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			Last Flight

			Edoardo Albert

			‘And having completed the attack run, return on the opposite bearing. The fleet will be steaming to meet you.’

			Baruch Neriah, pilot commander of Marauder Spirit of St Pascale, glanced round the rest of the flight crews in the briefing room. Wasn’t anyone going to ask the obvious question? But they were all studiedly staring ahead at the tacticae simulation that the briefing officer was standing beside. The air in the room was heavy with what had not been voiced. 

			‘If that is all, gentlemen…’ The briefing officer bent over the desk and began to gather together the tactical readouts.

			Neriah held his hand up. 

			The briefing officer paused. 

			Neriah raised his hand further.

			The briefing officer straightened. ‘Yes?’ He peered across the brightly lit briefing room, squinting to see the name tag. ‘Pilot Commander Neriah?’

			‘Sir, range to target is seven thousand miles.’

			‘Current intelligence tells us that is correct.’

			Neriah did not need to look round to feel the tension in the room.

			‘Maximum range in my Marauder is ten thousand.’ 

			‘The fleet will be making full speed towards you. Simulations suggest that the lead vessels should be coming into range just in time for your return.’

			‘The carriers?’

			‘They will be following.’

			‘So we’ll be ditching.’

			The briefing officer paused. ‘That is a possibility.’

			‘I hope you all know how to swim, boys.’

			The laughter that filled the briefing room was loud, and brittle. Pilot Commander Baruch Neriah watched the briefing officer gather his papers. Behind him, the tacticae screens were showing the pictures that had led the fleet commander to authorise the mission: the heretic carrier fleet. To escape the hurricane that was turning the great northern ocean into a deathtrap, they had had to steam south. Within range of a flight of Marauders. 

			Well, within range so long as you weren’t too bothered about the Marauders getting back again. But, so far as the fleet commander was concerned, the risk of losing a squadron of Marauders was worth it for the chance to attack the enemy carrier fleet. Sink them, and the long struggle for Sagaraya would be all but won. 

			Winning the war was worth a sacrifice.

			Baruch Neriah looked around the briefing room at the silent crews slowly absorbing the knowledge that they were the sacrifice.

			The briefing officer stepped back to the lectern. ‘If you do have to ditch, use your life rafts. They have all been fitted with transponders. We will find you.’

			Neriah held up his hand again. ‘Have you seen the things that live in the sea?’

			‘We will find you.’

			‘Hopefully before they do.’

			The world was water. 

			There had been cases, during the war for Sagaraya, of pilots losing themselves in the endless heave and shift, and flying on, in a wave-induced trance, until their fuel tanks were exhausted and their planes slid down from the sky to be embraced by the ocean. It was mainly a problem for the fighter boys, the single-seat jockeys, but Neriah had heard of Valkyries getting lost in the big blue, and there was a rumour that even a couple of Marauders had gone missing, flying on until they disappeared. 

			Pilot Commander Baruch Neriah pulled his focus back from the horizon. Under the respirator, he licked his lips. He had lost himself in the blue. His eyes flicked to the mission-time clock. He had been lost for at least ten minutes. And if he had been lost, then so were the rest of the crew – any comms talk would have snapped him out of his reverie.

			Neriah glanced to his left, to his co-pilot and navigator, Mehem Radin, and saw the long stare and still face that told of a soul slowly flowing into the blue. 

			‘Mehem.’

			As the name sounded, Radin’s face shifted, the co-pilot waking from his distant daze. He looked round, eyes still stupid with the sea, and saw Neriah looking at him. 

			‘Sorry. Got a bit lost there.’

			‘The forever stare.’

			‘Not so much,’ said Radin. ‘I… I knew the crew of Wind Bird well.’

			Neriah stared ahead. Losing one of the craft on take-off was not a good start to the mission. Wind Bird, burdened with the fuel drop tanks needed to extend its range, had failed to gain height from the carrier flight launch, instead scything into the sea in a welter of fracturing debris. Even with Spirit, who had always been a light-flying bird, Neriah had had to push the control stick forward on clearing the deck of the carrier to pick up enough speed for lift before he could haul the labouring plane upwards, and for a moment he had thought that he had overcooked it, and the wave ridges were going to trip the Marauder up and send it tumbling into the sea.

			‘They sent out recovery craft.’

			‘Didn’t look like much to recover.’

			Neriah, never one to let silence fester, keyed the comm open. If he had gone into the blue, others might have too.

			‘Crew, report status.’

			As the comm began to squawk into life, Radin turned to his navigation panel.

			‘Shivkin reporting, pilot commander. All well.’ The bombardier. During the approach run, he would be down in the blister below the fuselage – the glasshouse, they all called it – lining up the torpedo slung under Spirit of St Pascale’s belly. The torpedo was designed to run ten feet below the water’s surface. The enemy carrier, the size of an island, had barely noticed the munitions dropped from the sky on the very few occasions it had come within range of Imperial forces: the carrier’s decks and forecastles were heavily reinforced and had shrugged off the bombs that had managed to pierce the vessel’s fighter screen. 

			But the sea of Sagaraya was restless and hungry: give it a breach and it would push it open and wide, flooding in and pulling the vessel down into its dark deeps. The torpedo each Marauder carried was designed to do exactly that.

			‘Gasko, pilot commander. Nothing to report.’ Eitan Gasko, nose turret gunner.

			‘Pilot commander, Salk reporting.’ Tsvi Salk was the top turret gunner, the sky sight.

			Neriah waited. He waited a beat longer. Then he sighed.

			‘Plotnik. Are you still with us?’

			Pinye Plotnik was the tail gunner. Like all tail gunners, he existed within a separate world, all but cut off from the rest of the crew, to whom he sometimes reported, normally only to tell of the downing of some approaching enemy craft.

			‘…five…’

			Neriah sighed again. ‘Plotnik, report.’

			‘…six… seven, eight… nine, ten.’

			Plotnik was not one to disappear into the blue.

			‘Are you reporting a contact, Pinye?’

			‘I’m counting,’ said Plotnik. 

			Neriah glanced at Radin, who raised his eyes and shook his head – a familiar response to one of Plotnik’s whimsies. But the man was the best tail gunner in the Circus, the Third Air Fleet, with an uncanny ability to down enemy aircraft – he had even taken out at least six locked-on air-to-air missiles, which was four more than any other gunner in the Circus. 

			‘Counting what, Pinye?’

			‘Drop tanks. They make a nice splash. Some even float for a minute – until the sharks get them.’

			‘They’re not sharks,’ interrupted Radin, who when in his cups had been known to take an aviator aside and explain to him, with all the truthful sincerity of a man who would remember nothing of what he said in the morning, that the only reason he had joined the Navy was to see something other than the hive of his birth. ‘They appear to be aquatic reptiles that returned to the water when the ocean covered all the land of Sagaraya.’

			‘They’ve got teeth and they’re in the sea – they’re sharks.’

			‘We’ll leave aside questions of xenobiology for the moment,’ Neriah said. ‘Give me a visual check on the flight, Plotnik and Salk.’ With the mission flying in vox silence, the tail and top turret gunners had the best visual for the other two Marauders in Neriah’s flight.

			‘Glory Two, check,’ said Salk.

			‘Glory Three, check,’ said Plotnik.

			‘Waymark four,’ Radin added.

			‘Noted,’ said Neriah. ‘Is it time to descend?’

			The navigator checked then rechecked the distance readings before looking to the auspex. 

			‘On the mark, descend to flight level one – three, two, one, mark.’

			Neriah gently eased the control stick forward, bringing the nose of Spirit of St Pascale down. Rolling blue filled the world beyond the cockpit canopy.

			The ramjets, set for maximum fuel economy during the approach, were quiet – it would have been possible to speak to Radin without comms. 

			‘Salk, Plotnik, check that Glory Two and Glory Three are following us down to flight level one.’

			Neriah heard the confirmation as he concentrated on bringing Spirit down to the correct altitude. The ramjets, appreciative of the richer air, struck up a deeper, more full-throated note. 

			‘Listen to the music,’ Radin called out.

			‘Just got to make sure I don’t choke it,’ said Neriah.
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