She had felt trapped in there.


Some part of her really, truly,
yearned to be flying again. To be flying with purpose.


Even if only for the chance to scream
into immortality.


"Hey, is that you? Homa?"


Behind her, Homa heard approaching
footsteps.


She half-turned and looked over her
shoulder. From farther down the runway came Lt. Malik, dressed in a tanktop and
a pair of pants, her hair tied in a short tail. She was running, and broke into
a faster run after calling out. When she neared Homa, she came to a stop and
bent over, holding her knees and breathing heavily. Sweat dripped down her
forehead. Up close and with the light from the hangars, Homa could see that
Malik's shirt was quite wet around her chest and along her flanks. She glistened
with sweat.


"Are you ok? What are you doing
out here this late? Where's your arm?" Malik asked.


"I'm fine. My arm's back inside.
Are you ok? You look terrible." Homa said.


"Gee, thanks." Malik said.
She laughed between breaths. "I've been running; 40th lap."


"Why?"


"Gotta get stronger." Malik
said. She smiled a little. "Can't keep letting people down."


"If you say so."


"Wanna run with me-- ah. Sorry. I
ask everyone that."


Malik looked down at Homa's leg.


"I could run,
but it'd be slower than you and make me a little sore." Homa said.


"Well, I bet you could do some
killer pull-ups with that arm then."


"I really couldn't." Homa
said.


"Ah. Sorry. I'm kind of an idiot,
I guess."


"It's fine."


She was almost amused with Malik. She
seemed like the humblest person in Vulture.


Somewhere across the runway a vehicle
repeatedly blared a very loud horn.


Malik snapped up and turned her eyes
to the road at the opposite end of the airfield.


Homa cast a disinterested glance and
then fully turned, recognizing the truck coming in.


A massive, flat-bed transporter drove
past, its cargo bundled under cables and cloth.


Only a bit of the motorjet engine was
visible along the back, if one knew what to look for.


Here came the marvelous and mysterious
JTB -- Jet Tester "Bennu."


Homa watched the transporter bringing
her plane in with a small smile.


"Ah well. Looks like I'm finally
going to have to be useful, Lieutenant."


Malik gave her a brief look but kept
anything she wanted to say to herself.


















1st Of The Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E


. . .


At the turn of the new
year, almost 90 days since the suspension of the Council near the start
of the Solstice War, the SIVIRA of the Supreme High Command issued a statement
regarding the end of military-influenced government in Ayvarta. Elections for a
new high council based in Solstice were suddenly announced. There would be a
two week campaign followed by two days of voting. Any communist party member or
union officer could run for the Council, which would have 50 seats; military
personnel could not run.


Everyone was caught quite off-guard by
this announcement; it was initially stated that military rule would continue
for months before special elections could be held, in order to bring stability
to the nation and insure the process was safe and fair. There were all sorts of
rumors for the sudden change of heart. There were more than a few hushed
whispers about the health of the current supreme executive, Daksha Kansal.
Gossip then turned to the investigations and purges around Mansa and his
political bloc, and around the Central Bank of Solstice in addition, which had
now been completed. All of these were parts of the truth, but missed the
overall point: Solstice was near a breaking point.


Even with its most titanic efforts, it
was clear that the social welfare infrastructure of Solstice was collapsing
under the weight of the refugee crisis and the equipping of the
armies. Civilian supply was in a state of shock, with food, tools, fuel
and raw material rationing spiraling out of control due to the influx of war
refugees and the near-collapse of the social workforce. And this second problem
created many more: transportation had become disorganized, public
infrastructure maintenance was falling behind its tidy norms. All of these
problems had been expected to some degree, but their ultimate, dramatic effects
were not properly understood; everyone had been too optimistic.


It was easy to diagnose the first
problem. Having lost half its territory in a sudden, traumatizing shock after
the Aster's Gloom, the Socialist Dominances of Solstice had to completely
change their supply lines. Jomba had to support more of the burden of feeding
Solstice than it ever had. There was no fear of famine quite yet, but there
would be lean times ahead for everyone. Chayatham overnight became Solstice's
main provider of raw materials, and the industry relocating to the eastern
desert cities like Peshwar had to essentially start from scratch, practically
rebuilding dozens of factories. All of this had ripple effects. Unions were
waiting longer, for less materials, and had to "make do."


There was a problem with a more
immediate solution, and it was the second. That immediate solution, however,
required its own monumental labor to implement.


Solstice was suffering from a
staggering, screaming shortage of manpower in the civil workforce and
especially in leadership positions. Part of it was the fault of the war and the
war effort. Solstice's first priority was to create new armies to defend
Ayvarta. But riflemen were the least of the army's worries. Rather, staff and
rear service personnel were desperately needed, and so veterans of the social
workforce were transferred to needed army roles. Clerks, doctors, teachers,
archivists, and other assorted desk workers, particularly those with seniority,
were politely asked or forcibly transferred to military jobs to cover the
shortfall. Union leadership in manufacturing was untouched, but Civil Guards
and other veteran police were tapped for NCO jobs in the army. And so it was
said that the average age of the teaching staff in each school district fell to
22, and the average age of traffic control and guards fell to 20, and the
average age of nurses to 18.


Though the SIVIRA's military
pragmatism was in part to blame, it was a fact that across almost every
community posting and civilian office, there were already staffing issues.
After the dissolution of the previous council, many elected offices were
vacated either in protest or as a result of entrenched bureaucrats retiring or
being forced to. Then the shock from the Rangdan revolt caused a round of
investigations that led to further purges. Taking into account the army sucking
up valuable manpower and then the government purging incompetence and
negligence from its ranks, vacancies piled up.


Either of these could have been borne
by a skilled workforce, but both at once?


There were people who could
do all of these jobs. But filling those vacancies was itself a monumental task.
They couldn't simply give the jobs out at random, or it would create even more
chaos. But the current crop of government officials and the office of the
Premier herself, all of whom came out of the military, had both military and
civil tasks to perform. The old Council had hundreds of representatives with
their staff all of whom took on the work of managing appointments and vetting
candidates and providing for any training and support that was needed to manage
the civil infrastructure.


For the Premier's various
Commissariats, it was hard enough to manage the soldiers in a time of crisis
like this. Training, feeding, and looking after innumerable amounts of
greenhorns who were promised fair working conditions and accountable officers
and various other things; if Daksha Kansal really was a ruthless evil dictator,
it sure would have been easier! But to do things right for everyone made
everything very complicated.


With the army restructuring and
rebuilding on their minds, Civil needs were barely
met.


Because of a mixture of patriotism,
conviction, and a greater fear of the enemy, the people of Solstice and its
surroundings buckled down and tried to accept these conditions and do their
part. Young people and those unfit for military service did their best to
fulfill community jobs, and much of the new workforce could be said to have
volunteered for the jobs. Rationing tightened and initiatives to garden and
stretch food available were started. Unions began to reach out to one another
in the absence of the government inspectors and handlers who typically mediated
logistics, and kept running as best they could. Nobody knew how long this could
last, and nobody wanted to stretch this faith further. That was the new mood at
the highest echelons of the SIVIRA.


Solstice screamed for a dedicated
civilian government, and it could not be denied this.


And so, the elections were opened.
People would campaign, present their ideas, create a civilian government, and
take this heavy responsibility off the hands of the military. It was hoped that
the people would rally around the voices echoing the best, most responsible
directions for the city and the country, and invite innovation and solutions.


Once a Council was elected, each of
those members would in turn appoint their own staff, and begin independently
vetting new bureaucrats and reestablishing the social infrastructure. They
would fill the hole left behind after the purges of the corrupt staff that had
served under Mansa, enabled men like Gowon and even spied for Nocht.


Despite the suddenness of it all, the
people were excited by the prospect of an election under this new government of
Daksha Kansal's. It gave them new faith and hope that their army was a
guarantor of their rights, and that they were trying to do things the decent
and humane way for everyone, and not just callously asking for their
sacrifices.


Everyone was handed district maps,
informed of their polling places, and a new paper was published every day with
thoughts and platforms and ideas, giving every candidate in the election fair
room to share and broadcast ideas and become known to people. For this
election, the SIVIRA set themselves the goal that people had to be fully
educated, and that everyone would vote. They put more effort behind this than
they reasonably even could, and though they stumbled at times, their heart was
in the right place, and the mood was bright. Had anyone been monitoring the
intricacy and care put into these processes, they might have thought it was the
height of the ideal of fair, universal franchise once embodied by polities such
as a certain Federation of Northern States.


Once one ignored that every candidate
was running in the Communist Party, the only legal party, of course. It was
still competitive, but they all shared some baseline ideas. And though factions
did not drive the competition, there was a regional component.


In a brazen but justifiable act, all
territories of Ayvarta were to be represented in this Council, including those
that in official parlance, had been "occupied by the enemy." Solstice
did not recognize the polity known as "The Republic of Ayvarta" and
only referenced it as "the imperialists" or "the traitors."
As such, in Solstice's mind, the refugees from Adjar, Shaila, Dbagbo and
Tambwe, now residing in Solstice, were the legitimate peoples and government of
those territories. Community figures had risen from among the throng of the
refugees during the continuing struggle of the Relocation, and these would be
perfect representatives for the real, proletarian figures of the South.


Different regions of Solstice voted
for the Adjari, Shailan, Dbagboan or Tambean seats in the Council, and each
seat was fought over by several ethnic persons from these areas.


These persons would come to represent
those territories. After all, anyone in cooperation with The Republic was
a traitor or at best a damsel in distress, so those people, perhaps even in the
event of a retaking of the territories, would not be polled on their feelings
toward these candidates. That vast amounts of people had been left behind in
those territories or chose to stay or had no choice to stay; that was lost in
the passionate rhetoric, to be resolved another day. For right now, Adjar et
al existed only in Solstice.


Going into the new years, these were
the topics and events at the forefront of discourse.










Socialist Dominances of Solstice,
Solstice City -- The 10th Head


 


Premier Daksha Kansal's codified role
was to be the nation's schoolmarm or mother. She looked the part these days.
Her uniforms now came with a skirt and pantyhose, and her hair was done up by a
stylist into a tidy bun. She wore glasses, heels, and gloves. Her stylist told
her she had aged very gracefully and that her goal was to make sure the Premier
still "looked a fine minx" while also giving off a "subtle air
of reprimand." To that end she also had makeup done: red lipstick, a light
blush, and black eyeshadows.


Daksha tried to hold her tongue about
her stylist's opinions. She tried to hold her tongue a lot these days. After
all, her words carried an infinitude of power. Perhaps too much.


She was an autocratic ruler now,
whether she wanted to or not. She was the nation's mother, and in the
household, the mother said things and they were done. Things she agreed with
had political will behind them; things she disagreed with lost that will. Even
when she wasn't trying to be forceful, the respect and power of her office made
debate a foregone conclusion. Daksha Kansal was the schoolmarm too. You had the
option to leave school and not put up with her scolding, but your only practical
option was to stay.


Legally, she was meant to give direction
on policy and to make appointments for staff.


Not, she thought, to directly write
policy and to be the last word on all decisions.


She had hoped not to become a
dictator, but she felt she was being made into one.


Daksha made an early mistake in
establishing a ruling character. Her desired style of administration was to
stay hands-off and trust her subordinates to execute on policy, leaving the
details to them after offering a broad strokes opinion. A few weeks into her
Premiership, however, the man she had appointed as the Commissar of Education
began an initiative to lower the age for Young Shooter's Clubs to the 9-12
bracket, down from the original 15-18. He publically announced his intention to
raise the youth's awareness of firearms in order to improve the civil defense
and to raise the youth's physical fitness.


Though she was appalled by the policy,
Daksha went a circumspect route. She did not want to arbitrarily reprimand him
in private or dismiss his ideas outright. She had appointed him, so she wanted
to show her trust and her ability to discuss things with him without outright
chaining him down to her will. Any kind of backroom discussion would just
intimidate him, she thought. So she did what she used to do in the old days of
the original Ayvartan revolutionaries. She published an article in the
communist party's newspaper, which was also the most widely read paper in
Solstice in general.


Her column was short and polite, with
little embellishment and delivered in bullet points, as was Daksha's typical
style. She criticized the proposed policy on grounds of safety; the issue of
supplying arms that could be employed by children, when arms for adults were
needed in mass quantities; and the fact that in a time of great stress these
very small children should engage in wholesome, calming activities to grow
healthily.


Though Daksha intended this to be a
level-headed response that could inspire a debate, as she had done before with
other disagreements, it was widely read as an excoriating denunciation. Most
people did not live the political life back in those days, they did not know
the culture of speech that Daksha had grown up in. Everyone felt that the
public nature of the disagreement was meant to condemn, not to invite a
participatory debate.


The Commissar resigned and retired
from all service to collect a pension. Several of his staff resigned with him
or transferred for fear of being kicked upwards to his position. For days on
end, the SIVIRA could not find another Commissar of Education to appoint. It
began to circulate around the city that Daksha Kansal brooked no dissent in her
ranks and meant to take the direction of public education into her own hands.
It was a debacle.


After this, the Premier's national character
was much more a schoolmarm and mother than it had ever been. People began to
take her word as gospel and ask her for 'Yes' or for 'No' instead of engaging
her in actual discussion. She grew so irritated with the state of affairs that
she circulated a memo on the sniveling tone of voice she had endured from her
staff and bureaucrats and bid them to have conviction in their meetings with
her.


This helped, but not too much. Cadao
Chakma, the War Secretary, and a few other people with backbone had the courage
to speak out when necessary, but at large, most people remained intimidated by
her. And so it was that Daksha continued to be a dictator.


A few days after the official
announcement of the upcoming elections, Daksha opened her office up to public
visits. She normally took appointments only if a letter was sent to her and
only after answering it personally. Daksha was busy; she needed some way to cut
down the number of people who wanted a direct audience. However, with the
upcoming elections and various other issues, she decided to hold a special day
where she would forego all other matters and just take walk-in visitors. Anyone
could come no matter their work or stature, they just had to wait their turn.
Daksha's staff secretly resented her taking "a day off" like this,
and she knew it, but it gave her no pause.


Surprisingly, very few people came in
on that day. Daksha had steeled her nerves to have the door slamming open and
shut without warning all day -- normally a source of constant distress due to a
mental trauma from all the conflicts she fought in her life.


And despite all that girding her loins
for it, the door had barely opened twice by the midday. She wondered if perhaps
there was less urgency in Solstice now that an election had been announced, or
if the bureaucrats had gotten good enough at their jobs by now to have fixed
most of the problems on their own. Perhaps people had gotten too drunk
celebrating the new year. Daksha began to wonder if
she should schedule another day.


But Cadao and the rest would have a
fit if Daksha was unavailable all day again.


She could not even commit to reading
or writing because if someone interrupted her, she would have felt horrible.
This anxiety about doing anything rendered her paralyzed.


So Premier Daksha Kansal sat in her
office, bored, fiddling with objects on her desk.


Around noon, there was a knock on the
door, and Daksha beckoned the visitor inside.


When the door opened, she saw a
somewhat familiar face with shining, inquisitive green eyes. Her dark hair was
styled into ringlet curls, her light brown skin was well made up with pigments
and she was dressed in a pencil skirt and a fine jacket. Daksha knew this girl,
and from more than one occasion. When she sat opposite the Premier, she was
bashful, unable to meet her eyes. There was no mistaking Chakrani Walters,
Madiha Nakar's old girlfriend. She had been on the wrong side of history many a
time before.


She sat before Daksha now with hands
nervously clutching her skirt, her eyes turned.


"Chakrani Walters, correct?"
Daksha asked.


"Yes ma'am. You remember me,
then?" She said, her voice trembling.


"You're quite a fashionable young
lady. It would be hard to forget."


Daksha smiled, trying to make fun, but
Chakrani averted her eyes and bowed her head.


There was a black cloud over her head,
and the gloom was spreading across the room.


Just a few weeks earlier she had been
investigated for ties to Mansa and given her testimony. Apparently, though she
had declined to evacuate immediately from Rangda, once the Elven occupation of
the city got underway with the arrival of the battleship St. Irrydel, Chakrani
finally chose to flee, and ultimately ended up being arraigned in Solstice. Her
words had joined Madiha's and many others in helping to make clear what had
transpired in Rangda and in Solstice for years now at the hand of that corrupt,
self-serving monster. That she sat before Daksha now did not vex the Premier.
She felt pity for the girl, whose convictions had been trod upon and defeated
time and again.


"So, you've a few minutes of my
time. How may I help you?" Daksha asked.


She sighed internally. She felt
awkward. After all, she was something of a mother to Madiha Nakar, something of
a guarantor, guardian. This was Madiha's ex-girlfriend. But this was also a
woman who had as part of the Adjar Civil Council nearly authorized a withdrawal
that endangered the war effort; and who then went on to serve with Arthur Mansa
in his schemes in Rangda. She continuously fell into the role of a foolish
villainess.


There was a part of Daksha that felt
like Chakrani had treated Madiha poorly. And that was the most awkward, but not
the least concerning part of that woman's history.


"I heard there would be elections
held under the full protection of the voting rights and the electoral
permissions of the constitution of the city of Solstice. Is that correct?"


Chakrani had said this breathlessly,
in a very matter-of-fact way.


"Correct." Daksha said
curtly.


"Is it permissible for me to
enter the election?" Chakrani asked, her voice meek.


"Is it permissible?" Daksha
asked rhetorically, surprised by Chakrani's words. "Well, like everyone
else, you would have to join the Communist Party of Ayvarta, I suppose."


Chakrani's hands clutched her skirt
again and she sighed, staring at the ground.


"Are you worried that I am
personally stopping you from doing so?" Daksha asked.


She had read her very easily. After
all, she knew what Chakrani's politics were like.


"I had feared that you might be.
That someone might be." Chakrani said.


"Well, I am curious about your
intentions, but otherwise, you've nothing to fear."


Over the past few years Ayvartan
politics had been terribly tumultuous.


Chakrani's conviction to oppose the
communist party, that had steered her into so much trouble, had formed when her
father had been executed for high treason. He had been moving gold, machines
and information out of Solstice in exchange for aid in facilitating the return
of once-wealthy Ayvartans who had escaped to the Federation, fleeing the
communist victory in the Civil War. This and similar incidents were referred to
as the "Akjer Scandals." A violent purge of Mr. Walters and his
conspirators was the only thing that Daksha Kansal and Arthur Mansa agreed on
in the chaos of the mid-2020s.


Daksha still believed her convictions
were correct, and that the threat of these dissidents was a real one to
Ayvartan communism. But she knew that her actions helped give Mansa and his
bloc the leverage to steer Ayvartan politics right into his pocket. He used her
violence and Walter's dissent both to cast a fatal spell on Council politics.
Kansal's justice could be delivered to anyone, he said, so we must tighten
control of the army and draw it down; and Walter's discontent had to be headed
off through economic and social reform, so that nobody would need to think of
rebelling or circumventing the law again.


At the time Mansa's and deeds words
struck everyone as reasonable. Nobody heeded the violent Daksha Kansal when she
spoke about his duplicity. Instead he gathered many followers, and together
with them, some die-hards, some proxies, some puppets, he made many more
proposals and changes that ultimately led to this awful Solstice War.
Demilitarization, the Honor system that focused only on consumer goods,
proportional representation that flooded the Council with his cronies; and
those were only a few.


It took an invasion, thousands of
deaths, the dissolution of the Civil Government, and for himself and his
followers to stage an uprising, for Mansa to finally fall dead in his city.


Of course, a man who was set on
twisting a whole political system into his own cult of personality, who was
obsessed with empire and with personal wealth, did not just die and leave
nothing behind. They had been fighting against his misdeeds for weeks now.


Since learning of the scope of Mansa's
deeds, Daksha felt a sense of trepidation when taking unilateral action. Could
anyone else try to use her political violence to their ends? Could someone be
profiting from all of her actions, moving her with secret strings?


Even so, at any given point, all she
could do was choose the best available option.


In her new position, she had to give
even people who opposed her some empathy.


"Is it really being
paranoid?" Chakrani said. "Ms. Kansal, I can't help but feel made a
fool of for all my actions the past year. But also, I can't help but feel
there's more to blame."


Everyone called Daksha
"Premier" now, so to hear "Ms. Kansal" was just a bit
galling.


Still, she wasn't the only one made a
fool of. Daksha had to sympathize with those words.


"I admit yours has been a tragedy
linked to the tumult in our institutions. However, if you wish to live here
peacefully, and become politically active again as you were in Adjar and
Rangda, then it will be necessary for you to get along with us and trust
us."


By 'us' Daksha meant the Communist
Party, but also, she thought, Madiha and herself.


Both of these figures must have loomed
so large for the helpless Chakrani.


She must have thought these titans
were creating a world directly hostile to her.


Daksha hoped she could turn around.
She hoped everyone who was misled could do so.


Many already had; but some were always
hopeless. It was always that dreadful way.


"If you are afraid Madiha will
denounce you for throwing your name into the election, I can guarantee you she
is not thinking about anything right now but strategies and tactics. I don't
think Madiha will even vote. She is even less interested in electoralism and
democracy than I am. Much like you have been hurt in your life by communism,
Madiha has received no end of pain from the forces of so-called democracy and
liberalism."


Chakrani set a direct, defiant glare
on Daksha for the first time.


"Frankly, I believed I had good
cause to be afraid. If not from her, then from you. Your disdain for
'electoralism' has been made fairly plain. I've been afraid all this
time."


Daksha smiled. "I'm too busy to
do anything to you, Ms. Walters."


Chakrani pouted and looked angry.
"So even for someone like me, who was arraigned and indicted as a
co-conspirator, and made to give testimony; I can harmlessly enter politics
again? You will allow this, and will not try to set me back in any way?"


"You were cleared of all charges.
Far as I'm concerned you're just any other girl."


Daksha had to give it to Chakrani, she
was feisty. She just did not give up. Even though she was scared, she was
bullheaded enough to keep doing things her own way to the end.


"But like I said, the only game
in town is the Communist Party. Nobody will bar you entry from it, but you've
nursed disdain it for some time now, so it must be hard for you."


"I have nothing against the
communist party. I had and continue to have an agenda against people like you
and Madiha who will hurt others and feel righteous about it."


"Well, you won't convince anyone
to vote for you based on that. Right now, I think the people want to hear about
making the canteens more efficient, or improving the railroad, and things like
that. I don't think the average person will vote to denounce me."


Daksha felt almost amused by the
entire conversation at this point. It was just so odd.


"Of course I know that. That
wouldn't be my platform. But I will try to make a Communist Party that is not
just about suppressing ideas you disagree with; I want to do what I've always
done and give the people hope, and education, and broaden their horizons. I
will show people a future rather than just stepping on the present."


"I'm bored by your character
assassination of me. Is that all you wanted to ask me?"


Already they had been talking for some
time and Daksha just felt like she was being insulted constantly, which did not
upset her, but did annoy her. It made it difficult to try to be magnanimous with
the dissident girl. Daksha did not want to demand respect from Chakrani and
thereby demonstrate "evil authoritarian ways," or what have you, but
she did not want to sit there and quietly absorb abuse either. She was becoming
tired of it.


At that point, Chakrania seemed to
swallow a lump and produce a series of documents.


"I wanted to have a second
opinion on these." She said, her voice powerless suddenly.


Daksha blinked and picked up the
documents. They were outlining various campaign promises. There were a lot of
minute details on using more local plants like cactus, promoting responsible
water use, indoor growing, and so on, and a big proposal for a cultural
exchange program among the provinces based around faster rail travel and
guaranteed vacations. Daksha was speechless. It all sounded so silly, but she
was right that it was all positive. None of it was military in nature, and
nothing reformist in tone. She just wanted to make the desert greener, provide
food security, and neat vacations.


This was indeed something of a vision
for a future. A future beyond this current war.


"I can't really disagree with any
of it." Daksha said. "It all sounds rather saccharine."


These were ideas only an idealist
would think of at this stage in history. Daksha was too cynical and had a mind
too bloody and violent to think of giving people vacations when there were
imperialists to be slaughtered. It would stand out among the other entries.


"I encourage you to run on
it." Daksha said, smiling. "I think people will respond to it."


Chakrani looked like she had been
about to fall from her chair. Her eyes spread wide.


"Do you have any constructive
criticism?" She asked. She looked almost ashamed to ask such a thing of
the Premier herself. But all of her political allies had fallen with the
successive regimes she supported. Only Chakrani herself remained, the
friendless survivor of those political battles all of which were terminated by
Madiha in turn.


So perhaps bereft of any connections,
but still yearning to fight in her own way, Chakrani had been spurred to come
here. Daksha couldn't really hate her for anything right then.


"I can't really criticize these
broad ideas. I'll put you in contact with the Commissariat of Public Affairs
and the University, and they can help you find some organizers and volunteers,
I'm sure. Everyone is guaranteed access to the resources to hold a fair and
equitable campaign for Council. I'll try to get you help so you can refine your
position, and you can write for the election gazette the same way anyone does.
Sound fair?"


Chakrania's eyes drew wider for an
instant before she returned to a bashful expression.


"Thank you. To be honest, I
thought you would just laugh me off. Or worse." She said.


"I'm too busy not to follow the
regulations. I'd be busier if I was trying to circumvent every rule and
micromanage every campaign to weed out people I dislike. In fact, I'm honestly
too busy to dislike most people. I really can't afford to be any busier right
now."


Daksha was again trying to be a little
light and humorous. Again, Chakrani didn't bite.


"I
hope you understand that people have reason to be intimidated by you. To be
scared." She averted her gaze, staring instead at the hydra symbol on a
wall. "I hope both you and Madiha understand that, and don't get carried
away with the power that you have." 


"I
understand it perfectly." Daksha said. She was a little annoyed by the
direction of the criticism, but it was somehow refreshing to be criticized and
questioned too. Had it not been for the fact that this election needed people
like her, Daksha might have hired her on to the central bureaucracy instead.
She would have made a good manager or analyst.


Perhaps,
however, the office of the Premier, and the Armed Forces, had swallowed enough
worthy sons and daughters of Solstice. Civil Government needed them now.


After that exchange, Chakrani Walters
was escorted out by a lawyer for the SIVIRA who would be helping her to
register and start her campaign. A few more visitors came by, but none who were
so mentally stimulating as that girl had been. Daksha
thought about her silly little campaign all day, and felt charmed by the whole
thing. By the end of the day she had seen a dozen people with all kinds of
things they needed help and advice for, but no more Council aspirants. It
almost felt like she had wasted the day this way.


Soon, the sun had nearly vanished from
the sky, and Daksha thought she would retire to her apartment and read the
electoral gazette herself. However, just a few minutes before she was scheduled
to leave, the bright round face and friendly slanted eyes of Cadao Chakma
peeked through the door, tapped lightly. Daksha beckoned her in. The War
Secretary had her arms piled high with documents folders. She was a skinny,
mixed race woman of eastern and Ayvartan origins, slender but unathletic,
wearing a set of glasses over her eyes and little adornment. Her hair was tied
in a utilitarian ponytail, and she dressed in a pristine, tidy skirt uniform
with new black tights and dress shoes.


Whenever that pragmatic young woman
walked in, she always had a pretty smile and a cruel amount of work to deliver.
Daksha knew this and felt her spirit leaving her body.


Trying to delay the inevitable, she
struck up a conversation.


"Did you see Walters anywhere,
Cadao? Chakrani Walters?"


"Indeed I did." Cadao
replied. They were on a first-name basis. Cadao had become another of Daksha's
precious sort-of-daughters in the workplace. "She's been going this way
and that all day. Really taking advantage of the facilities here. It was
amusing."


"Did you see her platform? Isn't
it fun?"


"I heard a bit about it. I don't
know. It sounds too dreamy to me."


"Cadao, do you think if Walters
wins, she'll lobby for me to get a scenic, culturally-enriching
vacation-by-train? I am a citizen after all. Don't I deserve one too?"


Cadao's eyes narrowed even further.


"I truly hope not, Premier. I
don't know what I would do if that was the case."


"You could join me and my wife.
I'd let you bring one girl with you."


Cadao sighed. "There's nobody to
fill that seat. And the government would collapse."


Daksha truly did not know whether she
meant the seat of her girlfriend, or her staff post.


"Oh, I thought Kuracha had an eye
on you? What do you think of her?"


Cadao looked positively horrified.
"The Commissar-General may not be my type."


Daksha laughed. She then blew out air
in a gentle sigh. "Well. Enough fun I guess."


"Right. No time for fun I'm
afraid, Premier. Only paperwork." Cadao said cheerfully.


She mercilessly dropped the documents
onto Daksha's desk and patted them down.










Socialist Dominances of Solstice,
Solstice City -- The People's Peak


 


The People's Peak was the tallest
building in Solstice, its only true skyscraper. A massive building,
taller than the walls, once full of the mechanisms of power in Solstice. This
building used to host the Council and most of the government bureaucracy. Now
that many of its functions had been moved to the Daksha Kansal's "10th
Head" and to the Armaments Hill, the Peak was far less lively and busy. In
2031, the building was scheduled to close with the sun, where before it would
have toiled through the night.


At the very top of the building,
Yarobe Yuba watched the sun going down from a balcony. He was an old man among
old men, but his skin was still pulled back tight against his bones, such that
the wrinkles only seemed to exist at the edges of his face. His hair was as
dark as his skin, cropped close, and his lanky frame was dressed in a humble,
slightly shabby suit. Behind him the balcony overlooked the auditorium, and in
front of him he could see the city laid out before him. Yuba, a councilman who
had been instrumental in the dismantlement of the previous administration, had
been spending his days here.


He could work anywhere, but he
resisted going to the 10th Head with the rest of Kansal's people. He ran his
investigation of the Central Bank of Solstice and the Treasury Ministry from
the People's Peak. Whenever he convened the courts of inquiry, the People's
Peak auditorium would again fill with people. For a while the purges had given
him some sense of justice again. He took special pleasure in taking to task
those remnants of the capital class, the treasury managers who watched the
global market, handled Ayvarta's commerce with the outside world and guarded
Solstice's vast stocks of old imperial gold.


When he restructured the economy to
create the Honor system, an alternate currency that was supposed to be used for
high quality goods but rarely was, Mansa and his gang had spread their tendrils
to the Bank. Now the Bank was emptied of those tendrils.


Mansa was dead and everything he
wrought had been uncovered, undone, repaired; all of his lackeys found and
punished. Daksha had seen to it in the civil sector and Yuba had seen to it in
the once untouchable administrations of the Bank and the Court system. Mansa's
one weakness was that he weaved his authority by suppressing armed power and
manipulating peacetime stability. He accrued too little force of arms for
himself.


All of that was in the past. Hopefully
now everyone could look to the future instead.


Yuba was watching the city, the walls,
the sky. He sighed with relief. He believed he had
done the right thing after all. He was vindicated now. There were going to be
elections.


"Yuba? Are you up there, comrade?
I finally got caught up with this election business."


Yuba half-turned and called down the
steps. "I'm just taking in the view."


He knew the voice and was unsurprised
to see a middle-aged woman, her head wrapped in a red scarf, climbing up after
him. She was a former councilwoman from his bloc, now working as an aide of
sorts. Her gentle face, framed by the cloth, seemed to turn as one muscle when
she smiled. She joined him on the balcony, looking out over the city.


"Reminds me of home." She
said. "Though we never got the chance to build like this."


Yuba knew, with an aching in his
heart, that home, to her, was a concept that spanned a terrifying distance
across their world. It was not something that settled only in Solstice.


In their world, Aer, there were
several continents divided by seas and oceans large and small. To the far north
of Ayvarta was Nobilis, curling over the sea like an arch, a land
known as "the old world." Helvetia, the Small Kingdoms, the Afarland
and the Elven root of continental evil, The Kingdom of Lubon, resided on this
continent. At one point, the land shattered, and Svechtha stood as a second
arch abutting a sea that contained Borelia and brushed up against wall of the far east, Extremis. There Hanwa oppressed the
vast Yu-Kitan. In this complicated globe, the "old world" compared to
the lands of Occultis that contained the multitude of states in
the Federation, its possessions of Franz and Lachy, the islands of Pelagia, the
Higwe, and the massive Occidens; in the old world, Councilwoman Jassir's home
was in the Mafkat, known worldwide now as Petrea.


Petrea, one of many, many countries
and lands even great historians barely mentioned.


It was a desert country, much like
Ayvarta, and the people there were thought to be cousins to the Ayvartans in a
way. Once Mafkat, now Petrea, it had the misfortune of sharing a continent with
the Elves, situated as it was to the far south of Afarland. Once home to a
mighty kingdom, the Mafkat found itself worn down by history, and the Elves,
though they despised its deserts, extended their control over it as they did
all of Nobilis.


Though Lubon did not "own"
Petrea any longer, it held suzerainty over the land.


Councilwoman Jassir had seen a
liberation struggle in Petrea, contemporaneous to the upheavals of Nocht's
Unification War, Ayvarta's Revolution, the Svechthan Severance, and Vittoria's
Reign of Terror in Lubon. Despite this, they were subjugated by the Elves'
Colonial Authority nonetheless. Though Petrea was no longer a direct possession
of the bloody Empress, it was a toy she could pick up again at any time. Jassir
and her ilk, unwelcome in their homes, fled to Solstice in defeat and helped
build its communism.


Yuba understood all of this, and
understood that, more than anyone, she feared the current events as a
repetition of a painful history that had plagued all free peoples.


Especially since the Federation had
proven itself far fiercer than the Colonial Authority.


"Jassir, I feel content that I
have done the right thing." Yuba said, smiling.


"How did you convince her? I
never thought she'd hold elections like this."


"That's the thing: I did nothing!
Daksha Kansal decided of her own accord. I had been wanting to tell her, and
perhaps, those keen eyes of hers saw my silent wishes."


"I think she just understands it
will make her look magnanimous."


Jassir was a lot more skeptical of
Kansal than Yuba. He shook his head.


It was always like this when they
talked!


He highly esteemed Jaffir but always
argued with her.


"No, no, I think she understands
we need to spread the power of decision-making around,
spread the responsibilities. I think she's pragmatic about it. She knows she
has not been able to fill enough leadership roles by herself. And without a
vast and diverse leadership, a country this massive just cannot function. So
this is the best solution for everyone."


Yuba knew he had made the right
decision to dissolve council. The aftermath had been chaotic. He had hoped that
scattering those hundreds of councilmen and their staff would remove a lot of
slow-moving, bad-acting cruft from the system, and it did. For a while,
decision-making was nimble again. But the refugees, and then the purges! Mansa
did not even have to succeed in his uprising to strike a blow. Every
institution from the armies to the unions to the central bank was found to be
infested with his corruption.


Not everyone was a direct cohort: some
took money or accepted a position to do one or two things for him. Some kept
lines of communication open for him if he needed them. Others were die-hards
who were onboard with his vision for a new polity in Ayvarta. Mansa represented
as far to the right wing as Ayvartans were allowed to go. He had cloaked
liberal reforms and personal power accumulation in the language of leftism.


Not everyone was politically motivated
either. There were various riders, like the scientists working on his secret
projects. Or the bandits like the late Gowon who just wanted to profit for
themselves. Mansa had a shadow nation of thousands with him.


Removing or reestablishing control
over all of them had been necessary to do.


But once all of that had been yanked
by the root and burned, the field was barren.


In Solstice, there were at least a
couple thousand people demoted, transferred, put under new supervision or
forcibly retired under watch for breaches of trust; a couple thousand more sent
to prison or to prison-awaiting-exile; and a certain number that were shot.


That terrifying work went on in the
background to this evil war, and in a way, Yuba thanked the ancestors and spirits
and Gods for the Federation as an antagonist. Without an outside threat,
everything might have just collapsed under the sheer weight of Mansa's strings.
His secret empire had taken nearly a decade to build. But they took it all down
quietly, while the civilian population noticed only the war and the fact that
the canteens were sporadically out of food, and the trainloads of refugees from
afar.


Yuba had helped Kansal dismantle
Council, and it had been the trigger that burst the dam, and let out a flood of
madness that had built up for eternities. They had ridden that evil wave and
now came the prosaic work of rebuilding, replanting, and repairing.


"As far as I'm concerned, Mansa
and Daksha Kansal are two sides of the same coin."


Councilwoman Jassir put her chin on
her hands and leaned up against the guardrail.


"Mansa accumulated power in the
same way Kansal did now. He conned and debated all of us through the legal
system and made it seem like the decent, civilized thing to do was to let him
make the decisions, to let him choose the appointments, and to let his people
take over all the difficult work. He got others to speak his words, to make him
seem like a builder of a great coaliation. We let him change everything because
he and his cronies had all the vision. We shut up and let the man with the
solutions speak. Kansal is our new woman of solutions, our great figure of
history. She pulled his roots to dig her own."


Her words were almost painful to Yuba,
who was complicit in the rise of Kansal.


"Kansal has better intentions,
and no ambition but to stabilize and save this country."


His defense was feeble, because
whatever her intentions, she had even more power than Mansa. That man had to
manipulate people to get his way, and though his skill made it seem like no
effort needed to be expended, for Kansal, it was the awful truth that she could
just do almost anything she wanted without effort. Period and end of
story. Mansa took years and years to amass power and personnel to make his bold
changes.


Kansal had an unspoken monopoly on
power that could do the same in days.


"Kansal would not do this. For
goodness' sakes, she was tortured by the Emperor."


"I hope you are right. But what
about her hero, Madiha Nakar? Looking at the armed forces right now, it's a shambling
mess of old cavalry generals and greenhorns, and then there's her: basically
the only one who's won anything. Our shining star; our genius."


Yuba felt scandalized. Jaffir could
get loose-lipped, and she was always very honest. He thought this was a fault
of hers, when she became too blunt, as she was right then.


"Come now, you can't believe
Nakar bears any ill will to this nation? She's sacrificed so much for it. None
among us has suffered like she has for this soil." Yuba said.


Councilwoman Jaffir looked up at the
stars as they began to appear on the darkest side of the sky. Aer's moon was
also visible, though only barely. She let out a long-held breath.


"I'm a Utopian at heart, I guess
I just can never be pleased these days." Jaffir said.


Utopian was a descriptor for a set of
communists that had been at odds with another set, known as the
Revolutionaries, since Ayvarta's founding period. Utopians like Jaffir had once
believed the last war would be the final war. That the army
would dissolve back into the workforce, that they would do the work of building
self sufficiency, focusing on consumer goods distribution, ending currency, and
satisfying not only basic needs, but the wants of all of the
nation's free, equal people. Meanwhile the Revolutionaries said that it was
naive to think class struggle was over, when foreigners feared and hated them,
when trade was becoming global but shutting them out of its growth, and pockets
of violent dissent remained dormant within their own ranks. There was no final
war yet.


Both sides could find a myriad of
flaws in each other's arguments, and some kind of sin or treason in their
beliefs. Thankfully, they could meet each other halfway most of the time. But
there was no escaping that the country had been on a Utopian trend the past
decade that nearly killed them all. That had been part of the popular appeal of
the "conversatives" in Council, under Mansa. They supported social
policies and demanded an end to militarizing, to focus on creating wealth for
all. They spoke like Utopians.


Alternate currencies and distribution
channels for goods had cropped up that were misused and mismanaged and that
Daksha Kansal ultimately slashed to pieces; massive production of consumer
goods created work and put a radio in every house but almost no guns at the
borders, a trend Kansal responded to by turning toy factories into gun
factories; and demilitarization, the shifting of swords to plows, that led to
their border forces being utterly outnumbered and annihilated and half their
lands being lost.


For the people, everything was fine.
Nobody touched their food, their stipends, and their little pleasures.
Everything worked in their favor, so their complaints were minor.


For the nation, as a whole, however,
the past few years were an unsustainable dream.


Not an ugly dream, or evil dream; just
one that was founded on lies and couldn't stand.


Daksha Kansal, a revolutionary
herself, held her tongue about Utopian complicity out of politeness and to keep
the issue simple for the people. It was the old council, and it was Mansa, and
it was all of these flawed actors that caused their defeat, not Utopianism.


For that age-old debate of Utopianism
vs. Revolution, however, The Solstice War was a massive shock that gave a
sizable, popular advantage to the Revolutionary side. Nobody was saying 'had we
made less toys and more guns, perhaps we would be fine' but that was a question
held back only out of pity and pain and an unwillingness to sow discord.


That was an alternate history that
loomed over all of their heads as they moved forward.


"Maybe that's why we lost Mafkat.
We didn't have an authoritarian strongman."


Jaffir seemed to have that debate on
the mind with the current election and events.


"Come on now, come on. Don't say
such things. This conversation is becoming cruel in a million directions. You
and your cohort did not control the full history of Mafkat."


"And that's what it'll
take?" Jaffir asked. "For a cohort to control the full
history--"


"I was just using poetic
language." Yuba replied. But it made him think for a second.


He felt almost like he did before
confronting the old Council last year. Trepidation.


"Madiha Nakar is not as
disdainful of democracy as people read her." Yuba said. "She took
militarily expedient measures without considering their politics. This is what
led her to fight and dissolve two civilian regional governments in a row. I
don't think she views those institutions as necessarily evil. She was just
fighting Nocht by proxy. If they had not held her back or endangered her
ability to fight the war, she would have--"


Jaffir stared down Yuba. She was a
mature woman herself and though he was quite older, he could still see the age
and exhaustion in the gaze she turned on him.


"Yuba, do you think if Madiha
Nakar wins this war, she would stop fighting? Or do you think she would see
'class struggle' continuing the way she saw it in Adjar and Rangda?"


"This is irrelevant." Yuba
said. "Madiha Nakar is one general with one division."


"She is a hero, our only hero.
I'm afraid, Yuba, because our only hero is a militarist who has fought our
democracy before, and not a Utopian with an ideal for the future."


"You misjudge her." Yuba
said, dismissively, he did not want to think about this. "You're
misjudging her and twisting her character. You are out of line, Jaffir. Neither
you nor I really know her or her convictions. She did what she had to do, to
fight. That's all."


"You think she took militarily
expedient actions without acknowledging their politics. I fear she may have
highly advanced and consistent politics that we don't want to admit."


Yuba nearly sank into the guardrail.
He was exhausted. It was like there was never one good decision that simply
solved a problem. There was always more trouble ahead, a new storm brewing. It
was as if he was swinging from jungle vines, and every vine he grabbed only led
to another and another, and if he ever stopped to breathe he fell.


"Jaffir, this country needs
heroes. I just hope we make more heroes. That is all."


Smiling, Jaffir extended an arm over
Yuba's shoulder like a daughter humoring a father.


"I agree, elder, I agree."
Jaffir said, heaving the most tired sigh of all.


Whether Utopian or Revolutionary
heroes, they just needed heroes now. Period.


Perhaps, that wish in itself was a
flaw in Yuba's own thinking. He tried to ignore that.


















12th Of The Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E


Socialist Dominances of Solstice, Solstice City -- The 10th Head


 


"Ah, Premier, today we're going
to try something daring. I call it 'the ponytail mommy.'"


Daksha sat indignantly while her
stylist, Cour Impreza, a young, fashionable, bouncy blond immigrant from Franz,
worked on her hair and rejoiced in experimenting with her appearance. She had
been told this woman was a leading expert in style and public relations, but
she was starting to feel it all stemmed from some bizarre carnal space in her rotten
brain instead. She said all manner of things; was Daksha too old to understand
the new generation already? At any rate, her enthusiasm was rather
overwhelming.


"They won't be able to keep their
eyes off you, Premier. Combine with the ribbon, and the skirt, showing just a
few millimeters more of those tights than ever before--"


Just then, as the ponytail was finally
arranged with an austere black ribbon, the door slammed open, and Daksha's
heart nearly leaped out through her throat onto the desk.


"What is the meaning of
this?" shouted Cour, pouting. "Do you not know the Premier's
condition? She has strict orders not to barge into the room like this, you
savages--"


Quietly, a pair of KVW agents
approached the desk, requested custody of the Premier and bowed in apology, and
with them was Cadao Chakma, the War Secretary. She had a grim look to her and
was looking more disheveled than was normal for her in the afternoons.


"Premier, Sword airfield was
bombed by the Federation air force. One of our air patrol squadrons took damage
fighting them off. Ground anti-air did not respond in time, and we could not
manage to destroy the bombers. There may be more coming." Cadao said.


Daksha blinked, speechless. She
tightened her fist. This failure would embolden Nocht.


"Sound the air raid alarms. Where
do you want to take me?" Daksha asked.


"We'd like you to move to
Armament's Hill's 'Central Processing' for now." Cadao said.


That was the computer section, where
all the greatest math geniuses in Ayvartan academia had been gathered to crunch
the numbers on anything and everything. Decrypting, all kinds of analysis,
logistical and production trends. That much brain power in a room could
probably predict the future, given enough time. Daksha had arranged for all
those men and women to be moved there when she rebuilt the army.


Some said it was setting back science
a decade to have all those powerful minds set on the trajectories of bullets
and the aerodynamics of planes, but Daksha ignored all that.


"Fine. Put Nadia Al-Oraibi in
charge of the ground-based air defense in the south. They call her the 'Genius
of Defenses', let's see her do it. Madiha Nakar can handle the north."


Daksha stood up. She put a hand on her
stylist's shoulder, and bid her to come.


"Thank you for standing up for
me. You can continue your work at the Hill."


On the armored car that took her from
the Headquarters to Armaments Hill, Daksha was troubled. Though there were no
enemy planes directly overhead right then and there, it spoke to their
vulnerability that their patrol was hurt, their radar was ineffective, and one
of their four major air fields with all its power and defenses was struck to
shock.


"We can't afford any more
setbacks." Daksha thought.


She knew the country was teetering, on
the brink.


They needed more time for the people
to grow, for the masses to become harder and stronger. They could not exist
with just a handful of heroes. They needed so many more.
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Solstice, Armaments Hill -- Sickle
Airfield


 


"I'm a weapon, so I will show no
emotion!" 


Homa
Baumann said this to herself as she tried to confront the environment at the
Officer's Mess early in the morning. There were a few dozen people in
attendance, and polite chattering was the background noise to Homa's every
thought and action. Her biological hand reflexively curled into a fist and then
uncurled again several times.


Captain
Sheba led her into the mess and directed her to sit near the middle of the
table, and right next to her. There were two men directly across from them.
Benali and her lover were farther up. No one sat beside Homa, and everyone else
perched in an unapproachable position. There was no escaping their
conversation, however. It was noisy and her inability to follow any one stray
line of dialogue frustrated Homa's brain.


So
after taking up her post, Homa voided her face of emotion and cast a dull,
aggressively disinterested face at everyone around her. She tried to purge her
head of thought and to keep her eyelids from shutting, her lips from quivering.
It was as if a mask had unfolded from beneath her very skin and captured into
itself any trace of a muscle or sinew in her cheeks, jaw, or forehead. Her face
was smooth and unmoving as a toy's, save for a few instants where the tension
of this facade wracked her neck.


This,
she told herself, was her fortress in this land of chaos. This was her stand.


"Homa!
How lovely of you to join us. I wish you could've been around yesterday. We had
a fun time! Everybody here is so charming and well-bred! I love city
positions!"


From
a corner of the table, Benali hailed Homa. She brimmed with energy, her skin
glowing, her voice like a song. Homa had never seen
her happier than she was then. Beside her, Instructor Zakkari was much more
familiar, touching Benali's hands on the table or even sliding her fingers down
her flank whenever she told a joke or gave her a compliment, so they could
smile and giggle together like girls. It was quite a display.


"It's
nice to meet you Homa." Zakkari said. She had a gentle voice, like a
siren. "Benali has told me much about you. Your project sounds exciting. I
can't wait to see you fly."


Knowing
the reason for this couple's good  humor, and
picturing again in her mind their lewd embrace, Homa's beautiful, doll-like
composure suddenly broke. A fiendish, horrific grin stretched like a scar
across her face, and she cackled under her breath. So much for a weapon void of
emotions: Homa had become like a gargoyle instead.


Before
Zakkari or Benali could think to interrogate that antisocial response, someone
else interjected in a confident, booming voice that overtook the chatter of the
room.


"Indeed,
indeed! Good to meet you at last, little lass."


Captain
Sheba interjected then, as a lanky man at the head of the table addressed them.
She took Homa by the shoulders and turned her gently toward the voice.


"Homa,
this is Colonel Yazmari Fareed. He is in charge of Sickle Airfield." She
said.


Homa's
smudged porcelain facade did not last even a fraction of a second.


She
covered her mouth with her fingers to stifle a goblin-like laugh.


"Heh--
Hujambo." Homa replied, stifling a laugh.


Unbidden,
her mind conjured the following description of the Colonel: time-displaced
old fop.  His hair was curled and slicked in some manner of way, and
his uniform was so much more precious than anyone else's, as if he had made
sure he had a tailored coat to wear with appropriate tassels and folds, right
out of the imperial period dramas. He was the shiniest person in the room, as
if he covered himself in oil. His pencil thin limbs and long, lanky body
boasted skin that seemed stretched out over it like a blanket on a pole. This
was Homa's brain at its most brutal, but the Colonel seemed nothing short of
ridiculous. She assumed he was at least competent at signing paperwork all day.


"I'm
Heh-- Homa Baumann." She added, again masking her laughter.


"So
glad to meet you, darling." Colonel Fareed said. "Your story should
be an inspiration to everyone." Homa felt like a fist had collided with
her sternum until the man clarified he meant something far vaguer than what he
suggested. "To overcome the obstacle of losing two limbs, and then
continue outflying your peers. Marvelous. I dare say, this is socialism in
itself. You, Homa, are a sterling example of the matchless talent that can only
arise in a society that cares for its sick and injured with as much devotion as
ours."


Homa
thought he sounded like he believed her crippling was the sole reason for her
flight record now. However she was too full of mockery and contempt to reply
peacefully. So she decided not to reply to him at all. Sheba, quiet at her
side, looked like she would twitch herself off her chair with nervous energy at
any moment.


With
the Colonel's attention soon drawn away, breakfast was finally served. Sheba
sighed with relief, and began to handle a little small talk from her own flank.
Homa told herself another fiction then. She was tough, aloof, and a master of
herself. No matter what, she would not kowtow to all these suck-ups surrounding
that ridiculous man.


Once
she established herself as a mysterious loner, she would surely be released
from these communal inanities. Then she could put her back to a wall and smoke
all day.


She
did not smoke normally but she would do so if meant some peace and quiet.


From
her side, a chirpy voice called out, "Baumann, can I have the hot
sauce?"


Homa
looked in front of herself and spotted the bottle and mindlessly passed it on.


On
the table, the served breakfast was a snapshot at many corners of Ayvartan
breakfast food. The central component was a big tray of sweet and savory
flatbreads, or rice in big leaves of lettuce for those who preferred that style
of eating. For stuffing and dipping their wraps or breads, they had small cups
of lentil curry, humus, spinach puree, a sweet fruit and semolina mix, crumbly
eggs, and just plain melted butter. There was one cup of chicken curry for the
meat eaters among them. And while they normally had yogurt or milk to drink,
there was some kind of delivery error and the canteen girl could only serve
them watered-down juice made from spare canned fruit.


One
partook of the spreads by grabbing either rice stuffed in a leaf or a piece of
bread, and then spooning some of the spreads on it, or dipping directly into
the cups. This made eating quite communal as the cups of different spreads went
around the table. One would receive the cup, spoon the contents onto their
bread or wrap, and pass it on. Homa had grabbed the hot sauce early and was sad
to part with it. On her bread, she had spinach, eggs and so much butter it
dripped right onto her disused plate.


"I'm
above all of this, and I don't care what people think. I go my own way."


She
told herself this as she politely passed the cups and sauces as they landed in
front of her, giving them to those who requested. Sheba took a quick glance at
her plate.


"Don't
eat too much hot sauce." Sheba said.


Homa
nodded idly and passed the hot sauce up the table once again.


There
was nobody more prompt in passing cups. Everyone in attendance would have
easily come away with the impression that Homa was a very pure and polite
person who could be counted upon to be proper when needed. She acceded quietly
to each request made of her, and at the end, even agreed to help Sheba put away
the plates.


"Thank
you so much Homa. You're actually quite darling, you know?"


"Uh."


When
they returned to the table and sat down again to catch the last of the morning
table chatter, it sunk into Homa how much more social she had been than she
wanted to. In turn, it struck her how much more social she might have to be
from now on too.


Everyone
was in their own little groups, walled off from the rest, but Sheba did seem to
have a little clique around her with whom she was openly socializing. Homa
sighed.


Where
had it all gone wrong? 


She
sank against the table, feeling aggravated with herself and everything.


Homa
had gone through two of the stock characters she told herself that she was in
order to not care about things, and no more seemed forthcoming. However, this
was all known only to herself in the end. Not one soul was putting in the
effort to psychoanalyze her, so these vagaries of her personality remained her
secret.


Captain
Sheba certainly did not realize the confused inner battle Homa waged.


"Homa,
these men right here are some of the top pilots of Ibis squadron, our
aces!"


Sheba
finally introduced her to the two men who had been sitting opposite them at the
table. Both of them had been chatting away animatedly the entire time, but
there had been no room for personal introductions during the meal. Or, perhaps,
Sheba had not wanted to test Homa's patience as she squirted hot sauce on her
flatbread. Now that the meal was done and the little cliques had formed, Sheba
introduced Homa into her little universe. Everyone began to talk openly as if
without fear of being heard.


"Nice
to meet you, Homa. I'm Abeer, and this here's my partner Parveen." One of
the men hooked his arm around the other's shoulder. His 'partner' put on a
bashful face.


"I
can introduce myself." Parveen said, in good humor. He pulled Abeer off
him.


Both
of the men were tall, slender, clean-shaven. Abeer had
his hair cut close and even around his jaw and Parveen had his in a ponytail.
Both looked similar in ethnicity, with sand-brown skin and round noses. They
looked comfortable around one another, trading little jabs and constantly
patting or clapping each other all through breakfast.


Had
she anything to eat, Homa would have greeted them through a mouthful of food,
but all of it had been put away by then save for the drinks. So Homa just
nodded at them and saluted facetiously. Neither of them picked up on her
malice, and laughed.


Sheba
seemed a little wary but said nothing herself. Abeer and Parveen were simply
too energetic and cheerful to even think someone could be as petty as Homa was.


"Homa's
an accomplished pilot." Sheba said. "You two better watch your
backs."


"Hey,
don't make this competitive." Parveen said. "We're not keeping score,
we're just humble patrol pilots defending the capitol. Homa's our comrade, and that's
that."


"She
won't be outscoring us if she doesn't get deployed!" Abeer said, fired up.


"Abeer,
spirits defend." Parveen rolled his eyes.


"What?
We're patrol and she'll be in training. It's not even a contest."


"You
don't have to go and make it one then."


Sheba
grinned at them. "We'll see about that. Game on, gents."


Homa
stared into space while they were all conversing around her.


"It
wouldn't be fair anyway." Parveen said.


"Why's
that?" Sheba asked.


Homa
piped up then. "He must be talking about Bennu."


Bennu
was her airplane, it had arrived yesterday night. 


Jet-Testbed
"Bennu" was the M.A.W. industrial union's attempt to leapfrog the
A.A.W. union in the development of combat aircraft. With a super-advanced
engine that did not operate like any standard plane in the arsenal, no Garuda
could match the Bennu.


In
theory, anyway.


"Bennu?"
Sheba asked. "Oh, right. I almost forgot about that."


Abeer
leaned over the table with a grin on his face.


"I
saw her plane this morning, out at the Vulture's hangar. A real beauty, and the
thing poking out the back looks dangerous." Abeer put an excited edge on
the word 'dangerous' that made it sound positive. "I wanted to get a
closer look but your man with the braids shushed me right off it. What secret
are you keeping there Sheba?"


"Braids?
That's Janjid." Homa said. "The Bennu's like his wife. He'll break
your spine over his knee if you mess anything up with it. Only I am allowed to
bust it up."


Abeer
and Parveen stared at Homa for a second, taking in her casually frank words.


They
looked at one another, unconsciously agreed this was hilarious, and cracked up.


"Well
then. Polyamory's never been my thing, but good luck with that." Parveen
said.


"I'm
not into guys or polyamory, so shut up." Homa said, her voice turning
whiny.


"Ah,
sorry, I was just joking." 


Homa
gave the two men a deadly glare.


She
felt rather annoyed that anyone would think she would be in a relationship with
an inanimate object and with Janjid, two things she was very much not in love
with. That rather literal thought crossed her mind and became a little
pus-filled sore in her brain. She turned a passively unfriendly aura
on Abeer and Parveen the rest of the morning.


It
had started to dawn on everyone just how petty Homa could become.


Sheba
changed the subjected quickly. "So hey, you two, I heard the paratrooper
escort mission has fallen off your laps. What happened? Who is supposed to do
it now?"


Abeer
and Parveen turned to Sheba, and their jovial mood chilled ever so slightly.
They had been fully clowning about with Homa, but they seemed to feel Sheba
demanded a more sobered tone of voice. Abeer answered her this time.
"We've gotten orders to be on patrol duty every day from now on.
Apparently we've getting enemy recon flights closer than anyone wants them. I
take it any training stuff will be on you girls now."


By
that, he must have meant Vulture. Sheba sighed openly and put on a sour face.


"I
hope it's not Zakari. I know she was looking at some of us funny." Sheba
said.


"Ah,
come on, everyone knows what to expect from her. "
Abeer said.


"I'm
always afraid one of the younger girls will get her heart broken." Sheba
said.


"They're
smarter than that, I'm sure. Even Sayyid knows about it." Parveen said.


Homa
found this entire conversation quite ridiculous and spoke up bluntly about it.


"If
you dislike her so much, why don't we get her written up."
She said. "We'll tell the Commissar to clean up all the adult comedy
happening in this shop once and for all."


Abeer
and Parveen seemed not to like that suggestion. They both shook their heads.


"It's
not like she's doing anything necessarily illegal. She's just a jerk who sleeps
around." Sheba said. It felt like something she felt she had to admit to
but was nonetheless unhappy to say. Homa thought as much, anyway. "And
starting a fight about fraternization just because of one lady's messy life
would affect everybody."


Once
again Abeer and Parveen put on bashful expressions. 


"I
guess so." Homa said. "Sounds irresponsible to me, but I don't
care."


Sheba
closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "You clearly don't want to
understand."


Homa
had heard the Colonel was a real jerk here. So perhaps everyone had a little
stress relief relationship here that they needed to safeguard. Homa idly
wondered if Sheba had a girlfriend. She was quite pretty, quite attractive;
Homa probably knew that more than most, given she'd seen her out of uniform. It
would have been funny, Homa thought, if after judging Zakari like this, Sheba
had a cozy gang of girlfriends herself.


Funny;
but, looking at Sheba's dour expression as Homa's unguarded, fantasizing eyes
sized her up, it was clear that Sheba's attitude made her a tough romantic
prospect.


"What
are you looking at?" Sheba asked.


"You?"
Homa replied.


Parveen
defused the tension. "Ah, don't worry girls, at any rate I don't think
it's the carnivore for you. There's a new lady in charge of the
paratroopers now. She's nice."


"Well,
that's good." Sheba said. She sighed and dropped her head against the
table.


"Poor
Sheba, got a lot on your mind, don't you? Well, don't worry. We'll keep the
skies safe while you protect all the young girls in the city." Abeer said
in a grandiose voice.


Homa
wanted to say she thought they were all weird, but she kept it to herself.
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Sheba
took her leave of Homa after breakfast and sent her ahead to the hangar. Homa
made nothing of it and went on her way, mostly forgetting the tension she had
with the Captain and the two guys on the other end of the table. Feelings just
came and went; in the end, Homa told herself, she would blow past like a breeze
and nobody would care whether she came or went. So it truly did not matter what
anyone felt.


There
was a lot of activity. Whole Flights worth of planes were stationed outside
their hangars for routine inspection. Air traffic personnel out on the asphalt
waved down a liaison plane using handheld signals. Homa's eyes lingered on a gaggle
of young people in uniform being led to the anti-aircraft gun emplacements
around the airfield. They looked as young as the girls in the cafeteria now --
seventeen or eighteen years. 


Homa
saw Manaan emerge from one of the gun emplacements. Thankfully she was modestly
dressed when meeting the teens. Each turret was a concrete block on a swivel
with two 37mm guns poking out of it. The Officer leading the children around
seemed pleased to see Manaan. Though too far to hear anything, Homa thought she
must have been introducing the children to Manaan. Was the lieutenant a fixture
around those gun turrets? Maybe she performed maintenance on those too.


All
of that had to mean they were preparing those turrets for teens to man them.


Homa
supposed they could not spare too many airfield personnel for a task like that.
Especially since, on average, it took hundreds of shots for flak to have
meaningful effect on enemy aircraft, and aim and technical skill didn't make
much difference. Even a kid could add to a curtain of saturation flak. Homa
guessed that was the theory.


There
was also a large cargo plane taking up space off the side of the main runway. 


This
object was much closer to the Vulture's hangar, and its wheels were moving,
slowly bringing it even closer. It seemed to walk with Homa all the way 'home'
to the Vulture's hangar. Sitting side-by-side outside the shuttered hangar
doors, Malik and Anada watched the cargo plane inch toward them with bored
expressions on their faces. Accompanying them was one pile of aircraft wreckage
and what seemed like oily spare parts, glistening in the sun, and a tall,
short-haired woman inspecting it.


"Oh, hujambo!"
she said. "We didn't get to meet yesterday. I'm Lieutenant Haida Sayyid. I
hope these clowns didn't cause you too much grief." She took Homa's hand.


"You're
the biggest clown of them all!" Anada called out, her cat-like ears
twitching.


"Please
don't listen to these children." Sayyid said. She stroked
Homa's hand gently, taking with both of her own, one stroking, one holding the
underside of her gloved palm. "Know that if you ever feel lonely, or
tense, or in need of a mature ear to listen to your concerns, I'm always here.
Haida Sayyid is a knight to all girls in Sickle Airfield."


Homa
flicked one of the levers on the side of her metal hand. Since this happened to
be the hand Sayyid was so lovingly holding and stroking, Homa felt none of her
gentle touch. Instead she nonchalantly clamped her fingers down on the maximum
grip setting. Sayyid's eyes drew wide and she smiled nervously, trying subtly
to pull back.


"Hey,
yes, I'm glad you feel so strongly too-- ouch, okay, you can let go,
comrade,"


"Nice
to meet you too." Homa said, cocking a little grin. She released Sayyid.


Sayyid
drew back her hand and shook it front of her, trying to wave away the pain.


Despite
this, she maintained a little smile herself and seemed to take no offense.


"I
deserved that, truly, I recognize it. But how can I help it? You're absolutely
stunning."


Homa
played with another lever and her fist closed. "I can punch with this, you
know."


"Fuck
her up, Homa!" Anada cheered. Her crass interjection earned her a
reproachful glare from Homa, and she scurried behind Malik at that point and
quieted down.


"Surely
I don't deserve a full-on punch?" Sayyid said. She had a weaselly look to
her.


"I
guess not. Anyway. I'm truly not interested, so please go away." Homa
said.


Her
voice was as rudely dismissive as she could possibly affect it.


Sayyid
scratched the back of her hair and looked bashful. "I'll keep it in
mind."


"If
you two are going to fight, let me know so I can get the Captain." Malik
said.


"Oh,
good idea. That'll keep her busy for a bit." Anada said.


Homa
nearly sighed. But she caught herself before visibly showing her irritation.


She,
herself, was almost on the verge of exasperation with them already.


"Do
you all explicitly make trouble just for the Captain?" Homa asked.


"Uh
huh. It's tradition. It's healthy for her, even." Anada said.


Sayyid
closed her eyes and hugged herself dramatically.


"I
don't try to make trouble. I act my natural self and you all punish me for
it."


"I
don't even know what you did, but you deserve it."


From
behind them, Lieutenant Mannan appeared, carrying a toolbox. On the runway, the
cargo plane waltzed on by as if it did not want to wait to see what developed. 


Sayyid
had a different look to her when Mannan arrived. While trying to woo Homa, it
felt like Sayyid was only giving a passing glance, compared to full on feast
her eyes were having at the sight of Mannan. Being fair to all involved, even
Homa was staring.


Mannan
was dressed in a tank and work pants, and was dripping with sweat from head to
toe as if she'd been in a sauna. Her clothes clung close to her figure. Her
long, dark hair fell thickly wet at her back. She had been in that concrete gun
box, or perhaps in a series of them, for quite a long time, judging from the
state of her clothes. Her breathing was a little accelerated too. Her chest
rose and fell with her breathing.


Soon
as she got close, she shoved brusquely past Sayyid, nearly knocking her down.


"Hello
to you too." Sayyid said dejectedly.


She
watched Mannan's back as attentively as she had watched the front.


Mannan
pulled up the shutter doors.


Arms
fully outstretched overhead, she pushed the shutter the rest of the way.


Then
a heavy object flew right past her and struck the ground beside Malik.


In
response Malik jumped up in fright, her strong legs raising her to an instant
stand.


Between
them all, the object, an airplane part, finally came to rest.


Had
Mannan been a few centimeters off, it would have dug right into her belly.


A
voice came from within the hangar. "Oh, crap, sorry, I wasn't
looking--"


Mannan
grit her teeth, dropped her toolbox and closed her fist.


"Watch
where you're throwing things! You maniac, you could've killed someone!"


On
the other side of the raised shutters was Janjid, his braids dirty and messy,
his work jumpsuit oily. Clearly he had been working for a while on the Bennu.
There was a collection of trash all around the hangar; what he had thrown so
carelessly was a crusty, worn-out carburetor. A solid chunk of metal larger
than his own meaty fists.


"Killed?
I don't-- It was just a carburetor-- Really I--"


Janjid
stuttered because between his every statement Mannan took a massive stomp
toward him. Seeing the bull charging for him, his words started to catch in his
throat.


Trying
to defend his careless actions seemed to make everything worse.


Mannan
descended upon him like an eagle snatching a mouse. She started shouting into
his face with such zeal that the larger Janjid was crawling back from her,
throwing glances at Homa for support in between mumbling some half-formed word.
Homa effected no rescue, watching from the door as Mannan mimicked his steps,
her hands on her hips, calling him every insult she could think of in various
formulations of 'what were you thinking, you--' and 'who do you think you are,
we just cleaned up here--'.


Janjid
withered, timid and defeated under this repeating barrage until he was backed
up into a corner. His pleas of mercy, his cries for forgiveness, went utterly
ignored.


Like
a bullet, Mannan's pointed index finger dug into the nameplate and insignia on
Janjid's work uniform. He looked absolutely tiny next to Mannan, his goggles
askew, his hands trembling. It was no use trying to understand what she said
anymore. Clearly whatever language she was speaking now, it was only for
herself to hear and translate.


Homa
whistled, impressed, as if watching a strongman lift a motorcar over his head.


She
turned a casual glance toward her squadmates.


Anada,
Malik and Sayyid just averted their gazes and twiddled their thumbs.


"You
just gotta weather the storm with Mannan." Sayyid said, as if from
experience.


"Typhoon
Mannan." Malik said, a quiver in her voice.


Anada
shook her head.  "A level of Mann-anger rarely seen. He
truly messed up."


Mannan
did not stop shouting until she was hoarse and red as a tomato in the face.
Sweating profusely, she turned sharp as the blade on the Garuda's propellers
and gave Janjid her back, storming off as fast as she had come. "He better
clean up!" Was the last word she said as she went around the side of the hangar. Homa heard a faucet open and the hose going off.
Presumably Mannan was literally cooling herself off now.


Homa
nonchalantly walked up to Janjid and sat next to him against the wall of the
hangar. She offered him no comfort, sitting a good meter from him and not even
looking him in the eyes as she talked. "Even mechanics can see
combat." She told him.


He
offered no response. 


Anada
and Malik entered the hangar, drawn in by the new airplane suddenly occupying
the space where there had once been a half-burnt wreck. They stood around the
wings of the Bennu, and Anada even went around the back to poke at the conical
piece at the back, a feature not present in any of the other planes. She
whistled.


"Whoa,
never seen that before."


"Please
be careful with it."


Janjid
finally spoke up again, recovering from his shock.


"Feeling
alive?" Homa asked.


"Nobody's
shouted at me like that since my mom. It was more of a surprise than
anything." Janjid said. He sighed audibly. "But I guess I deserved it
though."


"You
were really careless." Anada said. "But Mannan will probably forget
soon."


Anada
patted Janjid on the shoulder reassuringly. He took a step back from her.


"Homa,
this is your plane, right? I saw it with you last night." Malik
said. 


She
tapped her fist on the Bennu's chassis. There was a metal clang in response.


Anada
looked surprised, and started to rub a bare hand on the aircraft.


"Yeah,
this is mine." Homa interjected, speaking over a nervous Janjid.  


"Oh
gosh, is it all-metal? That's incredible." Anada said.


She
started tapping on the side of the plane.


Janjid
raised his arms in alarm.


"Hey,
please don't just do that--"


"What's
different about it?" Malik asked.


Anada
gave her a disappointed look.


"How
can you not get it?" She asked.


"Besides
the obvious, I mean!" Malik replied.


The
ordinary Garuda I monoplane had a shorter, flat-fronted, and stubbier design
than the Bennu, but these girls piloted Garuda I-bis that boasted a lengthened
chassis and rounded nose. The Bennu seemed like a
I-bis in that respect, but the chassis was actually closer to the Garuda II. It
was subtly streamlined, with an aerodynamic cockpit and smaller and more
efficient tail segments and slats. Fully appraised by a keen eye, the Bennu put
into contrast the blunt, workman-like qualities of the Garuda I-bis.


Because
Ayvarta was a socialist nation, the Garuda designs made by A.A.W. could be
legally built upon by the M.A.W. union that developed the Bennu. In the end, it
was the people, through their stewards, the central government in Solstice, who
owned all of these things in common. As such, M.A.W. had taken the Garuda II
chassis as the start of their Bennu project. A.A.W. could not object, but the
silent agreement that A.A.W's workers ruled the skies while M.A.W.'s plants
built land vehicles was broken by this act.


M.A.W.
was confident of their success in the ensuing rivalry because of their focus,
not on strictly propeller-driven monoplane designs, but on the power evinced by
the conical object in the back of the Bennu. That was the biggest difference:
the futuristic Motorjet design that provided much of the Bennu's
thrust. One could see a glimpse of the mechanism beneath the propeller on the
Bennu: there was a small inlet gap for air. The most obvious sign was that
conical aluminum-coated steel exhaust in the tail.


Homa
was not about to give this whole story to Malik, so she instead said:


"It
can go a lot faster than a Garuda. It's made of metal so it doesn't burn
up."


"The
cockpit's also recessed a bit farther back."
Anada pointed out.


Homa
looked at her and she flinched. But Homa only nodded without expression.


"That
too." She said, in a not particularly unfriendly way.


"How
fast can it go?" Malik asked. 


Janjid
interjected. He spoke with a misplaced sense of pride. 


"Over
1300 kilometers per hour!" He said, raising his hands in a sudden gesture.


Anada
and Malik looked at each other with surprise.


"Sure,
if the fuel line doesn't break." Homa said, shrugging her shoulders.


"Oh."
Malik and Anada said in unison.


"I
fixed that!" Janjid said. "And it was your fault anyway. Listen, we
strengthened the fuel line. We also added a throttle limit so you won't go
crazy and burn it out this time."


"Oh!"
Malik and Anada said, again in perfect synchronicity.


"Whatever."
Homa replied. She turned her back and started back out the hangar door.


Out
on the runway, Mannan, sopping wet, sat on the concrete with a towel on her
shoulders. Sayyid sat beside her, waving at every girl who stared while walking
by.


"Oh
finally. There she comes." Mannan said. 


She
pointed her hand farther along the runway. Homa followed her pointing finger
and found Captain Sheba two hangars down, at the head of a crowd of
beige-uniformed soldiers, with goggles, strapped helmets, carrying large packs
and shortened carbines. There was another woman beside her whom Homa couldn't
place. There were enough people there to constitute a platoon, and all were
headed toward the Vulture hangar.


Homa
looked over her shoulder at the cargo plane that had crawled up the runway and
come to rest around the corner from Vulture's hangar. She recalled the exchange
this morning about paratrooper training. Those packs on the soldier's backs
were probably parachutes, and they were probably an airdrop platoon going for a
training mission.


So
it was probably up to Vulture to escort them. 


They
were going to fly.


Homa
felt a thrill in her chest, the invisible hairs on her body standing on end.
She felt energy thrumming in her biological fingers and toes, a gentle current
of exhilaration. 


Anada
and Malik left the hangar when Captain Sheba approached.


"Oh
good, you're all here." She said. "I won't ask why you're all wet,
Mannan. It wont matter anyway since you'll all be
changing to flight suits soon. Get ready to sortie."


Behind
her, the men and women in the rifle platoon looked nervous. Their own attention
was on the cargo plane wheeling closer, tail-first. There was certainly enough
space in it for them, and the rear bay ramp was coming down, like a tongue
waiting to drag them into its maw. All of them looked young, but not flak
turret young.


For
Homa, the officer she assumed to be in charge of them was the real feast for
the eyes. She had an organized, professional beauty to her that was
astonishing, well groomed and made up with an elegant coat of red on her lips
and dark shadow that made her eyes pop. Her dark hair was tied up in an
orderly, braided bun. Even in the dense combat uniform of the rifle troops, she
managed an air of precise elegance.


However,
the most striking feature was her quite pregnant belly.


Homa
knew this was not the kind of belly one had when one's natural plumpness was
besieged by the rigor of military life. It was not like Anada's belly. There
was something inside her that was at work. Homa could not tell how pregnant
the woman was, but it was one of those things she might have responded to with
'that seems irresponsible.'


She
did not care enough to do so in this particular situation. 


After
all, the officer seemed more energetic than all of them anyway.


"Greetings
comrades!" She said. Her voice had a childish enthusiasm that struck a
sharp contrast with her well-organized, mature appearance. "I'm Captain
Logia Minardo, and these kids are the future of war. We've been training and
biding our time, and finally we get a chance to take to the air. Everyone,
thank Vulture for their help!"


As
one unit, all of the paratroopers bowed their heads in deference to the rag-tag
assembly of Vulture squadron's pilots. Mannan and Sayyid clumsily scrambled to
their feet, and Malik and Anada straightened suddenly like they had been
electroshocked. All of them knew it was the worst sort of rudeness to stand
lower than another's bow.


"Thank
you so much, comrades!" said all the paratroopers at once.


None
of the Vultures' regular pilots knew how to respond. All seemed confused at
being treated like heroes or like they had done anything worth this kind of
gratitude.


Captain
Sheba was visibly taken by the display, and smiled, perhaps a little forlorn. 


Even
Homa had to admit to herself she was impressed by the discipline they showed.


Not
one of those soldiers bore visible resentment. All seemed genuinely pleased.


Captain
Minardo must have been quite a commanding officer to instill this discipline.


"We'll
take our leave to prepare, Captain Sheba. Make those flight suits look
good."


Minardo
winked at Sheba, who in turn quickly withered and smiled nervously.


"We'll
give it our best." Sheba replied. It was a nonsensical reply to a
nonsensical thing.


Smiling
mischievously, Captain Minardo led her troops over to the cargo plane, and
started organizing them into ranks and files, going over proper seating in the
cargo area, and running a last minute equipment check. Meanwhile, the Vultures
looked back at their hangar. They would have to dress the part of pilot, then
drag their aircraft out.


"It's
been a while since we've done this, hasn't it?" Sheba sighed. There was an
uncharacteristic tremor in her voice she had tried to hide. "And it's my
first time doing it solo. I used to help the Captain, I guess, so I'm
qualified." She shifted on her feet.


"I've
been keeping up on the maintenance." Mannan said.


"And
I just got done painting them all pretty! Praise me, Captain!" Sayyid
added.


Captain
Sheba did not acknowledge either of them. She sounded distant.


"They
say a mission can go awry at any time and twice as many times on the preflight
check." Sheba said, her eyes drawing a little wide. "But don't worry!
I've got a checklist on my clipboard. We'll go over everything nice and slow.
Nothing to be nervous about."


Her
fingers were shaking as she raised the clipboard to her face.


"Oh
dear, a rare sight." Sayyid muttered. Homa blinked in confusion.


Anada
did not seem to get it either. 


"Who
are you talking to? I'm not nervous at all. Who's nervous?"


Sheba
put the clipboard closer to her face and ignored Anada.


"I'm
a little nervous." Malik added with a timid tone.


She
received a sharp pat on the back from her wingmate.


"Such
a muscle-for-brains, and yet you're surprisingly vulnerable." Anada said,
fondly.


Malik
grumbled.


Mannan
turned around and walked without obvious intention back toward the hangar.


It
did not go unnoticed that she did this while the resident cat-kin was teasing
people.


"Hah!
You'd think a nudist wouldn't run timidly ahead to the dressing room!"


Anada
put her hands around her mouth like a loudspeaker and shouted after Mannan.


Her
tail twitched and stretched out. Mannan was unmoved as she crossed the doors.


"That's
not what she's doing." Sayyid replied into Anada's fluffy cat-like ears.


All
of them quieted and stared at the hangar.


In
the next instant, there was a clatter like a pile of cans had fallen.


Janjid
ran out of the hangar, nearly falling head-over-arse trying to get to the
runway.


He
put his hands up in exasperation.


"I'll
wait out here! Jeez! I didn't know you wanted to dress up!" He cried.


Nobody
had heard Mannan say anything. Homa imagined she must have stomped in, given
Janjid the look God gave the Devil before his expulsion, and thus driven him
off.


This
brought a cruel, proud smile to her face, which she turned fully on Janjid.


Through
her teeth, she chuckled in a voice akin to a goblin skinning a babe.


A
Captain sighing helplessly behind her clipboard; a shouting cat; a grinning
demon.


This
was the sort of scene that presaged Vulture's first flight of the year.
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Inside the hangar, Sheba presented
Homa with a skin-tight flight suit from a locker in the back. It was black and
a bit snappy, stretching but coming back into shape almost as easily. A full
suit was divided into a long-sleeved, high-necked top and a long bottom piece
that fit together seamlessly. This kind of suit was known as a
"bodysuit" for its quite form-fitting nature. Owing to its
construction, the standard "small" size suit would easily fit Homa's
figure. Sheba was more of a "medium" in that regard.


"Have
you worn these before? I can help you get in if you need it." Sheba asked.


"Yeah,
yeah, I've seen these before." Homa replied. She snatched the suit from
Sheba's hand, took a look at it and undid her shirt. Sheba said nothing and
began to undress. She laid her clothes neatly into her locker as she undid the
buttons. Beneath her shirt was a combat-type brassiere with hefty support,
which she would retain; Homa discarded all of her clothes and underwear, tossed
them in a pile and began suiting up.


Malik
and Anada had gone to undress in their own little corner of the hangar, the
view of them obstructed by their aircraft. For how loud she was, she was
surprised Anada would shy away from being seen. Mannan boldly dropped her
clothes before the rest of them had cleared the door, so they all walked in to
the sight of her starkly naked as she slipped her suit on. Sayyid was then
promptly exiled to another corner by herself.


Sheba
and Homa had already left nothing to each other's imagination, so there was no
awkwardness between them. Though Sheba was curious whether Homa would need help
with her prosthetics, it became quickly apparent that she was fine and the leg
and arm were well fastened by themselves, and would function in any clothes she
decided to wear. Satisfied, Sheba undid the suit's adhesive lining and slipped
into it, arms first, then squeezing her head through until it snapped shut
around her neck and against her chest. Homa wordlessly helped her seal the
back. She did Homa the same favor. 


Flight
suits had come a long way in Socialist Ayvarta. An abundance of petroleum
products and an interest in developing pliable materials led to the discovery
of new, flexible plastics. They were lightweight, aggressively standardized,
and could fit almost anybody -- the ultimate form of conveyor belt clothing
that could be churned out in uniform pieces and slide over practically any
body. They had begun to be issued last year, and Daksha Kansal's tenure in
government led to the acceleration of their development. Personally, Sheba
questioned the wisdom of using bodysuits, but she had to admit they were
reliable and comfortable enough. Nothing to get caught in anything, nothing
that could be easily ripped, nothing that would catch fire by itself.


Over
the suit, the pilots wore a tight black vest with one pocket, and a pair of
black lycra padded shorts with a utility belt. These
bodysuit outergarments served to pad vital places on their bodies and routed
the cables and box for their miniature radios.


The
original version of the bodysuit had a subtle shaped element on the groin for
protection and modesty, but these small additions helped enhance comfort and
utility.


A
pair of shoes, gloves, an aviator's cap or goggles, and the radio headset,
completed the bodysuit ensemble. All suited up, Sheba felt quite modern, a
woman of the age.


Once
the Vultures were dressed, they helped each other to push their aircraft out of
the hangar. Once all six aircraft were outside, and the leftover wreck was
moved from the runway to its final resting place around the back of the hangar,
Sheba breathed a deep sigh and pulled up her clipboard. It was time for a very
extensive pre-flight check.


"Listen
up! I know this stuff will sound perfunctory, but it is very important. So just
have patience, do it right, and don't mouth off. Okay?" She pointedly
glared at Anada.


"What?"
Anada replied, frowning. "I wasn't even doing anything. I'll be
good."


Her
cat-like ears and tail twitched in response to her false, good-girl smile.


Sheba
gave her a serious look and then began to go over the checklist.


An
airplane was a serious piece of technology. It looked simple, and might not be
so impressive once opened up, but the theory behind them was massively complex
and numerous interconnected systems had to operate in perfect harmony to
achieve optimal performance. Because the air was not the domain of the human
race, it was absolutely necessary to be certain, without doubt, that the
aircraft was properly maintained and ready to fly without serious defects. As
it flew, a plane was besieged every second. Any disadvantage would only amplify
with time and lead to tragedy.


It
had been weeks since their last flight. Back then, Captain Shurelis had walked
them through the pre-flight checklist quite thoroughly every time. Even Anada
dared not talk during the checks. For the old Captain, this was the most deadly
serious part of any engagement. It was solemn, like a ritual. Aircraft deserved
respect, the Captain had taught her. And yet, despite this reverence, she had
still met tragedy in the sky.


Sheba
knew she would die of grief if something as simple as fuel mixture or gritty
oil or a broken aileron took one of her girls from her. So she wanted to take
this seriously.


She
already had the Captain's death on her mind. And that wasn't even her fault.


"Alright,
attention! First, check elevator and rudder!"


Everyone
grabbed the elevators and rudders on the tails of their planes and gave them a
good physical turn to make sure they weren't getting stuck. They checked
ailerons and flaps as well, but these they checked by climbing atop the wings
and bending over into the cockpit. They began moving them with a tug of the
control stick this way and that, and checked the balance with the cockpit
levers. Everything looked correct.


"Check
oil and test fuel for impurities!" 


Sheba
commanded, and so the group did. Everyone checked the fuel tanks under the
wings, draining a small amount of fuel and using a little boxed chemistry set
to test the fuel mixture. All of the fuel checked out: nobody had any
significant amount of unwanted solids in their fuel, nor water or other
undesirable substances.  Next they checked their oil, and thanks to
Mannan's careful ministrations, it was not necessary to change anyone's oil.
Every plane was full up on clean oil. Sheba moved on after that.


"Inspect
the propeller and wing surfaces!"


This
step gave nobody trouble. It was easy to see that the propeller blades were
brand new and the wing surfaces were smooth, freshly repainted. Not a pit or
gash in sight.


"Can
we go now?" Anada moaned.


"Shut
up." Sheba said. Her voice had a dangerously serious edge to it.


"Roger." 


Anada
put on the same serious face she did with Captain Shurelis.


Even
if she hated her for it, it was for everyone's good that Sheba be tough on this.


There
were many other steps. Sheba went through her clipboard checklist quite
thoroughly. Fuel levels were checked, ammunition was checked, the hinges on the flaps, ailerons and other control surfaces
were closely inspected. There was an audible groan when Sheba told them to
check the air filters and radiators for foreign matter, like bird's nests or
rats or insects. Finally the various instruments in the cockpits were tested to
insure all the levers and switches worked. In all it took well over ten minutes
for the girls to check their aircraft physically before they were declared fit
to fly.


"Well,
it seems that everything is in order. Maybe we should double check." 


"Let's
do the opposite of that." Homa said, clearly sick of this.


 "If
we were under attack we'd have been shot on the ground." Anada complained.


"And
if you'd gone up into the sky with a defect, you'd have shot yourself to the
ground." Mannan said. "So quit being such a brat. Mechanical stuff's
important."


Anada
gave Manna a bitter look, her tail curling around one of her legs.


Malik
patted her on the back in solidarity. She was back in good spirits soon enough.


Sheba
felt a load lifting off her shoulders.


Her
fingers and toes felt like a swarm of ants were crawling over them, inside
them. She felt a rush, an electrical charge. They were taking to the skies
again, called by the grand blue that Sheba had been so tempted by her entire
life. That expanse contained the greatest beauty and the deepest cruelty on
Aer. Sheba took a deep breath.


"I
can see you're all eager to go, but thanks for putting up with this."
Sheba put the clipboard down on a table near the hangar. She turned to everyone
with a smile, and she raised one hand in front of herself, all five fingers
outstretched. "Okay, this is your last chance to use the bathroom or get a
drink from the fountain. We go in five."


After
saying 'five' she curled her fingers until she was giving them a peace sign.


She
winked one eye at them as well.


She
tried to put on a sunny face for the squadron. All of them recognized her
gesture.


Captain
Shurelis used to smile and sign like that before takeoff.


Perhaps
they recognized the parallels. A lot of equally sunny faces turned back on her.


"Hooray!"
Anada said. Malik mimed her in a far less energetic voice.


Mannan
and Sayyid held quiet, confident, matured smiles together.


Homa
looked indifferent. Of course; she wouldn't have any nostalgia for it.


Indifferent
seemed the best they could do with Homa, so Sheba settled for it.


Everyone
momentarily dispersed. Five minutes, Sheba told them.


Of
course, even for the old Captain, that five minute break could turn into ten
minutes. 


And
that was fine.


You
had to be friendly sometimes. 


She
breathed another girlish sigh and looked around.


Out
on the runway, the paratroopers were loading something rather large into the
back of the plane with them. It looked to Sheba like the carriage for an
anti-aircraft gun; soon enough the gun itself followed, and once assembled, it
was pulled up into the plane with a pulley and crane. Several parachutes were
attached to the gun.


Captain
Logia Minardo turned from this effort to report back to Sheba.


"We're
ready whenever, Captain." She said.


"We'll
be ready soon." Sheba said. "So what's on the agenda today? We
haven't really discussed a mission profile, other than we'll be escorting you
to the Khet region."


Minardo
pointed her thumb over her shoulder at the cargo plane. She had on a big grin
that was full of pride and confidence. "We're going to be parachuting that
platoon and the anti-aircraft gun down to the desert. We'll be practicing
getting the platoon back together after dispersing in the air, gathering up
equipment, and setting up a position. If we do it right, they'll drop right on
target and their equipment only a hop and skip away. A few exercise like this,
and they might let me take a whole company up there. "


"Even
just a platoon sounds like it will take a lot of coordination." Sheba
said.


"We've
spent every waking hour practicing for this." Minardo said. "It's
been my dream for years to make this happen, Captain. It may seem silly, but
this one desert jump will be an unprecedented step forward for us. I've made
damn sure it'll go perfectly."


She
was always smiling and never let any doubt slip into her tone of voice.


Sheba
felt a little inadequate next to her. Minardo felt like a real captain.


Not
somebody who had inherited the part because nobody else wanted to.


She
was someone with vision, who had something she wanted to impart to her troops.


Sheba
wished dearly that she could be that way. She needed to become that.


"Oh,
that kind of expression doesn't suit you, dear."


Minardo
must have noticed Sheba's sudden worry shadowing her false smile. She had hoped
it didn't show on her face, but her emotional control was far from flawless.


"Hey,
listen," Minardo gave Sheba a gentle smack in the arm, "I believe in
you as much as I do them. You're an integral part of all of this too, and
everyone here appreciates your support. There's not one weak unit in this army
comrade. We are all in it together."


When
Sheba thought of all the people they lost in 2030, who made such great effort--


She
could not imagine herself standing among them.


"Not
weak alone, but perhaps weak comparatively. I'll always strive to get
stronger."


She
said this in a downcast voice.


Minardo
nodded. "That kind of response tells me you've got what it takes. Believe
me."


Sheba
averted her gaze, a little unused to being praised by someone like Minardo.


There
were not a lot of role models to go around for Vulture. Not since the Captain
left.


When
next Sheba looked up at Minardo's face, however, her smile had faded.


She
was looking past Sheba, her stance locked but her eyes adrift.


Sheba
turned around and saw Benali and Zakkari approaching.


An
unwelcome sight, not just for Minardo. Sheba did not like Zakkari one bit.


And
the fact that Benali was stuck to her at the hip now was vexing.


Homa
was not wrong in her thinking about Zakkari, but neither was she fully right.


There
were rules against fraternization but everyone ignored them. When comrades were
in constant danger together, of course attachments would form. In a stressful
situation, when soldiers are obsessed with death -- the ability to engage in
romance or even just to have friendly sex can keep them in good spirits and
hoping for the future. Especially since many people joined the forces already
friends, or even already lovers.


This
was doubly true for pilots, who had dangerous tasks and strong personalities.


Captain
Shurelis used to say every pilot was a little unspooled in the brain.


Having
someone at your side who was special to you was invaluable.


Sheba
had no experience with on-base romances herself. 


She
had been too withdrawn from people.


And
she had not wanted anyone to have feelings like that for her anyway.


She
just knew, because people talked. People talked all through the armed forces.


Their
officers must have known. Maybe they even had relationships like that.


Nobody
wanted to be the one breaking up military couples when the enemy was bearing
down on them, when food availability was getting shaky, when training times
grew irregular and when the future of their entire way of life was looking
ephemeral. It was at that point that you needed to find someone to protect,
someone to cherish.


There
was nothing wrong with that, she thought.


As
long as it was conducted properly.


All
communists were instilled with certain ethics toward other people. Even someone
like Sayyid who was attracted to every skirt in the base, still treated the
people she crushed on with humanity. Whether it was innocence, or professional
regard, or genuine affection. As long as it was mutual and there was a
connection, Sheba could not fault those relationships. Sheba, however, knew
enough people who had been with Zakkari to know her passion for any one of them
was playful, passing, and reckless.


Zakkari
was a veteran with a deep well of experience, and an aircraft theorist who was
well regarded professionally even if disdained personally. She was valuable to
the war effort and politically sound. But Sheba had heard that she was a rotten
person, with a rotten behavior in love. Nothing dramatic, nothing illicit,
nothing violent; just cold and indifferent to the hearts that she had broken.
She just took, and she gave little back.


Whatever
her reasons, Sheba was wary of her. 


And
Minardo, it seemed, was wary too. Maybe even more than wary.


"Inhera
Zakkari." She said.


"Logia.
Interesting to see you here." Zakkari said. She smiled.


"It's
Captain Minardo." 


Minardo's
expression did not change. She was visibly unfriendly, visibly skeptical.


Zakkari
glanced briefly at Minardo's belly. "Congratulations, by the way."


Her
own expression was saccharine. It read to Sheba as phony.


Minardo
narrowed her eyes and regarded Zakkari even more coldly.


"Oh,
you know each other?" Benali said. She seemed unaware of the tension.
Homa's officer always seemed a little out of it to Sheba, but at that point she
felt ridiculous.


Zakkari
nodded to her, but did not respond directly. She kept talking to Minardo.


"Captain,
huh? I'm glad. You-- you deserved that double promotion." Zakkari said.


This
was the most genuine thing Sheba had ever heard Zakkari say.


She
even felt a note of something in her voice. 


A
tremble; remorse perhaps?


"I'm
at the rank I should have always held. If you'll excuse me."


Minardo
turned sharply around and walked back to her troops.


Zakkari
was left standing there. Sheba would not break the silence that fell then. 


Though
the sight of Homa following after Minardo nearly got her to leave also.


However
she did not want to show open rudeness to either of these women.


Even
if they had similar ranks, Zakkari and Benali were senior to her nonetheless.


"Oh,
right. I came here to talk to you. You're Homa's Captain, right?" Benali
said.


She
had a big, bright-eyed expression that made her seem quite clueless.


"That's
right." Sheba said. "We met yesterday, and this morning."


"Of
course we did." Benali said. Zakkari held her hand over her mouth,
laughing a little.


Sheba
nearly glared at her. How dare she have a good mood all of a sudden?


Had
she not seen what she had done to Minardo? How could she giggle like that now?


"Anyhow.
Homa's airplane is extremely valuable, one of a kind." Benali said.


"I
read the file." Sheba replied.


"Of
course you did. However, that doesn't tell you what I'm about to. So listen:
Homa is extremely special." Benali's tone was a mixture of humor and a
deep, biting aggression. She reminded Sheba of a hyena. "Her aircraft is
extremely special. You would do well to insure Homa flies fast
and looks good. Homa will not fly any aircraft
other than the Bennu. And though you think you can give her orders, you would
do well to follow her lead when it comes to the Bennu and how it flies. Don't
slow her down."


"Duly
noted." Sheba said. She was struggling to hold back rising anger.


Benali
tapped on Sheba's chest with a grin on her face.


"Here's
one thing the files won't tell you. Homa's aircraft has a few engine modes she
can toggle through a throttle lock on her plane. She has three engine modes,
and on the fastest, she will be unmatched in the sky. You're supposed to
approve of its use, and I encourage it. Homa can safely spend at least 5
minutes on her Overheat mode."


Sheba
blinked. "Ma'am, I'm not sure I understand the purpose of this
conversation."


"M.A.W.
wants data on the plane." Zakkari interjected. "Obviously what she's
intimating is that you must allow Homa to naturally collect that data by using
her engine modes."


"And
why are you talking now?" Sheba snapped.


"She
can talk. She's fine to talk." Benali said, frowning at Sheba's reaction.
"And she's right. Homa is a thrill-seeker, a daredevil. Don't get in her
way. That's all I'm saying."


Something
dawned upon Sheba then. Was Zakkari trying to get in good with Benali to become
part of the M.A.W. union's aircraft program? Whatever the case, Sheba was
disgusted with both of them. She had gotten the implication quite well:
regardless of her safety, Homa was the Bennu's guinea pig and should burn its
engine regularly. Even if Sheba thought it was dangerous, if Homa wanted to
Overheat, she had to let her.


Was
this solely the work of these two malcontents or was all of M.A.W. so rotten?


"We
live in desperate times Captain Sheba. Not everyone can be accommodating to
you. Don't look so upset. It's better if you follow the tide with a
smile." Zakkari said.


Both
women took their leave of her, pretending as if they had been professional.


It
did not suit them and Sheba did not buy it for a second. 


Sheba
closed her fist, but she would not allow herself to be helpless.


Did
desperate times call for people to behave so terribly?


She
would not put up with it!


Vulture
would fly on their own terms, not as puppets for anyone.


"Tika
Shurelis, give me strength." Sheba mumbled.


She
had to become a real Captain, an impeccable Captain; to protect them.


To
protect Homa too, it seemed.
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Homa
had gone back inside for lack of things to do. She watched Janjid scurry back
into the hangar with a mop and bucket, having been shamed into cleaning up
after himself. That was amusing. She even offered to help for five minutes. He
refused.


"Show
me that eagerness to help some other time." Janjid said.


"Don't
count on it." Homa replied.


He
grunted.


She
turned right back around through the door, when suddenly she saw Captain Sheba,
Benali, Benali's new girlfriend, and the paratrooper captain Minardo all
staring poisoned daggers at each other. She was surprised, but quickly her
surprise became a muted amusement. Was there something dramatic afoot? Perhaps
about her? She held her place, partially hidden beside the doorway, and watched
from afar.


It
couldn't have been aircraft talk, because Zakkari and Minardo were dominating
the discussion. She could see their lips moving but she could not read them and
certainly could not hear them over the background noise of the airfield. Planes
coming and going. Janjid splashing the mop in his bucket. Metal clanging
against metal as the paratroopers pulled heavy equipment up the ramp of their
cargo plane.


The
tension was palpable. Homa was reminded of her parents. 


Not
a good memory.


She
was soon more amused than perturbed, however.


Eventually
Minardo pulled away from everyone and left the scene.


Homa
started out the door and made for Minardo.


Part
of her was curious because it opened up new avenues to undermine Benali, whom
Homa found annoying and untrustworthy. Any intelligence she could acquire on
Benali and her flighty behavior was worth it. She was also still bothered by
the conversation about Zakkari over breakfast. Who really was this woman? She
thought Minardo looked like she knew her more than Sheba did, from her visible
irritation.


She
did not admit that the grin on her face was also borne of a busybody streak.


She
sidled up to Minardo, who took notice of the pilot trailing after her.


"Ah,
the Lieutenant with the beautiful skin! I was so curious about you, you know?"


Minardo
turned around and extended a hand.


She
seemed eerily recovered from her previous irritations.


Homa
shook her hand vigorously with her own mechanical hand, turning a switch.


She
had hoped the classic trick would rattle Minardo too, but she was unfazed.


Homa
found herself undoing the mechanical grip before Minardo noticed the hold.


"So,
to what do I owe this pleasure? Do you perhaps aspire to become paratrooper
too? I can put in a good word." Minardo joked. They were standing out in
the middle of Vulture's hangar and the next one over, where the cargo plane was
getting fuel out of Grouse squadron's tanks. Nobody was paying attention,
nobody could hear them.


Homa
thought to herself that she should make polite conversation first.


She
had to try to ease into current events. Conversations were like snakes. You had
to either charm them or grab the head and control their fangs -- or they would
bite.


"I
wanted to ask a question."


"Fire
away!"


"How
many months?" Homa asked simply, pointing a finger at Minardo's belly.


"Oh,
of course you'd ask that. With all due respect, you don't need to worry about
it."


Minardo
seemed disappointed. Perhaps she hoped to dote on Homa in the way that she
clearly looked after her troops, all of whom looked like teenagers next to her.
Whether that spoke to Minardo's maturity or their vibrant youth was another
matter.


"I'm
not worried, just curious." Homa said.


Minardo
looked momentarily exasperated.


It
was the kind of question she probably received very often.


Her
composure returned quickly.


"Well,
then lets just say I'm on the cusp of motherhood." She put on a warm
smile.


"I'll
accept that. Got a name yet?"


Homa
had an incorrigible  grin on her face as she
asked another casual question. She was genuinely trying to smile, but there was
only one smile she could put up on a whim. She was trying to make the sort of
small talk that a young girl probably would. Just a normal young girl curious
about normal young girl things, of course.


Though
she hoped for a simple answer, the Captain had other ideas.


Minardo
poked Homa's name, etched into a steel tag hanging from her vest.


"How's
'Homa' sound?"


Homa
blinked slowly at her, taken aback.


"That's
too sudden." She said. Minardo shrugged.


"I'll
put down 'Homa' on every field in the certificate. Name, gender,
ethnicity."


"Your
child would curse you for that."


"Impossible.
The only word I will teach them to say is 'Homa'."


Homa
was becoming concerned that her mischief was being bested. Minardo's expression
was pleasant and delighted, her tone of voice was animated, and she loved to
gesticulate as she teased Homa. Clearly she was an expert, and perhaps, had
some experience with troublemaking. But maybe it was still working in Homa's
favor. She might have been surprised tactically, but her overarching strategy
was still in play.


Her
normally controlled expression showed a hint of determination.


Minardo
laughed. "You're a good sport."


Homa
had no idea what Minardo was talking about. Surely Homa just seemed like an
innocent young girl with a pretty smile, asking simple questions that any girl
would.


"Yes,
well, there's something else." Homa said. 


She
had made enough small talk. It was time to get the goods.


"Oh?"


"I'm
new at the base, and I was hoping for an unbiased opinion."


"Oh,
ask away. I've been here months."


"Could
you tell me about that Zakkari lady? What is she like?"


"Zakkari?"


"Yes,
I had heard--"


She
was cut off. Minardo's eyes narrowed at her. Homa expected a reproach, though
she didn't care whether she received one. However, Minardo put on a grin,
chuckled, and lowered her eyes to Homa's level, staring at her almost nose to
nose. 


"I
thought you looked like an angel, but in reality, it seems you're a demonic
little gossip just like me aren't you? You were watching that little
altercation, huh?" 


One
gloved index finger aggressively poked Homa's chest as Minardo whispered.


She
was perhaps angry, but more than that, she seemed far too amused.


Homa
was shaken by the response and wanted no part of this drama anymore.


She
did not know what she expected, but it was not that sort of face.


Just
like me. Was this
the same kind of smile other people saw Homa make?


Homa's
lips weren't quite so full; Minardo's luscious red grin went quite farther.


"Unreal,
for you to try to antagonize me like this and then just back off."


Minardo
stood back up to her full height. Her wide grin was unchanged.


"I
must admire your boldness though. I would punish you, but I see so much of
myself in there, I just can't bear it. I've never felt so maternal even toward
my own child."


Homa
said nothing, and felt a quiver run down her back. 


Minardo
was too strong.


Homa
began to speak in a fast, mechanical voice. "Well then I will be taking
my--"


Before
she could leave, Minardo pulled her into a little huddle.


"That
woman is evil Homa. She will gobble you up. In a way, I'm glad you asked."


"I
see--"


"Words
can barely describe Zakkari. She's really one of a kind. Everyone thinks she's
so beautiful, special, approachable, intelligent.
Loves a chat. All you need to know, Lieutenant, is that she's a prime, grade-a,
inspected and approved by the aircraft board of ayvarta, complete bitch.
And that I despise her guts. Satisfied?" Minardo replied. 


"Well.
Thank you for your time."


Homa
said something very uncharacteristic of herself, before she even realized it.


"In
fact, I'll tell you and only you the truth. Can you handle it?"


"Well
I--"


Minardo
clapped a heavy hand on her shoulder and squeezed a little.


Homa
thought she saw a hint of tears in her eyes.


"She
broke my heart. That's genuinely it. I'll just never forgive her for it."


She
pulled up Homa's flesh a little in her fingers, like a massage.


Then
she let her go and patted her shoulder.


"Don't
tell a soul. That's your reward for making me laugh today, Homa."


Minardo
smiled at her again. Homa did not feel rewarded at all.


This
was so much more than an antisocial like her had bargained for. 


"Homa,
are you ready yet?"


Her
own Captain called out to her.


Thankfully,
Sheba was soon reconvening with the squadron, and with little more than a smile
and a wave, Minardo let her go. Homa made a mental note not to be difficult
with Minardo, who clearly had experience in dealing with troublemakers -- and
being one. 


She
had not known at the time that Minardo, as a former Staff Officer in an army
division, was a veteran of many a verbal spar with insubordinates and
miscreants.


And
of starring in many such odd scenes with her somewhat antisocial superior.


Homa
would quickly forget this defeat, but Minardo would reemerge in her future.










Ayvarta,
Red Desert -- Khet Airspace


 


Vulture took to their cockpits at
last. 


Homa's
canopy was sleeker and more aerodynamic than those of her peers. For this
mission they were flying with canopies closed, but sometimes it was advisable
to open them, because they were impossible to open at high speeds. An open
cockpit caused drag amounting to a 15-20 KPH loss, but being able to eject at
all was a good trade.


She
chose to close it of course. Homa did not care for her life enough to go
slower.


There
were still things to do before flying. Homa plugged herself into the radio
system on the aircraft itself, checked her seat, and got reacquainted with the
Bennu's cockpit.


Inside
the cockpit were several instruments. In between Homa's legs was a long stick
with a big handle that made up much of the physical control. There were two
triggers, one for the 20mm cannon and one for all of the guns at once: one
cannon and one 12.7mm heavy machine gun, propeller-synchronized along the
center-line of the craft.


The
Bennu's center-stick governed its movement. Pull back or forward for pitch,
pull side to side to control roll. Rudder pedals at her feet controlled the
aircraft's yaw. In the middle of flight, all of these controls would be rapidly
used in a desperate, visually ungainly fashion to carry out the graceful, fluid
maneuvers in the popular imagination.


Homa
normally controlled the stick with her biological hand, which could operate the
triggers. Her mechanical hand had a special position for flying. It could
easily operate the throttle at her side that controlled engine power, as well
as the levers that controlled fuel mixture, supercharger state and the engine
mode for the jet at the back. All buttons, dials and levers around her were
made so her metal hand could quickly hit them or hook them without needing much
precise finger control.


Right
in front of her face there was a gun sight, obscuring some of the instruments.
She had to bend slightly to see the compass, altimeter and a few other gauges.
There were two fuel gauges on the wings too. She had to look out from canopy to
see them.


There
were two radiators, for oil and water, with intakes on the wings near the cockpit.
They could be opened or closed with wheel-shaped instruments in the cockpit
that could be quickly spun with any hand. Open radiators created drag but
vented heat. Homa's Bennu was a particularly hot craft, so radiator management
was vital. She made sure her radiator levers turned and kept an eye on the
temperatures.


Crucial
to a successful takeoff was the engine oiling. Homa switched on the battery
inside the craft and then she pulled back a lever when Sheba, over the radio,
instructed everyone to pre-oil their engines. Homa heard a thrumming and felt
the aircraft shake lightly as the oil pump lubricated the engine. A pungent
smell filled the cockpit but Homa barely noticed it. She was used to the smell
of gas and oil in the Bennu.


Homa
gave it a minute to oil, let it sit for a few seconds after, and then switched
mixture control to the idle position. She then primed, using a pull-back lever
to pump fuel into the engine to begin the starting procedure in earnest. After
priming she started the engine, which seemed to struggle at first until she
switched the mixture control again. She flipped another switch for the magnetos
to keep voltage going. Once all of this laborious work was accomplished, the
Bennu was belching fire and finally ready for takeoff. Homa's eyes came to rest
on her engine mode lever.


This
box interrupted or released the throttle lock that controlled the motorjet on
the back of the Bennu. It was unnecessary for takeoff or coasting or general
operation, but if Homa wanted to showcase the Bennu's true abilities, she would
have to move that special lever and engage the advanced engine modes for jet
engine thrust.


"Vulture-3
will go first, then 2, then lead." Sheba said over the radio.


In
the next few minutes, they had moved to the middle of the runway. Anada and
Malik taxied down the runway and gained speed and then elevation. Once they
were bound for the sky, Sayyid and Mannan followed. Finally, Homa flew out, and
then Sheba rose behind her. Homa felt the whole aircraft thrumming, its power coursing
through her own body as she fought gravity and lifted the nose off the ground.
She almost felt like giving it a little jet during takeoff because it felt like
the Bennu really struggled to get off the ground, but she knew that was a
childish impulse and inadvisable mechanically.


Then
finally her landing gear raised off the tarmac and she retracted them.
Overhead, the sky opened up to her, enveloped her. As she ascended she saw
blue, all around her, as she quickly left behind Solstice's buildings and the
ruddy sand and brown earth.


"Roll
call. This is Vulture Lead, callsign Anatoly." Sheba said over
the radio.


"Vulture
3-wing, the beautiful one, callsign Gregory! Over!" Anada said. 


Her
voice came through the radio with great cheer.


In
comparison, Malik was far more muted. "Vulture 3-lead, Vasily."


"So
nice to be flying with such angels today. Vulture 2-wing, callsign Emeric."


That
could only have been Sayyid.


Mannan
was next. "Uh, I'm Vulture 2-lead, callsign Dmitri. Everyone's RPM looking
good? Be careful with the fuel mixture lever if we decide to practice
aerobatics."


"We
will not be practicing aerobatics." Sheba said.


"Still,
you could easily smack it with your shoulder when giving some hard stick."


"Duly
noted."


Homa
was starting to be able to tell them over the radio by voice alone.


Even
though the audio quality was rough, they had enough personality for it.


"Boris,
are you there?" Sheba asked.


"Vulture
1-wing, callsign Boris." Homa replied.


"Aaah!"
Anada sighed happily into the radio. "We're finally in the sky
again!"


The
Garudas and Bennu linked up into a loose arrow formation led by Sayyid and
Mannan. Sheba and Homa were farther back from everyone. As the fighter lead in
Ayvartan doctrine, it was advised for Vulture 1 to be able to spot Vulture's
aircraft to issue commands. Such things would fly out the window in a dogfight,
of course.


In
order for Homa to fly at the same rate as the Garuda I's, she had to keep her
engine on fairly low power modes. However, she could not go too slow. Thankfully the radiator vent created some mighty drag,
and the weight of the all-metal craft and its motorjet meant that without jet
assistance it was pegged just a little bit faster than a Garuda. So maintaining
their speed was not too taxing on either her machine or her patience.


Following
about half a kilometer behind was Minardo's cargo plane.


Flying
over the red-brown sand of the Solstice desert was an eerie experience. There
was so much emptiness beneath them. At a height of 3000 meters, it was hard to
see details below, when there were any. In the desert, however, there was
nothing but the river in the distance, the sweeping lines of the dunes below
and Solstice far, far behind.


Such
a vast expanse of nothing. Was this all that they were fighting for?


Of
course, the village of Khet was out there somewhere.


"Vulture,
this is Sickle. Come in, Vulture lead."


They
received a message from the air base. Sheba answered quickly.


"This
is Vulture lead."


"Mikhail
Mikhail is at watch."


After
the coded phrase, the radio operator told them a series of numbers.


This
meant that 'M' squadron from 'M' base would be patrolling their sector shortly,
and that they should keep an eye out to avoid accidents. In this case, 'M'
stood for Mallard on the squadron level and "Hammer" (Molotok
in Svechthan) at the base level. Mallard was one of Hammer airfield's
squadrons, from what Homa understood. Those numbers meant nothing to Homa, but
Sheba probably knew them as grid coordinates.


She
had barely read the briefing files that morning. 


"Woo
hoo!" Anada shouted into the radio. "Lets do
some stunts! Come on!"


Those
coded phrases were not the full extent of their radio doctrine, but they were
about as much as pilots were expected to learn. Rarely did pilots have to
communicate mission critical information over the radio. It was fine to goof
off on it as Anada was. Sheba gently chided her and said that they were on
mission, not just doing training.


"Aww.
Well, I guess I can always do this."


Ahead
of them Anada pulled ahead of Malik for the space to execute a quick roll.


Sheba
shouted, scandalized. "I said no! Keep yourself level and in formation,
now!"


"Yes
ma'am." Anada sighed.


For
Homa, flying in formation did not deliver too much of a thrill. However, the
act of flying at all filled her with a brimming energy. Perhaps it was only the
transference of vibrations from the craft into her flesh, but she felt power
coursing through her skin. She was defying nature as the Bennu cut through the
air. There was always a sense of hollowness when she flied, as if someone had
carved out her guts. It wasn't as scary as it sounded. There was peace to it.
She felt suspended in limbo -- she felt death.


Her
physicality was all there. She had to look out the sides of her canopy for her
fuel gauges, she had to look behind herself and all around when in a dogfight
to spot enemy planes. She pulled the stick, the turned valves. There was no
sense in the idea that pilots "became their plane." Theirs was a
physical struggle the entire time. But there was a feeling of free-floating
life, of an eternal fall in a careening steel cage.


That
was gravity trying to tear her from the sky; but it was the lightness of being
in flight at all. Homa imagined one only became this light at one other time --
when dead.


She
told herself that she didn't fear death. That in fact, this was a kind of
death.


That
she was prepared for death. That she welcomed it. That she would come to it.


Ahead
of her were her squadmates, all in their own cages too. Homa felt that if she
squinted, she could have seen them all flying bereft of the metal, like angels
or birds. Anada, Malik, Mannan, Sayyid, and at her side, Sheba. She wondered
idly what they all thought when they flew. Whether they knew how frail their
lives were in the sky.


She
was being sentimental. It felt silly; but it was fine to be sentimental with
oneself. 


Flying
was a thing of utmost loneliness for Homa. She didn't have to hide during it.


After
all, there was nobody to see and nothing to confront but mortality.


"Boris,
how's your engine looking?" Sheba asked.


"She's
been keeping up!" Anada said. She was teasing her, but it was quite empty.


After
all, had Homa wanted to, she could have burned past all of them


"I
asked Boris, please do not interrupt important squadron communication."


Sheba
insisted and once more, Anada's fun was squashed.


Homa
however was primed to have her own fun.


She
accelerated suddenly, easily hopping over Anada's plane in the formation, and
climbed just as fast. She banked away from the climb and spun back to the rear
of the formation, having completed an ungainly but impressively quick loop
around them.


"Not
you too! Boris, that was out of line! Don't let Gregory corrupt you!"


"I've
got temperatures, pressures and RPMs at optimal ma'am." Homa replied.


Sheba
sounded quite irritated. She grumbled incoherently for a second before saying:


"Ugh.
Fine. Good. Keep your engine under control."


"Roger."


That
was essentially a way to say, 'no stunts or jets'. Or so Homa figured.


"We're
almost over the drop airspace, ladies."


Riding
the airwaves came Captain Logia Minardo's excited voice.


Vulture
dispersed, allowing the cargo plane to overtake them. At Sheba's instruction,
Anada and Malik swept around the east and Mannan and Sayyid dipped to the west.
Nominally their mission was to escort the cargo plane and guard it during
maneuvers. Nobody was expecting the enemy, so it became something of a practice
session as well. Anada was already spinning off, dancing in the sky; thankfully
for Sheba's nerves nobody else was so flightly. Homa and Sheba held back, close
to the cargo plane. 


They
flew overhead. Homa banked slightly every so often, taking peeks at the plane
below. She thought she saw one of the doors opening on the side of the plane. 


Were
they going to jump?


"Ladies
and Gentlemen, we've arrived at Konstantin Olga." Minardo
broadcasted.


'K'
and 'O' which meant the Khet Oasis.


Below
them the reddish sand was broken up by a crystalline blue gap.


"We'll
be jumping soon. Watch our backs, comrades."


Now
the training mission would commence. It was not just an oasis in the desert,
but the skies over Khet were an oasis for the mind. Homa was in her element,
with not a dark thought in her brain. She was excited, she was cutting the air
seamlessly. Nobody had a worry on their minds. Vulture was flying! And the war
seemed a world away.


Once
more, Homa banked. She wanted to see the soldiers go.


When
the parachutes started blossoming in the air she smiled.
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By
pure chance, a small patrol group in the Oasis of Tamir, a good hundred
kilometers from Khet and Solstice, had been given an ARG-3 radar unit to
practice with that day. 


There
were routine patrol flights to the east of them, coming from Solstice,
that they could pick up on to test the range and reliability of the
radar. Rather than one truck-mounted unit, this upgraded version was brought in
by tank transporter and had five support trucks.  Setup and tear-down was
an hours-long affair, but well worth it. 


While
the previous radars had been mightily useful, they were inaccurate compared to
the model three. An ARG-3 could detect aircraft over a hundred kilometers away
and give useful, accurate directional measurement within 20 km with little dead
zone.


It
was during one such practice setup and tear-down that the ground crew in Tamir
noticed one highly accurately measured group of objects. Unlike the objects
they were used to these were moving west-to-east. From the "Republic of
Ayvarta" to Solstice.


"That's
not normal." 


For
a moment, everyone thought, hesitated, and then realized what was happening.


They
hurried on their patrol cars to the village proper to call Solstice on the
landline.


There
was a group of at least 30 aircraft headed right for Solstice over Khet.
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12th
of the Postill's Dew 2031 D.C.E


Ayvarta,
Red Desert -- Khet Airspace


"Commence
interval jump!"


Homa
watched with rapt attention as a line of parachutes bloomed in the air beneath
the transport plane. Minardo's infantry dropped from the side doors of the
plane with great agility and precision, each executing their jump in an exact
interval before the next comrade. They exhibited such tight coordination that
the white parachutes with their segmented gores truly resembled a chain of
daisies, tied by some invisible string and pulled down to the ground by a
child's gentle hand. That there was nothing holding these men and women in
formation but their own timing made the jumps all the more miraculous. Soon the
wind picked up and the parachutes began to bob out of place, but everybody who
saw them jump remembered their initial accomplishments. 


Vulture
dispersed into three pairs, circling around the area of the training excercise.
Homa easily overshot the transport aircraft once the landings got well
underway, but she quickly swept around for a better view of the falling
infantry. A little over fifty men and women in two long lines, askew from the wind
but still well within each other's orbit, floated slowly down to the sand
below. Homa whistled. It was quite a sight.


Minardo
was ecstatic over the radio. Her voice was fluttering, filled with elation.


"Beautiful!
Perfect! Captain, we'll be making a few passes to shoot photos and start
calculating the dispersion. Everyone stay on the ground until we can plot the
landings."


"Understood.
After that?" Sheba asked.


"We'll
be carrying out one final exercise to get everyone linked up. A truck from the
Konstantin direction will pick them up after that. I'll be flying back before
then."


"Acknowledged.
We'll hold the skies for you until then. Good luck."


Sheba's
plane reappeared at Homa's wing at that point, assuming her routine position.
Though Sheba was the squad leader and the pair leader, in Ayvartan doctrine the
pair leader held back just slightly behind the wingmate, who was sent on the
attack first. It was up to the pair leader to exploit opportunities and react
to enemy actions, and the wingmate to be aggressive and disruptive as possible
to their enemy. This was a relationship that required an unspoken but ironclad
trust between them to succeed. 


That
was part of why for most of this "Solstice War," Ayvartan dogfighting
involved chaotic, every comrade-for-themself melees in the sky. Ironclad trust
was a bit lacking.


Homa
was absolutely not there yet with this woman too, but she was also sure she
could handle herself well enough alone. And this was only a training exercise
anyway.


She
could see Mannan and Sayyid off in the distance; it was easy to tell them as
the pair just doing their job professionally. When she turned her head and
peered out of the glass in the opposite direction, she found Malik and Anada
flying in a graceful pair. Malik allowed herself a few tight banked turns,
while Anada was practically orbiting her like a moon, spinning, turning, and
seemingly having the time of her life.


"Gregory,
for the love of--" Sheba sighed deeply into the radio. "Stop it
already!"


"I'm
not using up that much fuel! My throttle is under control, honest." Anada
replied.


"Follow
my instructions or I'll ground and punish you! You'll beg to peel
potatoes!"


Sheba
was audibly upset. Clearly because Anada knew her better than Homa she must
have known how much she could get away with, how far she could push. She seemed
to be like that with anybody regardless of the circumstances, however. And this
time she had clearly crossed a line one too many times for the Captain's
liking.


"Aww,
fine." 


Anada
backed off quickly and completely. Her Garuda I-bis returned to Malik's wing
and flew its prosaic route next to it without any pomp whatsoever. She
contented herself with turning gracefully alongside Malik whenever they hit the
edge of their area and swung back around. It was a less of a dance than before,
but Homa could still see the waltz in their little turns. She found herself
mildly, and quietly, impressed.


"Hate
me if you want for it, but this is not a toy." Sheba said. "We have a
certain amount of fuel and a specific mission. I know you've all been itching
to fly, but content yourself with that and trust me that we'll practice
aerobatics when the time is right. You can roll all you want when you need to.
Do you understand? Please tell me that you do."


"Yes,
yes, I get it, kapitan."


Anada
did not sound bitter or angry. She sounded more like a bored kid.


Homa
and Sheba overtook the transport plane, turned around, swept past it once more
and turned back its way again. Homa applied some stick, rolling the plane a
little on its side so she could see below. All of the paratroopers had hit the
sand and looked like ants. Several gathered closer and awaited something. Ahead
of her, Homa saw the transport plane going in a circle around the drop point
while opening its rear hatch part of the way. She watched the transport buck in
the air, losing a little stability. 


There
was a small crew pushing something out via a line.


Before
the leading pair could overtake the transport plane again, the crew cut the
lines and meticulously dropped an anti-aircraft gun from the back hatch. The
gun fell quite differently from the parachutists, dropping in an ungainly
fashion and careening toward the earth. From this heavy object sprouted a long
series of black parachutes, eight of them in total. They struggled mightily and
managed to slow its descent. 


Visibly
affixed to the 37mm gun were a few boxes of its ammunition. In total it must
have weighed over two thousand kilograms. Sand billowed up from where the gun
hit the ground. For an object like that, it was not just a matter of gently
bringing it down but stopping it from smashing itself to pieces when it
eventually crashed to the earth.


Several
of the paratroopers convened around the piece. Homa couldn't look at them
forever, since looking straight down at the ground required her to fly almost
knife edge and her plane's delicate internals did not take kindly to remaining
in a steep angle for extended periods. After some time however she saw a flare
light up the sky, and when she turned the Bennu to look, the paratroopers
seemed to be celebrating around the gun. They must have fired a flare shell out
of the breech to prove the gun worked. For a heavy gun to remain operable after
dropping from the sky was rather extraordinary.


"That's
it! We completed every test. Perfection all around. Thank you so much."


Minardo
sounded almost moved to tears on the radio. She spoke with a moving fondness
for her troops -- like a doting mother, whether she intended to or not.


"I'm
so proud of all of you. We're going to prove that Ayvartans rule the
skies!"


At
the sound of those words Homa felt her heart rush a little with pride. 


She
shook her head and chided herself. She had nothing to do with it, after all.


A
few minutes after Minardo's gentle voice last left the radio there was a slight
buzzing from the set as a scratchy transmission started to come in. Homa had a
relatively poor understanding of how the radio worked but she was reasonably
sure she could adjust the sound by turning the knob and she did until the panic
in the voice was audible.


"This
is Mallard coming in from the Tamir direction! Thirty enemy fliers! Eight
casualties! Repeat, this is Mallard from Tamir, thirty enemy fliers! Eight
casualties!"


Homa's
heart skipped a beat. Vulture was an undersize squadron, but most Ayvartan
squadrons had between 10 and 12 planes divided into two flights consisting of
two or three strike unit pairs. For Mallard to have taken eight casualties
meant it was almost completely destroyed by the enemy. This was the initial
shock to Homa's brain, but the presence of the enemy was just as anomalous.
Nobody had expected an air attack.


Of
course, that was the whole point, from the enemy's perspective.


"What
do we do Captain?" 


Anada's
voice broke the silence that had fallen since the radio transmission.


"We
need to go help them." Malik said, a sudden determination in her voice.


Perhaps
a tinge of anxiety also.


"I'm--
I'm contacting command for instructions." Sheba replied hesitantly.


"Is
there time for that? Mallard's almost gone!" Anada shouted.


"We
can't just charge in!" Sheba replied. "There's only six of us!"


"Captain,
my paratroopers can't get away from here. I need to know--"


Minardo's
voice was cut off entirely by a certain cat shouting into the radio.


"I
see them! Coming in west-southwest!"


There
was a certain reverent silence that followed.


Anada
was farther away than the rest of them, and there was something to be said for
the sharp eyes of a cat-kin, but it was still unbelievable to Homa that the
enemy could have gotten so close since the transmission came in. Close enough
to be seen by someone's eyes, and close enough for that sight to be trusted.
But this was air war, after all; infantry and tanks could have hours of time ahead
of spotting an enemy, but for aircraft moving at over 500 km/h, recon had a
shelf life of minutes, not hours. 


"Give
me a moment, I can almost tell the classes!"


Homa
realized there must have been an implicit trust in the squadron jester. Nobody
defied her, nobody criticized her. There was a kind of sacredness to the
soothsaying of the resident cat-kin. Everyone remained quiet for a few seconds
while Anada gathered herself. Her tone took on a grave seriousness. Everyone
seemed willing to believe her.


"Fighters
10, and 20 bigger craft farther behind. They're chasing three of ours!"


Soon
as those words left Anada's lips and transmitted over the radio, so quickly
that their transmissions almost overlapped, Sheba called with a tremor of grim
resignation. There was no more hesitation, and just off of Anada's sight, they
were ready to act.


"Everybody
form into your pairs and climb! Dive into an attack, it's all we can do!"


"I'll
try to get out of your way!" Minardo said in response. Her transport plane
had little time to make its escape, even as she must have gotten the
transmission herself.


Everything
transpired with torturous rapidity. From the moment she heard the call for
help, to Anada's declaration and now, Sheba suddenly climbing up from her wing,
Homa felt like her brain's thoughts were being left behind like trails of
exhaust in the wake of the craft. She felt taken back to all the bloody skies
that she had flown over. To those horrific melees over Cissea, what felt like
eternities ago. Different craft, different people, but
the same feelings around her eyesockets, behind her ears, a tremor in her jaw.
She felt like she was being squeezed by the pressure. Her movements felt slow.


Though
the hand she had on the center stick shook, the hand on her throttle was steady
and unfeeling. It had been taken from her by the cruelty of the sky, or
perhaps, it could be better said the hand was given to her. It was the hand she
kept on her throttle because it was impossible for it to feel fear. It was the
hand of her courage.


Cold,
unfeeling, ready to be severed again and again only to be put back.


There
was a blankness in her mind. She even started to smile involuntarily.


More
than saving her comrades, more than winning the sky. She had a call to answer.


Death
was coming for her in the untouched blue over the oasis of Khet. 


This
would be the time she met her fate.


Gritting
her teeth to stop them shaking, Homa set the throttle to "Overheat."


She
felt a thrumming vibration, passed on from the machine into her own body. 


A
roar of awakening sounded as the lightweight compression chamber that sat
heavily under her cockpit began to feed treated air into the afterburning
chamber in the back. 


A
conical exhaust flame appeared from the back of the Bennu, its massive heat
creating a rippling haze behind the craft that gave it an otherworldly
appearance. Homa's instruments marked a sharp increase in heat, thrust, and
soon, altitude. 


Despite
Sheba's head start in climbing, Homa was soon blowing right past her.


Shooting
up into the infinite blue, Homa's eyes teared up with unblinking purpose.


"Homa!
You're not authorized--!"


Homa
tuned out Sheba's warnings. 


Likely
all of her squadron could now see her soaring overhead, a lance shooting
heavensward and then careening back toward the unworthy earth. Even Homa could
now see the fleeing Mallards in their Garuda I's, and the formation of enemy
fighters behind them, maintaining level flight and slowly gaining speed on
their prey. Gray Archer monoplanes peppered the targets of their pursuit with
machine gun fire.


Farther
behind them was a tight formation of Wizard class medium bombers.


Homa
launched into an angled dive from far enough away to avoid coming straight
down, which would have certainly caused her great distress at her speed and
altitude. Within moments she was coming up on the enemy fighters, who were
unaware that they were about to be pounced. They loomed larger and larger in
her gun sights.


Rapping
the cannon trigger, Homa launched seven 20mm shells into the nose, spine and
cockpit of an Archer and two shells into the wing of another. She swept past
them with incredible momentum, and responding to the shock of the ambush the
fighters broke formation, each one flying in a different direction like the
plucked petals of a great gray flower, leaving behind their damaged allies and
their fleeing prey.


Homa
looked over her shoulder as one of the fighters she damaged caught fire and
broke apart, while the other rolled out, lost control and descended from trying
to maneuver with such heavy wing damage. She grinned to herself. That was two
kills.


But
the fighters were no longer her concern. She hoped her allies could take them.


She
turned her gaze forward, and in the next instant begin to climb rapidly.


She
had about three minutes worth of jets to make a difference. 


Ahead
of her, the enemy's medium bomber formation was laid bare to assault.


Even
for her, it was daunting to fight thirty aircraft alone, and she was uncertain
about her new comrades. She could not know how the Vultures would fare against
fighters.


Homa
knew she could do the most damage against the bombers, however.


Bomber
aircraft were too valuable to fight to the death. 


Under
sustained, unchallenged assault, a bomber group would have to retreat. 


For
her to know this point of air strategy was not enough, however. Her enemy also
had to believe in it. If the bombers and fighters all fought her to the death
she would be caught amid a storm of concentrated gunfire. No amount of speed
could prevent her being fired upon from every possible direction by a group of
over twenty aircraft.


As
a lone fighter in a small group of six aircraft it was her only shot.


Tempting
such a fate did not bother her; she was smiling the whole time.


There
was such a profound sense of speed flying the Bennu that her breathing went
ragged through little effort. This contest had awoken every centimeter of her
body.


As
she charged the defenses of the bomber group, she felt an electrifying thrill.


Since
her attack Homa had continued to dive until she was nearly a thousand meters
under the enemy's formation. Several seconds after resuming climb, she was
headed straight for the guts of the enemy's tight bomber formation. Ventral
guns took note of her and pointed her way, but they were too late. She held
down her secondary trigger.


Synchronized
with the movements of her propeller, the cannons and machine guns launched
fiery red lances through the blurred disc on the Bennu's nose. Her 20 mm and
7.62 mm machine gun tracers sprayed the underside of two bombers, sliced into
one engine, and blasted through a wing and left a sizable hole, exposing the
interior.


One
bomber slowly stalled as one of its stricken caught fire, the prop blown off.


Meanwhile
the second endured, remaining in flight with a burning ventral turret.


All
of this meant only one thing to the bloody-minded pilot of the Bennu.


Three
craft down, one damaged.


Two
light and one heavy kill; what was the bounty for that again?


Her
radio was buzzing with activity, but for Homa it just refocused her mind.


She
refrained from answering or even listening to it and continued her assault.


As
Homa climbed through their formation, clearing the horizontal plane and soaring
overhead, the bombers responded with a raging fusilade of anti-aircraft fire
from their dorsal guns. Homa was too fast for it. She did not even see any of
the green tracer bullets crossing her wings or cockpit. Nocht was just unused
to fighting such a quick craft and were attacking where she was a second ago
every time, unable to sight her.


They
would continue trying to adjust to her speed; she had to head them off. 


Homa
quickly banked and threw herself back down onto the combat box.


Now
she could see the bullets flying toward her in long, deadly green lines from
the dorsal cannons, the tracer trails soaring past her cockpit, over her wings,
under the hull. Too many of those 13 mm bullets could puncture the cockpit and
stain the glass red with her brains, but the missiles seemed determined to miss
her. She rolled her wings gently and angled her dive, deftly avoiding the guns
and picking up speed.


Perhaps
from the perspective of the gunners she seemed ghost-like, as much of a reaper
as the one she awaited, flying through a cloud of flak untouched, phantasmal.


Homa
was determined to be the deadliest, most daring phantasm they had seen.


As
her target grew massively larger within her gun sight, Homa sprayed the
cockpit, "greenhouse" style nose and central body of the third Wizard
left in the center of the formation. Her bullets poked holes and her cannon
fire took chunks out of the Wizard, but it endured, lumbering heavy and
undaunted in the sky. Despite doing minimal damage with this pass, she felt
triumphant as she broke under the formation again. 


Ventral
machine gunners awoke to the threat and sprayed in her direction as she dove
under them, but it was clear that she could buzz the Wizards with impunity for
a time.


That
time was two minutes; beyond that there would be no victory.
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Sheba
felt a profound helplessness as Homa overtook her in the air.


Cutting
through the clouds, with its fiery jet roaring red and blue, the Bennu seemed
less like a machine and more like an apparition, soaring far away where she
could not reach. Sheba called out several times but Homa was not responding
anymore.


Stunned
speechless, Sheba nearly faltered, her Garuda's nose dipping for a second.


She
was already struggling under the pressure of the events unfolding around her.
Sweating, breathing heavily and with great difficulty switching between
piloting, sighting and coordination tasks, Sheba thought she might pass out or
throw up. She had been in combat but never as the commander and never against
these odds.


Despite
the individual capabilities of its pilots, Sheba was sure Vulture was not ready
to battle the enemy as a group. Images of death flashed in her mind and it was
almost enough to make her want to scream. She channeled that energy into the
stick.


Vulture
needed her. Not just Homa, but all of them. She had to do something.


"Dive
into the fighters to rescue our comrades! Quickly!" Sheba ordered.


She
reiterated her order as she initiated the dive. No running away; the die was
cast.


"Don't
have to tell me twice!" Anada responded.


"Don't
go too crazy!" Mannan called out.


Though
there was no response from some of the members, all of them moved as one.


Anada,
Mannan, Sayyid and Malik followed Sheba as she dove after Homa.


Around
Sheba her Garuda I-bis rocked and shook amid the forces of nature that it was
built to defy. Her stick, notorious for its rigidity compared to other models,
made the effort to fly even more taxing. She was using her whole body; her legs
on pedals, her body and back into the stick, her hands switching between many
different controls.


Despite
this effort, Homa was flying farther and farther away.


Though
her dive was steeper than Homa's, the Bennu was so much faster that it boggled
the mind. Sheba watched Homa speed effortlessly ahead of them with a quiet
panic in her heart, her mind flooded with all the ways that dour, quirky girl
could be destroyed, set ablaze, rendered unrecognizable and unable to join the
living again.


Her
eyes unblinking, tearing up, she watched as Homa broke through the enemy.


There
was a flash, smoke, flying metal, and the enemy careened out of sight.


Glory
flashed before Sheba's eyes and vanished as suddenly as Homa had done.


She
had seconds to react. Anada, Malik, Sayyid and Mannan, flying in and around her
craft in formation, all had the exact same idea as she did at exactly the same
time.


Watching
Homa's attack and where she sped off after, they understood her plan.


Sheba
broke past the scattering enemy fighters and started to climb again.


Behind
her, the Vultures joined with their two pairs and twisted around in pursuit.


Looking
over her shoulder Sheba spotted Malik and Anada first. They chased after an
individual Archer, cornered it with speedy aerobatics and hosed it down with
fire.


Though
the Archer weaved in various directions to avoid the guns, it was isolated and
outmatched, taking fire from two planes at once coming from different
directions.


Within
seconds they had chased it off the battlespace, smoke rising from its nose. 


In
the distance, it began to fall.


"Woohoo!
Score for the gorgeous Vulture-3 wingwoman!"


"That
could have been me, you know."


Somehow
Anada was in her element and even Malik was back on the radio; but even Sheba's
heart was fluttering with hope. Her mind was racing with sudden possibility.


Seeing
Homa speeding fearlessly through the enemy, sending them flying like a mortar
shell into a foxhole; such incredible flying inspired confidence in Sheba. 


And
this energy had transferred to the other Vultures as well. Everyone had
witnessed her attack during their dive. Everyone watched her subsequent run to
the bombers.


Homa
was not just acting crazy, she had a plan, and it was a plan that her actions
communicated near perfectly to her allies. Vulture was a young group and it was
undisciplined and under-strength, but everyone in it had flown before, had killed
in the sky, and had lost many comrades. As untested as they were, they were
also veterans.


Using
her massive energy advantage, Homa scattered the enemy with her ambush and then
broke for the bombers. Now the enemy fighters were struggling to regroup and
protect their charges; and now Vulture could utterly capitalize on that
disruption.


As
graceful as they were when flying in formation, as deadly and purposeful as
they seemed, Nocht was struggling when met with unexpected resistance. Though
the Archers held advantage on the Garuda I, in a fight on Vulture's terms, they
faltered.


After
breaking apart, the fighters had scattered away from their pair links and
become erratic in their attempts to regroup. Anada and Malik drew blood first,
but Vulture 2 were no slouches. Mannan and Sayyid conducted an over and under
attack on a pair of Archers before they could link back up and inflicted
visible damage. Both their prey sped away from the battlespace, engines fuming,
and the Vultures then swung around.


Vulture-2
and Vulture-3 met the remaining Archers in a contest over dunes around the
Oasis, trailing each other in the sky in a deadly dance. Firing all the while,
pursuer and pursued turned, looped and rolled leaving trails in the air.
Turning was the slightly slower Garuda's great specialty, and ambushed as they
were, the Archers were being prevented from climbing safely and forced to
engage in a desperate turning match. As they weaved around, each turn granted
the Garudas an advantage. While they fought on the horizontal plane, the
Archer's higher power and speed was going to waste.


With
five fighters killed or routed, the dogfight was turning in Vulture's favor.


All
of this transpired in what felt like the quickest seconds of Sheba's life.


"This
is Mallard, we're damaged, but rejoining!"


Even
the once-panicking Mallards had been emboldened to join the fight.


Sheba
answered quickly. "This is Vulture, relieving. Don't push
yourselves."


"Thank
the Ancestors for you, Vulture. We will help avenge our fallen comrades!"


From
afar, the once pursued Mallard fighters rejoined the battle.


Sheba
had a different prey to pursue. 


She
was sure the girls could endure for now.


Fixing
her eyes forward, she pressed on toward the bombers, now well below her.


Dead
ahead she saw Homa coming down through the bombers. She moved with such speed
and grace that she seemed blessed with magic. Trails of bullets followed her
every move but never struck, so that she appeared to be dancing on the green
lines of the tracers. Her flying was inspirational, its economy of movement,
its precision--


Sheba
collected herself. She could not just watch. They were a pair. Homa needed her.


One
bomber started falling from the sky, one of its engines blown off. Two more
centered bombers were exhibiting damage. One was not shooting its ventral guns,
so Homa had likely destroyed them. Another was trying to move closer to the
left-hand trio of bombers in the combat box. Sheba planned her approach. Over
and under.


Homa
was attacking the center of the combat box repeatedly, hoping to force a rout.


But
Sheba remembered the unkind words of Zakkari and Benali. 


The
Bennu could not sustain this level of activity for long.


So
far the bombers were holding their ground, enduring her attacks.


One
lone plane could be fought; but if a second split their fire and inflicted
damage?


Waiting
until Homa rose through the formation again, Sheba called her on the radio.


"Homa,
attack the right! I'll take left!"


For
an instant she was unsure if Homa had heard because she was not responding.


She
waited with breath held until Homa turned in mid-air to re-position for her
next dive. She cast her shadow over the right-most Wizard formation in the
combat box.


Smiling,
Sheba tried to synchronize her dive with Homa's and dropped suddenly.


She
was off by seconds; there was no way she could keep up with the Bennu. But for
the enemy the result was the same. Homa and Sheba descended on opposite ends of
the formation, opening up with cannons and machine guns. Each targeted the
bomber in the middle of the trio, the one least able to maneuver or aim its
guns at them. 


As
a whole the Wizards responded with confused gunfire, its intensity now split in
half.


Even
the slower Sheba was able to avoid the gunfire in the dive and launch her
attack. Holding down the stick, she loosed all of the Garuda I-bis' gun systems
on the enemy.


Sheba's
cannon fire shattered the Wizard's cockpit, exploded among the crew and damaged
the glass nose. She hurtled toward the bomber as its course grew erratic.


In
the next instant, she rolled her wings just in time to graze the side of the
collapsing Wizard and escape under the enemy's formation. She managed to keep
steady.


When
she came out the other side the Wizard that she had barely scratched past had
completely lost control. Its wings veered vertically and its nose dipped toward
the ground. Without a crew to correct it the bomber would eventually end up on
the sand.


She
raised her head as she dove and cast eyes at the bombers above.


Around
her target the remaining bombers moved wildly to avoid a collision. 


Homa's
target seemed, also, to be falling at the same rate as hers and causing chaos.


On
the rear of the Bennu, the flame was beginning to change colors/


"Homa,
lets pull back!" Sheba called out. She knew Homa was running out of jets.


No
response over the radio.


"Homa?"


Suddenly
a red tracer launched skyward past Sheba's plane toward the bombers.


Sheba
took evasive action, coming of her dive and turning away.


On
the ground below, the paratroopers had set up the gun to fire at the bombers.


While
they had been fighting, the battle had moved all the way to the training area.


"Apologies,
Captain! We're trying to help!" Minardo said, sounding mortified.


"It's fine, I'm unhurt!" Sheba said. 


Friendly
fire was no joke, but she was too stressed out to press charges.


From
the ground the 37 mm gunfire intensified as the ground crews put clip after
clip, five rounds each of anti-aircraft ammunition. A sky full of bombers gave
them a target-rich environment, and relatively close to the ground in an open
airspace. 


Sheba
watched the red tracers strike the underside of several bombers, inflicting
minor damage but giving the bombers a second source of shock. Likely their air
route had been carefully chosen to avoid anti-air zones like Khet village
proper or Tamir. 


To
be hit with flak in the middle of nowhere was not on anyone's agenda.


"Captain,
the fighters are fleeing your way! We must have made them dizzy!"


Sayyid
came on the radio. Sheba was busy watching the bombers. Their response to the
flak and Homa and Sheba's attacks was to finally begin turning their formation
around to flee by themselves. From farther east, having been exhausted by their
fight with the rest of Vulture, the surviving five or six Archers of the
Nochtish group rejoined their Wizards' tight, defensive formation and began to
pull away from the battle. All of the Archers sported a variety of scars and
gashes, many limping away at lower power.


In
the next instant Vulture and the bombers, flying in opposite directions, had
put nearly a kilometer of distance between each other and were steadily drawing
apart.


"Don't
pursue!" Sheba ordered. "We're at the end of our rope on fuel as it
is."


"Wasn't
about to try it!" Anada said. "Those guys almost got me once or
twice."


Sheba
looked over her shoulder at the enemy growing more distant.


She
could scarcely believe that the past few minutes had transpired.


It
felt like as sharp but passing as a slap in the face. Ephemeral. What had
happened?


And
yet it also contained what felt like an eternity of pain and stress.


Desperate
survival meeting bloodthirsty zeal. Somehow they were alive.


They
had won the day. An enemy engaged them, and they survived.


Or
at least, she could only hope they all had.


"Everyone
report, right now." Sheba said. Turning back toward the nose of her craft,
looking out over the gun sight she could see the rest of the Garudas moving. So
she was sure that the Vultures were fine. Despite this, she needed to hear
their condition.


"Don't
worry Captain, I survived, for all my fans waiting at home." Sayyid said.


"I'm
alive, boss. I can't die, I've got a ton of work to do after today."
Mannan moaned.


"Wing's
about to come off, but no part of me is that loose."
Anada said.


"Shaken
up." Malik's response was inimitably short.


One
particular report remained missing.


Sheba
searched the sky for the Bennu and found it coming straight at them.


"Homa,
report." Sheba said. 


Her
heart was struggling so much she forgot the code name.


"Homa?"


She
almost felt for an instant that she wouldn't hear Homa's voice ever again. That
somehow despite everything she had lost her. Even with the Bennu flying back
into formation. Because of this bleak fantasy, Sheba trembled at the sound of
her voice.


"Quit
your bellyaching, I'm fine, don't worry." Homa sighed. She sounded short
of breath, exasperated. "My cockpit smells though. Janjid needs to seal
this better."


Pilots
were used to the smell of chemicals and fuel, so for Homa to complain meant her
breathing must have been compromised. Sheba felt both a great pity for her
condition in that jet plane, but felt an incredible relief and elation to hear
her again.


Sheba
and Homa linked back up and returned to formation together.


Nocht
were not the only ones with damage. Anada and Mannan had taken a few cannon
hits. Luckily the Garuda I-bis was rather resistant to going up in flames.


Minardo's
transport plane had managed to stay out of the fighting.


Both
remaining Mallard planes had damage but could stay aloft still.


"Captain,
I apologize for my hastiness. My ground crews were not well trained with the
flak gun, but we couldn't watch idly when we had a means to help." Minardo
said.


"It's
no problem. Thank you. We lived, Captain." Sheba replied.


She
stopped transmitting just before her voice broke.


Her
eyes filled with tears. She looked down at the control stick, wanting to double
up over it and scream but knowing she had to keep it steady. Collapsing would
cause her to crash. No matter what happened, she had to keep her grip on that
stick and keep that aircraft flying not just straight, but graceful, precise
and purposeful, at all times.


She
wished the emotions that she needed to purge would just stream out of her brain
with the tears and sweat. All of the memories were still there, flashing before
her eyes.


Sheba
was afraid. Because she knew this day meant that the enemy was coming.


Nocht
was coming, and she was not going to be ready. She would never be ready.


For
everyone's sake, however, she needed to keep her shaking hands on that stick.
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Ayvarta,
Solstice City -- Sickle Airfield


News
of the engagement had arrived far ahead of the participants, and when the walls
of Solstice finally came into view of the arriving Vultures, there were
hundreds of eyes watching. The Garuda I-bis' and the Bennu escorted Mallard
over its own base area before turning back toward the city center where Sickle
lay, overflying many buildings and streets. At last they touched ground on
Sickle Airfield well into the afternoon.


Minardo's
transport plane was the last to land, and taxied on the runway all the way to
the outer edge, where a larger hangar could support it. Over the radio, she bid
a temporary farewell. "Girls, thank you so much. I wanted to say: I've
seen and felt all this too. I wasn't always an infantrywoman. If you need an
older pilot to talk to, call on me."


None
of the girls gave more than a token response. While Minardo's gentle care was
appreciated, all the girls wanted was a soft place to cool off from the fever
of battle.


Unfortunately
for them, they had won Sickle's first interception mission of the war.


A
throng of fellow pilots quickly gathered at the runway as the Garudas and the
Bennu came to a stop one after the other. It was a surprising scene out in
front of the Vulture's dingy old hangar. A hundred people clapped and cheered
around the girls as they climbed out of their cockpits. Soldiers threw their
caps and helmets in the air; by their excitement one might have been tricked
into thinking the war had been won.


For
their part, the Vultures were largely confused and unresponsive.


Their
faces were red, their breathing was ragged. Their bodysuits glistened with
sweat rolling off their shoulders and chests. When they touched the ground they
could barely stand at first, they were so disoriented coming down from the
adrenaline. After running on sheer nervous energy for so long, the stillness
put them in a trance. 


Everyone
crowding around them patted them on the shoulders, held their hands, and there
were a few errant hugs. There was a grand cacophony of voices, some offering
congratulations and many asking how many imperialists they killed. There was
hardly any reply from the girls, but they slowly began to recognize the
gestures and smiled.


"Ah,
it was nothing, it was nothing, I know I'm very good!
I'm the best actually!"


Anada
was of course the first one to recover enough to soak in the attention.


Even
her voice was drained of its usual boisterousness.


Homa
was mobbed with special fervor, with onlookers gawking at the distinctive Bennu
and its distinctive pilot. She clutched a few hands much too strongly with the
iron grip of her prosthetic, but was a little too knocked about to savor the
reactions. Sayyid got a few girl's names; Mannan threatened a few people. Malik
said nothing.


"Comrades,
enough!"


Sheba
finally shouted over the throng, and finally seemed to get through to them.


"We
appreciate the support, but we're all exhausted." She said weakly.


From
the crowd, a supportive set of male voices helped bring all the excitable
pilots under control. "Listen to the lady! Comrades, all of us should
celebrate by daring to do what the Vultures did. Let's let them recover from
their adventure. They deserve it."


Abeer
and Parveen were respected, senior pilots with military accomplishments, so
everyone listened and agreed with them. Giving gentle farewells and their final
congratulations, the pilots dispersed from around the Vultures and returned to
their tasks. Abeer and Parveen gave the girls a thumbs up and a wink and turned
around to leave as well. Once all was said and done the Vultures were left
standing in front of their hangar, their planes worse for wear, their bodies
aching and sweating, but alive.


A
routine training mission had become a desperate, against-the-odds battle.


Somehow,
they had all survived.


"We
can leave the reports for later." Sheba said.


"Spirits,
I need some water, and meat. Am I dismissed, Captain?" Anada asked.


She
looked at the Captain with tired eyes. Sheba nodded her head.
"Dismissed."


Anada
smiled. "Thank you. By the way, your schoolmarm shout's
just like the Captain's now. Congratulations! Now you just gotta learn to be a
step ahead of me like she was."


Sheba
felt a little shock to her system. Anada's tired gaze had an innocent fondness
behind it, maybe even admiration. They all knew what Captain she was referring
to. Even Sheba's constant yelling did not bother her enough to nurse a grudge.
Somehow, Anada seemed a rather pure individual. Or a goblin; probably she would
have been disappointed to have had her antics go unacknowledged, Sheba suddenly
thought.


Still,
Sheba felt like something akin to progress had been made at that point.


"Good
work. Thanks for everything. Blah blah blah. I'm going to eat now."


Anada
made a little mock bow, turned tail and wandered away.


Malik
nodded her head in agreement, and shook Sheba's hand before following Anada.


Sayyid
and Mannan stepped up to Sheba next, and each of them patted her shoulders.


They
were older than her by a few years, the oldest and most experienced of the
Vultures. Neither had leadership skill nor wanted it; so they had been passed
up and Sheba was promoted to Captain instead, despite their age and hers.
Despite this, like a pair of mothers doting on their kid at a school fair, they
looked on at Sheba with pride.


"Somehow
everything went to shit the most that it could have. But you handled it like a
pro, boss." Mannan said. She squeezed Sheba's shoulder and mussed with her
hair. "Minimal repairs, good fuel consumption squad-wide. I'll let you
know how your ammo consumption stacks up, but you're usually good for that.
I'll give it a tentative B+."


"Coming
back alive is bonus points." Sayyid added, in good humor, digging her
elbow gently into Mannan's side. Mannan grumbled. Sayyid continued. "And--
I've probably impressed a few girls enough to ask them out too. I can't thank
you enough, Captain."


Sheba
could barely respond. She did not know how those two swung right back into
their usual selves so easily after a battle. It must have been their maturity
at work.


She
merely shook her head and laughed gently at them. 


"Go
on, stop teasing me. I'm too tired for this." Sheba said.


"No
teasing! I was so shocked at what happened. I thought we were outmatched."



Mannan
gave Sheba a thumbs up.


"You're
fast becoming a real Captain, boss."


"Keep
drinking your milk, and you may be tall and shapely as the old Captain one
day."


Sayyid
of course had to butt in with her own sophomoric take. 


Shaking
her head, Mannan then left the scene. Sayyid went the opposite direction.


Sheba
looked around. There was one person whom they had not spoken to.


Everyone
was so busy with the new Captain they had all forgotten to talk to the officer
who perhaps needed the encouragement most. That being said, Homa seemed to have
momentarily disappeared. Sheba looked around the runway this way and that.
Finally, she spotted her on the other side of the planes, looking at a bit of
damage on the Bennu. A shell from a 13 mm Tosen machine gun had
stricken the left wing.


Luckily
it had not been able to penetrate the all-metal plane, and instead lodged in
it.


Homa
had taken the bullet from the hole in the wing and was looking at it.


"Homa!"


Sheba
sprinted around the side of the Bennu, calling out the new pilot's name until
at last Homa acknowledged her and turned to face her when she arrived. Nearly
doubled over, gasping for breath, Sheba was clearly at her limit, her heart now
racing just from this small exertion. They all had given everything they had in
that battle. It had been terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure. She
hoped she could get used to it.


"Homa,"
Sheba struggled to catch her breath. She was a little nervous. Bowing her head,
she she held Homa's hands in her own. "Homa, thank you. You saved us
all."


She
had meant to be a little more circumspect, but the words came pouring out.


She
had already laid herself bare to Homa before, and Homa to her.


So
she felt she could be vulnerable; perhaps she could not help but be vulnerable.


There
was sadness in Sheba's voice, a tremor of doubt. Because it had taken Homa's
wild attack to resurrect their hopes; Sheba herself felt that she had done so
little for the team. She could shout at them, give basic instructions, keep
them in line, and personally put on a flying performance. But she did not
inspire them. Homa had done it. This made it all the more bitter that they all
congratulated her and not Homa.


She
felt so unworthy. All of them had such a ways to go. This whole scene told her
that.


However,
the subject of her praise seemed to wither with every word said.


"Come
on, I didn't save you." Homa said brusquely. She averted her gaze,
awkward. 


"Homa,
you did." Sheba said. She was barely regaining her breath. Her exhaustion
was being replaced with shame and with anxiety. "Without you, I wouldn't
have been able to pull everyone together. When we all saw you dive, it told us
we had a chance to win."


Homa
sighed, a bitter look on her phase. "Look, really, I don't want
this."


Sheba's
face softened, and she blinked with surprise. "What's wrong, Homa?"


Homa
shook her head and turned away from Sheba.


"I
don't want you to praise me at your own expense. I'm not worth that."


"Homa,
right now, you're worth the world to them. And to me." Sheba said.


She
said these words with almost painful sincerity.


At
that moment in the sky, Homa had shone for them all. Sheba was captivated by
it.


For
a second, she let herself selfishly think that with Homa at her side, she could
do this. She could take on Shurelis' uniform, and conquer the skies with her
comrades.


Homa
could not meet that admiring gaze.


"Ugh,
I don't want to be anyone's world. You don't want it either. Just, stop
this."


Shaking
her head solemnly, Homa suddenly walked away, hands in her vest pockets, head
down low. It was almost like she was skulking away in shame from being praised.


Sheba
stood shocked still, wondering if she had said something untoward.


All
she could do was to sigh herself, play with a lock of her hair, and think
desperately.


For
all that everyone said she was suddenly like the Captain because she had killed
in the air, Sheba felt less than a shadow of her. Because as much as she could
kill in the air, when it came to the hearts and minds of her comrades, all of
it was still so locked up and impossible to read. Watching Homa leave her
behind, Sheba felt a mute pain.


Sheba
felt nothing like a leader who led a victory; this did not feel like a victory
at all. 


Until
she could lead them valiantly, until she could inspire them, she was no
Captain.


Vulture
squadron had a long way to go. And Nocht was no longer waiting idly for them.
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13th of the Postill's Dew 2031
D.C.E


Next
morning the girls were up surprisingly bright and early. After a quiet night
where even Command had the decency to leave the girls alone and seek its
reports some other time, they found themselves lined up in front of the hangar
in appropriate uniforms. There was some big-shot who wanted to talk to them, so
there they were.


When
the big-shot herself arrived, they were all stunned speechless before her.


A
tall, fit young woman in uniform, flanked by a lovely assistant; by the visible
rank insignia on her uniform, she was a Brigadier General and her assistant a
Chief Warrant Officer. Behind the two officers was a fighter plane in Helvetian
colors, blue and green with a red and white circle insignia on the wings.
Standing beside that mysterious plane was a pretty girl with big, bright blue
eyes and luscious, golden-blonde hair. 


She
was chewing gum and smiled when the Vultures' eyes settled on her.


Their
attention was then called to the General who had come to meet them.


"Greetings,
Vulture Squadron. Congratulations on your first air victory. I am Brigadier
General Madiha Nakar, and I have some news about your combat role
henceforth."


All
of the Vultures looked at one another, at Sheba, and then at the plane behind
Nakar.


Homa
crossed her arms and let out a tired little breath. Things wouldn't get any
easier.





size=2 width="100%" align=center>




On
the 12th of the Postill's Dew of 2031, the Federation of Northern States
launched a strategic campaign of bombing of the capitol of the Socialist
Dominances of Solstice, the city of Solstice itself. They called this campaign
"Rolling Thunder." In the weeks that followed, the ruinous, tragic
cruelty of this campaign, that would forever change the Ayvartan psyche, would
resist the Nochtish nomenclature, and even more descriptive names like
"The Solstice Air Defense Campaign" or "The Air War Over Solstice," and come to be known to history instead
as The First Battle of Solstice.
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