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13th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E.


 


Ayvarta, City of Solstice — Armaments Hill,
Sickle Airfield


 


Down in the underground bunkers, there
was a mail room where letters were deposited into safe boxes for each service
member. Haritha Malik was never alone collecting her
mail in the mornings. In fact she had seen her squad mate, Avana
Anada, running off with her own mail shortly before
entering the postbox room herself. Anada had told her
she’d wait outside so they could walk to the assembly together, but urged her
to hurry.


Anada was not the only one there, however.
Because it received fresh printing of the latest issues of the state papers,
the local papers and the local guild magazines and letters, the postal office
was a popular place. There was a bench running along the wall specifically for
readers, and a gaggle of girls from engineering were all crowding around a copy
of the Solstice Wartime Bugler, a local magazine that interviewed soldiers.


All of the girls were moving between
states of weeping and aggravation.


“Bastards, bastards, I can’t believe
it! I can’t believe it!” One shouted.


“Do you think my boyfriend will be
okay? Do they say who to call to check?”


There was one story on all the covers.
Nocht’s bombers had gotten through to Solstice and
hit the southeast airfield. Malik had spotted it as she walked past the girls,
and as she peered briefly over the features in the news-box.


She felt a little uneasy. While she
and her squadmates had been big heroes yesterday for
managing to turn aside one of those evil attacks, she could not help but feel
impotent when faced with the day’s complete results. All that fighting they
did, and Nocht managed to find another way inside
anyway.


Were they that weak? Was she that weak?
Malik tried to stifle the anxiety.


When she opened her postbox, she was
elated to find a package inside. Casting a glance this way and that, looking to
see if anyone was watching her, she ripped the little cardboard envelope open.
Inside was a letter, and a small bag with a small handful of pink and green
pills. Malik took one, put it under her tongue and while she
endured the awful, glue-like taste of it dissolving, she read the letter. It
was not a personal letter; it addressed every pediatric patient of Solstice
University’s Special Treatments hospital.


Malik, who was not yet 20, was still
considered a pediatric patient too.


To my fellow women- and girls-in-bloom,


Hujambo, comrades! Sincerest apologies
for the delays in delivering the medicines. As you may already know, with the
tragic loss of much of the nation’s land comes a loss in the ability to produce
many needed goods. While here at Solstice University and with our associated
unions and guilds we are seeking every alternative to bring you the medicines
you need, in the present time, we have had to make difficult decisions in order
to supply every patient fairly and equitably, but with respect to each of our
needs. 


Owing to these circumstances, you may
find that your weekly dosage of medicine has been reduced to a palliative
amount. Once these lean times are behind us, we will increase dosages back to
the preferred amounts. Thank you for your understanding, and please stay safe,
comrades.


Wilhelmina Kappel


At the bottom of the letter was a
little drawing of a small and upset Dr. Kappel
chasing after a runaway horse. Malik cracked a little smile.


She counted the pills. Only three for
the week. She would skip a few days.


Sighing, but understanding, she closed
the postbox and pocketed the pills. She toyed with her hair, which had grown
finally long enough to tie into a little ponytail. Her skin was clearing a bit;
she had always been told she had a nice face, but she could not help but feel
lacking nonetheless. She had not felt much of a transformation yet, and three
pills was not going to do it.


Malik wished she could have been
strong enough to put an end to this war.


But maybe she wasn’t meant to be both
a woman and strong anyway.










Though everyone was confused in the
moment, after a day, the complete truth was available to everyone who still
lived and breathed in the city.


On the 12th of the Postill’s
Dew, Sword Airfield was bombed by Wizard bombers of the Kampfgeschwader 4,
a grouping of the Nochtish Luftlotte or
“air fleet.” Though Ayvartan reconnaissance had only
been paying attention to unit markings relatively recently, data from the
leaked and stolen plot dubbed “Generalplan Suden” indicated that this group was responsible for a vast
swath of destruction in central Dbagbo. They were not
green in the skies and their experience served them well. Up until the bombers
were directly over the city, the air defenses had hardly awoken to their
presence.


Sword airfield was not bunker
protected the way Armaments Hill was, and was left decimated by the KG-4.
Hangars were bombed out, almost 100 aircraft of various types were damaged,
many irreparably, and several dozen people were killed. More than anything, it
was a shock to the system of the Ayvartans that had
so far felt safe behind the walls of Solstice. 


For the first time in the war, air
raid alarms had sounded across Solstice. Mobilizing as rapidly as they could,
the ground air defenses unleashed a vengeful volley of fire on the detachment
from KG-4 and drove off the bombers. They inflicted no casualties; overall the
fight was demoralizing.


There was still some room to hope.
Sickle Airfield had intercepted and driven off an element from a second, less
experienced bombing group, KG-8, that was headed straight for central Solstice.
The SIVIRA awakened to the threat of complicated, multi-directional air attacks
on Solstice. KG-4 had managed to evade detection by flying over the desert
south to southeast where there were no radar groups, experimental or otherwise,
to catch them. Solstice put in a panicked order for the mass production of more
ARG-2 and ARG-3 units, and began to deploy the sets it had in a wider net.


Though less accurate as to exact
numbers or makes, this wider, thinner net would allow to see whenever something
was flying over the desert, no matter what it was. Early detection, rather than
accurate detection, had become a paramount need. Solstice could not be caught
sleeping again.


Air Reconnaissance was allocated more
fuel for sorties, and air interception groups began to be earnestly formed from
what were once training and patrol units. Though the Army Air Corps was still
reeling from 2030, when the Luftlotte decimated the
frontier air forces and flew nearly unchallenged for months, they could not
afford to lose the skies over the invincible city.


Then there was another piece of news
that was starting to garner attention.


In the middle of all this movement and
anxiety, the affable and well-liked Colonel Yasmari
Fareed had put in a letter of transfer. Colonel Fareed wanted to take over at
Sword airfield after the death of its commanding officer in the bombing. Such
rapid action surprised Grand Marshal Chinedu Kimani —
current acting Chief of the Golden Army’s operations, including the Army Air
Corps. She was made aware of every such letter, and both her headquarters staff
and herself could do little but to accept the request.


For those who kept up with the minute
details of Solstice politics, it could not be overlooked that Fareed exiled
himself to the reconstruction of Sword Airfield in the same breath as Brigadier
General Madiha Nakar took
over air defense operations from Sickle Airfield. Was it merely a coincidence?


As the 12th vanished into the darkness
of the 13th of the Dew, there were several phone calls between the Headquarters
at the 10th Head and Sickle Airfield. Ultimately, General Nakar
gracefully took over as acting head of Sickle Airfield, commanding the air
defense and taking over the Colonel’s staff, and transferring her own divisional
staff to various tasks. All of this was swift, amicable and temporary; and to
suspicious eyes, it was too easy.


Madiha Nakar was
quick to catch up to her mentor in bad political optics.


Knowing he could not withstand the
well-connected and young Hero of the Border, Colonel Fareed was quietly forced
to accept a lesser position. “Once again,” said the fading old men established
in the officer cadres, “once again a reliable and proven veteran has been swept
aside by the ‘2030 Mafia.’“


This collective term was picking up in
use; derogatory from the mouths of the officers being forced into retirement,
to the younger men and women of the cadres it was charming and quickly
reclaimed as a point of pride. Those referred to as the 2030 Mafia were the
young officers and NCOs who were quickly rising through the ranks, tested in
the chaos of the Aster’s Gloom when many of the older generation failed,
absconded or even defected.


Madiha Nakar, who
executed Major Elijah Gowon at the start of the Solstice War and took over his
rank and his army, was perhaps the first of the 2030 mafiosi and the most stark example of why they were
so feared. After she helped cripple the northern spearhead of the Nochtish invasion using the army Gowon had left ill
maintained and in disarray, she skyrocketed in prestige. Numerous soldiers both
in the front and rear service who served under her would go on to staff the Sunhera Thalsena’s new officer
cadre. 


Ayvarta’s “demilitarized” armed forces prior to
2030 had a very limited officer cadre, but the men and women in those positions
had held them for the better part of a decade. Ayvarta’s
few generals had drafted theory and led training academies, while the frontline
armies were led by old Majors and Colonels relying on overworked Lieutenants
and NCOs to wrangle whole battalions by themselves. Those old generals were
once great cavalry commanders and heroes of the civil war. To the 2030 Mafia,
who came out of the rowdy ranks of the lower officers struggling to sustain the
army through the apathy of their weary superiors, the Demilitarization era
officer cadres were relics of the past and needed to step aside for the youth.


“I should’ve made Colonel three years
ago with all that I’ve had to work!”


This was a common refrain among the mafiosi achieving just such ranks.


For her part, Madiha
Nakar had not expressed public disdain or criticism
of the old cadres. Fears that she would struggle internally when she was passed
over for the frontline position given to Marshal Vikramajit,
proved unfounded. Nevertheless, to a small, but slowly growing number of
anxious observers, Madiha’s actions spoke of a casual
disregard for those old heroes.


As a young man, Colonel Fareed had
flown an early biplane in the 2010s in defense of Solstice against the
pro-imperial forces. What did Madiha Nakar know about planes, other than knocking them out from
the ground? This was the criticism sparked by her temporary stay as
Sickle Airfield’s chief. Admirer and derider alike watched and waited to see
the end result.










Much of Sickle Airfield skipped
breakfast and bit into survival rations on the morning of the 13th. An assembly
was called on short notice that involved every aircraft wing and be held on the
main runways. A small stage and podium were erected, and the officers scrambled
to get their unruly pilots out of bed, into dress uniform and organized for the
assembly.


Only Vulture squadron had an inkling
as to the purpose of the assembly.


All of them had been woken up brighter
and earlier than the rest to receive a secret personal commendation from their
new commanding officer, and then dismissed to go about their business before
rejoining with the rest of the airfield personnel. Some of them saw this as a
privileged position.


Not all of them wanted such
privileges.


They were on the ground, but front and
center of the rest of the crowds on the runway. Homa
was dreading the possibility of being asked on the podium. She did not want to
be anyone’s hero. They should have labored to have heroes who weren’t tempted
to dive into an oasis on a regular basis.


Despite her internal complaints, Homa stood in her place directly below the stage with the
rest of Vulture. She was as quiet as the crowd and wore a stoic face. Like her
comrades, she was dressed in her formal uniform, with a jacket, tie, button-down shirt. She had a pair of pants, like Malik and Sayyid, while Mannan, an
increasingly grumpy Anada and Sheba wore skirts. Homa’s long hair was parted away from her eyes into a tidy
bun that matched Sheba’s, directly beside her and responsible for the makeover.


“You look cute Homa.”
Sheba said. “Like a model service-member.”


“And like photo models, you can see
the silent screaming in my eyes.”


Sheba averted her gaze awkwardly, and Homa cracked an impish grin.


At their side, Anada
took sneaky bites out of a brown, brick-like bar.


“At this rate, I will soon die of
malnutrition and starvation.”


“You seemed fine at the post office.
Besides, I gave you my bar.” Malik said.


“You need meat for breakfast to live.
You need meat, I tell you!”


“Look at it this way. The less meat
you eat now, the more you can eat later.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


Homa watched them from the corners of her
eyes, amused. Meanwhile, Sayyid’s eyes were wandering
and Mannan was clearly disgruntled and had rings
around her eyes, but they were quiet and well behaved otherwise.


They had only been up and about for a
little over an hour.


At this time, a pair of familiar women
took to the stage. The Vultures had met them a little over an hour ago, before
most of the crowd had the chance. One of them, taking the podium, looked
relatively young and collected. She was tall, with a soft and handsome face,
and though her dress uniform concealed it, she looked physically fit, with good
shoulders. 


Her black hair was getting longer than
it looked in many now-famous pictures from late 2030. But it still had the
character of her typically unruly bob haircut. Her eyes were a fierce red that
contrasted the gentle brown tone of her skin. There was no mistaking the great
hero Madiha Nakar.


Accompanying her was her less-famous
aide. Those who knew of Parinita Maharani knew her
crucial value to Madiha Nakar’s
successes, but to most of the crowd she was the typical HQ staffer, balancing
out the serious aura of her commander. Shorter and prettier, a little rounder
and with a pleasant, faerie-like air to her countenance. Long strawberry hair
framed her honey-brown face, and she carried a clipboard hugged against her
chest. She gave the crowd a smile; General Nakar wore
a reserved face.


“Hujambo,
comrades,” General Nakar began. “I’m Brigadier
General Madiha Nakar.
Starting today I am acting commander of this base. Colonel Fareed volunteered
to lead the reconstruction and reorganizing of Sword airfield in eastern
Solstice, which suffered a tragic attack from the imperialist air force. In
response to this threat, we will reorganizing operations in Sickle to focus on
interception and reconnaissance, and my ground forces will help establish a
stronger ground air defense of this base and its surrounding communities. I
look forward to working with you and getting to know you.” 


She bowed her head in front of the
crowd. There were several confused expressions among the officers, but a
resounding clamor of clapping and cheers from most of the younger pilots and
laborers. They exchanged whispers about the hero of the borders, the great
defender of Bada Aso and of
her mighty evacuation of Rangda, where she defeated
both the capitalist traitors of Lion and the surprise attack of the malevolent Lubonin air force.


“Has she ever commanded an air force?”
Anada asked, whispering.


“Her abilities in ground control
planning and air coordination have defeated two in the past.” Sheba quickly
said. Homa had heard of Nakar’s
defense of Bada Aso against
the Nochtish air force. Her air defenses inflicted
crippling casualties on the enemy’s low altitude daytime raids. 


To Homa,
that event suggested the enemy misunderstood how to launch an effective attack
or became reckless. Not so much that Nakar mounted an
exemplary defense or demonstrated a keen understanding of air war. It was
obvious Nocht was trying a different strategy with
their attacks now. 


Sayyid was clearly taken with the speech,
and whistled with admiration.


“Do you think I stand a chance with
her?” She asked.


She was speaking in a low voice to the
vultures in general.


“She looks like she has better taste
than that.” Mannan responded.


“I guess I deserve that, huh?” Sayyid said, taking the insult in good humor.


“Besides which, it just wouldn’t work
aesthetically.” Anada said. “Couples look their best
in complimenting contrasts! Even for girls; all of this is true for mixed and
same gender couples both. A handsome, strong person needs a beautiful, delicate
princess-type to dote on and adore. Two butches is–“


Anada put as much dramatic inflection into
her whispering as she could, clearly basking in her own authority until she was
cut off, when Sheba gestured a slicing hand over her neck as if to say ‘cut it
out’ or ‘I’ll kill you.’


Malik shook her head in shame at the
same moment in time.


Homa huffed. “Must you always share some
stupid opinion on everything?”


Anada scoffed and turned her cheek on Homa.


After Nakar
left the podium, Chief Warrant Officer Parinita
Maharani took her place. Her charming smile turned a little awkward and she
looked nervous. She fumbled with the microphone for a little bit, causing some
noise, but when she settled down her voice was clear and effective.


“Hujambo! I’m
Parinita Maharani, and I’ll be helping to handle
personnel cooperation and things of that nature. Please don’t hesitate to ask
me questions or talk to me if you need anything. As far as the General is
concerned, my ears are as good as her own for voicing your thoughts.”


She signed off with a cute little wave
at everyone.


Again there was a round of applause,
this one for politeness’ sake.


“How about her?” Sayyid
asked. Everyone understood the subtext by now.


Sheba gestured the slicing hand toward
her as well, preempting any talk.


Finally, there was a brief appearance
by Air General Ari Kolthakarra, a tall and heavy
older gentleman, swarthy, hair half-white. His pointed and sharp-cheeked face
carried a vintage handsomeness. His was the most decorated uniform of anyone
who had spoken. There was a younger man at his side, an unremarked-upon aide.
His quick introduction and his own staff’s quietness alluded to the fact that
he would not be staying very long. 


Under Chinedu
Kimani, Kolthakarra advised and coordinated the high
level logistics and direction of the Army Air Corps. Everyone who took the Army
Air Corps seriously had heard of him before: he was a hero of the civil war. 


Kolthakarra spoke passionately. “I can personally
vouch for Madiha Nakar and
her staff’s dedication and meticulousness! While she was defending Bada Aso I aided in coordinating
the air support she was receiving from Solstice’s outlying bases. I was struck
by her decisive attitude and her conscious care for the use of her troops.
Under Madiha Nakar, nobody
here will die needlessly or in vain. Comrades, serve under her as if under me!”


Though as short as that of the
preceding officers, his speech bore three times the fervor and thus elicited a
response three times as loud. Now everyone was fired up. Kolthakarra
the Killer’s word was worth gold. This was perhaps the best decision that the
Army Air Corps had made while assigning Madiha Nakar to this temporary, but clearly controversial post.


But as far as Homa
was concerned it was just another old man rambling.


She yawned openly and barely covered
her mouth. Sheba shot her a glare.


Though there were a few more speeches
from some of the remaining staff from the old Colonel, like the payroll officer
and the chief quartermaster, as far as everyone else was concerned the assembly
was over. They were all now expected to accept and understand that Madiha Nakar would be their
commanding officer for the near-future, even though she was a ground General
best known for tricky combined arms tactics. As far as socialist democracy
went, they could file all of the complaints that they wanted.


Not that it would have made much of a
difference at this juncture.


At any rate, nobody asked Homa to speak and that was the best news of all.










While Homa
and Sheba departed for a staff lunch with their new overall commander, the
remaining Vultures slipped out of their dress uniforms to grab some canteen
food and then headed back to the hangar for free time. Unlike their incredibly
important officers, the grunts could slack off a little.


Malik in particular wanted to go for a
run once the runway cleared. 


She felt like she wasted time in the
mornings due to a particular someone. 


“You don’t mind if I dig in now, do
you?”


“I’m not so much a fool as to stand
between lightning and the earth.”


“And people complain that my
sayings are dumb.” 


Malik chuckled, and at her side, Anada plucked a piece of chicken out of her curry by the
bone and mauled it in a second. Malik watched her while she ate. Her ears stood
on end, and her skin almost seemed to glow.


Seeing her like that brought a little
smile to Malik’s face.


She wasted time, but it was not a
particularly unpleasant experience.


“I want you to run with me.” Malik
said.


Anada paused amid sucking on the bone and
narrowed her brows.


“You have made a common misconception
about my character.” She said.


“Well, yes; but fine, you don’t have
to.”


Malik turned her head and made a pouty
face.


Anada sighed. “Unfair and uncultured! That
face is absolutely both!”


“Well, this uncultured girl will just
run alone, like the great bards.”


“Haritha,
they write alone– ah nevermind.”


Though she could tease Anada to her face while wearing a stoic expression, and say
all sorts of silly things when it concerned this endeavor, she felt a little
jolt of anxiety in her stomach every time did it. Because she really and truly
did not want Anada to turn her away, and would have
been elated beyond words to hear her say yes and enthusiastically join her. She
wanted Anada to like her, and so she played along
with her as best as she could. But she never knew whether Anada
was serious or joking about anything; and while it had its charm, there were
times when she wished for commitment.


“Give me some time to think about it.”
Anada finally said.


That probably meant no, but
it was fine.


Malik smiled. She joined Anada in sampling her own tray while they walked to the
hangar. Lunch fare had been simple that day. Anada
picked chicken curry, bread and fried cheese and begrudgingly ate her spinach;
Malik had a salad made up of clearly older canned slices of onions, cucumbers
and peppers chopped with oil, citrus and cumin, with bread and moong dal.


“You’re going to die if you don’t eat
your veggies, you know.” Malik said.


“We all die someday.” Anada replied.


For them, talking about some kinds of
death was taboo and macabre, but there was an impetus to find a bleak humor in
their malformed eating habits as the canteen struggled to serve different foods
each passing day. 


Out of all of them, perhaps Anada would survive best if it came down to lentils and
pickle juice every day. Malik vaguely remembered some dark times over a decade
ago, when socialist farming was an infant and famine its sickness. There was
even harsher rationing than now, and far less variety. It was associated with a
far worse memory of being told the milk she desperately wanted to drink was for
mothers and young girls first.


It was a bleak era in a lot of ways;
hopefully everyone had learned from it.


“I heard that one of the lunch ladies
is expecting, and that’s why they have girls from the local high school filling
in.” Anada said casually. Despite her dire need to
eat, she managed to chew with her mouth closed and only spoke when she had
swallowed her food. Malik appreciated her manners.


“I thought they all got promoted
somewhere.” Malik said.


“Well some of them did, but you
remember the fat lady with the big hair? She’s expecting! That’s what I heard
from the aunties working the mail.”


“Oh, that lady?”


“Expecting!”


“Expecting, huh?”


“You know, baby stuff.”


Malik nodded. “I know. It’s a bit
mystifying I guess.”


“How so? Is this one of those ‘lack of
culture’ things again?”


Anada grinned and pointed a fork at her. 


“Maybe the Commissar needs to teach
you about the birds and the bees?”


Malik frowned at her. 


She hoped the Commissar’s schedule was
too full for that.


“I’ll never be expecting.”


Anada blinked at her. She furrowed her brow
and then nodded.


“Oh yeah, I guess, I don’t think I
will either. But then again, we’re young.”


Malik felt a little bit of a jolt of
anxiety. “I mean, I can’t expect, you know.”


“Oh well, of course, when you think
about it that way, but–“


Anada shrugged, and Malik wondered which of
the reasons why Malik would probably not find herself with child she was
settling on after this mild misunderstanding. Was it the less obvious
one or the least obvious? Either way, it was an
uncomfortable topic and Anada kindly dropped
it.


“Anyway, I’m gonna
miss that lunch-lady’s Mughal Chicken.”


“I know.” Malik said. “You always
pushed the spinach off it.”


“I won’t miss that.”


At Hangar 13, the girls stared at the
new plane parked outside with the Bennu and the
Garuda I-bis. They searched around for their
compatriots. It was a barren scene. Sayyid was nowhere
to be found. Meanwhile Mannan, undressed down to her
underwear and glistening bronze under the sun, coordinated a small crew
patching up the wing on Anada’s plane. Due to staff
shortages, an experienced mechanic like Mannan was
both flying, and taking on these kinds of jobs. Her choice of work was not her
own, but she didn’t seem to mind. Now her choice of attire — that was her own.


“Why is she like this?” Anada lamented.


Atop the Bennu,
Homa’s acquaintance Janjid
was doing something to the nose armor. His work was always extremely messy,
nothing like Mannan’s delicate handiwork. He was so
absorbed in tearing the Bennu apart, that all the
bits and pieces he sent flying everywhere were of no consequence to him. Anada put on a disgusted face. Not that she was that much
cleaner.


Malik knew quite a bit about what a
dust bunny Anada could be.


She said nothing, however; better to
let Anada have her bits of pride. 


The girls gently gravitated toward the
hangar itself. Setting their plates down on a pair of stools, they sat on a
bench between their lockers on the far side. Anada
gobbled down the rest of her food. Malik’s had gone lukewarm and she still took
her time with it. While she ate, Anada stood up, and
whistling a little tune, she opened her locker and withdrew a package.


“Look at this!”


She ripped up the paper around it and
showed the object to Malik.


It was a soft-back notebook with a
square spine.


“A sketchbook?” Malik asked. She
didn’t know Anada was an artist.


“No, no. It’s actually a scripting
notebook. I wrote to the local writer’s guild and they sent one over. They also
sent a copy of ‘moonlight‘ but I hate that
play. Anyway, I’m going to use it to finally script my own, better stage play!”


She hugged the notebook to her chest.
Her ears wiggled with delight.


Malik blinked with surprise. When she
was well fed and had no jokes left to tell, Anada
talked a lot about stories and stage shows instead. She had confided in Malik
that she had wanted to be an actress at one point. Though she knew many plays
by heart, and when they were alone would quote this or that tragic woman or
noble princess from this or that show; she had never shown an inclination
toward writing her own shows.


“That’s amazing, Avana.”
Malik said. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”


She looked at Anada
with admiring her eyes. In her eyes, that jester of a cat-kin was certainly a
star, and she was glowing. She was outgoing, beautiful, lovable, and always
stuck to her convictions no matter who opposed her.


Malik felt a pang of insecurity. Anada was a real woman.


“Thank you! Thank you! I knew you’d
understand.” Anada replied.


She sat back beside Malik and gave her
a quick kiss on the cheek.


A kiss that almost completely
dispelled the cloud over Malik’s head.


Afterwards, the cat-kin sat back
against the wall, shaking her tail and legs.


“I’ve got so many ideas. I’m going to
put down the first scene tonight.”


“Once we’re off duty?”


“Of course! If I started now and a
sortie happened, I’d be so annoyed!”


“I guess that’s true.”


Malik looked at the notebook. She felt
a pang of something, a little painful tug at her chest. This was something Anada had that she simply didn’t. She was loud and
obnoxious sometimes, but she was lively, creative, passionate, beautiful; she had a place in the world and was
confident in it. She was not like Malik at all. Malik loved that, but it also
made her feel incomplete.


“You’re really amazing, Anada.”


“What’s that?”


“Oh, nothing.”


“I’m going to write a story about a
bandit king and an innocent princess!”


“I see.”


Sometimes she could be predictable and
a little boorish too of course.


“Haritha,
tell me a good name for a big, strong, ruthless guy!”


Malik touched her own chin, and
thought about it for half a second.


“Daruj.” She
said, almost mindlessly.


Hearing the name from her own lips
gave her a bit of a start.


“Wow, you had that on the tip of your
tongue huh? Is that what you’d name your first son if you ever had one? Been
thinking about it since our walk?”


Anada got excited, but Malik shook her
head.


“I actually despise that name.”


“Huh?”


“And anyway, I can’t have kids and you
know that.”


It was then that the two of them were
distracted.


Outside, they saw someone approaching.


A certain woman whose wind-blown blond
hair and shimmering green eyes made her seem like she had come to them straight
out of a fairy tale book or a fantastic film. As she walked toward the hangar
from the runway, she moved with such collectedness and grace that they just had
to stare.


“Oh, Haritha,
it’s the new girl! Let’s go talk to her!” 


Anada pulled Malik up by the hand, leaving
her notebook behind.


Their distraction was the pilot of
their new ‘recon’ plane, the odd one out in their lineup outside. It was blue,
yellow and green, a slightly lengthened version of what Malik was told was a
Helvetian “Cathawk” fighter plane.


Cat-Hawks were, allegedly, a real
animal somewhere in Helvetia.


The Cathawk’s
pilot was a real Helvetian, too. That morning, Madiha
Nakar had introduced her to them as Junior Lieutenant
Marceau Laverne De Champeaux-Challigne.
Nobody could repeat it after General Nakar said it.


Malik knew that her government had
joined an alliance with the Svecthans and Helvetians,
called the Solstice Pact. While she had met many of the short blue-haired
comrades from the frozen northeast, she had never met the pale-pink,
blond-haired Helvetians. She had only seen them in films.


Anada and Malik stepped under the hangar
doorway and waved at her.


“Huj– I
mean, guten!” Anada
shouted the greeting in Nochtish.


Several meters away near the planes,
the new girl turned to them.


Lt. De Champeaux-Challigne
smiled brightly at Anada’s clumsy effort.


“Bonjour, chéri!”
She called. 


She gave the girls a foreign greeting
and a little wave, and approached.


Anada very briefly put on a sour face as she
recognized she gave the wrong greeting. However, reclaiming her grace and
burying her shame were her greatest talents, so it was only Malik who could see
that instant of doubt.


Her attention was drawing fully away
from Anada soon enough. The nearer the new Lieutenant
came, and with the roaring Solstice sun as her stage-lights, the more she had
the look of a star right out of Anada’s fantasies.


Her full, slightly heart-shaped lips
were delicately touched with red and seemed to pout for a camera; her thin brows,
slender nose and lean jaw gave her a dramatic beauty as she watched from afar.
Malik could not help compare their figures: Marceau looked significantly taller
and curvier.


The Lieutenant certainly fit a
military uniform too. Her garrison cap, blue jacket, skirt and tights gave off
an elegant, experienced aura. She moved decisively and her posture was
confident. Turning to face the girls and walking their way to meet them outside
the hangar, her lustrous blonde hair blew in the wind, and it was exactly like
a scene from an epic film. 


That was, until Marceau tripped over
her heels on the step up to the door.


She flailed her arms, flopped over and
hit the pavement chest down.


Part of her shoe went flying into the
air.


On the floor, she looked exactly like
she belonged in a place like Hangar 13.


Malik felt as though someone had shown
her the pulleys behind the stage.


“Oh! Your heels broke!” Anada cried out. “Are you okay, Lieutenant, um–“


Anada and Malik knelt down beside the
Lieutenant, both now struggling to pronounce her name. For her part, the
Lieutenant pushed herself up by her arms, reached back, took the remaining
intact heel, and threw it furiously against the ground nearby, breaking it
apart. She slowly, ungracefully stood.


“I’m fine, dears. You can call me
Marcy.” She then said, breathing heavily.


“Can you pronounce your full name for
me?” Anada asked.


Malik shot her a look. Such a rude
thing to say! Thankfully, the Lieutenant ignored the impoliteness of this question
and in fact looked quite amused.


Her voice, song-like, quickly recited
a name that was like foreign poetry.


“Sous-lieutenant Marceau Laverne
De Champeaux-Challigne.”


“Incredible. I could never say such a
thing.”


Malik shot Anada
another look that she clearly did not notice.


The Lieutenant giggled. “As I said,
Marcy is acceptable.” 


“Well then!” Anada
said. “We have, uh, spare boots. If you want, Marcy.”


“Thank you.” Marcy smiled. After
standing straight she had completely lost that air of unapproachable elegance,
and with her hands on her hips, a wide stance and a smile on her face, seemed
more rustically charming. 


This was no movie star, no princess;
just another grunt with a pretty face.


Malik thought that she liked her
‘amusing’ more than her ‘elegant.’


“Lets join
hands, mes amis.” 


Marcy’s Ayvartan
was thickly accented but still swift and easy to listen to.


Her word choices were sometimes odd,
but endearing.


She held out her hands and Malik and Anada shook with her in turn.


“I believe I was introduced to you,
but we lacked for time to do the reverse. I’ve been honestly standing around
all shy, hoping for someone to talk to, but your friend over there has been
very busy. Mannan, I think she said?”


“Yes, that’s Mannan.”
Malik said. “She is always busy.”


“There was another woman, tall, short
hair. She fled away somewhere.”


Marcy swiveled her head around,
searched. She must have meant Sayyid.


“Oh good. I was afraid she would
bother you.” Anada said. “Ignore her.”


Anada waved her hands symbolically, as if
blowing away smoke.


“I see.” 


“Anyway,” Anada
grabbed hold of Malik’s shoulders. “I’m Avana Anada, and this stoic girl is Haritha
Malik. Welcome to the vultures! Glad to have a little more color aboard. You
can’t imagine how dull everyone is around here.”


Anada feigned inconvenience. Malik took
minor offense, but said nothing. It was not true that she was stoic, she
thought. She had emotions and showed them plenty, when she was comfortable
doing so. And what did she mean by dull? She felt for an instant that Anada was trying to hard right now.


True to Anada’s
characterization of her, however, Malik said nothing.


She made no expression, and simply
nodded in acknowledgment.


Marcy meanwhile covered her mouth
gently and stifled a little laugh.


“You look like a lively bunch of
grapes. I’ll not be lacking for fun.”


Malik did not understand the saying.
Perhaps it did not translate well.


However, as one with plenty of
nonsensical sayings, she couldn’t criticize.


“Say, what’s that you’re flying, huh?”
Anada said.


She pointed her thumb over her
shoulder at the plane behind them.


Her tail also pointed at it.


Marcy took a brief glance and then
nodded her head in acknowledgment.


“Oh yes. I’m part of a solidarity
unit, Helvetian soldiers who want to fight for Ayvartans
on the Ayvartan terrain. Ground troops take longer to
deploy, so I’m a specialist who was sent ahead of everyone. My talent is
radar.”


Malik was vaguely aware that ‘radar’
existed and was useful, but she was a touch foggy on the details and how Marcy
would make use of this ‘talent.’


Marcy proudly pointed at the cathawk. As a chassis it was not that different from the Garudas, being a cantilever, low-winged prop plane, except
that it had one very large air intake under the chassis with no vents in the
wings, and the shape was a little longer and a little rounder. It had machine
guns on its wings, rather than the nose. The cockpit was a bit longer and wider
too. A metal cable tied the rigid part of the tail to the back of the cockpit.


Atop the wings, there were little
poles sticking out at varying intervals.


There were many small poles on one
wing, and bigger ones on the other.


“Doesn’t that create drag?” Anada asked, pointing at the wings.


“Those are the radar aerials. They’re
a bit draggy, but they work.”


Malik blinked. She rolled the concept
of “aerials” around in her head but could not place it. She felt rather stupid
because of this. There were quite a few concepts around aircraft that made her
feel like a dunce. She could fly them, though that she was trusted to do so was
something of a miracle.


Ask her about the theory behind it
all, and her brain ground to a halt.


Marcy meanwhile looked fondly at the Garudas next to the cathawk.


“She’s not as fierce as yours, but
good ol’ kitty can still put up a fight. At any rate
though, I’m not supposed to focus on fighting. My radar can help you detect and
intercept enemy aircraft. That’s why I’ll be flying with you.”


She sounded wistful, as though it was
a privilege to fly a normal fighter.


“Wow, that’s amazing.” Anada said. “Right Malik?”


Marcy brightened upon receiving Anada’s cheerful admiration.


Malik smiled and nodded, but she was
starting to feel stressed out.


She hated feeling like a fool and
confronting things that were hard to understand. That she herself was hard for
others to understand made it even worse. All of these things linked together
into a synchronized malaise that was causing her to tingle from the pit of her
stomach to her toes.


“A cloud has settled over you, chéri.” Marcy said. 


Malik felt herself shake for a moment
and tried to smile.


Marcy patted Malik’s shoulder. Malik
shook her head. “It’s nothing.”


“I hope I did not offend. I’m a
foreigner, and I know it. But I want to learn and to make friends. Most of all,
I want to help protect your country from those connards,
the Federation. Please have some patience with me.”


Marcy bowed her head at Malik, who
felt uncomfortable with it.


“For world peace!” Marcy called out. 


It was something meaningful to
Helvetians. Anada cracked a grin at it.


“No, no, it wasn’t anything like that.
You’ve been fine.” Malik said.


She was not good in social situations.
She liked to get through things by being prompt and precise, when she felt
anxious. This was not her element and she knew it, and she hated that this was
so, and hated herself for it! She could fine around Anada,
so why was she closed up and weak to Marcy?


For some reason, at that moment, Anada took it as her cue to pounce.


“Don’t worry Marcy, Malik is like a
fortress.”


“Like a fortress?” Malik grumbled.


Anada put on a decidedly cat-like smile and
continued, her ears twitching on her head. She always got like this at some
point. “She does not boast a delicate constitution like you or I do, so feel
free to tease her all you want.” 


Malik stared at Anada.
“What do you mean by that?”


Marcy blinked, confused.


“You know, Marcy, in this unit, you’ll
be told all kinds of awful things, and generally face a lot of adversity.
Ultimately, it’s your fault for showing an opening, so please just remember that
you can strike back whenever you want!”


Roving around her two compatriots, the
cat-kin put an arm around Marcy.


She cocked a little grin at Malik, who
was not at all amused by it.


“You know, you’ve been really
irritating all morning!”


She tried to tell herself Anada was just teasing as always, but it struck a nerve.
Especially when Anada said it. Her feelings were
boiling over. She did not even realize she was clutching her fist until Anada blinked and quickly assumed a different posture. She
had noticed Malik was mad.


“Oh, hey, Haritha
I was just fooling around. I’m sorry.” Anada said.


She looked genuinely shocked to have
caused that reaction.


Malik put on a false smile. She was
mad and she did not like to be.


Did Anada
even understand why she was angry?


She was the only one who could have
understood!


“It’s fine. I’m going to go running.
You can play around back here.”


Malik turned sharply around and
sprinted away with increasing speed.


Anada reached out a hand briefly but
immediately gave up.


Her ears drooped, her tail fell limp.


“We’ll talk later, I guess.” She said
weakly and with a sigh.


At that point, Malik could not hear
her. 


Far more than the physical distance
between them, Malik was running fast enough to put the entire world at a
distance; to put her mind at a distance.


 










13th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E 


 


Ayvarta, City of Solstice — Armaments Hill,
Sickle Airfield 


 


Colonel Fareed’s departure changed
more than the center stage of the officer’s lunch table. When the officers
entered the hall for lunch on the 13th they found entire cast of characters had
been disrupted. For Homa it felt like a new
environment all over again, and she had just gotten done being introduced to
the way it was before! She was surprised and inwardly amused to see Benali and Zakari demoted almost
to the middle of the table; of course not directly, but by the addition of new
staff. At the head of the table of course was Brigadier General Madiha Nakar. Directly below her
were Parinita Maharani on one side and Logia Minardo on the other. 


“Madiha; to
think I’d see you again here, of all places!” Minardo
said.


She reached out and put an arm around
General Nakar’s shoulder.


Everyone at the table stared with eyes
agape at the familiarity to which Minardo, who was
not a common face at this table, treated the General.


“Even I get unlucky sometimes.”
replied the weary General.


She looked mortified to see Minardo. Her eyelids seemed heavy; Homa
had never seen a picture of the great General making such a comical expression.
Meanwhile, Chief Warrant Officer Maharani was sighing and trying to bring
order. She reached out and delicately pushed Minardo’s
reaching arm.


“Minardo,
watch the first name basis.” She scolded.


“Ah, come on, the General and I have
been through thick and thin. I saved her life once! You should be thankful to
me, Maharani. You of all people.”


“Minardo!”
whimpered the Chief Warrant Officer.


“I’m not doing these anymore.” General
Nakar said, averting her gaze.


Homa briefly glanced at Zakari to see her reaction. She thought that social climber
would have been aghast at the perfect target for her schemes being surrounded
by other women, including one who hated her. However, it was Benali who was making offended faces; Zakari
was bashful and seemed to be trying to shrink herself in size so Minardo would not turn a gaze her way. Homa
did not analyze this reaction beyond thinking, ‘that’s no fun!’


Below Maharani and Minardo
on the table were a pair of women Homa assumed were
bodyguards, given their sparsely decorated uniforms. One of them, with striking
silvery hair, had no expression as she turned the pages of a book decorated
with postal office stickers and pins. Across from her the other woman, a
slightly rough-hewn figure with a strikingly soft golden-brown face and a
braided ponytail, drummed on the table with the utensils.


One tier below them on the table
layout was a woman who, judging by her decorations, was a Colonel. She was also
a new face. Young as anyone in attendance, something about her made her seem
delicate, elegant and refined. Perhaps it was her softly honey-brown skin, or
the artful style of her hair, straight and blunt, cut to the shoulder but with
a pair of small braids meeting at the back. Perhaps it was her streamlined
facial features. 


When she spoke up, her voice and
mannerisms dispelled this regal aura.


“Don’t be such a square, General!
Isn’t this fun? We all get to chow down together like in the field! You need
stuff like this to liven up base life!”


“I normally eat a very light lunch by
myself.” said General Nakar. “And in general I think
everyone would be better served eating in their offices while reading or
working, or just eating with their troops rather than with me.”


“It’s tradition though! We’re trying
to make the transition smooth as possible, this is part of that.” said Chief
Warrant Officer Maharani. 


“Fine, I can attend a lunch or a
dinner but not both. It’s too much.”


“That’s the spirit General!
Compromise! It’s good for morale! Morale!”


The loud, brash-voiced Colonel pointed
a fork at General Nakar as she spoke and laughed. She
gesticulated with it in such a lively fashion that it went flying from her
hands the very next moment. Homa could’ve sworn she
saw the fork hurtling right at the General’s face, but it had actually gone off
the side. To do such a thing, from Homa’s
perspective, it would have had to curve unnaturally around her face, but she
must have been seeing things.


Everyone gasped; the two bodyguards
gave the Colonel a baleful glare.


“Wow, that
could have gone very badly. I guess the General truly is not very lucky today,
but I am quite lucky to have missed!” The Colonel delicately covered her mouth
and gave an unwarranted ‘oh ho ho!’ sort of laugh.


“Please calm down.” Maharani warned
her. The Colonel settled down.


While this was happening, Minardo took the opportunity to sidle up.


“General Nakar,
catch this lowly Captain up! How’s your life?”


Madiha sighed.


“By design, it’s been eventful.
Anyway, don’t you have a baby to deliver?”


“Oh my, your sense of humor is crueler
and sharper than ever.”


Minardo put an arm around the General’s
shoulder again, and again, the Chief Warrant Officer glared at her, and put a hand
to her own brow in exasperation. Such an unfamiliar scene and all the talk
about closing down the lunches dampened the mood for a bit, but soon everyone’s
cliques were gathered again and people chatted with each other while Minardo annoyed the General. Homa
turned to Sheba to find her staring straight at her.


“What?” Homa
asked brusquely.


Sheba turned sharply around. “Use only
one squirt of hot sauce.”


Homa stared right back at her, narrowing
her eyes.


“I know that’s not what you were
thinking about, but I’ll ignore it.”


“What are you imagining? It’s not like
I’ve got another reason to stare. I just don’t want you emptying all the chili
in your plate. Just do what I say.”


Homa narrowed her eyes at her. Sheba’s
turned cheeks flushed a little.


In this way, Sheba and Homa had no productive interactions that lunch.


Across from the loud Colonel was a
lieutenant of a very slight figure and stature who seemed no older than Anada and Malik would be. Because of their meek and cute
appearance, all the conceited older air officers around them got curious and
wanted to tease them. Age was not always easy to tell, but unlike the Colonel,
this officer had the stance and demeanor of someone who had not come into their
own. Behind sleek glasses, dull eyes hid from sight. Long hair collected in a
bun dulled any sense of individual hair care.


And when approached, he answered
questions with an awkward voice.


“I-I’m Adesh
Gurunath! I’ll be helping train anti-aircraft
gunners.” Once he finally opened up a little, there was a barrage of questions
from those around him on the table. “Oh, yes, I guess I don’t look much older
than the kids behind the guns, but I’ve fought planes before. I was in Bada Aso; it’s not a good memory,
but it’s useful. I do hope it never comes to that again.”


Meanwhile, the Colonel from before was
basking in the attention. She crossed her arms, put on a grin and spoke with
theatrical gesticulations. Once she was finally asked her name and history, she
took center stage.


“You’re graced by none other than Colonel
Viola Santocristo-De La Rosa!” 


Colonel De La Rosa went on to explain
that she was the current commander of the “1st Guard’s Red Banner Twice Order
of Lena Tank Regiment” also known as “The Kalu
Raiders.” In the Aster’s Gloom of 2030, she successfully commanded an ambush in
the Kalu region that destroyed thirty Nochtish tanks, equipped with mostly weak Goblin type
tanks. And during the battle of Rangda, she boasted,
her detachment managed to reconnect the split halves of the Regiment and
prevented the elves from surrounding them. She lifted the hostage situation
that the tanker HQ fell into by her own hand, now equipped with a much more
powerful Hobgoblin type tank.


“Huh, interesting. What happened to
El-Amin? She seemed so capable.”


Minardo asked this of the General, who
responded with another deep sigh.


“All my old commanders got poached out
from under me.” Nakar said. “El-Amin and Hakkan are up north training the new armies. I’m glad my
tactics are getting passed on to others, but I hope they stop pillaging my
ranks.”


“But it turned out fine, didn’t it,
General?” De La Rosa said with a big cheerful smile. “El-Amin acted so
indecisively in Rangda, and she put so much work on
us junior officers because of it. War requires big energy!”


De La Rosa pumped a fist into the air.



“Spoken like a true member of the 2030
Mafia.” Minardo said, giggling.


“I’m not wrong, am I?” De La Rosa
replied, hands on her hips.


“You’re not wrong.” 


This was all Madiha
Nakar said in response. 


She smiled back at her subordinate,
who was even more energized by it.


Judging by the whispers going around
the table, De La Rosa was there because the Guard’s anti-aircraft battalion was
guarding the base. This unit, consisting of the autocannon equipped Kobold
tanks and KnK-5 motorized artillery guns, was the best rapid response defense
the army had against aircraft, short of summoning their own aircraft. Word was
that De La Rosa was like a charging boar in battle, her slogan being ‘attack,
attack, attack!’ She had gotten the title “Wrecking-Ball Rosa” for her
relentless offensives.


As a commander of a defensive
anti-aircraft battalion, though, no one knew how she would stack up. It was not
a problem that “attacking” could solve.


“Ah, there’s the food! Looks so much
better than ration packs!”


Colonel De La Rosa was louder than
anyone, and nobody could fault her.


There was a saying that Ayvartans could forgive anything at the table. 


By the time their lentils, bread and sabji got brought in, there was lively chatter and smiling
faces as if Colonel Fareed had never left. There were jokes, gossip and big,
bold speeches just like old times. Perhaps having only one communal meal a day
would even improve the energy over time.


Even Homa
got in a last laught of her own.


“One squirt.” Sheba said
threateningly.


Having been overcome by some bossy
attitude, Sheba stared over Homa’s shoulder as Homa picked up the bottle of chili sauce to pour over her
wheat gluten cutlet and vegetables. However, this bottle had been strategically
laid on its cap for many minutes by Homa. When she
finally struck the back of the bottle with her palm to deliver a good squirt, a
stream of chili sauce came pouring out that doused her food, turning the creamy
brown curry sauce bright red. Sheba stared in disbelief as Homa
put the bottle back.


“One squirt.” Homa
said. She turned a devilish grin on Sheba.


Sheba crossed her arms and fixed a
glare on her.


“Ah, come on, Sheba, leave her alone. Chilis are good for you! You eat that much chili sauce,
you’ll sweat the devil right out of your soul.” Parveen
said.


“There’s more than heat there too.
It’s got a nice vinegary kick, some citrus, there’s nothing like Solstice chili
sauce. I back Homa on this.” Abeer
added.


Both of the boys had taken seats next
to each other across from Sheba and Homa. This seemed
to have become their new standard spot. Despite their sound arguments, they had
picked the worst time to speak. Sheba turned a narrow-eyed, wrathful glare
toward them, and they quickly turned away.


Homa, for her part, cared less about the
health benefits than the pain.


There was nothing like a fire in her
mouth to remind her of being alive.










“Thirty.”


Her voice was ragged, she was hardly
able to catch breath.


Thirty times she had completed the
course from the main gate to Hangar 15.


Droplets of sweat sprayed from Malik’s
face as she ran down the runway.


Her chest thundered, her calves
screamed with pain. Her feet felt heavy, but she took every new step as quickly
as she took the last. She bowed her head to keep the sweat out of her eyes, but
after a while she was hardly looking to see where she was going. She glanced at
the people and objects in her way, briefly met eyes with the other runners
doing their mandatory PT.


She ran past them again and again.
Pushing herself; punishing herself.


When she felt the most confident,
Malik ran in an undershirt and shorts like everyone else. But she was
overwhelmed with shame and wanted nobody staring at her chest, or lack thereof.
So she ran with her jacket on. In the oppressive heat of Solstice, this
decision made her body feel like an oven that was cooking her skin and guts.
Despite this, she kept running, stopping only to drink from the tap near the
outhouses at the main gate every two laps. She did not want to drop dead in
mid-run — not quite yet anyway.


Homa and Sheba had gone to the officer’s
lunch, and Anada knew better than to try to stop
Malik when she was in this sort of mood. One person who did not know better,
however, turned up around the twenty-eighth lap and started to watch Malik from
the sidelines around Hangar 3. Malik caught a glimpse of her smiling face and
ignored her for two laps.


Finally, however, Sayyid
started to run alongside her.


“Hey, Malik, you oughta
slow down a bit! I can’t run this fast for too long!”


She patted Malik in the back. For her
part, Malik would have kept running at the same speed. It was recognizing that
she was running particularly faster than anyone else that got her to slow down.
She had not realized she was going any faster than anyone else around her. More
than wanting to avoid others, she also hated seeming desperate. She felt
briefly mortified that she had apparently been bolting through the airbase in a
conspicuous sprint and that everyone had probably been staring at her the whole
time.


So Malik dialed back her pace, and as
she lost momentum, she felt again the need to breathe and the tortured
screaming of her calves, knees and hips. 


There was something frustrating about
that also. She felt caught in a tug of war between her fear of other’s eyes and
the shame of being too weak. She was weak, so she ran; but she was weak, so she
could not run forever. To run forever would expose weakness too; to stay in one
place exposed another. It felt like no matter what she did, she was weak. Her
mind was weak, her emotions were vulnerable, her body
was unsuited to anything.


She felt everything begin to spiral,
she was running in circles–


Not a woman, not a soldier, nothing–


“Are you okay? I’m sorry to butt in,
but as your senior, I felt troubled.”


Sayyid’s voice got Malik to snap her head up
suddenly and look at her.


They had slowed down to a jog and the
PT crew could now outpace them.


Malik shook her head at Sayyid, her cheeks streaming with what could have been
sweat or tears. Her eyes were red, whether from running or crying it could not
have been said. Her breathing was ragged; fatigue, or distress?


“I’m fine.” She said.


“Oh that doesn’t sound fine at all.”


She really did not want to hear any
comments on her voice. 


“I’m fine.“


Sayyid smiled at her. 


“I’m surprised you do so much PT! I
mean, I knew you liked sports, but running around doesn’t have a lot of use for
aircraft piloting, you know?”


Malik shook her head.


“Even just doing this I get a little
tired.” Sayyid said.


They jogged past a few women unloading
a pallet of goods from a truck near one of the hangars, to be taken down to the
underground warehouse. Sayyid craned her head to get
a glimpse at something or other on one of the women and whistled. Malik could
scarcely believe the nerve of this woman.


Sayyid caught sight of Malik’s bitter gaze
and laughed awkwardly.


“Those work overalls really suit
them!” She said.


“Ugh.”


“You know, maybe there is something
about all this ‘running’ business.”


She smiled.


“Hope it toughens you up for when you
get punched by one of them.”


Malik could not help responding. Sayyid laughed.


“There we go! There’s that sense of
humor.”


“Hope you trip; no joke.”


“I do love it when you get terse.
You’ve got a strong, silent aura right now!”


Malik couldn’t really respond.


“It’s really powerful! I wish I
could’ve painted you while you were running.”


Malik turned her head away from Sayyid, breaking apart their gazes.


“Ah, sorry, I guess I’m no Anada when it comes to playing around with you.”


It was true that Malik was not much of
a talker. She had found that Anada responded well to
having someone play along with her jokes. And since she esteemed Anada, she warmed up to playing that role for her. Even
then she could only stomach doing it every so often. Malik was naturally terse.


Sayyid laughed. “The two of you really fit
like peas in a pod.”


Malik finally stopped running when
they passed the main gate outhouses again. She had paused to get water, but she
was so tired that she had to sit down next to the fountain after a drink and
catch her breath. Sayyid had followed her, and was
surprisingly not too worn out herself from running.


Barely sweating and with that same fox-like grin on her face, Sayyid
sank down next to Malik and looked on at the gate. That truck that had been
unloaded before was driving out. Sayyid blew a little
kiss at the driver.


Letting out a deep sigh, Malik shoved
her back up against Sayyid.


“Are you bullying me?” She asked.


“What? No! I don’t do that kind of
stuff.” Sayyid sighed. “Ah man, I’ve been cast as the
villain. I was honestly worried! Even with that crazy Homa
here, you’re still one of the squad kids, you know? I gotta
keep an eye on you!”


“I don’t want it.” Malik replied.


“You had a fight with Anada right? It isn’t the first time you’ve been mad at
her, so it shouldn’t be too bad, right? She’s probably used to it by now.”


“It’s not that.” Malik said.


“It isn’t? It usually is. She’s always
bothering people with that rotten attitude of hers! That’s why I say, she must
be used to people being mad at her, maybe she even likes it. So I think if it’s
on your part, it can get made up.”


“You’re one to talk.”


“Ah, come on, don’t compare me like
that, I try to make people happy!”


“So does she.”


There was a moment of dead silence. Sayyid blinked at Malik.


Malik, in turn, was staring daggers at
Sayyid.


“Such a dangerous look! That’s a
‘don’t mock my girlfriend’ type look!”


“I’ll punch you!”


“That’d be a ‘don’t mock my
girlfriend’ type punch! Are you so sure?”


There was no doubt that this was just Sayyid’s way of trying to help. Malik did not hold it
against her, because she knew Sayyid had some issues
of her own to sort out. So she was as reasonable with Sayyid,
the same as Sayyid had been reasonable with her. At
least, about the Malik that she knew.


For the things she didn’t know, at
least Malik was on a road to healing them.


After all, she had met with that
doctor and talked about becoming a woman.


“You’re not ‘becoming’ anything! Don’t
frame it in like that! You’re already a woman; we’re giving you breasts as a
compensation for time served!” 


Dr. Kappel
would have probably said a joke like that to her to lift her spirits.


Malik was trying to confront things,
to fix things.


They all were, one way or another,
Malik told herself.


“OW!”


Reminding herself of this, she did not
punch Sayyid very hard.


Sayyid rubbed her shoulder, but the strike
was as gentle as a little kid’s.


“Ah, this is my ‘around the shoulder
approach’ arm.” Sayyid lamented.


“You’ll live.”


Malik smiled a little bit. 


She did not want to think that
punching Sayyid let off some stress; rather she
framed it as, she was happy that her comrade was trying her best to help her.
Even if she only had a very small part of the problem in her head.


Eventually, Sayyid
stopped performatively rubbing her arm.


She sighed and smiled again.


“Feel better?”


“Not really.”


“Ah, well.”


Malik sighed. “Thanks anyway.”


Sayyid looked up at the sky. A scouting
plane took off from the runway.


“You know; the thing about Anada is, every time she genuinely makes someone mad, in a
way that she can’t play off as a joke, she is so shocked about it.” Sayyid said. “I think she’s probably torn up about your
fight. She’ll apologize too. She made Mannan actually
mad one time, you know? She was so apologetic. She even offered to do chores.
It was when she was new.”


Malik had been the newest member of
the squad before Homa came along. Although she had been
working with Anada for months now, she had not seen
that bit of drama unfold. Malik could see that happening, however. Somewhere
deep down, she knew, or hoped, that Anada was like
that.


Shortly after she met Anada, they came back from a few of their early flights
feeling rather passionate about each other. Or at least, Malik felt passionate
about her. They, in some sense of the word, ‘got together.’


And now, if they were to ‘come apart’,
could Malik stomach it?


“What if I don’t forgive her, Sayyid?” 


That had been her greatest fear all
along.


She had so dearly wished that Anada could have been someone kinder, more prescient,
someone more committed and stable, while still being the sunny and whimsical
woman Malik fell in love with. She hated thinking that Anada
had hurt her because it revealed her as someone who could be unthinking and
callous, who could break the glass of Malik without worry.


Malik felt a spiral of vulnerability
and emotion, and she hated showing it to anyone. She hated having to show a truer
self to anyone. She wished they could all feel it implicitly and act
accordingly without her making an effort.


Anada would not, because she was not
perfect, not divinely keen.


Nobody was; but it still felt
particularly unfair that Anada had offended her.


Anada was supposed to be so many things to
her.


But was she as serious about it as
Malik was about her?


Maybe somewhere along the way she had
misread Anada.


Throughout all of this heavy thinking,
Malik had bowed her head in a way that had let Sayyid
know something was still wrong. Sayyid was alarmed.


“Don’t get me wrong!” She was quick to
raise her hands in defense. “I’m not saying you have to forgive her, of course!
Gosh, I was thinking you two just had a petty spat but you know, if she did
offend you of course you can–“


“Don’t worry about it.” Malik replied.



Seeing Sayyid
distressed was almost funny. She really did care sometimes.


Sayyid put down one hand and ran the other
over her hair.


“Well, at any rate, I think you should
talk to her before you decide whether to hate her forever or not. You two
clearly care about each other.” She said.


“How are you so sure?” Malik said. She
put on a slightly sour face.


“Only someone who really cared about
that girl a lot would spend so much time with her. No one else but you goes out
of the way for her.” Sayyid said.


Malik turned her eyes away. “It’s not
that bad.”


“That’s the most lovey-dovey thing you
could have said about Anada.”


Malik punched Sayyid
again, and Sayyid burst out laughing.


“Say, now that we’ve bonded and are
good friends, I want to paint you!” 


“Not a chance. I know what you paint.”


“It wouldn’t be like that!”


Standing up from the fountain, Malik
stretched her arms up over her head.


“I’m too ugly anyway.” She said.


Sayyid frowned. “Oh no! You’re lovely Malik!
So gallant and finely-carved in body, but with a picturesque face! A sharp
nose, a sleek jaw, strong brows and a smooth chin!” She made her fingers into a
box and tried to frame Malik inside of them. “With your forehead drawn in
during a sprint, your lips curled; like a hero sprinting down a foe, filled
with determination!”


Malik cringed at the description.


“I’ll pass.”


She took off running again, this time
with a bit of a smile on her face.


Behind her, Sayyid
collapsed back against the fountain in defeat.










Sheba shouted at the top of her lungs
at the hangar door.


“Malik! Get in here! We’re
assembling!” 


Everyone had been called on to sortie.
Malik had heard from the base-wide megaphone system. So it was not altogether
necessary for Sheba to shout at her when she arrived. But it seemed she was
dead set on shouting it again when Sayyid arrived
behind her, so Malik let her have that moment.


Shrugging when Sheba asked where she
had been, she slipped past her to the left-hand side of Hangar 13. There was a
wall formed between her and the main hangar by a series of standing lockers.
Across from them, against the actual wall of the hangar were a few bench seats,
and a palm tree in a pot that they tended to together. She always changed in
this area for its relative privacy. It had been given to the younger members.
Her and Anada.


When Malik arrived, Anada was sliding her arms into the suit and over her
breasts. She paused for a moment, but showed not a hint of bashfulness.


“Ah, hey, hello.” Anada
said.


Quietly, Malik began to undress.


Anada smiled and waved, sliding her hands
out the other side of the sleeves. Both had seen each other in this state of
undress, and more. 


“Can you help me close up?”


Malik had pulled off her coat and
undershirt; when Anada asked, she sidled, topless,
around Anada’s back and helped seal the suit. Though
plump, Anada was not particularly wider than
any given other user of the medium size suit, but she still had a bit of
trouble getting it to seal tight.


“Clumsy hands of mine.” She said,
laughing.


She just wanted Malik to touch her and
be intimate in some way.


To be reassured; but she wouldn’t ask
because she was just that childish.


Silent, Malik nodded at her and let
her mild annoyance pass. 


Without saying more, she began to pull
down her pants, until she was down to her undershorts. This was another
situation that, despite her current conflicted feelings about Anada, was not a problem. After all, she’d also more than
seen Malik in this state of undress. And neither of them had much of a problem
with way Malik was built that other women weren’t.


“Haritha,
I’m really sorry about earlier. I went too far, and I want to take responsibility!
Without your nonsensical sayings, it really feels like we only have half the
performers on the stage, you know? Could you forgive me?”


She bent over to meet Malik’s gaze as
Malik bent over to pull the suit up her legs and up to her waist. Anada also mirrored her as she rose halfway.


Their eyes met rather close as Malik
fixed the suit at her waist.


Anada’s lips gave her a quick strike on the
nose.


“C’mon, you know I’ve proven
I’m happy with how maidenly you are! I just wasn’t thinking. I was
doing a joke. You’re all woman to me, you know? Heck, honestly, I barely knew
what ‘woman’ meant until I left my tribe!”


Malik pulled the suit up to her chest
and slid her arms in.


Unlike Anada,
she had no trouble closing up the back herself.


Her belly was leaner; but also her
breasts were far, far smaller.


And it helped that she was a quite a
bit more flexible and athletic.


After suiting up she fixed a skeptical
stare at Anada.


Anada put her hands behind her back and put
on a sultry look. 


“I can prove it again if you’d like.”


Her tail curled around the inside of
one of her thighs. Her ears flared.


Malik sighed.


She was referring to the fact that the
two of them were lovers.


Sayyid would have been surprised, maybe; but
that was the truth.


It was part of the reason Malik was
torn up about the situation.


This was what Anada
meant when she said she had ‘proven’ how happy she was with Malik. Because they
had had sex; more than once, in fact. Malik could see that excuse. After all,
all of their bodies had been involved in the act, so there was no hiding from
each other. Anada had said she accepted it, supported
it, been delighted by everything. Malik took no issue with that. 


Contrary to everyone’s innocent and
chaste reading of their relationship, Malik almost considered Anada more of a sex partner than a girlfriend.


Not because she lacked esteem for her,
or thought of her as less than invaluable. Malik wished with all of her heart
that she could have felt as secure in her ardor for Anada,
as that ardor itself wished to burn. However, even seeing her standing there
with a lustful look on her face felt like she was being mocked in some way now.
There was a side to Anada that threw what should have
been a peaceable, lovable relationship into pure chaos.


“C’mon, I know you’re probably a
little antsy, but I can fix that–“


“You’re too flighty, is the problem.”
Malik said.


Anada blinked. She put on a confused face.
“What do you mean?”


Her cat-like ears drooped.


Malik thought of what Sayyid said. She realized she had to be honest.


Not just to herself, but also to Anada, or nothing would change. Just as she was trying to
be herself in other ways, Malik had to be herself there.


“I could accept any joke from you if I
felt like our relationship wasn’t equally as funny to you as your pranks.”
Malik said. “That’s the truth.”


“What? You think I’m just fooling
around with you? That’s not true.”


Anada looked ashamed. She shrank back,
averted her gaze. Her tail curled tighter. Her eyes narrowed, and it almost
seemed like she would weep.


Malik felt frustrated, and once she
started talking she could not stop.


“I care about you a lot, Anada, but I need you to show me that you care as much
back. It feels like everything is a passing fancy to you. I don’t want to feel
like I’m just part of the joke also, but I can’t help but feel that way when
you’re never serious about anything. You never commit to anything; you don’t
even remember stuff that hurts people! You just blab it mindlessly. And you
never respond genuinely, you’ve always got some kind of quip. Even right now,
you’re offering such a serious thing in that jokey voice.”


Anada gasped. “I’m not like that! I do
remember and I do care, Haritha.”


“Then you need to show me that, so I
can trust you again.”


“Trust me again? You don’t trust me
anymore?”


“I want to! Just, stop treating
everything, including me, like a joke!”


Anada squirmed lower until she was
practically hugging her knees.


“I guess– I can’t really blame you.
You’re right, I was being thoughtless.”


She stood up again with a small smile,
twitching her fluffy ears.


Malik sighed. “Showing contrition now
when things blew up in your face just isn’t enough, I’m sorry. We’re adults, I
really– I need more than that. It’s going to take a little time and at least a
little more effort than that, okay?”


She was being more verbose than she’d
ever been with her life.


She could be like this with Anada, and it was so frustrating that it felt like Anada never understood that special place they had, never
took it seriously.


She had almost wanted to say that she
could die any other day, and that Anada was the only
thing in her life now that could be stable. She was the only person Malik could
come back to, the only person she could let inside. The Vultures never talked
about death, so Malik did not say such a thing to her. It would have been
unfair. But the situation had really hurt Malik. 


For her to deliver Malik a stab in the
gut even unknowingly, when Malik needed her love and her kindness to come back
to after defying death every sortie; it hurt twice as bad. Maybe that was
unfair; but Malik desperately needed more from Anada.
More than just idle laughs, lunches and sex. 


She wanted a relationship; a real
relationship where they understood each other. A real relationship that would
not break at random out of whim.


She wanted to know Anada’s
feelings were lasting, concrete and real.


Anada, meanwhile, seemed childishly
determined just to raise the mood.


“I know, you’re depressed and stressed
out! But I have the tonic for that!”


Striking an exaggerated pose, she made
cat’s paws at Malik.


“Listen Malik, my feelings for you are
strong as the cannons on our planes! You’re absolutely the best, a strong
runner, a good looker, an ace flyer, and looking at you standing there with
that sullen face, you’re actually a really fragile maiden! Honestly, if I’d
known you had such a cute, needy side–“


Malik brought her hands up to her
face. “That’s not being supportive at all!”


Without warning Anada
switched to an impression of Marcy’s accent. “Pardon! Then I’ll speak
to you in the language of amour, so you’ll see–“


Malik cut her off.


“This is exactly what I mean! You’re
not taking this seriously!” 


Anada covered her mouth suddenly with her
hands. 


Malik anticipated another stupid joke,
but she really did look ashamed.


“I’m sorry, I’m really nervous.” She
whimpered.


Malik felt particularly annoyed and
averted her eyes, gritting her teeth.


“You must be nervous all the time,
because you’re just acting like always!”


Anada cast a sad gaze down at the floor.
“Well, I– I kind of am, you know?”


At that moment, Malik felt a little
pang of guilt for all that she said.


Her eyes drew wide and she stared at Anada with a bit of disbelief.


After all, Anada
was dealing with issues of her own. 


Just like Sayyid,
and just like everybody else.


Had she really spoken so aggressively
to her?


Malik was frustrated and she’d let it
all come pouring out. But it was fair, wasn’t it? She endured a lot herself; it
was fair for her to state her side and to try to make Anada
understand what was wrong. It was fair to be mad.


She also felt rotten for what she had
said, however, because perhaps she didn’t understand Anada
either. Maybe they were just talking past each other and neither of them could
ever satisfy the other as they stood.


Her voice became pleading.


“Avana, I
don’t want to keep shouting. We need to talk seriously about–“


Before Malik could try to meet her
halfway, however, there were a series of loud footsteps and then knock behind
them. Around one of the lockers in the corner, Homa
peeked in and tapped her fist on the metal to get their attention. She had a
big grin on her face as she watched the two of them.


“You lovebirds need to hurry up!
Everyone else is ready for the briefing!”


Anada balled up her fists. “Oh, go away you
monochrome goblin!”


Homa retreated like a weird puppet,
creeping back behind the locker.


Anada and Malik exchanged glances and
sighed, exhausted.


First to crack a smile, of course, was
Anada. “Haritha, are we ok
now?”


Malik took in a deep breath. “No. Avana, please, let’s talk later, for real.”


It took an extraordinary effort for
her to leave the lockers behind first, but if she stayed, she would have just
caved and forgiven Anada and they would have learned
nothing and grown not an inch. As much as it hurt, they could not just keep on
going like there was nothing to change.


As she rounded the lockers, Malik felt
a shot of needed reassurance when she heard Anada’s
footsteps behind her and heard her reply, “We’ll talk.”










Everyone gathered around a blackboard
set up in the middle of the hangar. Sheba stood at the head of the meeting,
along with Marcy, now dressed in a blue bodysuit with the vest and lycra shorts to match everyone
else. Her hair was collected into a ponytail. Mannan,
Sayyid and Homa looked well
enough, but everyone could tell Malik and Anada were
having a bad day.


“Something wrong, you two?” Sheba
asked. “We gotta get our spirits up! Vulture is
intercepting another Federation bomber formation today.”


Both of Vulture’s youngest responded
at once with a shout of “it’s fine!” — but both of them also sounded annoyed and offended by
Sheba’s concerns. This seemed only to make Sheba more visibly concerned for the
two, but she crossed her arms, frowned and moved on to the subject of the briefing.


“Anyway, you may have independently
met her already, but I wanted to formally introduce Lieutenant Marceau
Laverne De Champeaux-Challigne.”


After executing a flawless
pronunciation of Marcy’s full Helvetian name, Sheba looked toward Anada as if expecting her to field some kind of joke or
interruption. Anada did nothing of the sort, and
merely stood fixed in place. So there was only an awkward silence that made
Sheba look rather silly.


“Well, fine then. Anyway. In Helvetia
she is a Junior Lieutenant, but we call that a 2nd. Lt. here.
All of us technically outrank her but please show her hospitality as a comrade
who is putting her life on the line for our country. Marcy is a specialist in
the technology of radars; her plane is a Helvetian cathawk,
but we’re calling it Kevalin because of
the airborne radar technology installed in it. With the Kevala
Jnana, Marcy will lead us to Federation bombers and help us ambush them in
the skies. While Marcy’s a capable pilot, her aircraft is heavier than ours, so
it will be up to the rest of us to protect her. We’ll trade guard duty between
each of us. For this sortie we’ll be giving her to Sayyid
and Mannan. I’m sure you’ll keep her safe.”


“I entrust my life to your hands.”
Marcy said, smiling. “Comrades.”


She said the latter with a tittering
little laugh, as if it was a novelty.


“Why are we being given this system?” Homa asked, raising her hand shortly after starting her
question. “We’re a bunch of fuck-ups, right?”


“Speak for yourself.” Sheba said,
huffing. “We’re not the only ones who got a radar liaison, and we were selected
because we did well on our last mission. Furthermore, General Nakar is even personally interested in you, Homa, and in the Bennu; so
perhaps you should be more grateful, okay?”


“I never asked her to be interested,
so I don’t care.” Homa said bluntly.


Sheba crossed her arms and raised an
index finger to say something.


“Could we please get on with it before
we get a second alarm blast?”


Mannan raised her hand after speaking as
well, sighing openly.


Marcy covered her mouth with a hand to
stifle a soft, delicate laugh.


“At any rate.” Sheba pointed back at
the board. There were 16 shapes in a Federation combat box formation and three
close groups of four fighters each drawn below the bomber force. “This is a Nochtish combat box and its escort of three Rotte groups with four fighters each
fighting in a pair. We’re short on manpower, but we have the advantage of
surprise, and the enemy will be at the edge of their fuel limits too. We’re
going to pounce on the fighters and try to destroy an entire Rotte in the first pass, and scare away the
remaining fighters quickly after. Without their escort, the bombers will almost
certainly flee. If not, they will after we knock out two or three.”


Sayyid raised her hand. 


“Yes?” Sheba asked.


“Can we tell what altitude they’ll be
flying at?” Sayyid asked.


Marcy shook her head. 


“Unfortunately at this point the radar
cannot fix a zenith.” She said.


“Luckily, this group was found by a
ground spotter on the remaining Kucha mountain visual station, so we know
they’re flying at 1500 meters. So we can just fly higher than that until we
make the intercept.” Sheba said.


“Ah, I see. That’s all.” Sayyid replied. She fixed a smiling face on Marcy.


She stopped when she found Sheba
glaring at her.


Marcy seemed momentarily confused, but
remained cheerful.


“Any other questions?” Sheba asked.


“How close will the intercept be?” Mannan asked.


“The city will be safe if we scramble
soon.” Sheba replied.


Mannan nodded.


“Anything else?”


All of the vultures shook their heads,
save Homa, who made no expression.


“Alright, lets–“


Sheba was interrupted from outside the
hangar.


“Wait, one moment, ladies!”


From outside the door, Janjid came tripping in.


He hit his boot on the separator along
the bottom of the threshold and fell.


Everyone turned and stared, but Janjid was taken by some kind of energy and was unfazed
even after becoming a victim of the bloodthirsty door.


Once he picked himself up, he
approached Homa with a massive grin.


Mannan stared at him with a mix of
skepticism and mounting anger.


“He’s harmless.” Homa
told her, poking at the side of her suit.


“If you say so.” Mannan
crossed her arms and turned her cheek.


Janjid gave her a glare briefly as well, but
only when she was not looking.


“Homa, I
couldn’t help but overhear the situation. Luckily, I just got done installing
something on the Bennu that’ll give you an edge on Nocht.”


He produced a rolled up picture from
his jacket and opened it for Homa.


Homa took it in her hands and her eyes
drew wide.


Now she was also grinning as wide as Janjid was. 


“How is this possible, Janjid?” She asked.


“It’s because I’m a genius. I have the
biggest brain in all of M.A.W.”


He pointed at the braids on his head,
his eyes drawing wide.


Homa stared between him and the picture in
disbelief.


For all the world it almost seemed
like some kind of bizarre ritual.


Sheba tapped her feet impatiently, and
then forced herself between Homa and Janjid to look at the picture. Homa
was practically salivating over it.


“What in the world?”


Seeing the picture visibly stunned
Sheba. It was a diagram and a photo of the V-12 engine that formed the “motor”
part of Homa’s motorjet
power. It had been inverted, and under the gap of the inverted-V was a massive
cannon. Judging by the scribbles on the photo, it was a 37mm AA cannon!


“Is this installed, Janjid? Is this installed?” Homa
asked.


“Yessiree!” Janjid said. “Homa, you got a 37
mm in that beast now! You’re gonna be one-shot,
one-killing those sons of bitches! I guarantee it!”


Homa burst out into maniacal laughter and
everyone stared.


It would have been uncharacteristic
had it been cheerful. Perhaps the fact that it was actually horrific and
terribly disturbing made it sound familiar.


Suddenly as she started, she stopped,
pushed the picture into Janjid’s chest and sprinted
out of the hangar, the white parts of her face flushed and clearly embarrassed
with herself. “It– it’s not like I care.” She murmured.


Everyone watched her go, some sullen,
some depressed, others bewildered.


Much to their chagrin, a second alarm
then sounded for them.


 










13th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E


 


Ayvarta, Solstice Desert — Erumai
Region


 


Five Garuda I-bis,
one JT-Bennu and one Kevalin
Cathawk flew line abreast several thousand
meters above the desert through the southern region of Erumai,
many kilometers from Solstice. Up in the sky, there was only the light rattling
of the plane and the sound of the propeller to sate the senses.


Feeling the vibrations transfer
through her seat into her body, Haritha Malik felt
like sinews within a steel organ. Responding like a muscle urged by the body’s
electricity, she applied stick, gradually shifted the throttle lever, and
turned the radiator handles. Venting heat, course correcting, adjusting
cruising speed, all of this came as a natural reaction to the craft, its
instruments, the pulse in its metallic veins. She was
lost in all of it.


In the midst of overland flight, she
could move by a practiced rote that required little thought from her. A brief
glance at the instruments, perfunctory answers to radio messages, the stimulus came here and there, but mostly it was like a
dream. She could look over her wings at the landscape far into the horizon and
farther below and felt at peace.


A thought intruded in her brain,
reminding her that this could be the mourning calm settling over her. She could
have been flying to the end.


To the eyes of Haritha
Malik, who could only see vast expanses of sand and small strips of green
hugging the curves of the Qural river, it was
tempting to call Erumai an empty place, akin to the
silence and emptiness of a grave. She knew little about the tribes who still
lived there, and she knew only marginally more about them than they did about
her and her flight.


Though it had once been a land of
herders who drove cattle between the oases and a few sedentary tribes farming
near the basin of the Qural, Imperial tithes and
unilateral policies created tension between the herders and farmers in Erumai, the latter seen as more civilized than the former.
After the fall of Solstice to the communists, tribes aligned with one power or
another for the chance to attack their long-hated enemies in the deserts. These
grudges continued well past the point of the Empire’s final demise.


Nocht’s Wizard-class bombers, flying over
this “empty” desert, knew even less than anyone. To them, there was only
Solstice, off in the distance. That had been Malik also. She had struggled
desperately to make it to Solstice.


Just a year ago, what had seemed like
a life she would lead in self-hating obscurity became revolutionary. One
meeting, a short string of words.


She had practically forgotten it in
the whirlwind that her life became.


Solstice was still in her mind,
however. It was still the important thing.


That shining beacon of all that was Ayvartan; she had to defend it.


Even someone as weak, as stupid as
her; she told herself she had to fight.


Despite feeling uneasy, despite how
difficult it was. She had to stare it down.


“Comrades, I’ve noticed the kids have
been very quiet.” 


Sayyid came on the radio.


“I hope they will be alright.” She
added.


Anada could be heard piping up for an
instant but quieting quickly. 


“Leave them alone.” Sheba said. “Use
the radio for important things.”


Malik was thankful that Sheba had
ended the conversation.


“Camarades!
Enemy formation on radar. I think we found our bombers.”


“Distance?”


“At this speed, we’re ready to
converge.”


“You heard the package! Get ready to
attack!”


Marcy alerted everyone on the radio
and Sheba quickly answered, and with a determined cheer, she gathered everyone
together. They had not yet decided on a Svecthan
language styled callsign for her, as was the
tradition. So they referred to her non-specifically as “the package.” Vulture
had already discussed their tactics ahead of time, and so there was no
discussion on the radio of their specific pattern. Malik knew what to do.


At 6000 meters, they had only climbed
to half their service ceiling, but the Archers and Bombers were flying even
lower, at altitudes between 2000 and 3000 meters when last observed. Sickle
Airbase could only guess that the formation was navigating without
sophisticated instrumentation or that they were hoping to avoid or confuse
radar. Older Ayvartan radars had difficulty finding
targets low to the ground. Nocht had managed to avoid
the anti-air zones, so they were not worried about being shot for flying too
low.


Whatever their motivation, the enemy
was a few thousand meters below them, and a prime target for birds of prey to
ambush. Vulture made ready.


Malik stuck close to Anada, wing-tip to wing-tip, fingers hovering over the
trigger. Sheba and Homa moved closer too, along with Sayyid and Mannan, followed
closely by Marcy. They were three sections with gaps between.


“Standby for mark.” Sheba said over
the radio.


“Eyes on target.”


Anada was the first one to say that, and
perhaps the only one who could.


Her sharp eyes could see the enemy far
below and closing in, but that was impossible for Malik. She could not have
told them apart from features of the ground, even while moving. Even though all
of them were below the clouds and with the sky open to them, Malik could see
nowhere near far enough. Flying with the sun at their backs, the Vultures were
also not likely to be seen by the approaching targets, however. Everything was
set.


“Mark!”


Sheba and Homa
initiated their dive, the noses on their planes sinking toward the ground while
their tails lifted. Malik could make out, for an instant, the gradual movement
of the plane’s flaps to achieve a steady and stable dive, rather than a sudden,
harsh drop. To their left, Sayyid, Mannan and Marcy waited for a few seconds before
descending. Once they were gone, Malik and Anada
waited for a few seconds themselves before joining the staggered dive. Their
battle was underway: three ranks of divers, diving in three directions at three
different intervals with the goal of catching as many enemy fighters as possible,
even if they attempted to break away.


“I call this, ‘Vulture’s
Carrion-Catcher Dive!'”


So Sheba had said, as she explained
this maneuver in the past.


Diving was a rush. Malik truly felt
the power of her plane when she went into a dive. Hurtling through the air, her
speedometer climbing as her altimeter dropped, she felt like she was cutting a
wound into the sky. She squeezed her fingers over the stick, the keeping the
craft steady as it dove.


Ahead of her, she could finally see
the enemy, first as moving dots, then blurry outlines and finally as fully
silhouetted shapes. Twelve Archer-class fighters in their steel-gray liveries
with the eagle shield emblazoned on their wings. They flew in formation about a
kilometer ahead of the actual target: the Wizard-class bombers, practically
invisible to the diving planes.


Though the Archers were arrayed at
different altitudes, some higher than others, the only important fact was that
Vulture was higher up than them.


Everything unfolded in great flash
that spanned mere seconds.


Homa and Sheba, who had dived first, were
the closest to the enemy and the first to open fire. Malik watched them as they
pounced on the central Rotte in the formation. Homa came at them banking left; Sheba to the right.


Malik saw gunfire; in the next second,
there was fire and smoke. 


Two uncharacteristically violent
explosions followed in Homa’s wake. 


Her 37mm cannon did not just damage a
fuel tank or an enemy’s wing — it annihilated them. Wings flew off from a
fuselage blown apart, a cockpit fell burning and screaming with no wings or
tail. Catastrophic, brutal damage; Neither of her
targets would limp away trailing smoke. They were dead.


Briefly she saw what looked like a
third airframe falling away from them.


Sheba’s 20mm cannon might have managed
to down that aircraft.


Everything was happening too fast and
Malik could not be completely sure.


In the next instant it would be her
turn and she had to be ready.


With the lead squadron taking the
center and attacking first, the enemy would naturally scatter away from the
center. Mannan and Sayyid,
staggered behind Homa and Sheba, would cover off one
of the Rotte trying to escape, and Anada and Malik would pursue the other. Done correctly
every one of the divers would have an initial window to attack the enemy.


As the enemy aircraft grew larger and
larger below, Malik spotted Mannan, Sayyid and Marcy breaking to the left and opening fire.
Without hesitation, Malik tore suddenly to the right. She did not think about Anada; she had to be confident that she could fly her own
path and Anada would just follow.


One brief glance at her wings was all
she took.


Anada was clearly visible on her wing.


Eyes forward. Malik spotted one of the
escaping Rotte rolling away as Homa
and Sheba burned past their center elements. She swung into pursuit.


Lining up, still speeding at an angle
but beginning to level out, Malik lead her sight in front of an archer’s nose
and rapped the triggers on her stick. 


Her cannon and machine gun launched
three volleys of red projectiles in tight patterns. Two bursts overshot the
enemy’s propeller, and the third collided where the canopy and wing met,
grazing a tank. This was not a kill.


Malik depressed the triggers for a
split second and then resumed shooting.


All the while, Anada’s
own gunfire flashed relentlessly off to Malik’s side.


She scarcely saw her partner’s attack
in the space she had. 


It was deadly.


Swarms of red projectiles rained down
on Anada’s target, sweeping past the canopy and
taking nicks off the edges of the wings until one bullet found a fuel tank.
Smoke rose copiously from the wing before the tank sealed.


Anada never depressed the trigger. Gunfire
trailed from the wingtip to the tank and then into the rear of the canopy and
across part of the tail. Glass burst and steel went flying. Anada
practically split the Archer in two before she overshot it, and the burning
pieces spiraled in different directions.


One kill for their pair; and Malik
barely knew it was happening.


Her own dive window would close before
she could acknowledge Anada.


Malik was gaining too quickly and
would soon overshoot her target.


She had no time save for a few blinks
of the eyes and one twitch of the stick.


No matter what she did she was at an
angle and speed that would take her below the enemy. There was no stopping in
the infinitely small amount of time she had. She chose to pull back the stick,
just enough to keep the fuselage in the sights. As she came upon the enemy she
shot a final burst.


Her machine gun flashed three shots
and missed all of them, but the single round she could get out of the cannon
struck true near the tail section.


Malik then dove past and below the
targeted Archer, and had to raise herself on her seat and look over her
shoulder to view the result. 


Behind her and overhead she briefly
glimpsed the Archer struggling to turn around and keep its flying balanced.
There was a vertical chunk missing from its tail, the rear rudder. Strictly
speaking this was not a kill, but a plane without rudder would never threaten
anyone. Malik tried to bank right and get a different vantage, hoping to
confirm the enemy’s retreat.


She met with unnatural resistance from
her stick.


“Huh?”


On the radio Homa’s
maniacal laughter sounded suddenly.


“I got two! Two shots, two kills! I’m
invincible! Ah ha ha ha ha!”


Captain Sheba sighed. “Boris, calm
down on the radio–“


Soon everyone was giving an update.


“Oui, oui! I scored my first kill!” Marcy shouted.


“Vultures 2, Leader and element
reporting knockouts.” Mannan said.


“Two Rotte are
down then.” Sheba said.


“Gregory reporting kill.” Anada said with muted cheer.


Malik, meanwhile, was struggling with
the stick.


And the ground was growing ever
closer.


“Uh, this is Gregory. Hey, Vasily, why are you diving still?
Should I follow?”


Anada called Malik on the radio. There was
a chorus of confused noises.


“I’ve lost stick!”


Malik finally shouted back. No matter
what she tried she could not get the craft to pull back. She gently hit the
pedals and rudder to test if she could make it yaw the craft a bit and managed
it. But she could not make it climb!


“This is Vasily,
I don’t have stick! I’m going to crash!”


Her stick was stuck just slightly
forward of center where she had last applied pressure. When she tried to move
it, it would budge for a moment but then become stuck in some other position.
She feared becoming stuck with the wings banked and causing a stall, so she
struggled to keep it level, but she could not get the nose to come up much at
all. She grit her teeth and tried with all her might pull it back, but it would
always jerk the wrong way.


Heart pounding, tears welling up in
her eyes and her entire body shaking with both the vibrations of the plane’s
instability and her own fear, Malik started gasping for breath. She felt a
spiral of emotions worse than any she had ever experienced. Was she truly going
to die because she could not pull back on a stick? The enemy vanished, her
allies disappeared from her mind. She was trapped in an unreal contest with the
implement in front of her. Her arms felt like noodles; never had she felt so
weak, so helpless.


Before her stretched a flat, red-brown
wasteland ready to consume her.


Her mind searched for answers, falling
into a spiral of panicked blame.


For a second, she entertained the
notion that she had gotten weaker because of the medicine. Wasn’t that one of
the side effects? Hadn’t the doctor warned her muscle mass and bone density
might be lost with the feminization? Malik felt her heart sink. Would she die
now because of it?


She let go of the stick and in a
moment of weakness, tried to open the canopy, but canopies on the Garuda I-bis were practically glued shut in the middle of flight.
Still, in the panic that had overcome her, Malik could only punish and chastise
herself and think, “am I this weak?
Will I die weak?”


Her mind was overpowered by fear, a
desire to run with nowhere to go.


Malik smashed her fist against the
canopy as hard as she could, but she could neither break the glass nor budge
the canopy. Her desperation grew, tears welled up in her eyes. She wanted to
run, to run away, to never fly again if that’s the covenant she needed to
survive. Her quivering jaw unhinged, and she let out a primal scream that was
thankfully off radio.


She heard the crackling in her ear, as
a transmission came in.


Mannan’s voice then sounded through the fog in
her brain. “Malik, kill the throttle and choke out the engine! Open the
radiators to make drag! You’ll just hit the ground like a rocket if you don’t
slow it down right now!”


Either way she was going to hit the
ground.


But if there was a tiny chance to
survive–


Hanging on to any chance at life that
she could find, only barely thinking, Malik began to lower the throttle and
quickly swung the radiators open with the wheels at her sides. Her whole body
was sweating, her mouth hung open and shut closed as she struggled to suck in
breath, and she had not blinked in what seemed like an eternity. She felt the
walls of the I-bis closing in around her as the
red-brown sands came closer and closer.


Smoke spat out of the nose, and the
aircraft shook as it bled power.


Suddenly her stick came unstuck. 


Malik stared at it for a second in
disbelief.


Acting on blind, mute adrenaline and
instinct, she punched the throttle.


Before she could even despair at how
cranky Ayvartan engines tended to be, she regained
power without a problem. The prop resumed its spin.


A stone’s throw from the ground, Malik
jerked the stick back and climbed.


Dust flew up all around her in a brown
and red cloud.


Every movement of the craft caused her
heart to sink, fearing that it was the sign that she had hit the ground, the
instant of collision. Every vibration was a scrape, every tilt her wings about
to rip into the ground. But she was soon fully nose-up and headed back into the
sky. Somehow, she was saved.


All of it was a miracle, a miracle
borne out of an endless nightmare.


“Bombers up ahead! But they’re already
turning around!” Marcy said. “Movement on the radar indicates the rear elements
are already escaping!”


Captain Sheba came on the radio.


“Boris, overheat authorized! Take a
parting shot at the lead elements and then about face. We’ll head back home as
soon as we confirm retreat.”


Malik began to climb. Her instruments
were showing a slight uptick in heat and a small loss of power. She was not
hitting the correct RPM, but the loss was minimal. She had expected worse after
everything that happened.


All she could do now was watch Homa chase after the bombers. 


Her battle was over; the enemy was
already scattering, and she did not even score a kill like the others. Instead
she screamed and cried in her canopy. She begged for an escape, for any way to
survive. She felt ashamed of what she considered her weakness, her moment of
complete disgrace.


It wasn’t even about the fighting.


Protracted dogfights were not the
norm, she knew. 


In the air, one side always got the
jump on the other in some way. Whether they started with an altitude advantage,
or came out of the clouds in surprise, or pulled some kind of trick, there was
always someone for whom the fight was uneven. Two sides perfectly meeting at
the same altitude and breaking out into a gentlemanly contest, was a fiction,
it was just stories.


It was depressing not to have had an
effect on the fighting.


Even from an ambush, Malik had not
been able to score.


Even if the result was the same and
enemy fled, she still felt the lesser one.


Her true shame, however, was that she
stared death in the face and quivered and broke, unable to meet its gaze. All
of the power and strength she wanted to have, she had given up on then. It felt
like a low point.


As Malik climbed back up to Anada’s wing, she saw Homa
darting toward the bombers, the rear of her plane spewing fire. She strafed the
combat box, flying under and over the two right-most bombers before pulling
away. Her cannon sent massive red lines at the enemy. Each tracer looked like
the shot of a ‘death ray’ from a scientific-fiction story, and the impacts were
almost as dramatic. Gun emplacements blew apart and gave off smoke with one round.
Holes the size of a human torso blossomed on the sides and roofs of the two
bombers. One began to stall; Homa had just grazed a
propeller.


“Ah ha ha!
I’m invincible! I’m unstoppable! I’m a grim reaper of the skies!”


While Homa
celebrated, the scattered enemy fighters made their way back to the combat box.
Just as Homa was breaking off her pursuit, they were
coming in from all sides, having run away from Vulture’s initial dive.


“You want some cannon too?” Homa shouted defiantly, her radio still on.


They did not; all of them climbed and
dived and rolled to stay individually quite clear of the Bennu.
Homa flew between all of them, unmolested as her jet
engine cooled off. While one Wizard slowly descended to the desert, the
remaining 15 bombers and their decimated 4 fighter escorts escaped.


“No enemies in the area of
operations.” Marcy said. 


“Well, that’s it then.” Sheba said
over the radio. “Good work, everyone. We’ll call for the army to capture that
falling bomber. Vasily, are you alright?”


Malik felt so emotionally exhausted
and depressed that she barely recognized her callsign
being hailed over the radio. She sighed deeply.


“I’ll live.” She said.


“Thank goodness! Can you make it
home?” Anada said.


Malik did not respond. Anada sounded impassioned and she couldn’t take it.


“You can make an emergency landing in
the flats. We’ll get you picked up.”


That was Mannan.


“Vasily?
What’s the state of your plane? Please respond.” 


Captain Sheba flew at her other wing,
while Homa pirouetted overhead.


Malik nudged the stick a few times. It
felt quite chunky, and she feared it becoming stuck again, but as long as she
was level she could do something with it. “I think it can make it if I’m gentle
on the stick from here on.”


“We’ll give it a thorough check when
we get back.” Sheba said. “Dmitri, if you see so much as a screw out of place,
we’re grounding it. Vasily can fly a lend-lease
cat-hawk until we can get a replacement Garuda. Are we clear?”


Mannan sounded a little shaken. “That’s how
I always work. I honestly don’t know what happened. I’ll file a thorough
report, I promise. Sorry Vasily.”


For Malik, all of this was cold
comfort. 


She didn’t think to blame the machine
at all. 


In her mind, the first villain was
always herself. It was she who had failed.


As she limped the Garuda back home,
the peace she had flying over the desert became a curse. There was nothing to
distract her from the anxiety she felt, nothing to stave off the evil thoughts
spiraling in her head. Just the ’empty’ desert below her, a desert that knew as
little about her as she knew about it. Perhaps, she thought, she knew as little
about herself as it did, too.


Had she always been this weak? It made her question her life’s history.


Had there been another Malik who
managed all of this somehow? 


Where had she gone? Her confidence was
low, it all felt like a delusion.










Ayvarta, City of Solstice — Sickle
Airfield


 


A small gaggle of mechanics and
off-duty pilots stood around as Vulture approached and landed. Word had already
gotten around from the radio operators that Vulture had once again turned away
an enemy bomber group and scored several fighter kills. But more than
celebration, there was concern. They had also heard that Haritha
Malik barely survived the flight.


Malik was the first one to land,
ushered ahead by the rest of the group. She was anxious to give the stick too
much tug, and indeed it acted stiff for just long enough to worry her, but she
managed to angle the craft enough that at worst she would slide down the runway
on crunched landing gear. 


There was no such spectacle. Malik
touched down safely and at a secure speed, and taxied down toward Hangar 13
without visible issues. She stopped, opened her canopy and a nurse, accompanied
by two mechanics, grabbed hold and helped her down. Malik brushed off the
unsolicited aid.


“I’m fine, really. I wasn’t hurt.” She
said.


“You should be checked up. It’s standard procedure.” said the nurse.


As Malik tried in vain to rebuff the
nurse’s offers, the rest of Vulture’s planes landed and taxied to Hangar 13.
Captain Sheba, and Anada, were the first two to get
down from their planes. Anada practically jumped off,
quite a feat given her lack of athleticism generally. Both approached Malik and
the nurse. Their appearance alone changed Malik’s mind immediately.


“Fine, fine, I’ll go.”


She walked past Anada
and Sheba without response, and after standing around confused for a few
moments, the nurse followed, caught up and then led. Malik did look back at
all; but she did hear Anada shouting.


“I’ll see you tonight! Let’s talk,
okay?”


Malik grumbled. She didn’t want the
whole base to gossip about them.


She was quite irritated about
everything, and her various irritations had started to mix together. So it felt
to her that she was mad at Anada afresh.


She couldn’t face her, not now anyway.
She was mad, yes, but also ashamed.


As she followed the nurse, Malik
started to worry. She had in mind a lurid image of the nurse asking her to
disrobe and then staring at her penis as if it was some kind of injury. But no
such thing transpired. At the infirmary, the nurse and one of the base doctors
checked her with her bodysuit still on. They reminded her of her privacy rights
under the decency laws. They took her pulse, checked her breathing, and had her
do a few jumping jacks. They went over her medical record and asked her a few
questions. None of them were the questions Malik was afraid of having to answer
to anyone. 


“Well, superficially you seem quite
healthy.” said the doctor. He handed her an information packet about
self-checking and reporting injuries and ill feelings. “Please come back if
anything specific troubles you, comrade.”


Her suit wasn’t even ripped anywhere,
so there was nothing to check.


Malik felt a little annoyed. After
all, she already knew she was unharmed.


“Standard procedure.” the nurse said
sheepishly. She smiled at Malik.


“Can I use your shower?” Malik asked.


“Of course.”


Malik forced a smile and headed past
the rows of hospital beds to the very back of the infirmary. She opened a
special blue door that had a sliding slot in the middle, and locked herself
inside the infirmary shower room. She turned the red knob until there was as
much hot water as she wanted.


She was not in the mood to stand
around waiting for the private stall to open up at her barracks bath, and
definitely not to share a bath with anyone. When possible she took a late night
shower with Anada, but under the circumstances she
wanted to be alone. Though it was cramped, about the size of an outhouse
interior with a stiff one-directional shower head, the infirmary shower was
private, and hardly ever in use, and nice and hot. 


Warm baths were therapeutic, even in
the middle of the desert. She felt the heat and steam flowing over her naked
body and almost managed to relax.


The nurse even set a fresh uniform
outside for her. Malik pulled on a handle in the middle of the door, and the
slot that was once outside sank into the shower room with her. She picked up
the clothes that had been left there and dressed up. Nobody had to see her or
offer any kind of comment.


An undershirt, a sturdy bra,
undergarments, pants, shoes and a coat were included, along with a belt, a hair
tie and a new garrison cap. After dressing up, Malik tied her hair up into a
little tail and donned the cap, looking at herself in the foggy, wet mirror in
the shower. She left the infirmary feeling refreshed. Until she remembered a
certain obligation that was in order.


“The Commissar!”


Malik left the underground infirmary
in a hurry.


She was going to be late for her
session!


Though she was supposed to file a
report for Sheba, this took precedence.


She would have hated to have stood up
the Commissar.


With everything that happened she had
forgotten she was supposed to check in with Commissar Ranga
as soon as possible. Malik passed through the barracks in a hurry. At the far
end of the underground habitation block she found the offices for the unit
officers, including Sheba’s, which was usually empty. Down the hall from
Sheba’s was a dead end with only one door adjacent. This was the political
Commissar’s office. Because most of the commissars worked in the army, where
guidance and counseling and “political leadership” was far more necessary, the
airbase only had a handful of political commissars. Asharia
Ranga was their appointee.


Malik knocked on the door, and a firm
voice responded, “Come in.”


With trepidation, the young pilot
turned the knob and peered through a crack. Commissar Ranga
had her back to the door, and was looking through a bookshelf. She had the
aesthetic of a schoolmarm, middle-aged with slightly wrinkled eyes behind round
spectacles, deep red pigments on unsmiling lips, black and white hair pulled
back in a tidy round bun. She wore a pristine red and gold uniform with a skirt
that stretched long to the ground and a small cap in place of a peaked hat. Her
physique was delicate.


“You can take a seat. I’m just
reorganizing the shelf.” She said.


Malik entered the room and took up a
chair on the other side of Ranga’s desk. The room was
small and there was not much in it but the desk, its chairs and the three
bookshelves that half-encircled the desk space. These were completely filled
with literature. She had tomes of communist theory, primers on laws and
regulations, and a set of colorful encyclopedia books for instructing young
folk, of the sort one would see an actual schoolmarm possess. On her desk there
were stacks of printed literature to hand out.


“Did you read the book I gave you?”
She asked.


Commissar Ranga
sat down across from Malik and gave her an appraising look. Malik felt anxious.
She had not read the book. She had felt anxious trying to read it, because it
made her feel foolish. So she avoided it instead. At the time, there were all
kinds of excuses she used. Lunches, sorties, chores, Anada’s
distractions. In reality she just wanted to avoid her studies.


“I started, Commissar.” Malik said.


“I know you’re busy, but it’s
important. It’s not a requirement, but almost every pilot has gone through
school and knows arithmetic and geometry.”


“I know, Commissar.”


Malik had gone through school, but she
had not been too terribly successful at it. She had gotten through with sports
and literature and community services, but math and science gave her a bit of a
headache. She knew how to count, she wasn’t a complete idiot, she told herself. But their chief problem right now was
something else entirely, more than two plus two.


“Well, you didn’t read, but you must
remember our last lesson right?”


Commissar Ranga
produced a worksheet with shapes on it.


“Do you think you can find the angle
represented by the x?”


Malik could not. When she looked at
the shapes, they felt fuzzy in her brain.


“Take your time. If you can’t
remember, I can help you.”


Commissar Ranga
wasn’t a bad person.


That was the reason Malik came back.
Commissar Ranga really cared.


That was not the problem.


It was the fact that Malik hated
confronting her lack of knowledge and skill.


That was the issue.


Malik thought to herself, anyone
should be able to know this. Why was it that when it came to her, all of these
facts just flushed out of her brain? She was being asked to calculate the
angles on these shapes. She thought she had heard Sheba say something to the
effect that a dive straight down was a 90 degree angle. Was that what she
meant? Was that the X in the triangle?


Feeling frustrated, hating herself
powerfully, Malik thought she would cry.


So many things were so impossible for
her. Every one thing she conquered seemed to create another impossible obstacle
in her way. It was impossible to be a girl, or so she thought. She had left her
awful little mining town and her pushy parents and made it to Solstice, the
jewel of Ayvarta, where everything was possible. You
could even be a girl there if you wanted to.


She joined the army, she started to
transition; but it felt like she was still being held back all of the time. It
felt like she was always fundamentally incomplete. Sharpshooting felt
impossible, tank driving felt impossible; even talking felt impossible; all she
had was flying. Somehow she could fly. Somehow, that came naturally to her. If
she ever lost that, she was a goner.


How had she managed to fly? 


Captain Shurelis
was a saint to even let her try.


Captain Shurelis
was a saint for even wanting to teach her.


Malik was cursed with few gifts. Basic
athletics; and aircraft.


She wasn’t good enough for sports; she
wasn’t smart enough for an office job. All of the factories were full. She
wasn’t creative, she wasn’t good at writing or drawing or handcrafts. She
wasn’t about to live on a stipend all of her life, doing nothing. She couldn’t
fathom it. So she joined the army, but here, all of it was still a problem. All
of it was just like this worksheet. It was so simple to others, but to her, it
was impossible. Math was impossible; flying was turning impossible; being
herself was impossible; loving was–


“Malik?”


Malik had not noticed, but she was
weeping.


Struggling with this worksheet made
her emotions bleed copiously.


Commissar Ranga
reached out to take the worksheet.


“We don’t have to do this now. Clearly
you’ve been through a lot–“


“Commissar, what’s the point of all of
this? Why do I need to learn any of this? What does it help me, if I’m flying
out there to die every day?”


Malik violated Vulture’s taboo and
gave in and spoke of death.


She couldn’t help it. It was the only
way to express her frustration.


“It’s impossible. It’s all impossible.
There’s no point to any of it. I’m so–“


She was about to say that she was
scared. She was so scared to even try anything and rack up another obvious
failure. She was scared to talk to Anada, she was
feeling scared to get back in the plane. She wanted to run.


Commissar Ranga
put on a firm expression. “Lieutenant Malik, with that attitude, everything
does become impossible. But you’ve made progress, I know you have. You’ve made
progress on many things. If you keep working at it, little by little, with all
the help we can offer, I know you can do it. Just like how you learned to fly!
You may not see it, but you are perfectly able–“


“You’re just told to say that.” Malik
grumbled. “What’s the point? Tell me!”


Malik slammed her hand on the
worksheet in frustration, cutting her off.


“What is the point of trying this,
when I never can? When it’s impossible?”


She bowed her head. Her lips quivered.
She was weeping copiously.


She felt like a child, but she
couldn’t help her emotions.


These were things she had been burying
for long.


Much like her flying coffin was
miraculously unearthed over Erumai.


Her emotions were brought to the surface
too.


Commissar Ranga
crossed her arms and stood firm.


“The point of geometry? Learning
anything lets us have exact words for what we feel and experience. When we have
exact words and concepts, we can make sense of the world. That’s what communism
is founded on, you know? We see the world as material, and we are able
to deduce its content.”


Malik looked up from her feet at
Commissar Ranga with shock and surprise.


“Geometry can help you in planning
flights, in launching dives at enemies. When you fly, when you dive, it’s at an
angle. If you know your math, in an instant you could see the world you’re
familiar with in a brand new way.”


Malik wiped her tears. 


She felt like a dusty curtain had been
torn open in her mind.


She was struck when the Commissar
talked about having “exact words for what we feel and experience.” She
remembered the exact words that she had heard a certain doctor say early last
year, when Malik decided what she wanted to do with her life. A certain doctor
who was quickly and quietly touring the nation’s town halls to spread word of a
certain concept.


“Well, I know this might sound like
baloney to some of you, but the health commissar finally let me give these
orientations, so: if you’re thinking you want to be a girl or a boy, but you
aren’t one right now, maybe I can help?”


Dr. Kappel
had stood in front of a bewildered crowd to talk about this.


Her tour had to be cut short; there
was a political crisis in the south, and then soon after, the war broke out.
She managed to visit only a few cities and villages before she was recalled to
Solstice. But she did manage to visit Malik’s village. She did not know it, but
she taught Malik words that let her understand her experiences. Malik, who
quietly wanted to be like a girl.


Those words had set Malik on her
journey. A journey full of failures and hardships, but that also led her to
where she was. To the things that she accomplished. Like Commissar Ranga said; like Captain Shurelis
had said, too, when she allowed a useless trainee to fly, to get her hands on
the stick.


Malik felt like, more than screaming
anger, other things were being unearthed too. She felt a sense of energy and
purpose in her body.


“Commissar, can I really learn this
stuff? I feel like I was born too stupid.”


She was born another Malik, too. Could
she really keep changing like this?


Commissar Ranga
reached out a hand and touched Malik’s shoulder.


A small, proud smile crept up on her
lips. Her eyes gleamed. 


“None of us are born as anything unchangeable,
Lieutenant! We are all born formless people, and we grow into the people we
want to be. We’re always growing and learning. That’s the communist party way!”
She always had to stick an endorsement of the Party in her sentences, but
somehow, Malik was feeling uncharacteristically endeared to the Commissar’s
speech.


Malik had never quite thought of it
that way. Despite the fact that she was already spitting in the face of one way
she was born, she never thought of challenging anything else. She started to
run, because she knew how to run. She kept flying because it worked. But she
looked at those worksheets and she wanted to give up. She had looked at Anada too — and nearly gave up.


“Commissar, I want you to help me. Can
you really help me learn math?”


“I’ve been trying to!” Commissar Ranga said. “Will you take it seriously? Will you work very
hard, and never give up even if it looks difficult?”


“I won’t.”


She needed to talk to Anada too. 


She was starting to feel like she had
been giving up on Anada, but Malik loved her. She
felt that if she wanted Anada to change, then that
was a process she had to go through with her. Shouting at her and ignoring her
was not going to help. Justified as she was in being mad, Malik thought that
perhaps in the same way she had no words to understand math, Anada needed help understanding what Malik needed and
wanted from her. 


Malik did not want to give up on Anada. She wanted to work with her.


Even if it was hard. Anada was not a bad person. 


She was the girl Malik chose to spend
her time with. It wasn’t even that bad.


“Commissar, I have something I wanted
to confide–“


At that moment, the door opened behind
them.


A young man in an army uniform
appeared suddenly.


“Commissar, ma’am, prisoners are being
brought in for an investigation. We guards’ boys don’t know much about planes,
so you all should talk to ’em.”


Commissar Ranga
turned a small smile to Malik.


“I feel like we made progress today.
We’ll talk again soon okay?”


Malik nodded her head. She felt a
strange sense of relief.


She had found some kind of answer, and
something to work towards.


With her goal in mind, she accompanied
the Commissar and a few soldiers out to the airfield. Once she parted with them
on the runway, she saw the Commissar head toward a
massive transporter convoy on the other side of the base. Two tank carriers and
a mechanized crane flanked three large flat-top cargo cars of the sort that
might have carried logs or steel beams or tanks in other contexts. On two of
the cars, which had been chained front to back, was the fuselage of a wizard
bomber. On the third car, the wings, which had been cut off, were tied together
and carried on their own.


Homa had only damaged a gun emplacement
and one propeller on it. So everyone around the base was saying the same thing.
For the first time since the start of the war, the Ayvartans
had captured a mostly intact Wizard-class bomber, and living crew. It was a
revolutionary moment.


Malik could hardly savor it, however. 


Soon as she got out to Hangar 13, a
mechanic called for her.


“We’re looking at your plane now,
Malik! Want to come see?”










Mannan clasped her hands together and did a
short, standing bow in front of Malik. Behind them was the Garuda I-bis Malik had flown just a few hours earlier. Under the
electric lights on the hangar roof, a small group gathered to discuss what had
happened to it. The plane had been raised up on a lift, and the engine cover
and undercarriage plates were off. It had been thoroughly searched for
problems, but Mannan was holding the offending part
in her hand. She had spent the late afternoon and early evening desperately
tearing it apart to find the cause of the day’s drama.


Malik had watched everyone work and
contributed a little bit herself.


Now she knew the cause of everything,
and felt a staggering sense of relief.


“I’m so sorry.” Mannan
said. “It was the base of the stick, the moving parts wore out. I did not check
the cockpit enough. There is no excuse for this.”


Her stick was old and the bearings
broke. She was not weaker, she was not losing her ability to fly, and being
strong would not have changed anything.


“It’s fine.” Malik said. She was
waving her hands defensively.


Beside Mannan
and Malik, Captain Sheba stepped forward and laid a hand on each, and shook
them gently for encouragement. “No one got hurt, and we learned a valuable
lesson. We should thank our lucky stars that we have a great and caring squad
mechanic and a competent, brave pilot here.”


She smiled at them, but Malik bowed
her head and felt off. She did not want to be praised for any of what happened.
All she had done was panic and grab everything she could find in the cockpit.
It was the plane, or God, or whatever; she had just gotten lucky. Mannan did not need to prostrate herself. Sheba did not
have to go out of her way to spare Malik’s feelings.


At any rate, now that she knew the
cause she could move on from the plane.


“I want to go to bed.” Malik tersely
said.


“But it’s dinner time.” Sheba said.
“You’re not going to eat?”


Night had fallen over Sickle airfield.
Far in the distance, there was still a very thin sliver of red. Though there
was sun somewhere, at Sickle the sky was a rich purple overhead, and it seemed
to darken by the minute. 


Malik shook her head. “I have
something I need to do first.”


“Of course then.” Sheba said. “I’m
just trying to keep watch over you. You did hours of PT, you barely ate today.
You’ve clearly been upset all day, and by more than just the mission.” She
sighed, as if she was about to undertake a laborious task. “Did something
happen between you and Anada?”


“It’s nothing. Can I go?”


Sheba looked downcast. She always
wanted a part in fixing everyone’s problems. But Malik needed to solve this by
herself. It was too personal.


“Very well. But please take care of
yourself.” Sheba said.


“I will.”


Malik smiled at her. It was a weak
smile, but it had determination.


Sheba and Mannan
both looked surprised, and Malik left them surprised.


At a practiced run, she left for the
barracks. It was dark out; she had spent a while in the infirmary, talking to
the Commissar, watching the plane get taken apart. Everything else had been
resolved. Only one thing remained that Malik desperately wanted a solution for.
She had to talk to Anada.


There were four beds in their room,
but two were unoccupied, so Anada and Malik had the
room to themselves. Neither had many possessions, so the accommodations looked
sparse. Malik opened the door, and instantly her eyes fell on a bundle of blankets,
rising and falling gently on one of the beds. All of the urgency of the moment
seemed to dissipate suddenly.


Sneaking around the side of the bed,
Malik found Anada, sound asleep, her tail twitching
under the blankets, her ears wiggling. She rarely went to bed this early. All
of the day’s events must have taken a toll on her. Malik sighed. She felt
awkward, feeling pity but also a bit of annoyance at this villain.


“We’ll talk later.”


With all of her resolve having turned
momentarily fruitless, Malik backed out of the room, laughing. She headed for
the mess, hands in her pockets.


Malik barely touched her curry at the
mess. She was brimming with nervous energy. There was a sense of weight, not
being lifted, but set upon her back anew. She had decided something important,
and now she had to follow through. Following through was scary– but she could
not give up.


By the time she realized she would not
be cleaning out her tray, it was late enough that the hangars were shuttering.
After she left the main mess, she felt the eerie quiet of the base’s
after-hours. She saw few personnel outside, and the guards were starting to
take their shifts enforcing the curfew.


Everyone knew Malik though, and nobody
begrudged her doing more PT. 


So she unbuttoned her coat, and
started to run.


Before she had gotten very many laps
of the airfield however, she spotted someone watching on the edge of the field,
from one of the ramps up from the undergound. Long
hair, black circles around the eyes, and an impish grin. It was Anada’s mischievous “panda,” herself, Homa
Baumann.


“God, you’re always out here. What’s
your problem?” Homa said, grinning.
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Ayvarta, Solstice City — Sickle Airfield


 


For how hot the days were, Solstice’s
nights were eerily chilly. Temperatures during the day could get as high as 45
or 46 degrees, but at night they could drop to 13 or 12 degrees. Perhaps the
Helvetians would laugh at someone describing 13 degrees as chilly, but for
Solstice, it was coat weather.


A cold breeze swept by Malik and she
quivered gently against it. Her tanktop was soaked
with sweat, and once she stopped running she felt the cold sharply against her
back and over her chest, even with a tight bra on.


Homa Baumann, however, seemed unaffected. 


She was clearly fresh out of bed. Her,
long pale hair was slightly askew, and she dressed in the standard issue
pajamas. A short-sleeved top and soft shorts with a cotton bra — some of the
latter was exposed by Homa’s willful disregard for
the shirt buttons. Her biological leg had a stocking over it, but her
mechanical leg was fully exposed. Her mechanical hand was visible.


For the first time, Malik got a good
look at them.


Homa’s prosthetic leg seemed to be composed
of a hoof-like end for a “foot,” attached to a main column for the lower leg
that could bend slightly under her weight at the knee. The biological remains
of that leg, above the knee, were fastened by a strap. Her arm was much more
complicated. A series of levers on the wrist cuff manipulated dozens of
segmented metal parts like rigid ligaments, that
expanded and contracted to move Homa’s fingers.


“Like what you see?” Homa said. “Maybe we could get you some.”


Malik smiled awkwardly. “No, thanks.”


Homa ambled towards her from one of the
ramps to the underground.


She stood next to Malik, faced the
runway, and raised her biological arm to stretch. She rotated her hip, and
performed a bit of a squat as if to prove that she had some flexibility. Malik
watched her with bewilderment.


“I can follow along. Just go on. Keep
running.” Homa said.


Malik blinked, and without another
word, she nodded and took off.


At first she was running at a full
clip and naively expected Homa to be able to keep up;
but she almost immediately slowed to a jog and looked back.


Homa was following along at just barely
above her normal walking speed.


Her balance was quite visibly
compromised from trying to move faster. Her body swayed, the prosthetic leg
unable to solidly bend and return and plant its feet the way a normal leg
could. That it could move at all and wasn’t completely rigid was a mechanical
miracle. She was close to a jogging place, but every step of her prosthetic
foot scared Malik into thinking she’d fall. 


As she advanced, Homa
stared down at the floor, and her chest heaved with effort. Malik had not even
gotten to thinking that such a complicated leg was probably a bit heavy, and
that it was being lifted exclusively by parts of Homa’s
calf, the only thing that remained of that particular leg.


Despite everything, Homa kept moving, probably as fast as she could.


She did not look up or around herself.
It must have taken some willpower and focus to move in the ways that would keep
her upright, to see where her weight was out of place, where her leg was going
and correct for it with every step. Her metal arm being opposite the leg
probably didn’t help.


Malik thought at that moment that she
learned something new about Homa.


She thought to herself then that she
wanted to know more.


She wanted to know what happened, and
what made Homa do all of this.


Out of respect for her, she did not
keep staring over her shoulder.


She didn’t run, but continued to jog,
almost hoping Homa would catch up or even overtake
her. They completed a few laps around the airfield in complete silence, Homa falling steadily farther and farther behind Malik.
Every so often Malik peeked back and slowed down just a little, but she saw Homa sweating and struggling for breath, yet continuing to
run anyway.


Whenever she caught sight of this,
Malik sped up again.


Finally, Malik stopped around the
outhouses near the gate to get a drink from the water fountain adjacent to
them. She hit the button and let water splash her face before drinking her
fill. Once Homa caught up, she dropped with her back
against the outhouse, soaked in sweat, breathing heavily. 


“Dump some water over my head.” Homa said, between ragged breaths.


Nodding, Malik collected water hands
and splashed Homa a few times.


“This is a bunch of shit.” Homa whined. “I can’t believe you do this every night.
You–” She briefly ran out of breath. “Something is wrong with you.”


Malik couldn’t help but crack a smile.


“Why did you run after me?” She asked.


“None of your business.”


Despite her exhaustion, Homa had full lungs when it came to being rude.


There was a brief silence.


Once Malik thought of running again, Homa breathed in and interrupted.


“What’s with all the P.T.?” Homa asked. “Atoning for your sins?”


“It’s good for you.”


“Not this way, it isn’t! Are you
looking to compete or something?”


“I’m not fast enough.” Malik said.


Homa crooked an eyebrow. “For who? For the
national team here?”


“I guess so.”


Malik had not exactly been that
insistent with the local sports clubs.


She had trailed, failed, moved on to
something else. Such was life.


She remembered she had gotten
discouraged fairly quickly.


Homa was not satisfied with that answer,
and gave her a sour look.


“What do you mean ‘I guess so’? Look,
you got endurance. You could probably do one of those gimmicky cross-country
races after the war. Then you would be punishing yourself for a reason. You
might even get famous.”


She looked at her own leg and sighed.
Her eyes looked a little moist.


“I honestly thought I could keep up.” Homa said darkly. “When you’re doing the same thing every
day– sometimes you forget where it is you’re lacking.”


She shook her head.


Malik blinked. Homa
seemed almost to be talking to herself, in a low voice.


“How did it happen?” Malik asked.


She pointed at Homa’s
arm, though she also wanted to know about the leg.


“Such a busybody!” 


Homa narrowed her eyes at Malik, who
raised her hands defensively.


“Sorry. I was curious.” Malik said.


“I guess you are just a kid. You
probably admire me or something. Ugh.”


Homa sounded quite aggressively dismissive
and avoided looking at her.


Malik smiled at her. “You’re my
upperclassman.”


From Malik’s point of view Homa did not look much older than her, and in fact looked a
little slighter and smaller all around in a way that made her seem to be the
younger one of them. Despite this, because it was technically true that Homa was the elder, Malik acted with deference. Especially
since the age difference was working in her favor for now by softening Homa up.


Like everyone in the squad, she was
quite curious about the mysterious, distant ace that had been assigned to her
group. This was the first time they had gotten to talk alone for any length of
time without any official business and Malik’s girlish curiosity could not be
tempered by her social anxiety.


“I do admire how you fly.” She said.
This time, she was fully honest.


Homa looked at the ground. “You really
shouldn’t put any faith in me.”


“Huh?”


Malik had barely heard her, but Homa was quickly moving from the dark tone of her previous
statement to a rapid, matter-of-fact new conversation.


“Okay, listen up! I’ll only say this
once, and only to you!”


“Okay?”


Homa shut her eyes and kicked her legs.


“My old man flew a cropduster.
He’d take me out with him sometimes. We dusted grain in the north. I was twelve
or thirteen; we had an accident, and there was less of me and none of him left
after it. I got a little peg leg from the National Health Initiative then. So I
learned to fly a plane with it.”


“I see. I’m sorry.”


“You should be.”


Homa grumbled. She averted her gaze,
looking toward the hangars. 


Some sort of plane was coming down the
runway. 


Twin propellers, and a long chassis, a
sort that Malik had not seen before. It must have been an experiment, like the Bennu. Soon it had taxied down the runway, out of their
sight, the runway blocked there by a row of hangars.


When it took off, a pair of
searchlights illuminated it in the sky.


“Probably a test of some kind.” Homa said. “Anyway, the arm is a story for another day.
Let’s just say I lost it in the war. Is that enough, busybody?”


Malik was half amused and half
ashamed. “Sorry.”


“You should be!”


Homa cracked a little grin at her. In
return, Malik smiled at her.


“Did you see yourself doing this? Back
then?” Malik asked.


“Question time’s over for me; what did
you want to do as a kid? Huh?”


She had thrown the question back at
her.


Again, Homa’s
narrowed red eyes scanned Malik’s face.


Thinking about that question made
Malik’s face flushed and warm.


Her upbringing was an area she wanted
to forget a lot of the time.


“Well, I think I wanted to be a bride,
or a mother.”


“Huh?”


Homa started to crack up, covering her
mouth in mocking laughter.


Malik scoffed. “That was when I was
really little! Then I wanted to dance.”


She recalled her mother and her older
sister’s traditional dances.


You had to be a certain size, a
certain weight; you had to be beautiful.


You had to be a woman. 


To dance, to be a bride, to cry, to
love, to be open to yourself–


In Malik’s town, in a little green
corner of the wastelands, that was life.


Life as no one who simply looked at
the red sands of Solstice could know it.


“I came from a very rural place.”
Malik said.


“Makes sense. We’re both country
bumpkins then.” 


Homa crossed her biological arm over her
chest, then picked at a few of the levers on her wrist cuff so she could cross
the other arm together to pose. She had on a distinctly placid smile that Malik
thought must have been rare. Maybe Homa was just
tired; she still looked quite worn out from running. 


“Good on you for making it out here.”
She said.


There was a note of solidarity in her
voice and expression.


Malik was surprised but tried to
suppress showing it on her face.


Maybe Homa
was indeed a little bit happy to be the upperclassman.


Malik started to feel comfortable and
on a whim, confessed something–


“Homa, would
you be disgusted if I said I was not a normal woman?”


Her own anxieties, however,
compromised what she wanted to say.


She was met with a look of narrow-eyed
confusion from Homa.


“For running all day?” She asked,
clueless.


“No, of course not.” Malik shook her
head. “I mean, there’s other reasons.”


“Is it that you’re shacking up with
that cat? I don’t care.”


Malik’s face felt hot. “No! Not that!
We’re not–“


Homa raised her prosthetic hand.


“I have a metal leg and a metal arm,
define ‘normal’ for me.”


“I mean,” Malik struggled for a
moment. “What if I had a tail?”


Rather than amused Homa
was starting to look annoyed.


“We live with a cat-kin who has a
tail. We see her every day.”


Malik put a hand over her own face.
“What if the tail was on the other side.”


She couldn’t say it! It was too
ridiculous to confess! Malik felt near death.


Homa shrugged. “I can’t imagine anyone
would see it or care about it.”


Malik almost hoped Homa
was too dense to understand the kind of tail.


“Nevermind.”
Malik sighed. 


Maybe it was just not the time to have
this conversation with Homa.


Homa was giving her suspicious looks but
seemed amused again.


“You’re so anxious all the time.”


“I’m not!” Malik said.


“Tell me this: what’s the worst thing
you can imagine happening?”


She said this out of the blue. It was
not a difficult question.


Vulture’s verboten answer was dying,
but Malik’s heart spoke first.


For her to hate me.


“I don’t want to let anyone down.”
Malik said.


This was partially a lie, but it was
also part of the truth.


Homa continued to stare pointedly at her.
“How are you letting anyone down? You get in that plane every day; who would
dare to criticize you?”


Malik did not know why this suddenly
became an interrogation.


She felt that same nervous energy from
before again.


“It’s not about that. I’m just afraid
I won’t cut it here. That I’ll fall short.”


That I wasn’t born to do it.


“You’re cutting it every day!” Homa said. She sounded almost mad.


“Not today.” For a moment, she
remembered the fear she had in the cockpit.


It was a fear she had felt before,
though that time had been a world away.


Homa continued to press her.


“Oh come on, I fly a death-trap full
of technical problems. I’m still fine.”


Malik averted her gaze. She felt her
heart beating faster.


“Homa, I– I
used to be just, god awful at everything.”


“You seem fine to me. What have you
failed at?”


Malik grunted. “I was ugly, I was
short, I wasn’t elegant or flexible–“


“You need to look in a mirror,
actually–“


Though Homa
tried to speak, Malik wasn’t listening. Her mouth was running away, the
floodgates of her heart were thrown open. Fists clenched, her head airy and her
tongue moving on its own, Malik talked over Homa.


“When I became more fit I wanted to be
more dextrous; when I became lighter I wanted to be
stronger. But I was always falling short of everything. My parents used to tell
me to man up and crap like that,” she hesitated for a second, “I mean. I always
thought of myself as a woman, I– I wanted to be a beautiful woman. But I mean–
I just didn’t realize at the time, everything–“


Homa cut her off, putting a mechanical
finger over her lips.


Malik could almost taste the metal.
She was so shocked by the cold steel fingertip that it halted the flood of
confused words coming out of her.


“So you can talk, huh?”


Homa smiled.


“You’re really your own worst enemy,
you know?”


Homa shook her head afterwards and heaved
a long, weary sigh. 


“Not that I can help with any of that,
but you gotta let it out more! Or you’ll motormouth a bunch of crap in someone’s face who doesn’t
understand.”


Malik looked at Homa’s
exasperated face, clearly already years tired from a few minutes of social
interaction. She could not help but laugh a little. All of the things that Homa was were things Malik had been afraid of being; too
different for others to love, to far from the average
in ways that hurt.


Like she herself had said: she lived
with a metal arm and leg, after all.


Something about her, and her affect,
made it easy to talk to her somehow.


“You’re a good girl, Homa.” Malik said. “You’re strangely earnest.”


“What does that mean? Please don’t
harbor any illusions about me.”


She really sounded like a grumpy
grandmother when pushed too far.


When she turned that skeptical glare
on her, Malik couldn’t help but smile.


“I think I feel better.” Malik said.


“Quit lying. It’s not a recovery until
you cry.”


Malik was momentarily taken aback
again.


“Anyway, I think we learned a lot
about each other, kiddo. Don’t tell anyone what we talked about or I’ll choke
you with ‘Grip Strength Setting Five.‘”


Met with silence, Homa
nonchalantly got up to leave. 


“I guess that’s just what this
squadron is like huh?”


Malik silently reached out and touched
her shoulder.


“Hmm? What is the matter now? I want
to go to bed.”


Malik nodded. She put on a soft
expression. Her heart ached just a bit.


“Homa, when
the war started, I had aerodynamics issues in the middle of a flight with my
old squadron. I just crashed, and got rescued by retreating ground troops. They
fought and died. That’s why I’m with Vulture now.”


It was a dark memory, but it was worth
revisiting it for Homa’s sake. To give her some kind
of reward, some understanding for opening up even the little bit that she had.
None of what happened with that old squadron was as painful as a lot of the
things Malik endured before entering the war. She regretted it, but out of all
her sorrows, that one wasn’t one she would allow to define her. After all, Shurelis had taught her to fly so that she could fight for
her freedom and her country’s freedom. It didn’t matter with whom.


“My teacher, Flight instructor Shurelis became Captain Shurelis
and led Vulture, back then.” Malik said. “She got me transferred to Vulture.”


She expected Homa
to ask her why she was suddenly saying something like that. In fact she just
thought she wanted Homa to hear it; to understand
that everyone in Vulture had a story like that. It was not just that they all
lost their former squadrons. Everyone in Vulture was trying to overcome a
painful history. Homa was not alone in that; Malik
was not unique either.


Maybe it was something Malik needed to
hear herself acknowledge, too.


Vulture was a collection of these
tragic stories.


Maybe it was sharing them that might
heal them, rather than hiding them.


Malik, who had been hiding and afraid,
felt this keenly then.


However, Homa
did not ask her any more questions. She did not seek to prize any more truths
or secrets from Malik, however much Malik wanted to give them up then and be
rid of them for good. Whether it was because she was tired, as she said, or had
run out of her social energy for forming words in the way that Malik often did,
her reply was surprisingly brief.


“Well, you see? She believed in you.
Stick your chin up a bit for her.”


With a final pat on Malik’s shoulders,
Homa turned around and walked.


“You can tell the cat about me, but
only the cat.” She added.


She waved her hand behind her back,
half-heartedly, as she turned the corner and vanished from sight. A cool breeze
blew past the airfield.


Malik stayed behind, her eyes filling
with tears and a smile on her face.


Such a simple thing to say back, such
a brief, economical thing to say, yet–


Homa’s words had gone through her like lance
to a boil, emptying the tears.


She mouthed, but did not say aloud, a
sobbing ‘thank you’ to Homa.










Because of all that had happened
yesterday, Malik had not been able to enter the first day of early voting for
the Council election. Voting had been extended, from a few days around the
13th, to a week starting on the 13th. 


This extension came as a result of the
bombing of Solstice a few days ago.


Voting was compulsory for civilians, and
time off was given from work to go vote, but this was not the case for deployed
armed forces personnel.


When Malik arrived back at the
barracks, it was past midnight, and she found an envelope stuck to the door of
her room with a ballot in it and a reminder. She resolved to take care of it
later. It was too late then.


Inside the room, Anada
was fast asleep. Malik watched her for a few minutes in the dim light of the
hallway lamps before retiring to bed.


She resolved to wake up tomorrow, grab
Anada by the hand and talk to her about everything.
To tell her about everything she told Homa and all of
her resolutions. Everything she talked with the Commissar, everything she
believed in. And then, she told herself, she would be ready to accept Anada’s response, and to work on anything they had to,
together.


As long as Anada
did not hate her, Malik wanted to work with her so they could love each other
and live on as a couple. They would meet in the middle, come to an
understanding, and make a commitment.


Malik was certain of this when she
woke up the next morning.


However, Anada
was not there in the next bed over.


Her blankets were thrown against the
wall, and her shoes were missing.


She must have awakened even earlier,
dressed and left by herself.


Malik felt a dull, throbbing sense of
frustration all over again.


“Nothing goes my way, does it?”


She had hoped to settle this first
thing in the morning and go to breakfast as a couple already, but she could
delay everything a few hours, she supposed.


What was a resolution worth if you
gave up on it this easily?


Malik was done giving up on things.


She dressed back up and left in
pursuit of Anada.


There were a few places she thought to
look first.


When she left her room, Malik found
that it was not as late in the morning as she thought. Seven o’ clock might
have been late for a trainee, base labor or the guards but for most pilots on
the base it was a reasonable hour to get out of bed. Malik went to check the
cafeteria, but Anada was not there, and the girl
serving food had not seen anyone with distinctive cat’s ears around.


Next, Malik went to check the mail,
and again found no trace of Anada.


Hangar 13 was open, but Malik could
not see Anada there from afar, and certainly if Anada was there she would be annoying the mechanics working
outside. She had no reason to be hiding inside, so Malik did not approach.
Asking Mannan and Sheba for Anada’s
whereabouts was out of the question. It would have been embarrassing and they
likely did not know.


Having exhausted her first three
choices, Malik followed the runway to the main gate. She hooked around the
administration building and followed the high, barbed-wire wall of the base to
a warehouse ramp and a small parking lot. There were several trucks with
covered, high-walled beds. 


“Aunties, have you seen Anada today?”


A group of a dozen older women in
jumpsuits with hair nets and gloves unloaded food from one of the trucks. In
another time there might have been more loose vegetables in bags and baskets,
but on that day the cargo was mostly indistinct cans, likely mixed vegetables,
fruit preserves and pickles. Forming a line, the women passed cans to one
another and stacked them by the back door of the warehouse. It was a small
building compared to the underground storage, but the food would only be there
temporarily.


Everything in Sickle was eventually
moved underground, but until it was tagged and marked off it would be in the
above-ground warehouse.


Each of the women working in the warehouse
was different, some taller, some wider, some darker, some burlier. Because of
their apparent ages, Anada called them “the Aunties,”
a name that stuck around the base.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for her,
but I can’t find her.”


Malik picked up a can from the back of
the truck as if to signal a willingness to help in exchange for the
information. One of the aunties by the truck shook her head at her, took the
can from her and passed it down the line. 


“Only tellin’
because it’s you,” she said, “we let Anada out this
morning.”


“You let her out?”


Because they worked in both hauling
and unloading, the Aunties could easily get by the main gate. Base personnel
were supposed to sign off leave with their superior officer, and only got to
spend leave benefits a few times a year or by turning in bounties from
successful missions. At any other time in a state of war or during training
they were supposed to stay in base.


“I can’t imagine anything she could
barter for that kind of favor.”


All of the aunties gave her the same
critical glare.


Malik was not sure what she had done
to earn it, and shrank back.


“We did her a favor because we had
good reason to. You mind your own business now, she promised to be back before
we gotta haul again.”


Because the aunties let her out, to be
let back in she had to come back before their morning duties were done. Malik
realized Anada must have planned this whole thing.
She must have awoken at 5 o’ clock to catch the aunties as they came in. That
would give her 3 hours outside the base.


“Could you let me out then?” Malik
asked.


“Heck no!” 


All of the aunties responded as one
again. 


Malik took a step back in surprise.


“I see. Thank you then. I’ll stop
bothering you now.”


“She’ll be alright. Go on, git’.”


Several of the aunties went back to
work, but the ones rotated out on break were all shooing her away before they
went back to playing cards on crates.


Laughing gently, Malik left the way
she came.


She was just a bit concerned, but it
wasn’t the first time Anada asked the aunties for
unorthodox favors. At least this time she wasn’t pilfering meat rations that
‘fell out of the truck’ or ‘were going bad’. Whatever it was she was doing,
however, Malik had no idea. She would have to wait and ask.


All she could do was go about her
business, and hope Anada got back soon.


She wouldn’t run away, right?


Of course not. Malik instantly refused
the thought. 


Anada was serious about one thing at the
very least, and that was flying.










Ayvarta, Solstice Desert — Oasis of Ranganath


 


Long shadows crept over the water and
the desert sands.


Even from below, they could hear the
violent noises of the aircraft.


While the camels drank and the nomadic
caravan unloaded containers to fill with water, several dozen men in robes
watched in bewilderment. One of the men had an old lever-action rifle, but he
would have never imagined being able to defend himself from the group of
mechanical monsters flying overhead. He peered through the hunting scope on his
rifle, and the black shapes overhead became the distinct silhouettes of
mysterious aircraft.


At over 20 meters in wingspan, the
natives had never seen their like.


They all remembered the funny little
wood airplanes that the communists sometimes took over the desert, to talk to
tribes or just to look around.


Was this the work of the communists
who had taken over the fortress?


Women in shawls and hoods, gazing up
at the sky, clumsily ordered their children away from the water and downhill,
where a ridge in the grass-dotted wastes near the oasis provided some cover
from the sky. They all knew that the communists had a home nearby where a few
people lived watching the sky, drinking the water, and sometimes trading with
them.


“We should tell the communists.” one
of the younger men said.


“It’s not our problem.” said the
oldest man.


“Maybe they sent them. Maybe they can
make them go away.”


“Our ancestors traveled these lands in
peace, without worrying about guns in the skies. We should ask them to send
those things away from us.”


More men joined in the discussion.
However, it was to be no use.


Far overhead a sharp, terrifying noise
sounded, and a green light flashed from one of the shapes in the sky. Several
more green lights flashed from the aircraft, and hurtled downward. The men were
startled, the women and children screamed. There were prayers said; in the
distance, there was an explosion, and another, several in a row. Fire was
raining down on them.


Smoke rose up in three plumes where
shells had struck, each hundreds of meters away from one another but still
terrifyingly too close to the caravan.


Then a shell exploded near waters of
the oasis. 


In an instant, many camels ran, the
men scurried for cover, and there was pandemonium. Shrubs and trees that had
grown for ages around the oasis caught fire. One tree fell into the water to be
doused and nearly struck a fleeing herder. A second explosion sounded farther
off and the heat stretched far enough to startle the caravan’s children,
guarded by a ring of women, and make them scream. Metal fragments scattered
into the air.


Miraculously only one man was wounded.
Having never experienced such a wound he was inconsolable and he begged God for
his life as a shard of fragmented metal stuck out of hip, bloody. His brothers
tended to him.


Behind the throng, the few younger
women pointed and cried.


Thicker, blacker smoke rose into the
air from the hills north of the oasis.


That was where the communists had
their house.


Speechless, they realized the
communists there were probably no more.


Overhead, the Federation of Northern
States’ new Hierophant-class artillery bombers flew onward with their escorts,
the existence of the camel herders unknown to them. In their eyes, they had
destroyed an Ayvartan sighting station, and tested
the range of the cannons against a known landmark.


Armed with the knowledge that their
weapons worked as they desired them to, the Kampfgeschwader
proceeded to the only thing in their sight: Solstice.
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