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In 1919, the first transatlantic flight took off from the island of Newfoundland.

Celebrate the landmark 100 year anniversary of this historic event with twenty-seven stories that thrill, inspire, explore, and soar through the imagination.

Featuring the work of Sherry D Ramsey (One’s Aspect to the Sun), Amanda Labonté (Call of the Sea), Carolyn R Parsons (The Forbidden Dreams of Betsy Elliott), and more!

Edited by Erin Vance, Ellen Curtis, and aviation historian Dr. Lisa Daly, this collection showcases the invention, imagination, and prestige that brought us to the skies. From alternate histories to adventures for lost planes, steampunk tales to modern epics, this collection has it all!
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We take flight for granted. Today, we can fly around the world, sure, not as quickly as when the Concord flew the supersonic flights that allowed a person to get from London to New York and back again in time for tea, but we can fly from Newfoundland to Tokyo, with a few layovers. Before the jet age, aircraft had to stop frequently to fuel. Making that New York to London flight would have involved a refueling stop in Gander, Newfoundland: The Crossroads of the World. In fact, throughout the Second World War, Gander and Goose Bay were the hubs of trans-Atlantic aviation, with thousands of aircraft stopping to refuel and for one last check before flying across the ocean.

Airplanes flying overhead were not always a common sight. When the Hindenburg flew over the St. John’s on July 4th, 1936, it was the talk of the town for the next few days. Some were in awe of the massive airship, likening it to a flying whale. Others thought it was a harbinger of the end of the world, and some took cover under whatever was close! The dirigible passed over Newfoundland and Labrador 13 times before its ill-fated flight of 1937. In fact, on that final flight, the passengers were amazed by icebergs sparkling in the sunlight off the coast of Cape Race. In 1928 and 1932, Amelia Earhart twice made history, first in bring the first woman to travel the Atlantic by airplane. She complained that she was merely cargo in that flights from Trepassey, so later she returned and left Harbour Grace to become the first woman to fly solo across the ocean. The Harbour Grace Airstrip saw aviators from around the world who wanted to fly across the ocean, and were willing to risk their lives to make new records in the early decades of flying. These aviators were strong characters, captured by the dream and thrill of flight.

Less than 20 years earlier, all eyes were on Newfoundland for the Trans-Atlantic Air Race. A competition put forward by The Daily Mail, aviators could win the £10,000 prize by flying the Atlantic Ocean in under 72 hours. As Newfoundland was the closest point of land to Europe, the aviators headed there in the spring of 1919 expecting the moderate temperatures of an English spring, and instead finding the snow, rain, and heavy winds of a Newfoundland spring. Teams set up in St. John’s, Mount Pearl, Harbour Grace, and Trepassey. Planes were flown in, others shipped in to be reassembled, and even a blimp entered the race. Some aircraft met with misfortune: the blimp broke her moorings in high winds and drifted out to sea, and one team in St. John’s attempted to take off, but went against the wind and crashed on the runway. Other aircraft left Newfoundland, but didn’t make the full hop, like the flying boats in Trepassey. Three left the island, two made it to the Azores (one just barely), and only one made it right across to Portugal, after borrowing parts from the others. And then there is the exciting story of Hawker and Grieve, who left from Mount Pearl and crashed in the Atlantic, were picked up by a passing ship, and thought lost until the ship came close enough to signal their safety. Some, like the aviators in Harbour Grace, didn’t get to leave before the race was won.

In amongst all of this excitement, John Alcock and Arthur Whitten-Brown prepared, and took off from Lester’s Field in St. John’s on a June day, and flew 16 hours and 12 minutes to land in Clifden, Ireland, becoming the first people to fly non-stop across the Atlantic. In honour of this achievement, we have compiled stories about the fantastic feat that is flight.

These stories capture the magic and majesty that come with flight. Stories like John Burnham’s tale of bush pilots, Halley’s Comet. Often overlooked because they rarely broke records, bush pilots flew in all conditions, innovated to keep their planes in the air, did the impossible, and survived. Bush pilots continue to play an important role and this story tells of one such feat. Or like JRH Lawless’s story The White Bird Dives, a historical fiction that questions what really happened to the Oiseau Blanc on her attempt to cross the Atlantic. Or The Triumph by Amanda Labonté, a steampunk story wherein the reader is introduced to the newest vessel built to protect the British Empire.

The allure of flight is still strong today. While we sit in small seats on a commercial flight, improvements are being made to make aircraft faster, safer, better. Records are still being set, for speed, distance, and innovations are making aircraft greener. While we may never experience the luxury of early commercial aviation, even if we can afford a first class ticket, in this century we have seen supersonic commercial flights, aircraft that can circumnavigate the globe without stopping, and robots landing on Mars. Flying is still firmly in the realm of the fantastic, and flyers are characters in their own science fiction stories. Per ardua ad astra: the way to the stars.

Lisa Daly
Editor
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A native Newfoundlander, Alison is a graduate of the Fine Arts program at Sir Wilfred Grenfell College (MUN), and past recipient of the Golden Crescent Wrench Award. Her short story, ‘The Price of Beauty’ won the December 2018 Kit Sora Award.

Her first novel, The Six Elemental, was released in October 2016. Its sequel, The Fifth Queen, was published in March 2019.

She is the only person to have short fiction published in all of Engen’s open-call short story compilations, including Sci-Fi from the Rock, Fantasy from the Rock, Chillers from the Rock, Dystopia from the Rock, Bluenose Paradox, and Kit Sora: The Artobiography.

She currently resides in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where she works in arts administration and spends more time than a person should in and around theaters.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Risk of Dreaming



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


As I looked out over the cliff’s edge, at the vast ocean waters below, my thoughts turned to Icarus. I’d learned about him at a young age, thanks to a book of Greek myths that my aunt had gifted me on my eighth birthday. The story said that Icarus and his father had been unfairly imprisoned on the island of Crete by King Minos, and in order to escape, his father made them wondrous wings of feathers and wax. Before taking off, his father warned him that if they flew too low, the water would make the feathers too heavy to fly, and if they flew too high, the sun would melt the wax that held everything together. Icarus listened intently, but as they flew away, he became so enamoured of being up in the sky, that he didn’t heed his father’s warnings and flew higher and higher, getting so close to the sun that he melted the wax and fell into the sea. It was a children’s book, so it didn’t touch on Icarus’ mortality, but I learned the whole story a few years later.

It probably wasn’t the best subject to be thinking about at this particular moment, but the sun was shining, the sky was clear, and I was preparing to fly.

The design was my own invention, inspired in parts by a bicycle, a kite, and birds. I’d spent over a year working on it, starting with smaller models and testing them rigorously before working my way up to a full-sized prototype. Once I’d built it there was still a lot of trial and error, but I never lost hope. Every test offered new knowledge, more confidence, and brought me closer to my dream.

Months were spent testing my craft over and over, racing down hills and jumping off small ledges, gliding on the wind like a bird. After each successful trip, I’d search for a higher ledge, but eventually I ran out of places to jump from. I considered my parent’s roof, but it would have been impossible to get the craft up there. Besides, the angle was all wrong. 

Finally, I realized what I had to do. I had to take a risk.

Standing at the cliff’s edge, I steeled my nerves. It was a long way down, but the weather was ideal, the wind was strong, and my craft had been tested. There was no better time than now.

“You’ve got this!” Eliza cheered enthusiastically. “It’s gonna be great!” 

Jimmy opened his mouth to say something, but then thought better and closed it.

Jimmy wasn’t a fan of my ambition, but he was an only child and had inherited his mother’s constant worrying. He’d fretted about this plan every step of the way, worried about what would happen if I fell or if the craft broke apart. Despite this, I could see in his eyes that there was a part of him that wanted to fly just as much as I did.

Meanwhile, Eliza was as excited as I was, if not more. She supported all of my crazy ideas, and if my craft had an extra seat, she’d be right next to me. Eliza was the fourth out of seven children, and she was the most reckless and headstrong person I knew. If it hadn’t been for me, Eliza and Jimmy never would have said two words to each other, let alone been friends, but somehow I managed to bridge that gap.

They’d been present for all of my previous tests, and their input was invaluable towards making my craft better and safer. I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d want with me on a day like today.

Giving the cliff’s edge one last look, I walked past them and headed up the hill to where my craft sat, waiting. It looked like something out of a science fiction book, with its laid-back seat, pedals, wheels, ropes, and huge wings on top, but I had faith that it would do what I needed it to. After all, I had built many strange inventions over the years that had succeeded, despite their appearance. Lowering myself into the seat, I stretched my legs out before me and slipped them into the pedals. I did a few quick tests, making sure the chain was well connected to the wheels and that the rigging was moving the wings properly, before looking down at my friends and giving them two thumbs up.

Eliza let out a whooping sound while Jimmy gently put a hand on her arm and safely pulled her back from my intended flight path.

Putting on my helmet and lowering the goggles over my eyes, I took in a deep breath. I could see the path before me, laid out as clear as the cloudless sky above. In my imagination I had already done this hundreds of times. I would start pedalling, racing down the hill at a great enough speed that the momentum would keep me from falling into the ocean after I went over the edge. Once airborne, I’d ride the wind on those large, sturdy wings, steadying my craft, before using the ropes to tilt the wings, letting the wind lift me higher and higher. With enough skill, I’d soon be soaring far above the ground.

There were a lot of people in town who thought I was crazy. They said that I would never succeed and I should leave flying to the birds. Often they would laugh and say ‘Remember Icarus!’ I know that they were trying to mock me, but it was actually good advice.

See, when other people thought about the story, they focused on Icarus’ fall. They considered the myth to be a warning from the gods; a reason to be satisfied with what they had, and to keep their feet firmly on the ground. If you dared to fly, then you would surely fall.

But what I thought about was Daedalus – Icarus’ father. When it came to him, people only thought about what he’d lost. Yes, he’d invented something amazing, but it had cost him his only son. Still, they didn’t know what his life must have been like as a prisoner, knowing that he’d never be free again. And, honestly, you can’t put Icarus’ death on anyone but Icarus. His father had warned him. 

So, yes, Icarus fell, but Daedalus made it to safety. He flew over the sea and made it all the way to Sicily, finding safety from Minos. No other human had done such a thing before, but he did, wearing giant wings of feathers and wax. Daedalus lived because he understood the risk.

I thought of all my tests and theories, and everything that could go wrong. 

And after that, I thought of everything that could go right. 

Some people would never fly because they were too scared of falling. They would never feel the wind in their hair or gaze at the world so far down below or know that they were doing something incredible. The only way to do that was to swallow your fear and doubts, and jump. And that was exactly what I was going to do.

I took another deep breath, focused on the horizon, and prepared to fly.
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The temperature outside was freezing, but inside the Kaminnyy Klub it was warm and toasty. The fireplaces were blazing, the food from the kitchen was piping hot, and holding a mug of warm cocoa could almost make a person forget about the sub-zero temperature outside.

“You know, if most bosses had a choice, they’d give their crew time off on a warmer planet,” Levi remarked, taking a sip of cocoa. He’d unzipped his large, down jacket, but had yet to take it off, despite the woollen sweater he was wearing underneath. His dark green hair was stuck up on one side of his head, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Or maybe he didn’t want to risk losing any warmth by taking a hand away from his mug to smooth it down.

Captain Pilar Argus smirked in response, unconsciously smoothing her own silver hair. “You knew what I was like when you agreed to work for me,” she replied. Her jacket was hanging on the back of her chair, as she was perfectly content with the amount of warmth coming from the fireplace.

“Well, I have a lot of regrets,” he muttered.

She didn’t take his remark personally. Argus had grown up with Jonas Levi and worked transport with him for over fifteen years, so she knew how much he hated being cold. Unfortunately, his being her second-in-command plus her oldest childhood friend meant that she got a certain pleasure out of tormenting him.

“You know, you could have stayed on the ship,” she said.

He shook his head. “Not until Banu manages to get his super-heater invention up and running. It’s much warmer here.”

They were on Klatch, the outermost planet in the Rossija system, which meant it was the coldest and least populated. Earlier in the day they’d finished their current job by delivering a shipment of goods to one of the speciality stores a few blocks away. While she could have taken off for a warmer destination, Argus had decided to stay on the planet for a little break. It was partly to torment Levi, and partly because she wanted some different scenery after spending the last five and a half days in hyperspeed, travelling here from the Diota System. 

Although Argus wouldn’t want to stay too long, she liked how quiet it was. On warmer planets, there were always so many people going around at all hours of the day, and everything was so crowded and loud and annoying. Being on Klatch was like a breath of fresh air. Really cold air, but still fresh.

“Um... I think we have might have a situation...”

Her mug was halfway to her lips when Levi spoke. Sighing, she put the mug down and looked at him. He motioned his head towards the left. Even before she saw it, she knew the problem had something to do with her pilot, Aja Kanto, and the ship’s doctor, Vera Quintas. Sure enough, they were part of a group of people who had all risen to their feet and were talking angrily with each other.

“What are those two up to now?” Argus said under her breath. Any time Quintas went out in public there was a chance of a brawl breaking out, but she’d been hoping that this restaurant would be relaxed enough to avoid any misunderstandings. The doctor, despite being in her mid-forties and small in stature, managed to find offence in almost everything, and one night in particular a bar had almost burned down after someone remarked that she’d look good in green. Argus had been hoping that Kanto, despite being only twenty-two, would be able to keep the doctor in check, but apparently that had been asking too much.

As Argus drew closer to the group, she picked up on the conversation, which was a heated discussion about who was the better pilot. And now she knew how Kanto had become involved.

“Any place! Any time!” Kanto yelled at the red-haired woman standing in front of her. The woman was half a foot taller, so she had to stand on her tiptoes to make up some of the difference. Quintas was standing next to Kanto, her arms crossed over her chest, grey eyes narrowed in anger.

“Tomorrow,” the woman said. “Solnechnyy Restoran on Istra. First one to arrive wins.”

“Bring it!”

“Yeah,” Quintas said, jutting out her chin. “Bring it!”

“We’ll see who brings it at noon tomorrow,” the woman replied, smirking.

Argus quickly placed herself between Kanto and the red-head. “Hold on. What’s going on here?”

Kanto paled at the sight of her captain, but Quintas wasn’t as worried. 

“We’re going to kick their butts in a race tomorrow,” Quintas said, her voice filled with arrogance.

“Or, we’re not,” Argus replied pointedly.

The woman laughed. “Should’ve known you two would have an excuse.”

Kanto glared at the woman before putting an arm around her captain’s shoulders and leading her away from the crowd. “We have time to fit this in, right?” she asked in a low voice. “You always have a few days buffer between jobs, so we’ve got time, right?”

“That’s not the point,” Argus said. “We’re a business, not a bunch of bored space-racers.”

“But she’s really annoying,” Kanto replied. “I want to wipe that smirk off her face so bad. I mean, she didn’t believe that we outran pirates in the Daehan System last week, but we did.”

Argus held back a sigh. “And racing her to Istra will make her believe that?”

Kanto shrugged. “It’s worth a shot.”

She looked over at Levi, who was shaking his head. They’d done their fair share of racing in the past, but now they were too old and responsible to get caught up in petty squabbles. It’d be best to put the brakes on this and go back to their drinks.

“Look,” Argus said, walking back to the crowd. “Unfortunately, we’ve got better things to do than race some stranger across the system. So, on behalf of my crew, we’re going to have to decline your offer.”

“Sorry about that,” Levi added, not sounding sorry at all.

The woman smirked. “No apology needed. I knew she’d find some way to weasel out of this.” She laughed wickedly. “I mean, look at your ship. There’s no way you’d win any kind of race with a lowly EOS-class. It’s no wonder they stopped making those piles of junk.”

“Excuse me!?” Levi and Kanto shouted in perfect unison.

Argus’ violet eyes narrowed. “You’d best choose your next words carefully,” she said in a low voice.

The threat did nothing to the woman, who rolled her eyes. “Either your ship can handle a race or it can’t. It’s not my fault if it or your crew aren’t good enough. You know, you should’ve consulted someone who knew a thing or two about ships before making such a terrible purchase.”

Argus stepped forward until she was directly in front of the woman. At six feet tall, Argus was the tallest member of her crew and, unlike Kanto or Quintas, she was able to go eye to eye with the stranger.

“Name and ship.”

“Ilia. The Rumble. It’s a Zeus-class.” She smiled confidently.

Argus knew that those ships had a better speed than hers, but she also knew that her ship had something the Rumble didn’t – something that would give them the winning edge. “You’ve got one chance to take back what you said about my ship and walk away. If you don’t, then you’ll end up having to eat those words.”

Ilia closed her mouth and remained silent.

Argus’ eyes narrowed. “I’ll see you tomorrow at noon.” She turned and walked back to her table, to get her coat. It’d be best to get out of the restaurant before she did something she’d regret.

As she moved to the door, the rest of her crew were quick to catch up with her.

“That was so amazing!” Kanto cheered quietly as they bundled up. “You were so powerful and commanding! You were awesome!”

Argus didn’t respond. Truthfully, she hated that she’d let herself be goaded into a race by the other woman. Ilia had played them all like fiddles, knowing exactly what to say to get them riled up, and she hated that it had worked so well. Although she had no doubt that her ship would be able to win this race, she had better things to do than get caught up in petty bets.

When they reached the ship, they were greeted by a wall of heat. It was such a change from the outside temperature that they started peeling off their many layers, lest they sweat to death.

“Banu?” Argus called out to the ship’s mechanic, hanging her coat up along the wall.

The door to the galley slid open and a pale face with blond hair and white eyes looked out at the group. “You’re back.”

Argus nodded. 

“There was a bit of a situation,” Levi said. “Best for us to leave quickly.”

“Nice job getting the heater going,” Argus said.

Banu looked down at the floor. “It was more difficult than I thought it would be, but I figured that it was important for us to have a warm place to sleep tonight, and I didn’t know how long we wanted to stay here.”

“Well, as luck would have it, we’ll be travelling to Istra tomorrow,” she said. Istra was the closest habitable planet to Rossija’s sun, so they’d have no need for heaters out there. “Although ‘luck’ might not be the best word.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is ‘spite,’” Quintas said helpfully.

Confusion crossed Banu’s face. “I thought our next job was in the Walh System.”

“This isn’t a job,” Kanto interjected. “This is all pleasure.”

She filled Banu in on what had happened at the Kaminnyy Klub as they all moved into the galley. It was the communal area of the ship – part kitchen, part dining room, and part living room. Argus and Levi sat down on one of the couches, while Kanto and Banu took the other. Quintas went over to the fridge to get a drink, before sitting down at the table.

“So, tomorrow we’re going to race to Istra and teach this Ilia whose ship is the best!” Kanto finished, smiling triumphantly.

Banu frowned. “But you said her ship was a Zeus-class.”

“And?”

“And those ships have thirty percent more speed than we have. Considering the distance, it’ll take us almost three hours longer to get to Istra.”

Kanto laughed. “You’re forgetting about CIRCE! With her, we’ll be able to jack up our speed and leave them in the dust!” She mimed dusting her hands off before raising them in the air. Quintas laughed under her breath.

Banu looked down at the floor and Argus immediately sensed that something was wrong.

“Banu?” Kanto asked, finally picking up on his lack of enthusiasm. “What’s wrong?”

“I... may have...” he took in a deep breath and closed his eyes. “I may have short-circuited CIRCE in my attempts to get the heater up and running.”

The words came out in a jumble, but every person in the room heard them. When he finished speaking, it was so silent that you could’ve heard a pin drop.

“...Oh...” Kanto’s eyes went wider than Argus had ever seen. “Oh, no.”

“Can’t you just fix it?” Quintas scoffed as she took a drink, already shrugging off the revelation.

“If it were that easy, he wouldn’t’ve said anything,” Levi threw at her.

Quintas shrugged. “I should have known we’d find some way to mess up a sure thing...” She picked up her drink and left the galley.

As Quintas walked away, Argus tried to remind herself of all the good work she had done, and how many times she’d stitched up her and Levi after some bad run-ins. Honestly, she knew that the doctor was likely putting on airs to hide her disappointment, but it didn’t help the situation. Still, as much as Argus wanted to be angry at Quintas, it was her own fault for not diffusing the situation properly.

It would be easy enough to pack up the ship and move on to another system. In the long run, who’d care if they skipped out on a race with a random person in a bar on a planet they rarely visited? The answer was: she would. Her pride would remember.

Most people throughout the five systems knew better than to insult someone else’s ship. It was a low blow, and one that Argus would never forgive Ilia for. She’d purchased the Aurora – or Ror, as they affectionately referred to her – when she’d started up her own transport business. After working in transport for almost a decade, she’d finally saved enough money to buy her own ship, and she’d fallen for Ror. Sure, the model was being phased out, and she wasn’t as fast as other ships, and her weapons weren’t as impressive, but they didn’t need any of that for transporting. She loved that the ship was designed to look like the old shuttles that transported people around the universe, and the fact that it was solar-powered was a huge cost-saver. Batteries didn’t come cheap these days.

Ror was also the only home she had left. After the moon she grew up on had been attacked by the Vanguard, the scourge of the universe, and her family and friends killed, Argus had nowhere to turn to but her ship. And she sure as heck wasn’t going to let some other pilot insult her.

She’d thought that they would show up tomorrow and blow past Ilia’s ship, leaving them so far behind that they’d have to spend hours in space knowing that they’d lost to a “lowly EOS-class.” She wanted to teach Ilia that you couldn’t judge a ship by its stats, and that if you wanted to goad someone into a fight then you’d better make sure that they have no chance of winning.

But none of that would matter if they couldn’t fix CIRCE. She was one of Banu’s many inventions, and one of Argus’ favourites. She transferred power from one function to another, so if they were being chased by pirates and needed to go faster, they could take power from their weapons. Or if they found themselves in a particularly terrible asteroid field, they could boost their shields. CIRCE’s energy transfers could be a real drain on the battery, but she’d gotten them out of so many scrapes that Argus couldn’t hold it against her.

“How long do you think...” Argus finally said.

After a few seconds, Banu shrugged. “I’ll need to purchase some items when the stores open tomorrow. I don’t have all the materials I need here, and I can’t really do anything until then...”

Factoring in when the shops opened, Argus calculated that they’d have about two hours to get CIRCE up and running before the race started. Considering Banu’s hesitation, she knew that it would take him that long, if not longer. After doing some more mental math, she came out with a rough estimation of how long they could go without help and still manage to win.

“Could it be done in five hours? Maybe five and a half?” she asked.

He shrugged again. “Probably. If there isn’t anything too terribly wrong. Now that I know how to build her, it won’t be like creating her from scratch.”

She nodded. There was still an opportunity to back out, give up, and run away, but on the other hand, there was still a chance that they could win. She looked over at Kanto, who still had hope in her eyes, before turning to Levi. He looked like he was doing mental calculations, his eyes darting back and forth, and his mouth screwed up in a frown. After half a minute, he looked at her and nodded.

“If we don’t win, at least we’ll be close enough to the sun to refuel,” he said.

Argus nodded. “Banu, go make a list. As soon as the shops open tomorrow, you go out and pick up anything you think you might need.”

He nodded and headed for the door.

“Kanto, Levi,” she continued, “we should spend some time plotting the fastest, cleanest route to Istra. Kanto, can you get the long-range scanner from the cockpit?”

Jumping up from her seat, Kanto nodded and rushed out of the room.

Once it was just her and Levi left in the galley, Argus let out a loud sigh.

“It’s gonna hurt if we lose tomorrow,” she said quietly.

“Then let’s not lose.”

She glared at Levi. “Can’t you say something useful?”

He paused to think. “Maybe the Vanguard will show up and we’ll have to call the whole thing off.”

Slumping onto the couch, Argus let out another sigh. It wasn’t a good sign when she found herself secretly hoping for the Vanguard to appear.

***
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The sun was high in the sky, but Klatch was just as cold as ever. Earlier in the day, Argus had done some scouting to find out where the Rumble was parked, which wasn’t far away, and then figured out the half-way point between the ships. At fifteen minutes to noon, Levi and she bundled up and headed out.

It was her last ditch effort to get out of this whole mess. If Ilia didn’t show up, then Argus could say that she’d tried and leave with a clean slate. They hadn’t made any specific meet-up plans, but Argus wasn’t about to take off on an hours-long race without knowing her opponent was prepared to do the same. 

As the time moved closer to noon, she found herself hoping that Ilia wouldn’t show. Banu had arrived back at the ship around nine-thirty with a box full of supplies and had been working diligently since then, but CIRCE still wasn’t fixed. Although she trusted Banu’s technological capabilities, she didn’t feel good taking off without being prepared.

Taking in a deep breath, she checked the time. There were still five minutes left, but the second it went past noon, she was out of here. Levi let out a groan and she looked up to see someone walking their way. Swearing under her breath, she tried to push back all of her doubts and project the confidence she didn’t feel.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” Ilia smirked, her mocking tone evident despite the winter wear covering most of her face.

“Wanted to give you one last chance to back out,” Argus fired back.

Ilia laughed. “I hope you’re ready to lose.”

“I hope you’re ready to eat those words.”

The two of them turned away and headed back to their ships, Levi following Argus closely. Nobody wanted to be late starting the race because their ship had to wait for them to get on board.

“One minute to takeoff, Cap,” Kanto informed Argus. She’d already warmed up the engines and was ready to go.

Argus shrugged out of her jacket and dropped it on the floor. “As soon as it hits noon, you get off this planet as quickly as possible. And let me know if the Rumble tries to skip out early. We don’t race cheaters.”

“Gotcha!”

Leaning on the control panel, she went over their plan again. They’d completed numerous long-range scans last night, trying to pick up on any asteroid fields or high-gravity areas or anything else that might slow them down. They had a good, clean path to Istra, but it still wouldn’t be enough for them to win without help. 

Finally, the clock hit noon and it was time. As Kanto guided the ship off the planet, Argus hoped that she wasn’t making a mistake.

Once they’d reached space and stabilized, Levi picked up Argus’ coat. “I’m going to go check on Banu, see if he needs a hand.”

Argus nodded. “I’ll call you if I need you. Otherwise, give him all the help he needs – whether he realizes it or not.”

“Aye, aye.” He walked out of the cockpit.

Argus sat in the co-pilot chair. She knew that Ilia’s ship was already gaining on them, but there was still a chance that they could win. Looking up at the clock, she put her own count-down in effect. They had three and a half hours to fix CIRCE before suffering a humiliating loss.

“Kanto...”

“Yeah, Cap?”

“If this plan fails, promise me that you’ll fly us straight into the sun.”

***
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They were more than three hours into the race and it hadn’t been the smoothest ride. One of the asteroid fields had ended up being bigger than they’d anticipated, so in order to not lose time, they’d had to go through part of it. Thankfully, their shields were stronger than their speed.

There wasn’t much for Argus to do as they flew, other than calculate how far behind they were. Kanto was holding to the plan, flying her best, and Banu and Levi were still trying to get CIRCE up and running. Quintas was staying out of everyone’s way, which was greatly appreciated.

Every minute that passed was one minute closer to failing. Ilia was about twenty-five light-minutes ahead, and in less than an hour she’d be on Istra. As much as Argus wanted to go and see what was taking Banu and Levi so long, she knew that they were doing their best. Next time she’d have to let Banu know that a warm ship wasn’t as important as a functional one, and never to do anything that might risk their existing equipment. Still, she had to admit that his heater had worked wonders. He’d made the ship feel like it was on Istra instead of Klatch.

As the clock neared the zero-hour, she started fidgeting. Soon they’d reach the point of failure, where they couldn’t win no matter how fast they went. Why had she thought that they could do this? As soon as Banu told them about CIRCE, she should have withdrawn and given up. Her stupid pride was going to be the death of her. Instead of taking a break between deliveries, she was wasting time trying to race a faster ship. Maybe it would be best if Kanto flew them into the sun.

Soon, there were only five seconds left before everything they did was for naught. Four. Three. Argus closed her eyes and prayed that CIRCE would be finished soon. Two. One.

It felt like time had slowed down, but the clock and ship kept going. The point of no return had been passed. Argus slumped back in the co-pilot’s chair. There was no way they’d catch up now. Heck, the Rumble would have almost three hours to gloat about their win before Ror landed.  

“Cap...?” Kanto said quietly.

“Yeah?”

“Did we just lose?”

She sighed. “Yeah.”

“So, do we keep going?”

Argus paused. Right now she wasn’t sure which would be worse – to keep going or to give up. If they gave up, then Ilia would have the satisfaction in knowing that they were quitters, and if they kept going, the next four hours were going to be painful – filled with dread for what would be awaiting them once they landed. Neither option sounded good.

Although she didn’t receive an answer, Kanto kept the ship on course. 

The mood in the cockpit shifted drastically to one of resignation. Usually, Argus enjoyed watching the flight through space. As long as they weren’t dodging space junk or other ships, it could be peaceful with darkness all around them. She wished she could pretend this was merely a normal journey and enjoy it.

Suddenly she heard footsteps running towards the room. She turned just in time to see the door slide open and Levi burst in.

“Punch it, Kanto!” he said, smiling despite his heavy breathing. “CIRCE’s back!”

The two women stared at Levi.

“Can’t you see the clock?” Kanto asked. “We lost.”

Levi looked up. They were now eight minutes past their three and a half hour deadline. He shook his head. “We’ve still got time.”

Argus gave him a flat look. “How? Are you going to get out and push?”

“No, I did the math. We’ve got time.”

She was confused. “I did the math, too.”

“And how many decimal points did you go back?” He raised an eyebrow.

Something clicked in her brain. “Kanto, punch it!”

Levi laughed as Kanto pushed the ship to the highest speed. “You’re good at math, Captain, but not as good as me.”

“Shut up, Levi,” she shot back, but it was impossible to keep the glee out of her voice. Her heart started to race as she sat up in the chair. “How long until we reach Istra?”

“Approximately 45 minutes at top speed.”

“And the Rumble?”

“Approximately 50 minutes.” He smiled brightly. “See, we even managed to give you a few to spare.”

The rest of the trip went faster than it should have. Quintas and Banu joined them in the cockpit to watch the scanner as they closed the distance on the Rumble. There was one tense moment when they hit a patch of space debris outside of Yasny, but the prospect of winning seemed to have renewed Kanto’s vigor and she flew through it with no hesitation.

Forty-two minutes after they’d reached top speed, they caught up to the Rumble. Argus wished that they could fly up next to them and wave as they passed by, but instead she had Kanto keep a good distance while instructing Banu to hide their ship ID. She wanted Ilia to think that they were still behind them, and to not realize that the ship that’d blown past them was the very one she’d mouthed off about.

“The minute we hit the ground, we book it to Solnechnyy Restoran,” Argus informed everyone. “We’ve got a five minute head-start, which isn’t much time, and I want us to be laid back and relaxing when Ilia’s crew comes in.”

“I’ve reserved the landing spot closest to the restaurant,” Levi said. “It’ll be faster to walk than to take the ATV, so be ready to go as soon as the ship’s parked. Clear?”

Everyone nodded. The competitive spirit had infected the entire crew, including Banu, who hadn’t even met Ilia, and they were practically vibrating with excitement.

When the ship touched down, everyone except for Kanto was standing next to the exit. As soon as the engines turned off, the door was open and they were gone. Kanto caught up to them a minute later, having promised Argus that she’d followed proper shut-down protocol and locked the door.

The hostess at Solnechnyy Restoran was startled by the group’s sudden appearance, but found them a table and brought them all drinks. Argus looked around the room, at the unfamiliar restaurant goers, and felt all the tension drain out of her. 

Seven minutes later, the door to the restaurant opened and Ilia strolled in with her crew. They were laughing and smiling, but then Ilia saw Argus and her crew, and her expression changed to utter disbelief.

“How did you get here?” Ilia asked as she stormed over to the table.

“I could have sworn that we told you about our ship,” Argus replied.

Ilia shook her head. “No. You cheated somehow. You were way behind us.”

“Guess our ship’s better than yours,” Kanto gloated.

“But I’ve got a Zeus-class!”

“Maybe next time you shouldn’t judge a ship by its class,” Argus said helpfully.

Ilia opened her mouth to say something, but then she let out a frustrated sound and stomped away.

Argus laughed and raised her glass for a toast.
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The skies have been empty for thirty years. 

I walk out onto the apron to gaze at the faded orange and white striped windsock at Saint James Richardson International Airport. It’s horizontal, in a wind straight down runway three-six. 

Good old CYWG. Here is where I started my career as a young man, flying air taxi forty years ago, in an age when people still patted women pilots on the head and said, “That’s wonderful that more women are getting into aviation.”

And then five years into my career the oil wells dried up. Biodiesel has never been a viable option – all the arable land in the world couldn’t produce enough fuel to keep North America running. 

They managed to keep some of the small refineries going – there’s still trucks on the road, but not many. The roads across the country are in such disrepair with no fuel to power the equipment to repair them that anything on them nearly has to be all terrain. No one’s making Avgas or Jet-A anymore. Thousands of planes sit in hangars, rusting their great hearts out, paint peeling, leather seats cracking. Nothing but dust in the fuel lines.

Until now. 

I look over my shoulder at the Cessna Caravan on the apron. It shines with a fresh coat of paint still curing, but dry enough for today. There’s no Air Canada anymore, or any other airline. They all dissolved when the fuel ran out. We were all shocked enough that Canada managed to hold together as a country at all. The US broke down into city states and small nations – not enough of them could agree on enough things to hold them together. They tried to annex Canada early on, before things broke down, but then winter came and they went home. 

Canada’s a big country, and collecting taxes is kind of a bastard when everybody’s all spread out like they are. But then they noticed the roads were getting even worse, and people kind of realized the socialism thing maybe wasn’t so bad and ponied up for the most part. Six months ago, they had a referendum on getting planes back in the air. 

Now, they whined about the cost of roads, and sewer maintenance, and telephone line maintenance, and what not else, but there’s something about a plane that says to the world, “We’re not just okay, we’re rockin’.” Got people right in the feels and the referendum approved funding to start work.

I love the smell of Jet-A in the morning. Used to have a t-shirt that said that. 

No Jet-A smell today. The Caravan is converted. New tech: miniaturized molten salt reactor replaced the turbofan engine. They didn’t want to bother getting the old Pratts running again, with no fuel to run them. They want something sustainable. Not just a plane for today. A plane for tomorrow. 

And they put out a call for pilots. Thirty years ago, there were seventy thousand pilots in Canada. Three quarters of them had been set to retire in a few years – now most of them are dead, and a good bunch of them too old to fly. There were no new pilots, but they put out a call, and every pilot who still thought they could fly answered. Who among us wouldn’t? Thirty years grounded, and a chance to get back in the sky? If you think we wouldn’t, you don’t understand pilots. 

Most of us didn’t pass the medical. Only two of us did: me and Joey. We drew straws, and I got the short one, making him pilot and me co-pilot. 

After Joey’s heart attack six months ago, they almost imported another pilot from god knows where. I convinced them not to. Instead, they pulled together a group of youngsters with lofty dreams and stuck them in old flight simulators. They narrowed it down and let me pick a co-pilot from a group of ten young men and women. Well, nine young men and one woman. 

The mechanics wave us over. I turn to my co-pilot. “Ready?”

“Hell yeah,” says Jill. 

See, what us old airmen know, is woman pilots have to work twice as hard to get taken half as seriously. I picked Jill. 

Once in the plane, I adjust my seat and wait for the mechanics to clear the area. Jill hands me the checklist. She’s businesslike – got a safe attitude, steady nerves – she’ll be a good pilot. 

I follow a checklist pieced together from the original Caravan checklist and steps added special for the new engine. The reaction keeps going even when the prop is disengaged; it just slows down. There’s a lever that engages the prop shaft, then electric switches to control the flow of Thorium into the reactor. I flip some switches and the engine engages with the reactor. The prop starts slowly at first, like a turbine. People say it doesn’t sound that much different from a turboprop, but for a pilot who used to fly them, it does. It’s hard to describe, but it starts smooth, without the screaming whir of turbine vanes. Still a roar, still very much alive. I wish I knew more about the insides. Jill knows more. She’s all up on that stuff. 

A group of photographers from news agencies all over the country – some even further – snap pictures while I raise the wing flaps and turn on the avionics. My heart’s pounding, but it has nothing to do with the photographers. 

I know the engine’s been tested; it’s been run eighty times since they finished installing it. The mechanics know what they’re doing, and every millimetre of this aircraft has been inspected. And still I’ve got nerves like a goddam student pilot going on their first solo. 

I don’t let Jill suspect. 

“Winnipeg tower, Aurora flight number one, on apron six ready to taxi,” I say, my finger on the radio button. 

“Aurora one, Tower, clear to taxi charlie, uh, hold short three-six.”

I laugh. He sounds like a new controller on his first day. There’s no other planes in the sky to make it worth even classifying airspace, but they still want to use all the old procedures. They’re planning for the future.

I lift my feet off the brakes and let the plane roll forward. I can’t hear them over the engine, but the crowd gathered goes nuts. It’s the first time in thirty years anyone’s seen a plane move under its own power. Actually it’s not – we’ve been taxiing around the apron for months testing things, but the crowd don’t know the difference. 

We roll out onto the taxiway and sit short of runway three-six to finish the last checks. Hold the brakes and gun the engine, check fuel, check suction, check oil. I pass my hand across the instrument panel, old habits returning. Check instruments left to right, to keep from missing one. 

The engine checks out fine.

“Tower, Aurora one, holding short of three-six, ready for take-off.”

“Aurora one, Tower, cleared for take-off.”

“I can’t believe how many people are out there,” says Jill. 

“You want to do the take off?” I ask. 

“Really?” 

I smirk. There’ll be lots of time later to fly myself if this goes well. It feels good to be able to give this moment to her. I take my hands off the controls and prop my arms up, one on the window and the other on the back of Jill’s seat. “She’s all yours. Once around the circuit.” 

Jill bites her lip. She’s nervous, but I’m not worried about her. We roll forward onto the newly paved runway and turn to line up on the centre line. This runway is four times as long as we need to take off and land, but it’s funny seeing the mile of runway ahead of us, looking like it goes on forever. Because it does. There’s a quote, damned if I can remember who said it, but it goes, “A mile of highway will take you a mile, but a mile of runway can take you anywhere.” 

Jill pauses, looks at me. 

“What are you lookin’ at me for?” I say. “Let’s get this bird in the air.”

Jill nods, takes a deep breath, and pushes the throttle forward to full power. The engine roars, and we surge forward, yawing to the left just a little before Jill gets the rudder in to correct it and keep us on the runway. Sims don’t hold a candle to actual flying – it’ll take her some getting used to yet. But she’ll be fine. 

The airspeed indicator kicks in, reading thirty knots, forty knots.

“Airspeed alive,” Jill acknowledges, like I taught her. 

Seconds feel like minutes as we gain speed. We’re loaded light, all but empty, so we can lift off at around sixty-five safely. Fifty knots goes by. Fifty-five. Sixty. These are the moments when, even when you’ve taken off hundreds of times, every once in a while, you remember you’re surrounded by nothing but a well-organized bunch of aluminum and fibreglass with a giant fan stuck to the front, and that thing’s supposed to take you up in the air, and it all seems so goddam insane for that one moment and then...

Jill hesitates again, and I prompt, “And rotate.”

Jill keeps her eyes forward, glancing again at our airspeed, and pulls back on the control column. Gently at first, then firmly.

And the wheels leave the ground.
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The ocean was always angry.

An endless, impossibly dark blue undulating body of water, rippling and shimmering as far as Alice could see. Periodically a whitecap emerged and fumbled about for a few seconds before the hungry sea swallowed it whole. So dark she could’ve sworn it was a swarm of shadows, they wrestled and struggled with each other beneath an infinitely stretched navy sheet. Silent as the grave, it constantly moved and shuddered before her eyes.

Each morning Alice had the same dream. When she’d finally rouse from her slumber, the night would be surrendering its grip on the sky, bleeding from a deep purple bruise into a pale mixture of light blues and whites, a bandage for the previous evening’s wounds.

She didn’t need to set an alarm. Decades of living on a farm had instilled a natural clock within her. Each day she woke at the same time, put the same kettle on, made the same cup of tea. The only thing that had changed in recent years was the number of cups she’d had to make.

Sighing to herself, Alice got up and made her bed, then made her way to the kitchen to put the kettle on. The wooden floorboards and stairs creaked in protest as they always did. She ignored them like she always did.

While each day started the same, Alice’s day-to-day life had changed significantly since Fred had gone off to the war. Her niece had
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