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As the second sun set over the scrubland of Concorde’s largest landmass, a lone fighter levelled off for the last leg back to base. Flight Lieutenant Anastasia Seivers stretched her shoulders one at a time then settled herself lower in her seat. Two months flying four patrols a day, and not a whiff of the enemy.

For the first couple of weeks after the attack, the squadron had been in the air round the clock searching for survivors and dropping supply pods. The flying had been interesting back then too; the climate change brought about by the planet-wide nuclear bombardment had stirred up powerful storm cells. Now, the restarted terraforming plants had calmed the weather, though little sunlight penetrated the thick clouds. Seivers smiled, her next flight would be a high-altitude patrol, an opportunity to bask in the warm glow that didn’t reach the surface.

A bang from behind jolted her into full alertness. She snapped her head around, simultaneously scanning the data in her visor display and trying to eyeball the problem. A hint of white smoke trailed behind the Goshawk fighter.

Dammit. Heap of junk should have been scrapped years ago.

Warning tones and red engine warnings filled her helmet.

“Sorry, girl. I didn’t mean it.” She throttled back the port engine. “It’s not your fault you were pressed back into service.”

The craft bucked, and now black smoke billowed out the back. Seivers cut the engine with a swipe of her hand. “There, there. Running through clouds of particulates all day long, and no time for proper maintenance.”

She pulled up a map. “It’s a wonder you made it this long.”

A high-pitched whine insinuated itself into the roar of the remaining engine. Seivers eyed the rising gauges and sighed. She thumbed a button on the throttle. “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. Attico Tower. Blackjack Zero Fiver. I’ve lost one engine, about to lose the other. I intend to put her down on the Borro Salt Flats. Over.”

She banked the fighter round, almost reversing her course.

“Blackjack Zero Fiver. Attico Tower. Understood. We have your beacon. Will dispatch Search and Rescue. Over.”

Seivers trimmed the aerofoils for gliding. 

More like a controlled plummet.

“Attico Tower. Blackjack Zero Fiver. Am killing the starboard engine now. Altitude is good for landing at Borro Salt Flats. Out.”

With the engines off, the only noise was the whistling of the wind past the canopy and the hiss of oxygen into her helmet. She only needed to make minute adjustments on the stick and rudder pedals to keep the fighter on course. As long as the flight control computer kept getting power from the emergency batteries she’d make the landing; without it, the swept-forward rear wings would flip the craft faster than she could compensate.

Ten minutes and over eight thousand metres of altitude loss later, the scrub started to peter out. “Attico Tower. Blackjack Zero Fiver. Borro Salt Flats in sight. Speed and altitude good. Going for wheels-down landing. Over.”

“Blackjack Zero Fiver. Attico Tower. We confirm you are good for wheels-down landing on Borro Salt Flats. We still have your beacon. All our SAR assets are currently deployed elsewhere. An independent rescue craft has offered to assist. Over.”

Seivers rolled her eyes. “Attico Tower. Blackjack Zero Fiver. Understood. Just make sure those cowboys don’t leave me sitting out here too long. Out.”

The salt flat she was aiming for appeared as a paler patch of ground. When she’d last seen one, it had blazed brilliant white beneath a crystal blue sky. That had been on her escape and evasion course. She snorted at the coincidence; at least this time Concorde’s twin suns wouldn’t cause her any problems.

She flashed over the edge of the scrub and cycled the landing gear down. The ground inched closer, but not fast enough. Seivers’ eyes fixed on the bushes at the opposite end of the flats. 

I’m going to overshoot.

She threw the stick over, kicked the pedals, and sideslipped, right wing pointing almost to the ground. She levelled out briefly, then sideslipped to the left. As she came out of the slip, she hit the airbrakes. The harness pressed into her shoulders and her fighter dropped the last few metres and hit the deck. The gear and her seat took most of the impact, but her neck still protested. She tentatively applied the brakes, washing off a little speed. 

Three hundred metres to go, she pressed the brakes harder. The fighter slewed, but she corrected with the pedals. The bushes rushed towards her. She took a deep breath and made her body go limp.

This is going to hurt.

The nosewheel hit the sand and dug in. Her faithful steed tipped and pitched forward, gouging twin paths through the ground with its starboard wing and canard. Seivers’ helmet smacked sideways into the canopy, and her vision blurred. The grinding slide came to an end, and the craft rocked back, settling canted over on its side. Seivers lifted her head, blinking. She reached back with her hand, fumbling along the edge of the canopy for the handle. A twist and a sharp tug, and the canopy blew. The bang echoed around inside her skull, and the world blurred again.

Seivers loosened the harness and unlatched it. She unsealed her helmet and raised the visor, before detaching the hose. Clawing her way upright, she dragged herself out, rolling shoulder-first onto the churned-up dirt. Her head spun, so she screwed her eyes up and lay back, pressing her fingers into the cool, dusty soil.

After a while, she felt able to sit up. Turning slowly, she surveyed her broken bird in the dim light.

“Thank you,” she said, reaching out to pat the edge of the cockpit.

The fighter didn’t look too badly damaged. Given a little time to replace the engines and the starboard flight surfaces, they could get her back in service.

“You’re a tough one, aren’t you girl?” She stood and dragged some branches off the fuselage. “If you hadn’t been built for combat landings on carriers, I wouldn’t have walked away from that one.”

She worked her way around, dusting the Goshawk with her hand. She winced when she saw the burnt-out panels along the port engine. “Yes. We were very lucky today.”

Twelve minutes later, Seivers sat under the port wing sheltering from a sudden downpour of dirty black rain. Her helmet lay in the sand by her side, her straight blue hair limp in the damp heat. The radio in her chest pocket crackled into life, stirring her from her daydreams. “Blackjack Zero Fiver. Rescue Two Seven. We are three minutes out from your position. What is your status? Over.”

She reached up to the handset and squeezed the button. “Rescue Two Seven. Blackjack Zero Fiver. Good to hear your voice. I’m a bit knocked around, but OK. Over.”

“Blackjack Zero Fiver. Rescue Two Seven. We tried to connect to your EIS but couldn’t pick it up. Is it turned off? Over.”

Seivers groaned. “Rescue Two Seven. Blackjack Zero Fiver. Negative. I do not have an implant. Over.”

“Blackjack Zero Fiver. Rescue Two Seven. Understood. There in two minutes. Out.”

Seivers shuffled out and stood in the last drops of the shower. She scanned the horizon but couldn’t make out her rescuer. A change in lighting drew her attention upwards. A patch of cloud to the east glowed orange as if the suns were finally starting to break through. The glow intensified, and then a spear of fire burst from the cloud. Seconds later, the fiery trail ended and Seivers could make out a dark dot heading toward her.

They must have dropped from orbit direct to me. Can’t be one of the usual independent outfits.
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