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Chapter 1

The ball skidded low across the hard-baked pitch, spraying grit onto Camille’s bare shins. She met it with the outside of her boot, turned her shoulder into the taller boy charging from the left, and sent it spinning toward the sagging net between two crooked metal posts. The impact sang up her leg. Someone shouted her name—half curse, half respect—and the small knot of spectators on the low stone wall clapped once, the sound flat in the late-summer air.

Dust rose in thin veils. The pitch sat at the edge of the hamlet, pressed between a line of plane trees and a field of stubble that still carried the faint green of the last cut. Beyond it the land lifted in gentle rolls toward the first low hills, their slopes marked by the warm gold of the local stone houses and the darker green of chestnut woods. A tractor grumbled somewhere out of sight, its engine note rising and falling with the slope. The sky above was high and pale, the kind of blue that promised another warm evening before the nights began to cool.

Camille did not wait for the ball to be returned. She was already moving, reading the angle of the next pass before it left the foot of the boy in the faded red shirt. Her hair, cut short at the nape for practicality, stuck to the sweat at her temples. The old training top she wore—once her father’s—clung between her shoulder blades. She liked the way the fabric pulled when she reached, the reminder that her body could answer what her mind demanded.

“Rousseau’s on fire again,” one of the older boys muttered as she intercepted and drove forward.

She did not smile. Smiling was for after the final whistle. Right now there was only the narrow channel between two defenders and the goal that leaned slightly to the right because the post had been kicked loose last week and no one had bothered to straighten it.

The shot struck the inside of the post and ricocheted in. A ragged cheer went up. Camille jogged back to her half without looking at the scorer’s mark on the crumbling wall. She already knew the tally.

When the game broke for water, she walked to the low wall where her sister Léa sat swinging her legs. Léa was eight, all elbows and questions, her dark hair tied in two uneven braids. She held out a plastic bottle still cold from the kitchen tap.

“You kicked that one like you hated it,” Léa said.

Camille took the bottle, drank, and wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist. “It was in the way.”

Léa giggled. “Papa says you play like you’re trying to prove something.”

Camille’s gaze drifted past the trees to the narrow road that eventually climbed toward the bigger town and, farther still, the city. A military jet had crossed low over the valley earlier that week, its sound arriving seconds after the silver flash had already vanished. She had stopped dead in the middle of the lane, head tilted back, until the dust from a passing van made her cough. No one else had seemed to notice.

“I’m not proving anything,” she said. “I’m just better than most of them.”

Léa considered this with the solemnity only an eight-year-old could manage. “Maman says girls can be anything now.”

Camille handed the bottle back. “Maman says that because she wants it to be true.”

She turned before Léa could ask another question and jogged back onto the pitch. The sun had dropped enough that the shadows of the plane trees stretched long fingers across the goalmouth. The air smelled of crushed grass, warm stone, and the faint metallic tang of the chain-link fence that marked the boundary of the next field. Somewhere a dog barked twice and fell silent.

By the time the game ended the light had turned the stone houses the color of old honey. Camille walked home with Léa skipping beside her, the ball tucked under one arm. Their house stood at the end of a short lane, its façade the same golden limestone as its neighbors, shutters painted a faded blue that had once been brighter. A fig tree grew against the south wall, its broad leaves already beginning to yellow at the edges. The smell of simmering onions and bay leaf met them at the gate.

Inside, the kitchen was warm from the stove. Véronique Rousseau stood at the counter, sleeves rolled, a wooden spoon moving in slow circles through a pot of stew. She was a compact woman with strong hands and the same sharp line to her jaw that appeared on her daughter’s face when Camille was concentrating. She glanced up as they entered.

“Wash the worst of it off before you sit,” she said, but her voice carried no real reproach. “Your father will be home soon.”

Camille dropped the ball by the door and went to the sink. The water ran cold over her wrists. In the small mirror above the taps she caught the reflection of her own face—cheeks flushed from running, a smear of dirt along one temple, eyes the color of the river when it ran clear after rain. She looked away quickly. The face in the glass was just a face; it did not tell her what she needed to know about the sky or the machines that lived there.

Alain Rousseau arrived while they were setting the table. He worked maintenance at a small engineering firm on the edge of Lyon and carried the day’s grease under his fingernails no matter how long he scrubbed. He kissed his wife on the temple, ruffled Léa’s hair, and gave Camille the brief, assessing look he always used after she had been playing.

“Still winning?” he asked.

“Most days.”

He nodded, pulled out his chair, and sat with the careful movement of a man whose back had already begun to remind him of its limits. “The school called yesterday. They want to know if you’re still interested in the exchange trip to the air base near Salon.”

Camille’s hand paused above the stack of plates. She had not mentioned the trip at home. She had filled the form out during lunch and dropped it in the box without telling anyone, half expecting it to disappear.

“I put my name down,” she said.

Véronique set the pot on the table. Steam rose between them, carrying the scent of thyme and tomato. “It’s a long way for a school trip.”

“It’s not a trip,” Camille said. “It’s a chance to see the planes up close. The real ones.”

Alain served himself stew and passed the ladle. “Planes are expensive. Pilots even more so. The armée de l’air doesn’t hand out wings because someone fills out a form.”

“I know that.” Camille kept her voice even. She had learned early that raising it only made her father close down. “That’s why I want to see how it works. How they choose.”

Léa, sensing tension the way small animals sense weather, pushed a piece of bread around her plate. “Can I go too?”

“You’re too young,” Véronique said gently. “Eat your vegetables.”

The conversation moved to safer ground—Léa’s spelling test, the neighbor’s new tractor, the price of diesel—but Camille felt the thread of it running under everything else. Her father’s caution was not cruelty; it was the caution of a man who had watched enough dreams meet payrolls and bad luck. Her mother’s quiet was not disapproval; it was the silence of someone who had already fought her own small battles and did not want to watch her daughter fight larger ones without armor.

After the meal Camille helped clear while Léa disappeared to do homework. At the sink her mother stood close enough that their elbows touched.

“You play like the boys are trying to take something from you,” Véronique said after a while.

Camille rinsed a plate and set it in the rack. “They are. They just don’t know it yet.”

Véronique smiled, small and private. “Your grandmother had that same look when she decided she was going to keep the family farm after the war. Everyone told her she couldn’t. She did it anyway.”

Camille turned the water off. Outside the window the last light lay across the fig tree and the low stone wall. A bat flicked past, quick as a thought.

“I don’t want a farm,” she said. “I want the sky.”

Her mother dried her hands on a towel that had once been a curtain. She did not answer immediately. When she did, her voice was careful.

“Then you will have to be better than anyone who tells you no. And you will have to decide, every single day, whether the cost is worth paying.”

Camille nodded. She did not say that she had already decided. The decision had arrived the afternoon the jet crossed the valley and left the air trembling in its wake. It had settled somewhere behind her ribs and refused to move.

She went upstairs to the small room she shared with Léa. The window faced west. She pushed it open and leaned on the sill. The air smelled of cooling earth and distant woodsmoke. Far off, beyond the hills, a line of lights marked the main road to Lyon. Somewhere past that, past the city and the training fields and the long, hard years she already knew were coming, there were aircraft lined up on tarmacs that still held the day’s heat. She could almost hear the low, waiting thunder of their engines.

She stayed there until the stars came out and the house behind her grew quiet. Then she closed the window, changed into the old T-shirt she slept in, and lay on her back with her hands behind her head. The ceiling was cracked in one corner. She traced the crack with her eyes until it blurred.

Tomorrow she would run the pitch again. She would study harder at school. She would fill out whatever other forms appeared. And when the time came to stand in front of men who would measure her against every rule they had ever written, she would already know how to keep her shoulders square and her voice steady.

The cost, whatever it turned out to be, was already accounted for. She had been paying it in small installments since the first time she chose the ball over the doll, the open field over the kitchen table, the sky over the safe and narrow life that fit inside the golden stone walls of the only home she had ever known.

Outside, the night wind moved through the plane trees. It sounded, for a moment, like the distant passage of wings. Camille closed her eyes and listened until sleep took the sound and made it part of her dreams.




Chapter 2

The gravel shifted under her boots with each step, small stones lodging between the treads and the sole. Camille kept her shoulders square, duffel slung across her back, the strap biting through the thin fabric of the civilian shirt she had chosen that morning. Around her, the other new arrivals moved in the same loose formation toward the low stone buildings that marked the edge of the academy grounds. The air carried the dry scent of baked earth and distant aviation fuel, sharper than anything the fields near home had ever offered.

A voice cut across the space ahead, clipped and precise. “New cadets, form two ranks. Names called in alphabetical order. Move.”

She adjusted the strap once and took her place. The line formed quickly, boots scraping, murmured surnames passing between strangers. Most faces were male, a few older, a handful her own age or younger. One or two glanced her way, quick assessments that slid away when she met them. She had expected that. She had not expected the way the buildings themselves seemed to watch—pale limestone façades catching the hard light, windows reflecting nothing but sky.

When her name was called she stepped forward, handed over the folder of documents she had guarded on the train from Lyon, and received in return a bundle of folded clothing, a set of instructions printed on stiff card, and a key on a plain ring. The sergeant who issued them did not look at her face. He looked at the list on his clipboard and at the space above her head.

“Rousseau. Barracks C, third floor, bed twelve. Briefing in the main hall at eighteen hundred. Do not be late.”

She nodded once. The nod was not returned.

Barracks C stood at the end of a straight path lined with plane trees whose leaves already carried the first brittle edges of the season. Inside, the air was cooler but close, smelling of floor polish and the faint metallic trace of many bodies moving through the same space. The room assigned to her held eight beds, four on each side, narrow mattresses on metal frames. Two were already claimed—rumpled blankets, a pair of boots placed exactly parallel beneath one. She chose the bed farthest from the door, set her duffel on the floor, and began to unpack with the same deliberate movements she had used to pack it three days earlier.

The uniform felt heavier than she had imagined when she tried the jacket on in front of the small mirror in the washroom. The fabric held a stiffness that would soften only with wear. She rolled her shoulders inside it, testing the range, and caught a glimpse of herself in the glass above the basins: hair pulled back tight, face still carrying the flush of travel, eyes the same steady color they had always been. She looked away before the reflection could settle into anything familiar.

The briefing hall was already half full when she arrived. Rows of chairs faced a low stage where three officers stood in quiet conference. She took a seat near the middle, not too close to the front, not at the very back. Around her the low murmur of conversation rose and fell—names exchanged, regions compared, the careful sizing up of who might become ally or obstacle. She listened without joining. One voice, slightly louder than the rest, carried from two rows ahead.

“They say this year they’re letting more through the filter. Standards can’t be what they used to be.”

Another answered, quieter. “Depends who you ask. Some still think the sky’s only for the ones who were born knowing how to point at it.”

Camille kept her eyes on the stage. The comment was not aimed at her directly. It did not need to be.

The senior officer stepped to the lectern. His voice carried without effort. “You are here because you cleared the initial selections. That clearance is temporary. Over the next months you will be tested in ways the selection board could not replicate. Academic. Physical. Command. Flying aptitude. Those who cannot meet the standard will be re-assigned. There is no shame in serving the République in another capacity. There is shame only in pretending you belong where you do not.”

He paused. The room held still.

“Some of you will find the discipline unfamiliar. Others will find the pace punishing. A very few will discover that the demands of flight reveal weaknesses the ground never exposed. Pay attention to which category claims you.”

When the briefing ended she walked back to the barracks in the gathering dusk. The path was lit by lamps mounted on tall poles, their light pooling in circles that did not quite touch. In the distance the low, steady note of an aircraft engine rose and faded, too far to identify type or direction. She stopped once to listen, head tilted, until the sound was swallowed by the trees.

Inside Barracks C the lights were already dimmed to the level permitted after hours. Two of the other occupants were present—one reading a manual by the small lamp at his bed, the other already asleep with an arm thrown across his eyes. She changed into the issued night clothing, stowed her civilian things in the locker provided, and lay on the mattress that still held the faint creases of its packaging.

Sleep did not come quickly. The sounds were wrong: no fig tree brushing the shutter, no distant tractor, only the occasional creak of another cadet turning over and the soft, regular breathing of the one already lost to it. She closed her eyes anyway and let the day replay in fragments—the weight of the duffel, the sergeant’s voice, the comment in the hall that had not been meant for her ears but had landed anyway.

In the morning the routine began before full light. Physical training on the parade ground, then classroom instruction in a building whose windows faced the airfield. She took notes with the same concentration she had once given to marking the movement of a ball across uneven grass. The mathematics of lift and drag made sense in a way the politics of the briefing hall did not. When the instructor asked a question about stall recovery she answered before the silence could stretch. The instructor’s gaze lingered on her a fraction longer than on the cadet beside her, but the nod that followed was the same.

By the third day the pattern had begun to carve itself into her body. Rise, formation, drill, classroom, meal taken standing or in quick silence, more instruction, evening study in the common room where the only sound was the turning of pages and the occasional low question passed between those who had already formed alliances. She had not formed any yet. Alliances required trust, and trust required time she had not been given.

On the fifth morning the cohort was marched to a hangar at the edge of the airfield. Inside, a single aircraft sat under bright lights—an older trainer model, its skin dull from use, its cockpit canopy raised like an open question. The instructor walked them around it once, naming components, then stopped in front of the nose.

“Some of you will never sit in one of these. Others will. The difference will not be decided by how well you march or how neatly you write. It will be decided by whether you can hold a line when the ground disappears and every instinct tells you to pull back. We will find out who that describes.”

He gestured to the ladder. “Rousseau. Front seat. You will observe today. Tomorrow we see if you can do more than watch.”

She climbed without hesitation. The harness settled across her chest and hips with a series of clicks that felt final. The instructor in the rear seat spoke through the headset, voice calm and without inflection. The engine started, the propeller blurring into a disc, and then the world began to move.

The runway unrolled beneath them. The trainer lifted, the vibration changing from a shudder through the airframe to a steady hum. Below, the academy grounds shrank to a pattern of rectangles and lines. The hills beyond Salon-de-Provence rose in soft folds, their slopes marked by the darker green of cypress and the pale gold of harvested fields. She kept her hands on her knees as instructed, eyes tracking the horizon line the instructor described. When he banked gently she felt the shift in her stomach and the corresponding correction her body made without thought.

“Better than most on the first ride,” the voice in her ear said when they landed. It was not praise. It was information.

She climbed down, legs steady, and stepped back into the line of waiting cadets. One of them—taller, with the kind of posture that suggested he had been drilled since childhood—watched her approach.

“First time up?”

She nodded.

“Felt different from the ground, didn’t it?”

“It felt like the start of something,” she answered.

He studied her for a moment longer than necessary, then gave a short nod that might have been acknowledgment or might have been something else. “Most people say it feels like falling.”

“I wasn’t falling.”

The words left her before she could weigh them. The cadet’s mouth tightened at one corner, not quite a smile.

“Then you’ll either be very good or very dead. Either way, the rest of us will know soon enough.”

He turned away before she could answer. She let him go. The sun had climbed high enough that the heat pressed against the back of her neck even through the shade of the hangar. She rolled her shoulders once inside the uniform jacket and felt the fabric give a fraction more than it had on the first day. Not much. Enough.

That evening, after the last formation, she walked the perimeter path alone. The airfield lights had come on, casting long shadows from the parked aircraft. One of the newer jets sat at the far end of the line, its nose angled slightly upward as if already impatient for the next climb. She stopped at the fence and watched it for a long time, the way she had once watched a ball roll across a patchy pitch until she understood exactly where it would stop.

The cost her mother had spoken of was no longer an abstract warning. It had a shape now—rows of narrow beds, clipped voices, the measured distance in a stranger’s glance, the precise weight of a harness across her chest. It also had a counterweight: the moment the trainer’s wheels had left the ground and the horizon had opened into something larger than any field she had ever run across.

She turned back toward the barracks before the lights along the path timed out. The gravel still shifted under her boots, but the sound had already begun to feel like one she might learn to measure by. Inside, the room was quiet. She changed, stowed her things, and lay down with her hands behind her head, eyes open in the dimness.

Tomorrow the instructor would decide whether she belonged in the front seat again. The cadet with the careful posture would watch to see whether she faltered. The officer at the lectern would continue to measure every one of them against a standard that had not been written with her in mind.

She closed her eyes. The steady note of an engine somewhere on the airfield rose and faded again, the same sound she had heard on the first night. This time it did not keep her awake. It simply marked the hours until the next formation, the next classroom, the next chance to prove that the sky was not a place she had been given but a place she intended to take.




Chapter 3

The command sliced through the morning air like a blade drawn across stone. “Rousseau. Step forward. Explain the error in your last turn.”

Camille moved without hesitation, boots striking the packed earth of the parade ground in measured cadence. The cohort stood frozen behind her, spines locked, eyes front. Heat already rose from the surface in faint waves, carrying the smell of oiled leather and the dry dust kicked up by hours of drill. She halted at the precise distance required, hands at her sides, gaze fixed on the horizon line beyond the instructor’s shoulder.

The instructor circled once, slow. “You corrected early. Anticipated the next order instead of waiting for it. In the air that habit kills. On the ground it marks you as someone who cannot follow.”

She said nothing. The correction landed exactly where it was meant to—between her ribs, where it could be absorbed and filed rather than answered. Around her the other cadets remained motionless. One or two had already learned to read the ground for tells: a shift in weight, a breath held too long. She had learned faster.

“Fall back in.”

She executed the movement cleanly and returned to her place in the rank. The drill resumed. Boots struck in unison. Arms swung at exact angles. The voice of the instructor rose and fell with the rhythm he demanded. She matched it, letting the repetition hollow out the space where an answer might have formed. Staying quiet was not surrender. It was the shortest path between where she stood and the next flight hour.

By midday the cohort had been divided into pairs for equipment checks in the maintenance hangar. She was assigned to Cadet Garnier, the tall one who had watched her after the first trainer flight. He worked in silence at first, hands moving over the harness fittings with the same economy she had noticed in the air. Only when they reached the oxygen regulator did he speak, voice low enough that it would not carry beyond the wing.

“You took the correction without pushing back.”

She tested a connection, felt it seat correctly under her thumb. “Pushing back changes nothing on the first week.”

“Some would argue it shows spine.”

“Spine without timing is just noise.” She glanced at him once, brief. His profile was sharp against the hangar light, jaw set in a line that suggested he measured every word before releasing it. “You corrected the same way yesterday and got the same result.”

A corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile. “Noted.”

They worked the rest of the check in the same contained rhythm. When the instructor passed, Garnier stepped back to let her answer the questions. She did, voice level, details precise. The instructor moved on without comment. Garnier’s eyes met hers for half a second longer than protocol required. The look held no challenge. It held recognition of a shared calculation: speak only when the words improved the outcome.

The afternoon brought classroom work in a long room whose windows faced the distant runway. Chalk dust hung in the air. The instructor drew lift vectors on the board while cadets copied diagrams into notebooks that would be inspected at the end of the week. Camille’s pencil moved steadily. She had already seen the same equations in the manuals she had studied before arrival. The difference now was the presence of bodies around her—shoulders angled toward the board, the occasional soft scrape of a boot against the floor when someone shifted.

During the short break between periods she stood near the open window, letting the air move across her face. The heat outside pressed against the glass. Inside, the room smelled of paper and the faint metallic trace of the radiators that would be needed in winter. Cadet Martin, one of the few other women in the cohort, approached with two cups of water from the dispenser.

“You’re keeping pace,” Martin said. Her voice carried the clipped accent of the north, vowels shortened as if rationed.

“So are you.”

Martin handed her one of the cups. Condensation beaded on the outside and transferred to Camille’s fingers. “They watch the women more. Not openly. But the questions land harder.”

Camille drank. The water tasted of the pipes. “Then the answers have to land harder still.”

Martin’s mouth tightened in what might have been approval or shared fatigue. “There’s a study group forming for the navigation module. Three of us. Room in the library annex after evening meal. No one talks about anything but vectors and headings.”

“I’ll be there.”

The invitation was not friendship. It was an exchange of resources. Camille accepted it on those terms and watched Martin return to her seat without further comment. The calculation felt familiar—measure the cost, measure the gain, commit only what could be withdrawn cleanly.

Evening brought the canteen. Long tables, metal trays, the clatter of cutlery against institutional porcelain. She chose a seat at the end of a bench, back to the wall, where she could see the room without turning. Garnier sat two places down on the opposite side. Their eyes met once across the steam rising from the trays. He nodded, minimal. She returned the gesture. The exchange lasted less than a second but carried the weight of the day’s shared work.

Later, in the common room reserved for study, she spread her notes across a scarred table. The navigation group convened at the far end—Martin and two others, voices low, pencils moving. Camille worked alone at first, cross-referencing headings against the practice charts. When one of the group leaned over to ask a clarifying question about magnetic variation, she answered without looking up, the explanation precise and brief. The questioner thanked her and returned to his seat. No further conversation followed. She did not invite it.

By the time she closed the last manual the building had quieted. Most cadets had returned to barracks. She walked the corridor alone, boots echoing against tile that had been polished to a dull sheen. Outside the windows the airfield lights cut clean lines across the dark. One aircraft sat illuminated at the end of the line, ground crew moving around it in small, purposeful figures. She paused at the glass long enough to watch a mechanic raise a hand in signal. The engine on the far aircraft turned over, the sound reaching her through the sealed pane as a low vibration more felt than heard.

In the barracks the lights were already at the permitted dim level. She changed, stored her notes, and lay on the mattress that had begun to take the shape of her body. The day replayed in fragments: the instructor’s voice on the parade ground, the brief meeting of eyes across the canteen table, the way Martin had offered water without expectation of return. Each fragment carried its own pressure. Ambition required the silence. Silence required discipline. Discipline, she was learning, left room for other things to register—the weight of another person’s attention, the small shift in posture that signaled alliance rather than competition, the way her own body answered the harness and the controls even when her voice stayed locked behind her teeth.

She turned onto her side, facing the narrow strip of wall between her bed and the next. The plaster was cool against her forearm. Somewhere down the corridor a door closed with a soft click. The sound was ordinary. It was also a reminder that every movement here was counted, every deviation noted.

Tomorrow the schedule would repeat with variations designed to expose weakness. She would stand in formation, answer when required, remain silent when silence served the longer goal. She would meet Garnier’s eyes again or she would not. The distinction mattered less than the fact that she could choose the moment.

Outside, the low, steady note of an engine idled on the apron. She listened until it rose into the climb, the sound thinning as the aircraft gained height and distance. The sky was still there. The rules between her and it were simply becoming clearer with each day she chose not to speak until the words would carry her forward rather than hold her back.




Chapter 4

The harness locked across her chest with a series of solid clicks, each one settling the fabric tighter against her ribs. Camille ran her gloved hands along the straps, checking tension by feel rather than sight. The cockpit of the advanced trainer smelled of heated metal, residual fuel, and the faint trace of the previous pilot’s sweat baked into the seat cushion. Outside the canopy the flight line stretched under hard morning light, other aircraft already taxiing in staggered pairs. The radio in her helmet carried the clipped exchanges of ground control and the low, overlapping murmur of two other crews finishing their checks.

She keyed the mic once. “Rousseau, ready for engine start.”

The reply came crisp. “Cleared to start. Wind two-seven-zero at eight knots.”

Her left hand moved through the sequence without conscious pause—fuel, ignition, throttle advance. The engine caught, the vibration traveling up through the seat and into her spine. She let it settle, reading the gauges with the same economy she had once used to read the roll of a ball across uneven grass. The aircraft was no longer an unfamiliar machine. It had become an extension of the calculations she carried in her head.

Taxi instructions followed. She eased the power, felt the nose wheel respond, and guided the trainer toward the active runway. Ahead of her another aircraft from the joint exercise lifted, its exhaust distorting the air in a brief shimmer. The international rotation had arrived two days earlier—cadets from allied programs rotating through advanced phases. Their presence changed the tone of the debriefs without altering the procedures. Accents layered over the standard phrases. Questions carried slightly different weights.

She lined up, received clearance, and advanced the throttle. The runway markings blurred. The nose rose. The moment the wheels left the surface the world dropped away in a clean, familiar rush. She banked gently onto the assigned heading, trimming for climb, eyes moving between instruments and the horizon in the practiced rhythm the instructors had drilled into her until it became automatic.

The sortie was complex—formation work with one of the exchange crews, followed by a simulated intercept profile. Her wingman for the first leg was an exchange cadet whose voice carried the flattened vowels of someone who had learned English as a second language before the academy cadence. They coordinated headings and altitudes with minimal words. When the profile shifted to a defensive maneuver she read his intentions from the slight adjustment in his bank angle before he called it. The correction she made was small, precise. The aircraft answered without protest.

On the return leg the radio traffic thinned. She flew the final approach in silence broken only by the controller’s vectors. The landing was smooth, the flare timed so the main gear kissed the runway with barely a bump. She taxied clear, shut down, and climbed out onto the wing. The sun had climbed higher. Heat shimmered off the concrete.

The exchange cadet who had flown the profile with her approached while the ground crew secured the aircraft. He was tall, dark-haired, with the kind of posture that suggested he had been measured against the same standards she faced. His name patch read Hale. British, she guessed from the accent that had come through the headset.

“Clean intercept,” he said. No smile, just the observation. “You read the break before I called it.”

She wiped a smear of oil from her glove onto the leg of her flight suit. “You telegraphed the roll with your left wing. Small tell, but enough.”

Hale studied her for a beat longer than the exchange required. The look was not appraisal of skill. It carried something else—recognition of the same calculation she made every time she chose silence over correction. “Most people wait for the call. You acted on the aircraft instead.”

“The aircraft doesn’t wait for permission.”

He nodded once, the movement minimal. “Fair point.” He stepped back as the crew chief approached with the post-flight sheet. The moment passed, but the awareness of it remained in the space between them, like the residual heat off the engine.

Debrief took place in a low building set apart from the main academy blocks. Maps covered one wall. The exchange contingent occupied one side of the long table. Camille sat with the French cohort on the other. Hale was two seats down on the opposite side. During the review of the intercept he offered a single clarifying question about her decision to tighten the turn rather than extend. She answered with the same economy she used in the air. Their eyes met across the table when she finished. The contact lasted long enough for her to register the shift in her own pulse at the base of her throat, then broke when the senior instructor moved to the next point.

After the debrief she walked the perimeter track that ran between the hangars and the outer fence. The late afternoon light turned the distant hills the color of old brass. Other cadets moved in small groups or alone, some heading to the library annex, others to the gym. She kept her pace steady, flight suit unzipped to the collar, the cool air moving across the thin layer of sweat on her neck.

Martin fell into step beside her without invitation or announcement. They walked in silence for a stretch before Martin spoke.

“The British one—Hale. He asked about your intercept in the corridor after. Not the maneuver. The way you chose it.”

Camille kept her eyes on the track ahead. “What did he ask?”

“Whether you always fly like you already know the answer.” Martin’s voice carried no judgment, only information. “I told him you fly like someone who decided the answer before the question was asked.”

Camille allowed a small breath of amusement to escape. “Accurate enough.”

They reached the turn where the track curved back toward the barracks. Martin peeled off toward the library with a brief nod. Camille continued alone until the path brought her parallel to the flight line again. One of the exchange aircraft sat on the apron, canopy raised, a technician working inside the cockpit. Hale stood nearby with a clipboard, speaking with the technician. He glanced up as she passed. The look was brief, professional on the surface. Beneath it she felt the same small, charged register she had noticed across the debrief table—the awareness that another person had seen the way she moved inside the aircraft and had filed it somewhere private.

She did not slow. She did not look back. But the sensation traveled with her the rest of the way to the barracks, a low current under the fatigue of the day. It was not the same as the focused drive that had carried her through selection or the first weeks of drill. This was newer, less defined. It lived in the space between the precision of the controls under her hands and the brief, unscripted moments when another set of eyes measured her without speaking the measurement aloud.

In her room she stripped out of the flight suit, showered, and changed into the issued working uniform. The mirror above the basin showed the same face she had carried since arrival—sharper now at the cheekbones from the pace, eyes clearer from the concentration required in the air. She looked at it only long enough to confirm she was presentable, then turned away.

Evening study in the annex found her at a table with the navigation materials spread out. Hale entered with two other exchange cadets, chose a table across the room, and opened a manual. Once, when she looked up to reference a chart on the wall, their eyes met again. He did not smile. He simply held the contact for the length of a breath before returning to his page. The exchange was nothing. It was also enough to make her aware of the way her shoulders had settled lower in the chair, the way the air in the room felt slightly warmer against her skin.

She finished the required work, closed the manual, and walked back through the cooling evening. The airfield lights had come on. An aircraft somewhere on the pattern turned final, its landing lights steady points against the darkening sky. She stopped once on the path and watched it touch down, the flare and rollout clean. The sound reached her a moment later, tires on concrete, then the reverse thrust.

Inside the barracks the corridor was quiet. She reached her room, set her notes on the narrow desk, and sat on the edge of the bed with her hands resting on her knees. The day’s flights replayed in fragments—the feel of the aircraft responding to her input, the radio calls layering over one another, the brief, unarmored moment across the debrief table and again in the study annex. Each fragment carried its own charge. The aircraft demanded everything she had learned to give in silence. The other demands—the ones that arrived in glances and half-spoken questions—required a different kind of attention, one she had not yet catalogued.

She lay back, eyes open in the dimness. Outside, another engine spooled up on the apron. The vibration traveled through the building’s frame and into the mattress beneath her. She let it settle into her bones the way she had learned to let the corrections settle. Tomorrow there would be another sortie, another profile, another chance to measure herself against the machine and against the people who watched how she flew it.

The current under her skin did not fade. It simply became part of the data she carried into the next day’s silence.




Chapter 5

The briefing room smelled of polished wood, old coffee, and the dry dust that always seemed to settle on the long table no matter how often it was wiped. Camille sat in the third row, back straight, notebook open but unused. Around her the other finalists shifted in their chairs or checked watches. Most were men a few years older. She was the only woman still in contention for the Rafale conversion slot.

The senior officer at the front — a colonel whose name she had already filed away — cleared his throat. “The selection board has completed its review. One candidate has been chosen for immediate transition to the nuclear-capable squadron at Base Aérienne de Valclair.”

A single sheet of paper was placed on the lectern. He did not look at it.

“Capitaine Camille Rousseau.”

The room did not erupt. It simply went very still. Someone behind her exhaled through their teeth. Camille kept her eyes on the colonel. She had prepared for this moment in the same way she prepared for every flight — by assuming it would happen and refusing to let the assumption show on her face. The years since the academy — first as a lieutenant on the older type, then the steady accumulation of hours and quiet competence — had taught her that preparation was the only thing that did not change when the ground beneath you shifted.

The colonel continued. “Effective immediately you will begin the conversion syllabus. You will also be available for media requests coordinated through the bureau. The République has decided your selection carries symbolic weight. You will manage that weight without allowing it to interfere with operational readiness.”

She stood when instructed, accepted the folder of orders, and left the room without looking at the other candidates. Outside, the corridor was empty except for a single photographer already waiting at the far end. The flash went off before she could turn her head. She kept walking.

By evening the first articles had appeared. She saw them on the screen in the common room while pretending to review weather charts. “France Names First Woman to Fly Rafale in Frontline Nuclear Squadron.” The photograph showed her in dress uniform, expression neutral, the collar of the jacket sitting exactly as regulations required. The caption underneath called her “a trailblazer” and “a symbol of modern French defence.” Neither phrase felt like it belonged to her. She had worn the uniform of a lieutenant for long enough that the new rank still sat slightly unfamiliar on her shoulders, even though the promotion had come with the selection.

She closed the browser and returned to the weather charts. The numbers were clean. The aircraft would respond to them. The articles would not.

Two days later the media requests began in earnest. A television crew was granted access to film her during a routine simulator session. She wore the flight suit, sat in the mock cockpit, and answered three prepared questions while the cameras rolled. When the interviewer asked how it felt to be “the first,” she gave the answer the bureau had approved: “It feels like the next step in my training. I am focused on qualifying on type.”

After the crew left, she stayed in the simulator an extra hour, running the same emergency procedures until the muscle memory overrode the residual awareness of being watched. Only when the lights in the building began to dim did she log out and walk back to the barracks.

Her mother called that night. The line was clear enough that Camille could hear the radio playing softly in the background at home.

“They showed you on the news,” Véronique said. “You looked calm.”

“I was.”

A pause. “Your father says the base at Valclair is very isolated. Cold in winter.”

“It will be fine.”

Another pause, longer. “Be careful who you trust when everyone suddenly wants to know your name.”

Camille looked at the narrow strip of wall above her desk. The single photograph she had taped there showed the silhouette of a Rafale against a clear sky. She had cut it from a magazine weeks earlier, the same week the promotion list had appeared with her name on it.

“I always am,” she said.

After the call she lay on her back with the lights off. The building was quiet. Somewhere down the corridor a door closed. She thought about the folder of orders on her desk — the posting to Valclair already stamped and dated. She thought about the way the colonel had said “symbolic weight” as if it were another piece of equipment she would have to carry, and about the years she had spent learning to carry weight without letting it show in her hands on the controls.

Outside, the wind moved through the trees that lined the academy roads. The sound was different from the wind that had moved through the plane trees near her parents’ house. This wind carried the faint, constant note of aircraft engines on the night pattern. She listened until the rhythm of it matched the slower beat of her own pulse, then closed her eyes.

Tomorrow the cameras would be gone. The orders would remain. And the aircraft — the real one, not the simulator — would be waiting at the end of a runway she had not yet seen. She would meet it the same way she had met every previous machine: by treating it as the only thing in the room that could not lie to her.

The rest — the articles, the eyes, the weight of being first — she would carry the same way she carried everything else that did not fly. Quietly. Until it either became useful or could be set down without anyone noticing it had ever been there.






Chapter 6

The wind hit her the moment she stepped off the transport at Base Aérienne de Valclair. It came across the open plains in long, steady gusts that carried the smell of turned earth and the metallic trace of distant rain. Camille adjusted the strap of her duffel and looked along the runway that seemed to stretch without interruption into low cloud. After years of arriving at new postings as a lieutenant on the older type, the sight of an unfamiliar base no longer surprised her. What surprised her was how completely the land here appeared to belong to the sky.

A sergeant met her at the arrivals point, checked her orders on a tablet, and directed her toward the administration block. She followed the line of white-painted stones, boots striking the compacted gravel in the measured rhythm she had learned to maintain under scrutiny. The wind tugged at her jacket and pulled strands of hair across her face. She left them where they were.

Inside the administration building the air was warmer but carried the same metallic edge of heating systems and old paper she had come to associate with every new administrative desk. She presented her documents. The clerk scanned them, made a note, and told her to wait for the duty officer. She stood with her back to the wall, duffel at her feet, watching personnel move through the corridor. Most wore flight suits. Few looked at her longer than it took to register that she was new.

The duty officer appeared after ten minutes. He was a captain with the quick movements of someone already accustomed to compressing time. He scanned her orders, then looked up.

“Capitaine Rousseau. You’re assigned to the conversion flight. Quarters in Block C. Briefing with the squadron at oh-seven-hundred tomorrow. Lieutenant-colonel Mercier wants to see you before that.”

She kept her expression neutral. “Lieutenant-colonel Mercier?”

“Operations. He likes to meet new pilots personally when they arrive for Rafale transition.” The captain handed her a slip with a building number and a time. “Sixteen-thirty. Don’t be late.”

She nodded, collected her duffel, and found her way to Block C. The room was small and functional: narrow bed, desk bolted to the wall, single window facing the runway. She opened the window and the wind pushed in at once, carrying the sound of an aircraft taxiing out of sight. She unpacked with the same economy she had used at every previous posting — uniform hung, toiletries aligned, the single photograph of the Rafale silhouette taped above the desk where she could see it from the bed.

At sixteen-twenty she walked to the operations building. The wind had strengthened and pressed against her back as she crossed the open ground. She leaned into it without breaking stride. Inside, the corridors were quiet. She found the office marked with the name she had been given and knocked once.

“Enter.”

The voice was low and unhurried. She stepped inside and closed the door. The room was larger than she had expected, with a wide desk, maps on one wall, and a window that looked directly onto the flight line. Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier stood behind the desk. He was taller than she had pictured, with dark hair silvering at the temples and a face that carried the lines of many hours in the air. His uniform was precise. When he looked at her the assessment was direct but not hurried.

“Capitaine Rousseau,” he said. “Welcome to Valclair.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant-colonel.”

He gestured to the chair in front of the desk. She sat. He remained standing a moment longer, then took his own seat. The silence that followed was not uncomfortable, but it held weight. She felt it and chose not to fill it.

“Your file is impressive,” he said after a moment. “Selection board was unanimous. That does not happen often for conversion to type.”

“I’m here to qualify, sir.”

A small movement at the corner of his mouth suggested he had expected that answer. “You will. The syllabus is demanding. The weather here does not help. You will fly when conditions allow and study when they do not. Isolation is part of the posting. Some find it difficult.”

“I’m used to working alone when required.”

He studied her for another beat. “Good. The media attention will follow you for a while. It is not my concern unless it affects your performance or the squadron’s. If it does, you will tell me.”

“Yes, sir.”

He gave a single nod that ended the meeting. She stood, saluted, and left the office. The corridor felt cooler after the warmth of the room. She walked back toward Block C with the wind at her side now, pushing her slightly off balance with each gust. The runway lights were already coming on in the gathering dusk, long lines of white that disappeared into the low cloud.

In her room she closed the window against the wind and sat at the desk. The photograph of the Rafale was exactly where she had left it. She looked at it for a long time without turning on the lamp. The meeting had been brief and professional. Nothing in it required further thought. Yet the image of Lieutenant-colonel Mercier standing behind the desk remained — the silver at his temples, the steady way he had held her gaze, the quiet authority in his voice when he said she could bring questions directly to him.

She turned off the lamp and lay on the bed fully clothed. The wind continued to move against the building, a constant low pressure that seemed to come from every direction at once. Somewhere on the airfield an engine turned over and settled into idle. She listened to it the way she had listened to engines at every previous base, letting the sound occupy the space where other thoughts might have formed.

Tomorrow the syllabus would begin. The aircraft would be real. The isolation would be the same. And Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier would be one more variable in an environment that already demanded she keep every variable under control. She closed her eyes and let the sound of the idling engine become the last thing she registered before sleep took the edge off the day.




Chapter 7

The hangar smelled of hydraulic fluid, warm metal, and the faint ozone trace left by recent electrical work. Camille stood beside the Rafale that would become hers once conversion was complete, one gloved hand resting on the leading edge of the wing. The aircraft was still in the markings of the previous pilot. She had been told the changeover would happen after her first solo on type. For now she treated it as any other machine she had to master — something that would respond cleanly if she gave it clean inputs.

A technician moved past her with a checklist. She stepped aside without speaking, then returned her attention to the aircraft. The light inside the hangar was flat and artificial, but through the open doors she could see a strip of clear sky and the hard blue of a late-autumn afternoon. It had been three weeks since her arrival at Valclair. The wind had not eased. Neither had the sense that every movement she made was noted by people she had not yet learned to read.

She heard footsteps on the concrete behind her and knew who it was before she turned. Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier walked with the unhurried stride of someone who had long ago stopped needing to prove he belonged in any room he entered. He stopped a respectful distance away, hands clasped behind his back, and looked at the aircraft rather than at her.

“First time you’ve seen her in the flesh since the selection,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

He stepped closer to the wing, close enough that she caught the faint scent of his aftershave beneath the hangar smells — something clean and understated. “She’s heavier on the controls than the trainer you flew at the academy. The fly-by-wire will try to protect you. You will have to decide when to let it and when to override.”

“I’ve read the manual.”

“I know you have.” He glanced at her then, brief and direct. “Reading is not the same as feeling the weight in your hands at two hundred feet with a crosswind. Come to the simulator bay after the evening meal. I’ll run the profile with you myself.”

It was not an order. It was phrased as an offer. Camille felt the distinction land and chose the safest reply. “Thank you, Lieutenant-colonel. I’ll be there.”

He gave a small nod and walked away without further comment. She watched him go, the set of his shoulders under the flight jacket, the way the light caught the silver at his temples. When he reached the hangar doors he paused for a moment, looking out at the runway as if measuring something only he could see, then continued into the sunlight.

She stayed with the aircraft another ten minutes, running her hand along the wing root, checking the feel of the access panels, telling herself she was simply familiarising herself with the machine. The truth was simpler and less comfortable: she had accepted the invitation to the simulator because refusing it would have required more explanation than she was willing to give.

The simulator bay was quieter than she had expected. Most of the other pilots had already finished their sessions. Only one bay was lit. Mercier was already inside, seated at the instructor station. He did not look up when she entered, only gestured to the cockpit mock-up.

They ran three profiles. She flew the first two cleanly. On the third, a simulated engine failure on short final, she corrected a fraction early. The aircraft in the simulation responded as it would have in the air — a slight balloon, then the firm correction she made a second later. When the session ended he brought the lights up and turned in his chair.

“You anticipated the failure before the cue. That is not a mistake most new pilots make. It is also not a mistake you can afford to keep making.”

She removed the helmet and set it on her knee. “I saw the power drop on the gauge before the warning sounded.”

“Most people wait for the warning.” He studied her for a moment. “You have been flying long enough to trust what the aircraft tells you before the systems do. That is useful. It is also dangerous if you start believing the aircraft will always tell you the truth in time.”

“I understand.”

He stood. “Good. Same time tomorrow. Different profile.”

She left the simulator bay before he could offer anything else. The corridor outside was empty. She walked back toward the quarters with her helmet under one arm, the weight of it familiar against her hip. The wind had dropped with the sun. In its place was the colder, clearer air that came off the plains at night. She could hear the low, steady note of an aircraft on the night pattern somewhere beyond the hangars.

In his quarters on the other side of the base, Pierre Mercier poured two fingers of whisky into a glass and carried it to the window. The runway lights were on. One aircraft sat at the end of the apron, already shut down for the night. He had seen her standing beside it earlier in the hangar, one hand on the wing as if she were checking the pulse of the machine rather than simply touching it.

He had not intended to offer the extra simulator time. The offer had come out because he had wanted to see how she would respond to something that was not quite an order. She had accepted with the same careful neutrality she used with everyone. It told him nothing and everything at once.

He finished the whisky and set the glass down. The room was quiet. He lay on the bed without turning off the lamp and closed his eyes.

In the dream the hangar was empty and filled with late sunlight. The doors were open to a sky so clear it looked polished. She was already there, standing beside the Rafale in a flight suit unzipped to the waist, the white T-shirt beneath it damp with sweat from whatever work she had been doing. She turned when she heard him. There was no surprise in her face, only the same steady assessment she had given him in the hangar that afternoon.

He crossed the concrete. She did not step back. When he reached her he put one hand on the wing above her head and the other at her waist, pulling her against him. The metal of the aircraft was warm from the sun. Her mouth opened under his without hesitation. He kissed her hard enough that she made a small sound against his tongue, then turned her so her back was against the fuselage. His hands worked the rest of the zipper down. She helped, shoving the suit off her shoulders, then her hips, until it pooled at her boots. She wore nothing underneath. The sight of her naked in the bright hangar light made something low in his stomach tighten.

He lifted her onto the edge of the wing. The metal was smooth under her thighs. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he freed himself from his own clothes. When he pushed into her she was already wet, the heat of her gripping him in one long, slow slide. She arched back against the aircraft, one hand braced on the wing, the other at the back of his neck. He fucked her in steady, deep strokes, the sound of skin on skin loud in the empty hangar. She came with a sharp cry that echoed off the metal around them, her body clenching around him until he followed, spilling inside her while the sunlight poured through the open doors.

The dream shifted without warning.

They were outside on the tarmac. The same aircraft sat in the sun, canopy raised. She was on her back on the concrete beside the nose gear, flight suit open again, knees bent and spread. He knelt between her thighs and licked her until she was shaking, until her hands were in his hair and she was saying his name in a voice that was nothing like the careful tone she used in the briefing room. When he finally pushed into her again she was so slick he slid in to the hilt in one movement. The sun was hot on his back. The concrete was rough under his knees. She wrapped her legs higher around him and took every thrust with a low, desperate sound that made him drive harder. He came with his face against her neck, her pulse hammering under his mouth, the Rafale’s shadow falling across both of them like a wing.

Pierre opened his eyes to the dark ceiling of his quarters. The lamp was still on. His heart was beating harder than it should have been for someone lying still. He sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and rested his forearms on his knees until the dream loosened its hold.

He had not touched her. He had not even come close to touching her. The offer of extra simulator time had been professional. Everything he had said to her since her arrival had been professional.

He stood and turned off the lamp. The room went dark except for the faint glow of the runway lights through the blinds. He lay down again and closed his eyes, but sleep did not come quickly. The image of her on the wing of the aircraft, sunlight on her skin, stayed behind his eyelids longer than he wanted it to.

On the other side of the base Camille lay awake in her own narrow bed. She had not seen him after the simulator session. She had no reason to think about him now. Yet the memory of the way he had looked at her in the hangar — not at the aircraft, but at her — refused to settle. She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket higher, telling herself the feeling in her chest was nothing more than the normal tension of a new posting and a new aircraft.

Outside, the wind had risen again. It moved against the buildings with the same steady pressure it had carried since the day she arrived. She listened to it until the sound blurred into the background and sleep finally took her. In her dreams there were no hangars, no sunlight on bare skin, only the clean, precise movement of an aircraft through clear air and the knowledge that she was the one flying it.




Chapter 8

The simulator bay was dark except for the glow from the single active station. Camille had stayed later than she intended, running one more profile after the others had left. The emergency procedures were becoming automatic, but she kept finding small hesitations in her hands that only repetition seemed to smooth. She removed the helmet and set it on the console. The building was quiet enough that she could hear the low hum of the ventilation system and, farther away, the occasional distant engine on the night pattern.

She was reaching for her jacket when the door at the end of the bay opened. Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier stepped inside. He did not look surprised to see her. He closed the door behind him and walked toward the console without hurry.

“I thought you might still be here,” he said.

She kept her hands on the jacket. “I wanted another run on the engine-out profile.”

He stopped a few paces away. The light from the screen caught the silver at his temples and the line of his jaw. “You corrected early again. Same as the last time we ran it together.”

“I saw the gauge drop.”

“You saw it because you were already looking for it.” He studied her face. “That is not a flaw. It is also not sustainable if you keep anticipating problems that have not yet arrived.”

Camille felt the weight of his attention settle on her and did not look away. The space between them felt smaller than it should have. She could smell the faint trace of his aftershave again, mixed with the warm electronics of the simulator.

“I should go,” she said.

“You should.” He did not move. “But you haven’t.”

The words landed between them with quiet precision. She felt the truth of them in the way her pulse had quickened at the base of her throat. She had told herself she was staying for the profile. She had told herself she was not waiting for anything else. Both statements had begun to feel thin.

He took one step closer. “You have been careful since you arrived. Careful with your answers. Careful with your distance. I have noticed.”

“I am here to fly, Lieutenant-colonel.”

“I know what you are here for.” His voice stayed low. “I also know what I have been thinking about since the day you stood beside that aircraft in the hangar.”

She should have stepped back. She should have reached for the door. Instead she stayed where she was while he closed the remaining distance. When he lifted one hand and touched the side of her neck with two fingers, she felt the contact travel through her like current. His skin was warm. The touch was light enough that she could have pulled away without effort. She did not.

He leaned in and kissed her.

It was not tentative. His mouth was firm and certain, the same certainty she had seen in the way he flew and the way he gave orders. She tasted the faint bitterness of coffee on his tongue. Her hands came up without her deciding to move them, one settling on his chest, the other at the back of his neck. The kiss deepened. She felt the edge of the console against her hip and let herself be guided until her back met the wall beside the simulator station.

His hands moved with the same unhurried competence he brought to everything else. One slid under her flight suit jacket, palm flat against her ribs through the thin T-shirt. The other cupped the back of her head, holding her where he wanted her while he kissed her again, slower this time, as if he were learning the shape of her mouth. She made a sound against his tongue that she had not meant to make.

When he pulled back just enough to speak, his forehead rested against hers.

“Tell me to stop,” he said quietly.

She could feel the heat of him through their clothes. She could feel the steady beat of his heart under her palm. The words were there — the refusal, the reminder that he was married, that he was her superior, that the age difference sat between them like an unbridgeable fact. She opened her mouth to say them.

Instead she kissed him again.

He made a low sound of approval and turned her so her front was against the wall. His body pressed along the length of hers. One hand slid down her front and worked open the zipper of her flight suit while the other stayed at her throat, thumb stroking the line of her jaw. The suit parted. Cool air touched her skin where he pushed the fabric aside. His fingers found the waistband of her underwear and slipped beneath it without hesitation.

She was already wet. The discovery drew another quiet sound from him, this one closer to satisfaction. He stroked her slowly, deliberately, two fingers sliding through the slickness and circling her clit with the same precision he used on the controls. Her forehead pressed against the wall. Her breathing had gone ragged. When he pushed two fingers inside her she pushed back against his hand without thinking.

He worked her open with steady strokes, his mouth at the side of her neck, teeth grazing skin. She came with a sharp, stifled cry, her body clenching around his fingers while he held her upright with the weight of his chest against her back. The orgasm rolled through her in long waves. He did not stop until she was shaking and trying to catch her breath.

Only then did he turn her to face him again. He kissed her once, slower, while he freed himself from his own clothes. She reached down and wrapped her hand around him, feeling the thick heat of his cock against her palm. He was hard and heavy. She stroked him once, twice, watching the way his jaw tightened.

He lifted her easily, hands under her thighs, and pressed her back against the wall. She wrapped her legs around his waist. The head of his cock nudged against her entrance, slick from her orgasm. He pushed in with one long, controlled thrust. The stretch made her gasp. He filled her completely, the angle pressing him deep. For a moment neither of them moved. She could feel every inch of him inside her, the pulse of his heartbeat where they were joined.

Then he began to fuck her.

It was not gentle. Each thrust drove her up the wall and back down onto him. The sound of skin meeting skin was sharp in the quiet bay. She held onto his shoulders, nails digging through the fabric of his shirt. He kept one hand under her thigh and the other braced against the wall beside her head. His eyes stayed on her face, watching every reaction. When she came again it was harder than the first time, her body locking around him so tightly he groaned against her mouth.

He followed her seconds later, hips jerking as he spilled inside her in hot pulses. She felt the warmth of it and the way his cock twitched with each spurt. He stayed buried in her while the aftershocks ran through both of them, his forehead pressed to hers, breathing hard.

When he finally pulled out he set her down carefully. Her legs felt unsteady. He helped her zip the flight suit back up with the same steady hands that had just been inside her. Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

She found her voice first. “This can’t happen again.”

He looked at her. The expression on his face was calm, almost gentle, but there was nothing uncertain in it.

“It will,” he said.

He stepped back, adjusted his own clothes, and left the simulator bay without another word. The door closed softly behind him.

Camille stayed where she was, back against the wall, the taste of him still on her tongue and the ache between her legs a reminder of what she had just done. Outside, the wind had risen again. She could hear it moving against the building. She closed her eyes and listened to it until the sound steadied her breathing.

She had crossed the line she had spent weeks trying to hold. She could still feel the weight of his body against hers and the way he had looked at her while he was inside her — as if he had already decided this was inevitable and was only waiting for her to stop pretending otherwise.

Tomorrow she would have to face him in the briefing room. She would have to fly. She would have to carry the knowledge of what they had done and the knowledge that he believed it would happen again.

She pushed away from the wall, picked up her jacket, and walked out into the cold night air. The runway lights stretched away into the dark. Somewhere on the other side of the base he was walking back to his quarters with the same unhurried stride he always used. She did not know what he was thinking. She only knew that the space inside her chest where she had kept her careful distance now felt open and exposed, and that the wind against her face was not enough to cool the heat still lingering on her skin.




Chapter 9

The morning briefing felt longer than usual. Camille sat in the second row, flight suit zipped to the collar, notebook open on her knee. She took notes on the day’s profiles and the weather that was expected to clear by midday. Her handwriting was steady. Her body was not. She could still feel the ache between her legs from the night before — a low, persistent reminder of what she had allowed to happen in the simulator bay.

She did not look for Lieutenant-colonel Mercier when he entered the room. She kept her eyes on the map projected at the front and the instructor’s voice describing the crosswind component on the main runway. When the briefing ended she stood with the others and filed out without lingering. She told herself the distance was necessary. She told herself it would be enough.

It was not.

By late afternoon the wind had dropped and the light over the plains had turned the colour of old brass. She was walking the perimeter track between the hangars and the outer fence when she saw him. He was standing near the entrance to the maintenance hangar, speaking with a chief technician. He did not call out to her. He simply watched her pass with the same calm attention he had used in the simulator the night before. She kept walking. Her pulse had already quickened.

She reached the end of the track and turned back. He was no longer with the technician. He was waiting near the smaller side door of the hangar, hands in the pockets of his flight jacket. The door behind him was ajar. She could see the dim interior and the edge of one of the parked aircraft.

She stopped a few metres away. “Lieutenant-colonel.”

“Capitaine.” His voice was low enough that it would not carry. “You are avoiding me.”

“I am doing my job.”

“You are doing your job and avoiding me.” He stepped back through the open door without waiting for an answer. After a moment she followed.

The hangar was cooler inside and smelled of oil and metal. One of the trainers sat under work lights at the far end. The rest of the space was in shadow. He closed the door behind them. The sound of the latch was soft but final.

She stood with her back near a stack of equipment crates. “This is not wise.”

“No,” he said. He moved closer until she could feel the warmth coming off his body. “It is not wise. It is also already happening.”

He kissed her before she could answer. This time there was no urgency from the night before. His mouth was slower, deeper, as if he were claiming something he had already decided belonged to him. She felt her resistance dissolve in layers. Her hands came up to his chest, then slid under his jacket to the shirt beneath. He made a quiet sound of approval and backed her against the crates until the edge pressed into her lower back.

His hands worked the zipper of her flight suit down with the same unhurried competence. When it parted he pushed the fabric off her shoulders and down to her waist. The cool air of the hangar touched her skin. He broke the kiss only long enough to look at her — the white T-shirt stretched across her breasts, the rapid rise and fall of her breathing. Then he lifted the hem of the shirt and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion.

She stood in her bra and open flight suit while he unfastened the bra and let it fall. His hands covered her breasts, thumbs brushing her nipples until they tightened. She bit her lip to keep from making a sound. He leaned down and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking slowly while his hand worked the other. The wet heat of his tongue sent a direct line of sensation down through her belly. She felt herself growing wet again, the ache from the previous night sharpening into fresh need.

He turned her so she faced the crates and bent her forward over them. The metal edge was cool against her bare stomach. He pushed the flight suit and her underwear down to her thighs in one movement. She heard the sound of his own zipper and the rustle of fabric. Then the blunt head of his cock was pressing against her entrance from behind.

He entered her in one long, steady thrust. The angle was deeper than the night before. She gasped at the stretch and the way he filled her completely. He held still for a moment, one hand on her hip, the other braced on the crate beside her. Then he began to move.

Each thrust was measured and deep. The sound of his hips meeting her ass was quiet but rhythmic in the empty hangar. She pushed back against him without thinking, meeting every stroke. His hand left her hip and slid around to her front, fingers finding her clit with unerring accuracy. He circled it in time with his thrusts, building the pressure until she was shaking.

When she came it was sudden and hard. Her body clamped down around him and a broken sound escaped her throat. He kept fucking her through it, drawing the orgasm out until her legs trembled. Only then did he change his rhythm — faster, harder, chasing his own release. He came with a low groan, buried deep inside her, the heat of his cum pulsing against her inner walls.

He stayed pressed against her back while they both caught their breath. His hand stroked slowly down her spine, almost soothing. After a minute he pulled out carefully and helped her stand. She turned to face him. Her flight suit was still around her thighs. Her skin was flushed and marked from the crates.

He reached down and pulled her underwear and suit back into place with the same careful hands. When he zipped her up he paused with his fingers at her collar.

“You will not avoid me tomorrow,” he said quietly.

She met his eyes. The guilt was already rising in her chest — the knowledge of his wife, the difference in their ages, the rank that sat between them like an unbreachable wall. She felt all of it. She also felt the way her body was still humming from what he had just done to her.

“I know,” she answered.

He nodded once, as if that was enough for now. Then he stepped back and opened the hangar door. The late light poured in. She walked out first. He followed a moment later, closing the door behind them.

She returned to her quarters without looking back. The wind had picked up again, colder now as evening settled over the plains. In her room she stripped out of the flight suit and stood under the shower until the water ran cool. She could still feel the echo of him inside her and the faint soreness where the crates had pressed into her skin.

She told herself this would not continue. She told herself she would find a way to keep the distance she had maintained for weeks. The words felt hollow even as she formed them.

Outside, the runway lights came on one by one. Somewhere on the other side of the base he was moving through his evening with the same calm certainty he brought to everything. She lay on her bed in the dark and listened to the wind. The sound was steady and indifferent. It did not care what lines had been crossed or what lines would be crossed again. It simply kept moving across the empty ground between the buildings and the sky.




Chapter 10

The wind had turned colder overnight. It carried a sharper edge across the plains and found every gap in the buildings. Camille felt it on the walk from the quarters to the squadron building, even through the layers of her flight suit and jacket. She kept her head down and her stride even. The cold helped. It gave her something concrete to focus on besides the low, persistent awareness in her body.

She had flown two sorties that morning. Both had gone cleanly. Her hands had been steady on the controls. The new aircraft responded to her inputs with the precision she had expected. Yet during the second flight, when she had banked hard into a turn and felt the G-forces press her into the seat, her mind had slipped for half a second to the weight of Pierre’s body against her back in the hangar. The memory had arrived without invitation. She had pushed it away and completed the profile without error, but the slip had been there.

After landing she had gone straight to the debrief without looking for him. She had answered the instructor’s questions with the same economy she used in the air. When the session ended she had left the building by the side door rather than the main corridor where she might have encountered him.

She told herself this was discipline. She told herself the distance was still possible.

By late afternoon the light had faded to a dull grey. She was in the small office assigned to conversion pilots, reviewing the next day’s profiles on a terminal, when a message appeared on the internal system. It was from Lieutenant-colonel Mercier’s office. Two lines only.

Report to my office at 18:30. Operational discussion.

No signature. No explanation. She stared at the screen longer than necessary. Then she closed the file she had been reading and stood.

His office was on the second floor of the operations building. The corridor was quiet when she arrived. She knocked once.

“Enter.”

He was seated behind the desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled to his forearms. The desk lamp cast a warm pool of light across the papers in front of him. He looked up when she closed the door.

“Sit,” he said.

She took the chair opposite the desk. The room smelled faintly of the same aftershave she had noticed before and of the coffee that sat half-finished in a mug near his elbow.

He did not speak immediately. He finished writing something on the paper in front of him, then set the pen down and leaned back in his chair.

“You flew well today,” he said. “The instructor noted clean recoveries on both profiles.”

“Thank you, sir.”

His mouth moved in the small, private way she had come to recognise. “We are not in a briefing room, Camille.”

The use of her first name landed with deliberate weight. She did not correct him.

He studied her for a moment. “You have been avoiding me since last night.”

“I have been working.”

“You have been working and avoiding me.” He said it without accusation, simply as fact. “That is understandable. What happened in the hangar was not planned. It was also not a mistake.”

She felt the directness of his gaze and the steadiness in his voice. There was no defensiveness in him, no attempt to soften what they had done. That certainty was part of what pulled at her.

“You are married,” she said. The words came out quieter than she had intended.

He nodded once. “I am. My wife and I have lived separate lives for some time. She is in Paris. I am here. The arrangement suits us both.”

Camille searched his face for any flicker of discomfort or evasion. She found none. The statement was delivered with the same calm authority he brought to every conversation. She wanted to believe it. The part of her that had spent years learning to read instruments and trust what they showed her wanted to accept the reading he was giving her now.

She did not ask for details. She did not push. Instead she said, “This still cannot continue.”

“It will continue,” he answered, the same way he had answered in the simulator bay. “Because neither of us wants it to stop.”

The silence that followed was not empty. She could hear the faint sound of the wind against the window and the low, distant note of an aircraft somewhere on the pattern. She could also hear the steady rhythm of her own pulse.

He stood and came around the desk. He did not touch her. He simply stopped in front of her chair and looked down at her with the same measured attention he had used when he first assessed her in this office weeks earlier.

“You are not the only one carrying risk,” he said quietly. “I am the one with more to lose if this becomes known. I am choosing it anyway.”

She looked up at him. The silver at his temples caught the lamplight. The lines around his eyes were deeper in this light. She felt the age difference between them in a way she had not allowed herself to feel fully before — not as a barrier, but as part of the shape of him. It made the pull sharper rather than weaker.

“I should leave,” she said.

“You should,” he agreed. He did not step back.

She stood. For a moment they were close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body through the space between them. She did not move away. Neither did he.

When he finally reached out it was only to brush a strand of hair from her cheek with two fingers. The touch was light. It was also enough to make her breath catch.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “After the last flight. Same place as last night.”

She did not answer. She turned and left the office without looking back. The corridor felt colder than it had when she arrived. She walked down the stairs and out into the evening wind. It hit her face immediately, sharp and clean.

She did not go to the hangar. She returned to her quarters, showered, and changed into the clothes she wore when she was not on duty. She sat at the small desk and opened the navigation materials she had been studying earlier in the week. The pages blurred after a few minutes. She closed the folder and lay on the bed instead, staring at the ceiling.

The guilt was there, steady and familiar now. It sat beside the memory of his hands on her and the way he had looked at her while he was inside her. It sat beside the quiet statement he had made about his wife and the way she had chosen not to question it further.

She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder. Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the base. She listened to it until the sound blurred and sleep finally came. In the last moments before it took her she thought of the way he had said her name in the office — not as rank, but as something private he had decided belonged to him. The thought stayed with her even after the wind and the cold and the guilt had faded into the dark.




Chapter 11

The quarters were too quiet. Camille had tried to sleep after returning from the operations building, but the image of Pierre standing in front of her chair refused to fade. She had told herself she would not go to him again tonight. She had repeated the decision while she showered and while she lay in the dark staring at the ceiling. The words had lost their weight by the time the clock on the desk showed twenty-three hundred.

She dressed without turning on the light. Flight suit replaced by dark trousers and a heavy sweater against the cold. She left her room and crossed the base using the paths that stayed farthest from the main buildings. The wind had dropped but the air was colder than it had been all week. Her breath fogged in front of her face as she walked.

His quarters were in a smaller block set apart from the main pilot housing. She had never been inside. She had only seen the building from a distance during her first days at Valclair. The door was unlocked when she reached it. She stepped inside without knocking.

The room was small but ordered. A desk against one wall, a narrow bed, a single chair. The lamp on the desk was on, casting a circle of warm light. Pierre sat in the chair, still in uniform trousers and a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked up when she closed the door.

He did not seem surprised. He simply watched her cross the room until she stood in front of him.

“I told myself I would not come,” she said.

“I know.” His voice was quiet. He stood. The space between them disappeared. “You came anyway.”

He kissed her without urgency. His hands framed her face, thumbs resting along her jaw. The kiss was slow and thorough, as if he had been waiting for exactly this moment and intended to take his time now that she was here. She felt the last of her resistance dissolve under the steady pressure of his mouth.

When he broke the kiss he rested his forehead against hers for a moment. “Take off your clothes.”

The order was soft but unmistakable. She stepped back and pulled the sweater over her head. The cold air of the room touched her skin. She removed the rest without looking away from him. He watched every movement, eyes dark in the lamplight. When she stood naked in front of him he reached out and ran one hand down the centre of her body, from the hollow of her throat to the curve of her hip. The touch was light but possessive.

He guided her to the bed and laid her down on her back. The sheets were cool against her skin. He undressed slowly, folding each piece of clothing with the same precision he brought to everything else. When he was naked she saw the lean strength of his body, the silver threading through the dark hair on his chest, the lines that years in the air had left on him. He was older, undeniably, and the sight of it sent a fresh pulse of heat through her.

He joined her on the bed and kissed her again, deeper now. His hands moved over her with deliberate care — her breasts, the curve of her waist, the inside of her thighs. When his fingers finally slid between her legs she was already wet. He stroked her slowly, circling her clit with two fingers while he watched her face. She tried to stay quiet and failed. A low sound escaped her when he pushed two fingers inside her and curled them.

He worked her with patient skill until her hips were lifting off the bed and her breathing had turned ragged. Only then did he move between her legs and push into her in one long thrust. The stretch made her arch. He was thick and hot inside her. He held still for several seconds, letting her feel every inch, then began to move.

This time there was no urgency from the hangar or the simulator bay. He fucked her with deep, measured strokes, his body covering hers, one hand braced beside her head and the other gripping her hip. She wrapped her legs around his waist and met every thrust. The sound of skin against skin was steady in the small room. She came first, sudden and hard, her body clenching around him while she pressed her face into his shoulder to muffle the sound. He followed soon after, hips driving deep as he spilled inside her with a low groan against her neck.

They stayed joined for a long time afterward. His weight was solid and warm on top of her. She could feel his heartbeat slowing against her chest. When he finally pulled out he rolled to his side and drew her with him so they faced each other on the narrow bed. His hand rested on her hip, thumb stroking small circles on her skin.

“You are thinking about my wife again,” he said quietly.

She did not deny it. The guilt had already begun to settle back into her chest now that the immediate need had passed.

“She and I have an understanding,” he continued. “It has been that way for years. What happens here does not touch what happens there.”

Camille searched his face in the low light. She wanted the words to be enough. Part of her still needed them to be true.

He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. “You do not have to believe me tonight. You only have to stay.”

She stayed.

Later, when the lamp was off and the only light came from the faint glow of the runway through the blinds, she lay with her back against his chest and his arm around her waist. The wind had risen again outside. She could hear it moving against the building. His breathing was slow and even behind her. She was not asleep. Her mind kept returning to the way he had looked at her while he was inside her — calm, certain, as if he had already mapped every step of this and was simply waiting for her to follow.

She told herself she would leave before morning. She told herself this was still something she could control. The wind kept moving outside, indifferent to the promises she was making to herself in the dark.




Chapter 12

The landing was clean. Camille brought the Rafale down through the crosswind with steady hands and flared at the precise moment. The main gear kissed the runway without a bump. She taxied clear, shut down, and climbed out onto the wing. The cold air hit her face immediately. It was past twenty-two hundred. Most of the base had already quieted for the night.

She had flown well. The aircraft had responded exactly as it should. Yet during the final approach she had caught herself thinking about the way Pierre’s hands had felt on her hips the night before in his quarters. The thought had arrived without warning and lingered for several seconds before she forced it away. No one on the ground had noticed. She had completed the profile without error. Still, the slip had been there.

She was walking toward the hangar when she saw him. He stood near the edge of the apron, hands in the pockets of his flight jacket, watching her aircraft. When she reached him he did not speak right away. He simply looked at the Rafale behind her, then at her face.

“Come with me,” he said.

She should have asked where. She should have said she needed to debrief or return to quarters. Instead she followed him across the apron toward the far end of the flight line where several aircraft sat dark and silent under the stars. The wind was low but cold enough to bite through her flight suit. Their footsteps were the only sound on the concrete.

He stopped beside her Rafale. The aircraft loomed above them, its nose angled slightly upward, canopy closed. The ground crew had already finished their post-flight checks. No one else was nearby.

Pierre turned to face her. The only light came from the distant runway markers and the faint glow of the operations building. His expression was calm, but there was something sharper underneath it.

“I have been thinking about this since the day you first stood beside her in the hangar,” he said quietly.

He stepped closer and kissed her. It was not the slow kiss from his quarters. This one carried urgency. His hands went to her flight suit zipper and pulled it down in one motion. The cold air rushed against her skin as he pushed the suit off her shoulders and down to her waist. She shivered, but not only from the temperature.

He turned her so she faced the aircraft. The metal of the fuselage was cold when her palms met it. He pressed against her back, one hand sliding inside her open suit to cup her breast through her T-shirt while the other worked her underwear down. She heard the sound of his own zipper. Then the blunt head of his cock was nudging against her.

She was already wet. He pushed into her in one thrust, the angle forcing a gasp from her throat. The cold air on her exposed skin and the heat of him inside her created a sharp contrast that made every sensation more intense. He fucked her against the side of the Rafale with steady, deep strokes. Each thrust pressed her forward against the aircraft. The metal was unyielding under her hands. She could feel the faint vibration of the residual heat still in the engines.

His hand left her breast and slid down to her clit. He rubbed her in tight circles while he moved inside her. The combination — the risk of being seen, the cold wind on her bare skin, the way he filled her — pushed her toward the edge faster than she expected. She came hard, her body clenching around him, forehead pressed against the fuselage. A broken sound escaped her before she could stop it.

He did not slow. He kept thrusting through her orgasm, his rhythm growing slightly rougher. When he came he buried himself deep and stayed there, his breath hot against the back of her neck. She felt the pulse of him inside her and the way his body shuddered once against hers.

For several long seconds neither of them moved. The only sounds were their breathing and the low, distant hum of the wind moving across the empty apron.

He pulled out carefully and helped her pull her clothes back into place. His hands were steady. When she turned to face him his expression was unreadable in the dark.

“You are becoming careless in the air,” he said quietly. “Not enough for anyone else to notice yet. Enough for me to see it.”

The words landed like cold water. She had thought she had hidden the distraction.

“I am still flying the profiles,” she said.

“You are flying them. You are no longer flying them the way you did three weeks ago.” He reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her face with the same two fingers he had used in his office. “That needs to stop.”

She felt the truth of it and the way he had noticed. The guilt that had been growing since the first time in the simulator bay sharpened. She was letting this affect the one thing she had always kept separate.

He stepped back. “Go back to your quarters. Get some sleep. Tomorrow you will fly clean.”

She watched him walk away across the apron until he disappeared into the shadows between the hangars. The Rafale stood silent beside her. She placed one hand on the cold metal where she had braced herself minutes earlier. The surface was the same temperature as the night air now.

She walked back to her quarters without looking at the operations building. Inside, she stripped out of the flight suit and stood under the shower until the water ran cold. She could still feel the echo of him inside her and the faint ache where the aircraft had pressed against her. She could also feel the weight of what he had said about her flying.

She lay on the bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling. The wind had risen again. It moved against the building with the same steady pressure it always carried. She told herself she would fly cleaner tomorrow. She told herself she would find a way to keep the two parts of her life from bleeding into each other.

The wind did not care about her promises. It simply kept moving. She closed her eyes and let the sound of it fill the space where her thoughts refused to settle. Sleep came slowly and left her with the image of the Rafale’s fuselage under her hands and the knowledge that she had already crossed too many lines to count them cleanly anymore.




Chapter 13

The canteen was nearly empty when Camille entered after the last flight of the day. Most pilots had already eaten and left. She took a tray and chose a table near the back wall, facing the room. The food was the same institutional stew it always was. She ate without tasting it.

Two tables away, a pair of younger pilots sat with their heads close together. She caught fragments of their conversation when the noise from the kitchen dipped.

“…saw her coming out of the operations building late again…”

“…Mercier’s been keeping a close eye on the new Rafale pilot…”

Camille kept her eyes on her plate. She finished eating, returned the tray, and left without looking in their direction. The wind hit her the moment she stepped outside. It was colder than it had been the night before. She walked toward the quarters with her hands in her pockets and her shoulders hunched against the chill.

The words followed her anyway.

By the time she reached her room the doubt had already begun to settle. She had told herself the late meetings with Pierre could be explained as extra training. She had told herself no one was paying that much attention. The fragments she had overheard suggested otherwise.

She showered and changed into civilian clothes. The room felt smaller than usual. She sat at the desk and opened the navigation folder she had been studying earlier in the week. The diagrams blurred after a few minutes. She closed it and lay on the bed instead, staring at the ceiling.

At twenty-one hundred her internal line chimed with a short message.

My office. Now.

She stared at the screen for a long time before she stood.

His office door was unlocked when she arrived. She stepped inside and closed it behind her. Pierre was at his desk, jacket off, reading something on the terminal. He looked up when she entered and did not seem surprised.

“Lock it,” he said.

She turned the lock. The click sounded loud in the quiet room.

He stood and came around the desk. He stopped in front of her and studied her face for a moment.

“You heard something,” he said.

She did not ask how he knew. “People are talking.”

“They always talk on a base this small. It means nothing unless we give it weight.” He reached out and brushed his knuckles along her jaw. “You are giving it weight.”

She should have stepped back. Instead she stayed where she was while he unbuttoned her shirt with slow, deliberate fingers. When it fell open he pushed it off her shoulders. The air in the office was warmer than outside but still cool enough to raise goosebumps on her skin. He unfastened her bra and let it drop, then bent to take one nipple into his mouth. His tongue was warm and slow. She felt the pull straight down through her belly.

He lifted her onto the edge of his desk. Papers shifted under her. He stepped between her knees and kissed her while his hands worked open her trousers and pulled them down along with her underwear. She was already wet when his fingers slid between her legs. He stroked her with the same unhurried precision he used on everything else, two fingers circling her clit until her hips were rocking against his hand.

When he freed himself from his trousers she reached for him without being told. He was hard and hot in her palm. She guided him to her entrance. He pushed in with one smooth thrust and stayed buried deep for several seconds, forehead resting against hers.

“Look at me,” he said quietly.

She opened her eyes. He began to move — deep, measured strokes that made the desk creak beneath her. One of his hands stayed on her hip while the other slid up to her throat, thumb resting lightly over her pulse. The pressure was not enough to restrict her breathing, only enough to make her aware of how completely he was holding her.

She came first, sudden and sharp, her body clamping down around him. He followed seconds later, hips jerking as he spilled inside her. He stayed pressed against her while they both caught their breath, his hand still at her throat.

After a minute he pulled out and helped her off the desk. He handed her the shirt without speaking. She dressed in silence while he adjusted his own clothes. When she was buttoned again he leaned against the edge of the desk and looked at her.

“My wife knows I have needs she no longer meets,” he said. “That has been true for a long time. What we are doing changes nothing for her.”

Camille searched his face. The statement was delivered with the same calm certainty he always used. She wanted to accept it. Part of her still did. Another part, smaller but growing, had begun to notice how neatly every question she raised was answered without ever being truly addressed.

She nodded once. It was the only response she could manage.

He reached out and buttoned the top button of her shirt that she had missed. His fingers lingered at her collar.

“Go back to your quarters,” he said. “Fly clean tomorrow. The rest will take care of itself.”

She left without answering. The corridor was empty. She walked back to her room with the cold wind pushing against her the entire way. Inside, she locked the door and stood with her back against it for a long time.

The guilt was familiar now. So was the pull. What was new was the small, sharp edge of doubt that had taken root after the fragments she had overheard in the canteen. She told herself it was nothing. She told herself Pierre had given her no reason to distrust him.

She lay on the bed and closed her eyes. Sleep did not come quickly. When it finally arrived it was thin and restless, filled with the sound of low voices in an empty canteen and the steady creak of a desk under her back.




Chapter 14

The night sortie had been scheduled for weeks. Camille had flown it cleanly on paper. In the air the crosswind had been stronger than forecast. She had corrected late on final and felt the aircraft drift before she brought it back. The landing had been within limits. No one on the ground had commented. She knew the drift had been larger than it should have been.

She taxied in, shut down, and sat in the cockpit for a moment after the engines spooled down. The silence inside the aircraft felt heavier than usual. She removed the helmet and set it on her knee. The cold from the plains had already begun to seep through the canopy.

When she climbed out, Pierre was waiting near the edge of the apron. He stood with his hands in his jacket pockets, watching her aircraft. She walked toward him without changing her pace.

“You drifted on final,” he said when she reached him.

“I know.”

He studied her face in the low light from the apron lamps. “You have been drifting for several days now. Not enough for the instructors to write it up. Enough for me to see.”

She met his eyes. “You told me your wife has known about your needs for years. That what we do changes nothing for her.”

He did not look away. “That is still true.”

“Then why did I overhear two ground crew talking yesterday about how often you have been in the conversion office after hours? They used my name.”

A muscle moved in his jaw. It was the first time she had seen any crack in his composure. It disappeared almost immediately.

“People talk on every base,” he said. “It means nothing unless we let it mean something.”

She searched his face. The answer was smooth. It was also the same shape as every other answer he had given when she raised questions about his marriage or the risk. She felt the shape of it settle in her chest like something she could no longer ignore.

He stepped closer. The apron was empty except for the two of them and the silent aircraft behind her. He reached out and took her wrist, not hard, but with enough pressure that she felt the decision in it. He led her toward the line of ground vehicles parked along the side of the hangar. One of the older transport trucks sat at the end of the row, its cargo area covered by a canvas tarp.

He opened the rear doors and helped her inside. The space smelled of canvas and oil and cold metal. He pulled the doors closed behind them. The only light came from a small gap in the tarp. It was enough to see the outline of his face.

He kissed her before she could speak again. This time there was no slow build. His hands were already at her flight suit zipper, pulling it down while he backed her against the metal side of the truck. The cold from the truck bed pressed through her clothes. He shoved the suit down to her thighs along with her underwear and freed himself from his own trousers.

She was wet despite the doubt still sitting in her chest. He lifted one of her legs and hooked it over his hip, then pushed into her in one thrust. The angle was awkward in the confined space. It forced her to hold onto his shoulders to stay upright. He fucked her hard and fast, one hand braced on the truck wall beside her head, the other gripping her thigh hard enough to leave marks.

She came quickly, the orgasm sharp and almost angry. He followed seconds later, burying his face in her neck as he spilled inside her. The sound of their breathing was loud in the small space.

When he pulled out he stayed close for a moment, his forehead against hers. Then he helped her pull her clothes back into place with the same steady hands he always used afterward.

“You are overthinking,” he said quietly. “That is what is showing up in the air.”

She did not answer. She climbed out of the truck first. The cold wind hit her face immediately. She walked back toward the quarters without looking back. Her body still hummed from the quick, rough sex. The doubt in her chest had not eased. If anything, it had sharpened around the edges.

In her room she stripped out of the flight suit and stood under the shower until the water ran cold. She could still feel the pressure of his hands on her thigh and the way he had avoided giving a direct answer about the rumors. She told herself she was imagining the avoidance. She told herself the sex was still worth the risk.

Neither statement felt entirely true anymore.

She lay on the bed in the dark and listened to the wind. It moved against the building with the same steady pressure it had carried since her first day at Valclair. She closed her eyes and tried to picture the clean line of a perfect approach. The image kept fracturing into the memory of his face when she had mentioned the ground crew and the way he had pulled her into the truck without asking if she wanted to go.

Sleep came late and left her with the feeling that something small but important had already begun to shift beneath the surface of everything she had told herself was still under control.




Chapter 15

The morning flight had been scheduled as a simple navigation exercise. Camille had flown the route a dozen times on paper. In the air the headings had felt slippery. She had missed a checkpoint by nearly two miles before correcting, and the correction had been late. When she landed, the instructor’s voice in her headset had been neutral, but she had heard the pause before he cleared her to taxi in.

She shut down the aircraft and climbed out. The cold wind cut across the apron immediately. She walked toward the debrief building without looking at the other pilots who had landed ahead of her. Inside, the room was warm and smelled of coffee and the faint metallic trace of the heaters. She took a seat at the back and kept her eyes on the map projected at the front.

The instructor went through the profiles one by one. When he reached hers he did not single her out. He simply noted the missed checkpoint and moved on. Still, she felt the weight of several glances from the other pilots in the room. She kept her expression neutral and took notes she did not need.

After the debrief she stayed behind to review the weather for the afternoon sortie. Most of the others had already left when she felt someone stop beside her table.

It was one of the older instructors, a captain she had spoken to only a handful of times since arriving. He was not unkind, but his face carried the lines of someone who had seen too many pilots lose focus for reasons they would not admit.

“You flew clean for the first three weeks,” he said quietly. “Something has shifted.”

She kept her eyes on the weather chart. “I am adjusting to the aircraft.”

“The aircraft is not the problem.” He did not sit. He simply stood there long enough for the words to land. “Whatever is pulling your attention, it is starting to show. Fix it before someone higher than me has to write it down.”

He left without waiting for an answer.

Camille stayed at the table until the room emptied. The weather chart in front of her blurred at the edges. She had told herself the encounters with Pierre were contained. She had told herself they would not touch the one part of her life she had always kept separate. The instructor’s words made the lie obvious.

She returned to her quarters instead of going to the canteen. The room was cold. She sat on the edge of the bed with her hands on her knees and tried to picture the clean sequence of a perfect approach. The image kept fracturing into the memory of Pierre’s hand on her throat in his office and the way he had avoided answering directly about the rumors.

At seventeen hundred her internal line chimed.

Hangar. Side door. Twenty minutes.

She stared at the message until the screen dimmed. She told herself not to go. She told herself the instructor’s warning was enough reason to stop. The words felt thin even as she formed them.

She went anyway.

The side door of the maintenance hangar was unlocked when she arrived. She stepped inside and closed it behind her. The space was dim, lit only by the security lights along the far wall. One of the trainers sat under work lights at the other end. Pierre stood near a stack of equipment crates, the same crates from the night they had first used this space.

He did not move toward her. He simply watched her cross the concrete.

“You heard what the instructor said,” he stated.

She stopped a few paces away. “Yes.”

“And you came anyway.”

The truth of it sat between them. She had come because the pull was stronger than the warning. She had come because the memory of his hands on her was louder than the voice in her head that said this was becoming dangerous.

He closed the distance and kissed her. It was not rough like the truck. It was slow and deliberate, the same way he had kissed her in his quarters the first time she had gone to him there. His hands framed her face. She felt the steadiness in them and the way it made her want to lean into it even while the doubt remained sharp in her chest.

When he pulled back he rested his forehead against hers.

“You are overthinking again,” he said quietly. “That is what is showing up in the air. Stop overthinking.”

She wanted to believe that was all it was. She wanted to believe the only problem was her own mind getting in the way. The part of her that had spent years learning to trust instruments and correct course wanted to accept the simplest explanation.

She kissed him again instead of answering.

They did not go further than the kiss. He held her against the crates for several minutes, his hands moving slowly over her back through the flight suit, his mouth at her temple. When he finally stepped back his expression was calm again.

“Fly clean tomorrow,” he said. “Everything else will settle.”

She left the hangar without looking at the crates. The wind outside was colder than it had been when she arrived. She walked back to her quarters with her hands deep in her pockets and her shoulders hunched.

In her room she sat on the bed and stared at the photograph of the Rafale taped above the desk. The silhouette looked the same as it always had. She tried to remember the exact feeling of the first time she had sat in the real aircraft and felt it respond to her hands. The memory was there, but it felt farther away than it should have.

She lay down without turning off the lamp. The wind moved against the building with the same steady pressure it had carried since her arrival. She listened to it until the sound blurred and her eyes finally closed.

Sleep came in fragments. In the spaces between she kept seeing the instructor’s face and hearing Pierre’s voice telling her to stop overthinking. Neither voice felt entirely honest anymore. She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket higher, trying to shut both of them out until morning.




Chapter 16

The perimeter track was empty at this hour. Camille had walked it twice already, boots striking the compacted gravel in the same steady rhythm she used on the flight line. The wind had dropped but the cold remained, sharp enough to sting her cheeks and make her eyes water. She kept her hands in her pockets and her head down.

She had told herself she needed air. She had told herself the walk would clear her head after the day’s flights and the instructor’s quiet warning. Instead her mind kept circling the same narrow track it had followed since the night in the truck: the way Pierre had deflected every question about his wife, the smooth shape of his answers, the way he had pulled her into the vehicle without asking if she wanted to go.

She stopped at the far end of the track where the fence met the outer edge of the apron. The lights along the runway stretched away into the dark. One aircraft sat at the end of the line, already shut down for the night. She stood there for a long time, watching the steady pulse of the perimeter lights and trying to remember when she had last flown a sortie without thinking about him at least once.

The answer came too quickly. She could not remember.

She turned and started back toward the quarters. Halfway along the track she saw him. Pierre stood near the entrance to the maintenance hangar, hands in his jacket pockets, waiting. He did not call out. He simply watched her approach with the same calm attention he had used since the first day she arrived.

She stopped a few metres away. “You knew I would walk tonight.”

“I knew you would not sleep,” he answered. His voice was low enough that it would not carry. “You have not been sleeping well for days.”

She felt the truth of it and the way he had noticed. The knowledge sat uncomfortably beside the doubt that had been growing since the canteen conversation.

“You told me your wife knows about this,” she said. “That it changes nothing for her.”

He stepped closer. The hangar wall was at his back. The security light above the door cast a pale circle that did not quite reach them.

“She does know,” he said. “And it does not change what she and I have agreed upon.”

Camille searched his face. In the low light the silver at his temples looked sharper. The lines around his eyes were deeper than she had let herself notice before. She wanted the certainty in his voice to be enough. It was not.

“Then why does it feel like you are managing me?” she asked. The words came out quieter than she had intended, but they were clear.

Something shifted in his expression — small, quickly controlled. He reached out and took her wrist, the same way he had in the hangar the first time. His grip was firm but not painful.

“I am keeping you from making a mistake that would end your career,” he said. “That is not managing. That is protecting what we both want.”

She felt the pressure of his fingers and the steadiness in his voice. Part of her wanted to lean into it. Another part, smaller but louder now, recognized the way he had turned her question into something about her instead of something about him.

She pulled her wrist free. The movement was small. He let go without resistance.

“I need to think,” she said.

He studied her for another moment. Then he nodded once, as if he had expected this and had already decided how to respond.

“Think,” he said. “But do not take too long. The longer you hesitate, the more obvious it becomes to everyone else.”

He turned and walked back toward the operations building without looking back. She watched him go until he disappeared between the hangars. The cold pressed against her face again. She stood there for several minutes after he was gone, the sound of her own breathing loud in her ears.

When she finally returned to her quarters the room felt smaller than it had that morning. She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the photograph of the Rafale above the desk. The silhouette had not changed. She had.

She lay down without turning off the lamp and pulled the blanket over her shoulders. The wind had risen again outside. It moved against the building with the same steady pressure it always carried. She listened to it and tried to picture the clean sequence of a perfect approach, the way the aircraft would feel under her hands when everything was aligned.

The image would not hold. It kept breaking into fragments: the weight of Pierre’s body in the truck, the way he had looked at her in his office when she had mentioned the rumors, the smooth deflection when she asked about his wife. Each fragment carried its own heat and its own warning.

She closed her eyes. Sleep came in thin layers. In the spaces between she kept seeing the instructor’s face and hearing Pierre’s calm voice telling her not to take too long. Neither voice felt like it belonged entirely to her anymore. She turned onto her side and let the sound of the wind fill the room until it blurred into something that almost resembled silence.




Chapter 17

The afternoon sortie had been worse than the morning one. Camille had missed two headings and corrected late on both. The instructor had not said anything over the radio, but when she landed she saw him standing with his arms crossed near the debrief building. She taxied in, shut down, and sat in the cockpit longer than necessary before climbing out.

She skipped the debrief and walked straight to the perimeter track. The wind was up again, colder than it had been all week. She kept her head down and her hands deep in her pockets. Every step felt like an attempt to outrun the same thoughts that had followed her since the night in the truck: the smooth way Pierre answered every question, the way he turned her doubt back on her, the way her body still responded to him even when her mind was pulling away.

She had almost reached the end of the track when she saw him. He was leaning against the fence near the maintenance hangar, watching her. She stopped. For a moment she considered turning around and walking the other way. She did not.

He pushed off the fence and met her halfway.

“You flew badly today,” he said. No preamble. No warmth.

“I know.”

“You are letting this affect your flying. That is unacceptable.”

The word landed harder than she expected. She felt the old defiance rise — the same one that had carried her through the academy and the first years as a lieutenant — and she held onto it.

“Then maybe we should stop,” she said.

He studied her face. The wind pulled at his jacket. For several seconds he said nothing. Then he stepped closer, close enough that she could smell the faint trace of his aftershave beneath the cold air.

“You do not want to stop,” he said quietly. “You want to believe you should want to stop. There is a difference.”

She felt the truth of it and hated that he could see it so clearly. Before she could answer he took her wrist again — the same grip he had used before — and led her toward the hangar. This time he did not stop at the side door. He walked her to the far end where her Rafale sat under the work lights. The aircraft looked larger in the dim space, its nose angled upward like it was already impatient to fly.

He stopped beside the wing and turned her to face him. The kiss was hard from the first second. His hands went straight to her flight suit zipper and pulled it down. She pushed back against him for a moment — not hard enough to stop him, just enough to feel the resistance in her own body — then let him shove the suit off her shoulders.

He lifted her onto the edge of the wing. The metal was cold through her T-shirt. He stepped between her legs and pulled her trousers and underwear down in one motion. She was already wet when he freed himself and pushed into her. The angle forced her to brace her hands behind her on the wing. He fucked her with hard, deep strokes, one hand gripping her hip and the other at the back of her neck, holding her where he wanted her.

She came fast and sharp, her body clenching around him while she bit down on her own lip to stay quiet. He did not slow. He kept thrusting through her orgasm, his rhythm growing rougher. When he came he stayed buried deep, forehead pressed against hers, breathing hard.

For a long moment neither of them moved. The only sounds were their breathing and the low hum of the work lights.

He pulled out and helped her off the wing. His hands were steady as he pulled her clothes back into place. When she was zipped up he looked at her with the same calm expression he always wore after.

“You will not try to end this again,” he said. It was not a question.

She did not answer. She turned and walked out of the hangar without looking back. The cold wind hit her face immediately. She kept walking until she reached her quarters.

Inside, she stripped out of the flight suit and stood under the shower until the water ran cold. She could still feel the pressure of his hands on her hips and the way he had looked at her while he was inside her — as if her attempt to pull away had only confirmed something he already knew.

She lay on the bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling. The wind moved against the building with the same steady pressure it had carried since her first day. She listened to it and tried to picture the clean, precise sequence of a perfect flight. The image would not hold. It kept breaking into the memory of metal under her hands and the sound of his breathing against her neck.

She closed her eyes. Sleep did not come. In the spaces between the wind she kept hearing his voice telling her she would not try to end this again. She did not know if it was a prediction or a command. She only knew that both possibilities scared her more than she wanted to admit.




Chapter 18

The message came at 05:47.

Camille was already awake when her internal line lit up on the nightstand. She had been lying on her back staring at the ceiling, listening to the wind and trying not to replay the night before on the wing of her aircraft. The message was short and from an unknown internal address.

Report to the squadron commander’s office at 06:30. Do not discuss this with anyone.

She read it twice. Then she sat up and turned on the lamp. The room looked the same as it always did. The photograph of the Rafale above the desk had not moved. Nothing had changed except the message on the screen and the cold weight that had settled in her stomach.

She showered and dressed in her working uniform without rushing. Her hands were steady when she zipped the jacket. She told herself it could be anything — a scheduling change, a new profile review, an administrative matter. She told herself the message did not have to mean what she feared.

By 06:20 the corridors were already busier than usual for that hour. Several people glanced at her as she passed. One of the younger pilots she had flown with looked away quickly when she met his eyes. She kept walking.

The squadron commander’s office was on the second floor of the operations building. The door was open when she arrived. Inside, the commander sat behind his desk. Two other officers were present — one from base security and one she did not recognise, wearing the uniform of the inspector general’s office. None of them stood when she entered.

“Close the door, Capitaine Rousseau,” the commander said.

She closed it and stood at attention.

The commander did not waste time. “At approximately 04:15 this morning a story was published by a national defence correspondent. It alleges an ongoing sexual relationship between you and Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier. The article includes photographs taken on base and statements from unnamed personnel. The story has already been picked up by two other outlets.”

He slid a tablet across the desk. The headline was large and clear.

First Female Rafale Pilot in Alleged Affair with Senior Officer at Isolated Base

The photograph beneath it showed her and Pierre standing close together near the hangar two nights earlier. The image was grainy but unmistakable. Someone had been watching.

Camille felt the floor tilt beneath her. She forced herself to keep her eyes on the screen.

“The base is now in damage-control mode,” the commander continued. “You are suspended from all flying duties effective immediately. You will remain in your quarters except for scheduled interviews with the inspector general’s team. Lieutenant-colonel Mercier has already been interviewed. You will be interviewed at 09:00.”

She found her voice. “Sir, the article is—”

“We are not here to debate the article,” he cut in. His voice was flat. “We are here to contain the damage. You will not speak to the press. You will not discuss this matter with anyone outside the investigation team. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

He studied her for a moment. “You were warned about focus, Capitaine. This is what happens when warnings are ignored.”

She did not answer. There was nothing to say that would change what was already happening.

The commander dismissed her. She walked back to her quarters with the tablet still in her hand. The corridors felt longer than they had on the way there. People moved out of her path without speaking. She kept her eyes forward.

In her room she sat on the edge of the bed and opened the article again. The photographs were worse than she had first realised. There was one of her leaving his office late at night. Another of them standing too close beside her aircraft. The text described her as “the symbol of French military progress” and him as “a respected senior officer with a previously unblemished record.” The contrast was deliberate.

Her internal line chimed again. This time it was from Pierre.

Do not say anything until we speak. I will handle this.

She stared at the message. The same calm certainty that had once steadied her now made her stomach turn. She deleted it without replying.

She lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. The wind was still moving outside. She could hear it against the building. For the first time since arriving at Valclair, the sound did not feel steady or indifferent. It felt like something that had been waiting for this moment and had finally arrived.

She did not sleep. She lay there until the sky outside the window began to lighten and the first knock came on her door at exactly 08:55. Two officers from the inspector general’s team stood in the corridor. One of them carried a folder. The other did not meet her eyes.

“Capitaine Rousseau,” the one with the folder said. “It is time.”

She stood and followed them out. The wind hit her face the moment she stepped outside. It was colder than it had been all week. She walked between the two officers toward the administration building without looking back at her quarters or at the distant shape of her aircraft on the flight line. The wind kept moving. She kept walking. There was nothing else left to do.




Chapter 19

The interrogation room was small and windowless. A metal table sat in the centre with three chairs on one side and one on the other. A recording device rested on the table beside a stack of folders. Two officers from the inspector general’s office were already seated when Camille was brought in. A third man in civilian clothes sat slightly apart, taking notes on a tablet. No one offered her water.

She sat in the single chair and kept her hands on her knees. The posture was the same one she used in the cockpit before engine start — spine straight, shoulders level, breathing controlled.

The lead investigator was a lieutenant-colonel she had never met. He opened one of the folders without greeting her.

“Capitaine Rousseau. We have photographs, witness statements, and internal movement logs placing you in Lieutenant-colonel Mercier’s office and quarters on multiple occasions after midnight over the past six weeks. We also have photographs of the two of you together beside your aircraft at 23:40 two nights ago. Do you dispute any of this?”

She looked at the photograph he slid across the table. It showed her and Pierre beside the Rafale in the hangar. The timestamp was clear. She had not known anyone was watching.

“I do not dispute the photographs,” she said.

The second officer spoke next. His voice was quieter but no less precise. “We also have statements from two ground crew who observed you leaving the maintenance hangar with Lieutenant-colonel Mercier on the night of the 12th. One of them heard raised voices earlier that evening in the canteen when you were mentioned by name. How long has the relationship been sexual?”

She kept her eyes on the table. “I would like to speak with my lawyer before answering further questions.”

“You will have that opportunity,” the lead investigator said. “But the evidence we already possess is substantial. Lying now will only make the consequences worse when the full investigation concludes. We are not asking you to confess. We are asking you to confirm what we already know.”

He slid another sheet across the table. It was a timeline — dates, times, locations. Her name and Pierre’s appeared repeatedly. Some of the entries matched nights she had gone to his quarters. Others matched the hangar and the simulator bay. The level of detail was clinical.

She felt the floor tilt again, the same way it had when the commander first showed her the article. She forced herself to breathe through it.

“The relationship began approximately seven weeks ago,” she said. Her voice sounded distant even to her own ears. “It was consensual.”

The civilian note-taker looked up for the first time. “Did Lieutenant-colonel Mercier ever indicate that his wife was aware of the relationship?”

Camille hesitated. The question was precise. She could feel the trap in it.

“He told me they had an understanding,” she said carefully. “That she knew about his needs and that it did not affect their arrangement.”

The lead investigator made a note. “Did you ever meet his wife or see any communication between them that supported this claim?”

“No.”

“Did you ever ask to see such communication?”

She had not. The answer sat between them.

The quieter officer spoke again. “You were warned by an instructor that your performance was slipping. You continued the relationship anyway. Why?”

Because I could not stop. Because every time I tried, he found a way to make stopping feel like the larger mistake. Because the way he touched me made everything else quieter for a little while.

She did not say any of that.

“I made a mistake in judgment,” she said instead. “I take full responsibility for my actions.”

The lead investigator closed the folder. “This is only the first interview, Capitaine. There will be more. In the meantime you will remain confined to quarters except for scheduled appearances. You will not contact Lieutenant-colonel Mercier. Any attempt to do so will be noted.”

He stood. The other two followed. The recording device was switched off.

An escort was waiting outside the door. She walked between two silent officers back to her quarters. The corridors were emptier than they had been that morning. The few people she passed looked away.

Inside her room she locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed. The tablet with the article was still on the desk where she had left it. She did not open it again.

She lay back and stared at the ceiling. The wind was still moving outside. She could hear it against the building, the same steady pressure it had carried since her first day at Valclair. For the first time the sound did not feel like background. It felt like the only thing in the room that had not changed.

She closed her eyes. Sleep did not come. In its place came the image of the timeline on the table and the calm way the investigators had listed dates and times as if they were simply another set of coordinates on a navigation chart. She had spent years learning to correct course when the numbers did not match. She had no idea how to correct for this.




Chapter 20

The room had become smaller since morning.

Camille sat on the edge of the bed with her hands resting on her knees, the same posture she had held in the interrogation room. The lamp on the desk was on. She had not turned it off after returning from the interview. The light made the walls look closer than they were.

She had not been allowed to fly. She had not been allowed to leave the building except under escort. The two officers who had brought her back had not spoken on the walk. One of them had waited outside her door until she closed it. She heard the soft sound of boots moving away down the corridor and then nothing.

The tablet with the article still sat on the desk. She had not opened it again. She did not need to. The headline and the photograph were already inside her head.

She lay back on the bed without removing her uniform jacket. The ceiling was the same pale colour it had always been. She stared at it and let the first memory surface because fighting it was using more energy than she had left.

The tarmac had been cold that night. The wind had cut through her open flight suit while Pierre pressed her against the side of the aircraft. The metal had been hard under her palms. She remembered the way he had lifted one of her legs and hooked it over his hip, the way the angle had forced a sound out of her throat she had not meant to make. She remembered the heat of him inside her and the colder air on the rest of her skin. She remembered coming hard and fast while the runway lights stretched away into the dark behind them.

Now the same aircraft sat somewhere on the flight line under guard or maintenance or whatever protocol the base had activated. She would not be allowed near it. The thought landed like a weight on her chest.

She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder. Another memory came, uninvited.

The hangar. The crates. The way he had bent her forward and taken her from behind while the work lights hummed above them. She had braced her hands on the cold metal and pushed back against him. She had come twice that night. He had stayed inside her afterward, one hand stroking slowly down her spine as if he were calming an aircraft after a difficult landing.

She closed her eyes. The memory shifted into the present.

The interrogation room had smelled of old coffee and the faint metallic trace of the recording equipment. The lieutenant-colonel had not raised his voice once. He had simply laid out dates and photographs and witness statements like navigation waypoints. Every time she had tried to protect Pierre — every careful phrasing, every attempt to keep the answers minimal — the next question had already accounted for it.

She had told them the relationship was consensual. She had told them it began seven weeks ago. She had not told them how many times she had tried to stop and failed. She had not told them how often she had lain in this same bed afterward and promised herself it would be the last time.

Her internal line remained silent. Pierre had not written again after the first message telling her to stay quiet. She did not know if that was strategy or abandonment. Both possibilities hurt in different places.

She sat up and walked to the small window. The blinds were closed. She did not open them. She could hear the wind outside anyway. It moved against the building with the same steady pressure it had carried since her first day at Valclair. For weeks that sound had been background. Now it felt like the only thing that had not changed while everything else collapsed.

She returned to the bed and lay down again. Another memory rose.

His quarters. The narrow bed. The way he had laid her on her back and taken his time, watching her face while he moved inside her. She had kept her eyes open that night. She had wanted to see him. She had wanted to believe the calm certainty in his expression meant safety instead of control.

The memory soured.

She turned her face into the pillow. The fabric smelled faintly of the laundry detergent the base used. It was the same smell it had always been. Nothing in the room had changed except her.

She stayed like that for a long time. When she finally rolled onto her back again the lamp was still on. She did not reach for it. She stared at the ceiling and let the next wave of memory come.

The simulator bay. The wall. The way he had held her there with one hand at her throat while he fucked her. She had come so hard her legs had given out afterward. He had caught her and held her up until she could stand again. She had felt safe in that moment. She had felt chosen.

Now she felt only the weight of every choice she had made since that night.

She closed her eyes. Sleep remained out of reach. In its place came the steady sound of the wind and the image of the timeline the investigators had laid out on the table. Every date, every location, every photograph had been recorded by someone she had never seen. The affair that had felt private and dangerous and hers had never been private at all.

She turned onto her side once more and pulled the blanket higher. The wind continued outside. She listened to it until the sound blurred at the edges and exhaustion finally pulled her under. Even then the memories did not stop. They simply became quieter, running beneath the surface of sleep like navigation data she could no longer correct.




Chapter 21

The message arrived at 14:20.

Camille was sitting at the desk with the navigation folder open in front of her even though she had no flight to prepare for. The pages had not been turned in over an hour. When the internal line chimed she looked at it without moving for several seconds before opening the message.

You are authorised one supervised video call with immediate family today between 15:00 and 15:30. The call will be recorded. Do not discuss the ongoing investigation.

She closed the folder. Her hands were steady when she stood and walked to the small mirror above the basin. She looked at herself for the first time since the article had broken. Her face was pale. There were shadows under her eyes that had not been there two weeks earlier. She splashed cold water on her skin and dried it with the rough towel the base provided. It did not change much.

At 14:55 an escort arrived. The same two officers from the morning walked her to a small room on the ground floor that had been set up with a screen and a single chair. One of them remained outside the door. The other stayed in the corner of the room, out of the camera’s line of sight but clearly present.

The screen lit up at exactly 15:00.

Her mother’s face appeared first. Véronique Rousseau looked older than Camille remembered. She was sitting at the kitchen table in the house near Lyon. The same blue curtains hung behind her. The same small vase of dried lavender sat on the windowsill. For a moment the familiarity of it made Camille’s throat tighten.

Then her father’s face joined the frame. Alain Rousseau sat beside his wife, one hand resting on the table near hers. He looked tired. Behind them, just visible at the edge of the screen, Léa hovered in the doorway of the kitchen, arms crossed tightly over her chest.

No one spoke for the first few seconds.

Véronique broke the silence. “We saw the article.”

Camille nodded. She had prepared several sentences on the walk down the corridor. They all disappeared.

“I’m sorry,” she said. The words felt small.

Her father leaned forward slightly. “Are you all right?”

The question was so ordinary and so far from what she had expected that she almost laughed. She pressed her lips together instead.

“I’m suspended from flying,” she said. “I’m confined to quarters. There will be more interviews.”

Véronique’s mouth tightened. “We saw that too. The photographs.”

Camille looked down at her hands on the table. She could feel the officer in the corner watching. She kept her voice level.

“It’s true,” she said. “Most of it.”

Léa stepped fully into the frame then. She was taller than the last time Camille had seen her. Her face was sharp with anger that had not yet found a place to land.

“He’s married,” she said. “And older than Papa.”

“Yes.”

“And your superior.”

“Yes.”

Léa looked like she wanted to say more. Véronique placed a hand on her arm without taking her eyes off the screen.

“We are not calling to judge you,” her mother said. “We are calling because you are our daughter and this is happening to you.”

Alain nodded once. “The base has not released your name in any official statement yet. But people here have seen the story. Your mother went to the market this morning and two women she has known for twenty years asked if you were all right.”

Camille felt something crack inside her chest. She had spent so many years building distance between the life she was living at Valclair and the life she had come from that she had almost convinced herself the two could remain separate. The article had torn that separation open in front of everyone.

“I made a mistake,” she said. Her voice was quieter now. “Several mistakes. I don’t know how to fix them.”

Véronique’s expression softened in a way that made Camille’s eyes sting.

“You do not have to fix everything today,” her mother said. “You only have to get through today. And tomorrow. One day at a time. We will be here for all of them.”

Alain cleared his throat. “If they allow you to come home at any point, even for a few days, you will come. No discussion.”

Léa had gone quiet. She was still standing behind their parents, arms wrapped around herself now instead of crossed. When she finally spoke her voice was smaller than before.

“I don’t understand why you did it,” she said. “But I’m still on your side.”

Camille nodded. She could not trust her voice.

The officer in the corner shifted his weight. The movement was small but deliberate. Time was running out.

Véronique seemed to understand without being told. “We love you,” she said. “That has not changed and it will not change. Call again when they let you. We will be here.”

The screen went dark at 15:28.

Camille sat in the chair for another minute after the call ended. The room was quiet except for the faint hum of the equipment. She stood when the escort opened the door and followed them back to her quarters without speaking.

Inside, she locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed. The photograph of the Rafale above the desk looked the same as it always had. She looked at it for a long time.

Then she lay down on her side, facing the wall, and let herself cry for the first time since the article had appeared. She cried quietly, the way she had learned to do everything else at Valclair — without drawing attention, without expecting anyone to come. The wind moved against the building outside. She listened to it between the tears until exhaustion finally pulled her under.




Chapter 22

The second interview began at 09:15 the following morning.

Camille was escorted to the same small room. The same three men were present. The recording device was already running when she sat down. This time the lead investigator did not open with photographs. He opened a different folder.

“We have been reviewing historical cases involving fraternization and conduct unbecoming within the Armée de l’Air,” he said. His tone remained neutral. “Over the past eight years there have been seventeen documented cases involving male officers of field grade or higher engaging in sexual relationships with subordinates or with the spouses of other service members. In fourteen of those cases the officers received administrative punishment — letters of reprimand, loss of command, or early retirement with full benefits. None resulted in court-martial. None resulted in public naming in the press.”

He slid a single sheet across the table. It contained a redacted list. Names were blacked out. Ranks and outcomes remained visible.

Camille looked at the page. The pattern was clear even without the names.

The quieter investigator spoke next. “In the same period there have been four cases involving female officers. All four resulted in more severe administrative action. Two of those cases also involved public reporting. Yours is the fifth.”

She kept her eyes on the redacted list. Her hands remained flat on the table.

The lead investigator continued. “Public reaction to your case has been notably different from previous ones. Several outlets have framed the story around the question of whether women belong in combat aviation roles at all. Others have questioned whether the standards applied to you are being applied equally. The Ministry is receiving inquiries from members of the Assemblée Nationale.”

He closed the folder.

“We are not here to debate institutional policy,” he said. “We are here to establish the facts of your conduct. However, you should understand that the context in which your case is being viewed is not the same context in which similar cases involving male officers have been viewed.”

Camille felt the words land. She had spent years proving she could meet every standard the service set. She had accepted that she would be watched more closely because she was the first. She had told herself that proving herself would be enough. The sheet on the table suggested that proving herself had never been the only requirement.

She spoke for the first time since sitting down.

“Were any of those male officers the first of their kind in a frontline nuclear squadron?”

The lead investigator met her eyes. “No.”

The room was quiet for several seconds.

The civilian note-taker spoke without looking up from his tablet. “The Ministry has issued a statement this morning confirming that an investigation is underway and that all personnel involved are being treated according to regulation. It does not mention Lieutenant-colonel Mercier by name. It does mention you.”

Camille felt the asymmetry of that statement settle in her chest.

The lead investigator opened another folder. This one contained printed articles. He did not slide them across the table. He simply turned the top page so she could see the headline.

Female Pilot’s Affair Raises Questions About Standards in Elite Units

The subheading was smaller but still legible.

While male officers have historically received administrative discipline for similar conduct, public scrutiny of Capitaine Rousseau has been immediate and intense.

She read it once. Then she looked back at the investigator.

“I would like to make a statement,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow slightly. “You may.”

She kept her voice level. “I accept responsibility for my actions. I do not accept that the standards being applied to me are the same standards that have been applied to others in comparable positions. If this investigation is meant to be fair, that difference should be part of the record.”

The lead investigator made a note. His expression did not change.

“Your statement will be included,” he said. “We will continue tomorrow at the same time.”

The recording device was switched off. The escort was waiting outside the door again.

Camille walked back to her quarters between the two officers. The corridors were busier than they had been the day before. More people looked at her now. Some looked away when she met their eyes. Others did not.

Inside her room she sat at the desk and opened the navigation folder again. She did not read it. She simply sat with her hands on the pages and listened to the wind outside.

The article headline stayed in her mind. So did the redacted list. She had spent years learning to read instruments and correct course when the data did not match expectations. The data on the table had been clear. The expectations had never been the same for everyone.

She closed the folder and lay down on the bed without removing her jacket. The photograph of the Rafale above the desk looked the same as it always had. She stared at it until the lines blurred at the edges.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the base. It did not care which standards were applied to whom. It simply kept moving. She closed her eyes and let the sound fill the room until it was the only thing she could hear.




Chapter 23

The wind had not let up since the article first appeared. Camille could hear it against the building even with the blinds closed. She had stopped opening them two days earlier. There was nothing outside the window she wanted to see.

At 10:40 the escort returned. This time they took her to a different room on the ground floor — larger, with a screen on one wall and several chairs arranged in front of it. The lead investigator from the previous interviews was already there, along with the base commander and a civilian woman Camille did not recognise.

The commander spoke first. “The story has moved beyond national outlets. International defence correspondents have picked it up. Several women’s advocacy groups have issued statements. So have several conservative commentators and former officers. The Ministry is receiving formal inquiries from members of parliament.”

He nodded to the civilian woman, who stepped forward and placed a tablet on the table in front of Camille.

“You are not required to watch this,” the woman said. “But the investigation team believes it is important that you understand the current environment.”

She tapped the screen. A news segment began playing.

The anchor’s voice was measured. “The case of Capitaine Camille Rousseau, the first woman selected to fly the Dassault Rafale in a nuclear-capable squadron, has ignited debate across France and beyond. While some see her situation as evidence of persistent double standards within the armed forces, others argue that the very presence of women in such roles creates unavoidable distractions and risks to unit cohesion.”

Footage cut to a clip of a retired general speaking outside the Ministry. “This is exactly what many of us warned about,” he said. “When you put women into positions that were designed for men, you introduce complications that have nothing to do with flying an aircraft.”

Another cut. A woman in a sharp suit stood outside the Assemblée Nationale. “What we are seeing is not about one pilot’s personal choices,” she said. “It is about a system that has always held women to impossible standards while excusing far worse behaviour from men. Capitaine Rousseau is being punished for the military’s failure to treat its personnel equally.”

The segment ended with a split screen showing two headlines from different outlets.

Symbol of Progress or Cautionary Tale?

Female Pilot’s Affair Exposes Hypocrisy in Elite Units

The civilian woman paused the playback.

“There are currently fourteen journalists registered at the main gate requesting access,” she said. “The base has denied all requests. Several have begun filing formal complaints through the Ministry of Defence press office. The story is trending on multiple platforms. Your name and photograph are being widely circulated.”

Camille kept her eyes on the paused screen. She had spent years trying to be seen as a pilot first and a woman second. The screen in front of her made it clear that distinction no longer existed for anyone outside these walls.

The base commander spoke again. “You will remain confined to quarters. All future media inquiries will be handled centrally. You are not to make any statements, public or private, without prior approval from this office.”

She nodded once. There was nothing else to do with the information.

They escorted her back to her quarters. The corridors felt longer than they had that morning. When she passed the small common area near the stairs, two pilots she had flown with were standing by the coffee machine. They stopped talking when she appeared. One of them gave her a brief nod before looking away. The other did not look at her at all.

Inside her room she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the photograph of the Rafale above the desk. The aircraft looked exactly as it had the day she first saw it in the hangar. She had wanted nothing more than to fly it cleanly, to prove that she belonged in the seat. Now the aircraft existed somewhere on the flight line under someone else’s hands, and she existed here, reduced to a symbol she had never chosen.

She lay down without turning off the lamp. The wind continued outside. She listened to it move against the building and tried to remember the exact feeling of the controls under her hands during a clean approach. The memory was there, but it felt distant, as if it belonged to someone else.

She closed her eyes. Sleep remained out of reach. In its place came the split-screen headlines and the sound of strangers arguing about what her presence in a cockpit meant for the entire service. She had never wanted to represent anything beyond her own skill. That choice had been taken from her along with everything else.

The wind kept moving. She let it fill the room until it was the only sound she could still trust.




Chapter 24

The call came at 11:15.

Camille was sitting at the desk with the navigation folder closed in front of her when the escort arrived. This time they took her to a different part of the operations building — a conference room on the top floor she had never entered before. The windows overlooked the flight line. From here she could see her Rafale parked near the end of the apron, its canopy covered and a security vehicle positioned nearby.

Three people were already in the room when she arrived.

The base commander stood near the head of the long table. Beside him was a man in a dark suit she did not recognise. The third person was a woman in uniform — a full colonel from the Ministry’s legal affairs directorate. She carried a slim folder and did not sit.

The commander gestured to a chair. “Capitaine Rousseau. This is Monsieur Delacroix from the Ministry’s political affairs office. Colonel Vasseur is here from Paris to brief you on developments.”

Camille sat. She kept her hands on the table where everyone could see them.

Colonel Vasseur opened her folder. “As of this morning, three members of the Assemblée Nationale have formally requested briefings on your case. Two of them sit on the defence committee. One has already given interviews framing your situation as evidence that women should not serve in combat aviation. Another has described you as a victim of institutional sexism and has called for an independent review of all fraternization cases involving female officers.”

She slid a printed page across the table. It contained excerpts from public statements.

Camille read the first two lines and stopped.

Monsieur Delacroix spoke next. His voice was smooth and practised. “The Ministry’s position is that this remains an internal disciplinary matter. However, the political attention has made that position difficult to maintain. Senior leadership has been asked to provide daily updates. The investigation is now being monitored at the highest levels.”

He looked at her directly.

“Lieutenant-colonel Mercier has been reassigned pending the outcome of the inquiry. He is no longer on base. His wife has issued a short statement through a family lawyer expressing support for her husband and requesting privacy. No further details have been released.”

Camille felt the information settle. Pierre was gone. She had not seen him since the night on the wing of her aircraft. Part of her had expected him to find a way to reach her. Another part had known he would not.

Colonel Vasseur continued. “You should understand that your case is no longer being viewed in isolation. It is being used as an example in larger debates about standards, cohesion, and the integration of women into combat roles. Some members of parliament have suggested that the publicity alone justifies your removal from the conversion programme regardless of the investigation’s findings. Others have suggested that any punishment must be weighed against the treatment of male officers in comparable situations.”

She closed the folder.

“The Ministry has not yet decided how to proceed. What is clear is that whatever decision is reached will be subject to significant external scrutiny. Your cooperation with the investigation remains the clearest path to limiting further damage.”

Camille looked out the window at her aircraft. The security vehicle beside it had not moved. She wondered who was flying it now, or if anyone was.

She turned back to the table.

“I would like to make another statement,” she said.

Colonel Vasseur nodded once.

“I did not choose to become a symbol,” Camille said. “I chose to fly. Everything that has happened since has been used by people I have never met to argue positions I did not ask to represent. If the Ministry is concerned about political pressure, it should consider that the pressure exists because the standards have never been applied equally. I will continue to cooperate with the investigation. I will not pretend that this is only about my choices.”

The room was quiet for several seconds.

Monsieur Delacroix was the first to speak. “Your statement will be noted.”

The meeting ended shortly after. The escort returned her to her quarters without speaking. When she closed the door behind her, the room felt smaller than it had that morning.

She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the photograph of the Rafale above the desk. The aircraft had not changed. Everything else had.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the plains. She could hear it against the building. For the first time since the article broke, the sound did not feel like background noise. It felt like the only thing that had remained constant while the rest of her life was being turned into something she no longer recognised.

She lay down without removing her jacket and closed her eyes. Sleep did not come. In its place came the image of her aircraft sitting under guard and the calm voices in the conference room explaining how her personal life had become a weapon in debates she had never chosen to join. She turned onto her side and let the sound of the wind fill the space until it was the only thing she could still hold onto.




Chapter 25

The room had stopped feeling like quarters days ago. It felt like a cell with better furniture.

Camille sat on the floor with her back against the bed, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. She had not turned on the lamp. The only light came from the thin strip beneath the door and the faint glow of the security lights outside the window. She had stopped opening the blinds completely after the second day of confinement.

She had not eaten since the previous evening. The tray the escort had brought sat untouched on the desk. The food had gone cold hours ago. She could smell it — institutional stew and overcooked vegetables — but the thought of putting any of it in her mouth made her stomach turn.

Her mind would not stay still.

It kept returning to the same narrow loop: the photograph of her and Pierre beside the aircraft, the timeline the investigators had laid out on the table, the split-screen headlines, the calm voices in the conference room explaining how her life had become a political weapon. Every time she tried to push one image away, another rose to take its place.

She pressed her forehead against her knees and closed her eyes.

In the dark behind her eyelids she saw the Rafale on final approach, the way the nose had felt light and responsive in her hands during that first clean sortie after conversion training. She had been alone in the cockpit then. The sky had been clear. The only voice in her headset had been the controller’s, giving her vectors. She had felt, for those few minutes, exactly like the person she had spent years trying to become.

The memory fractured.

She saw Pierre’s face above her in the narrow bed in his quarters, the way he had watched her while he moved inside her, calm and certain. She saw the way he had looked at her on the wing of her aircraft the last night they had been together — the night before everything broke. She saw the message he had sent after the article appeared: Do not say anything until we speak. I will handle this.

He had not spoken to her since.

A sound escaped her throat before she could stop it — half breath, half something sharper. She pressed her face harder against her knees and let the next sound come. It was not loud. The room absorbed it the way it absorbed everything else.

She stayed like that for a long time.

When she finally lifted her head, her eyes were wet and her throat hurt. She wiped her face with the sleeve of her uniform jacket and stood. Her legs felt unsteady. She walked to the desk and picked up the untouched tray, then carried it to the door and set it outside in the corridor without looking at it.

Back at the desk, she opened the navigation folder again. The pages were the same ones she had been staring at for days. She traced one of the headings with her finger — Emergency Procedures: Engine Failure on Short Final — and tried to make the words mean something. They remained black marks on paper.

She closed the folder and sat on the edge of the bed.

The wind outside had picked up again. It moved against the building in long, steady gusts that made the window frame creak. She listened to it and tried to remember what it had sounded like on the first night she arrived at Valclair, when the sound had felt like possibility instead of background noise to her own unraveling.

She could not find the memory.

She lay down on her side without removing her jacket or boots. The blanket was still folded at the foot of the bed where she had left it that morning. She did not reach for it.

In the dark she saw the image of her aircraft sitting under guard on the apron. She saw the timeline on the interrogation table. She saw her mother’s face on the video call and the way Léa had stood behind their parents with her arms wrapped around herself.

She saw Pierre’s face the last time she had seen it, calm and certain even as everything around them was already beginning to collapse.

She turned onto her back and stared at the ceiling until the lines blurred. Her eyes were dry now. The pressure behind them had eased into something heavier and more familiar — the same weight that had been sitting in her chest since the morning the article appeared.

She closed her eyes.

Sleep came in fragments, thin and restless. In the spaces between she kept seeing the same images on an endless loop, each one sharper than the last. When she woke, the light beneath the door had changed and the wind had dropped. She lay still for several minutes, listening to the silence that had replaced it.

Then she sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and reached for the lamp.

The room looked the same as it had the night before. Nothing had changed except the hour and the fact that she was still here, still waiting for the next interview, the next headline, the next person who would explain to her what her life had become.

She stood and walked to the small basin. She splashed cold water on her face and dried it with the rough towel. In the mirror above the basin her reflection looked back at her with eyes that had seen too much and understood too little.

She turned off the lamp and sat on the edge of the bed again.

Outside, the wind began to rise once more. She listened to it move across the plains and tried, one more time, to picture the clean line of a perfect approach. The image would not hold. She let it go and sat in the dark, waiting for whatever came next.




Chapter 26

The lawyers arrived at 10:00.

Camille was already awake when the escort knocked. She had not slept more than a few broken hours since the last interview. She washed her face, changed into a clean uniform jacket, and followed the two officers down the corridor to the same small conference room she had been taken to the day before.

Two military lawyers were waiting. One was a captain she had never met. The other was a major with grey at his temples and the tired expression of someone who had sat through too many of these meetings. A civilian legal advisor from the Ministry sat slightly apart, tablet open in front of her.

The major spoke first once the door was closed.

“Capitaine Rousseau. We have been assigned to represent you in any proceedings that may result from the current investigation. Before we discuss strategy, we need to be clear about the situation as it stands.”

He opened a folder.

“The evidence against you is substantial. Photographs, witness statements, movement logs, and your own statements during the first interview confirm a sexual relationship with a superior officer over a period of approximately seven weeks. Lieutenant-colonel Mercier has acknowledged the relationship in his own interview. The only remaining questions are the exact nature of any promises or misrepresentations made during the relationship and the degree to which it affected your performance.”

He looked at her directly.

“You have two realistic paths forward. The first is to contest the charges at a court-martial. This would mean a full public trial. You would have the opportunity to present mitigating evidence, including the documented pattern of lighter punishments given to male officers in comparable cases. The risks are significant. A conviction could result in dismissal, loss of pension rights, and potentially imprisonment. The political attention would remain high throughout the process.”

He paused.

“The second path is to seek a negotiated resolution. In exchange for your cooperation and an admission of the relationship, the service may agree to a general discharge rather than a court-martial. This would end your career and your flying privileges, but it would avoid a public trial and the possibility of criminal conviction. The Ministry has indicated it is open to this option provided the investigation concludes without further complications.”

The captain added, “We can advise you on the strength of any mitigation arguments, including the documented double standards and the political pressure currently surrounding the case. We cannot guarantee the outcome of either path.”

Camille looked at the folder on the table. She did not reach for it.

“What has Lieutenant-colonel Mercier been offered?” she asked.

The major’s expression did not change. “We are not authorised to discuss the details of his case.”

She nodded once. She had expected that answer.

The civilian advisor spoke for the first time. Her voice was quiet but clear. “You should also understand that whichever path you choose, the public narrative will continue for some time. A court-martial would prolong the scrutiny. A negotiated exit would likely be presented as an admission of wrongdoing. There is no option that returns you to the cockpit or erases what has already been published.”

Camille kept her eyes on the table.

She thought of the clean line of a perfect approach. She thought of the way the aircraft had responded to her hands during those first conversion flights. She thought of the years she had spent proving she belonged in the seat. She thought of the photographs and the timeline and the way Pierre had looked at her the last time they had been together.

She thought of her mother’s face on the video call and the way her father had said she could come home.

She looked up at the major.

“I need time to consider,” she said.

He nodded. “You have until the conclusion of the investigation to decide. We will be available to discuss either option in detail whenever you are ready.”

The meeting ended. The escort returned her to her quarters without speaking.

Inside, she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the photograph of the Rafale above the desk. The aircraft had not moved. Everything else had.

She lay down without removing her jacket and closed her eyes. The wind was still moving outside. She listened to it and tried, one more time, to picture herself in the cockpit on a clear day with nothing but the controls and the horizon in front of her.

The image would not hold.

She turned onto her side and let the sound of the wind fill the room. It did not offer answers. It simply kept moving. She stayed there, eyes open in the dark, until the first thin light of morning began to show beneath the blinds.




Chapter 27

The lawyers had been gone for hours.

Camille sat on the floor with her back against the bed, the same position she had taken the night before. The navigation folder lay open on the desk where she had left it after the meeting. She had not touched it since.

She had two paths.

Fight.

Or accept the deal and walk away from everything she had built.

Neither felt like a victory.

She closed her eyes and let the memories come. She did not try to stop them this time.

She saw Pierre standing beside her aircraft in the hangar the first week she arrived at Valclair. Calm. Certain. The way he had looked at her when he offered the extra simulator time — not as an order, but as something between them. She had felt chosen then. Not as the first woman or the symbol or the problem. Just as herself.

She saw the simulator bay. The wall. The way he had held her there with one hand at her throat while everything else fell away. The intensity had felt like proof that she was alive in a way the rest of her life had not allowed.

She saw his quarters. The narrow bed. The way he had taken his time, watching her face, as if her pleasure was something he had decided belonged to him and he intended to claim it properly. She had kept her eyes open that night. She had wanted to believe the certainty in his expression meant safety.

The memories shifted.

She saw the way he had looked at her when she first mentioned the rumors in the canteen. The small crack in his composure that had disappeared almost immediately. She saw the smooth way he had turned every question about his wife back into a statement about her own overthinking. She saw the message he had sent after the article broke and the silence that had followed.

He had told her he would handle it.

He was no longer on base.

She opened her eyes and stared at the opposite wall.

The affair was over. That much was clear. What remained was the damage and the question of what, if anything, she still felt for the man who had caused so much of it.

She had loved the way he made her feel in those moments when the rest of the world disappeared. She had loved the secrecy and the risk and the way he had looked at her like she was the only thing that mattered in the room. She had loved the way her body had responded to him even when her mind had tried to pull away.

She had also hated the way he deflected. The way he had made her doubt her own questions. The way he had pulled her into the truck that night without asking. The way he had looked at her on the wing of her aircraft and told her she would not try to end it again, as if her consent was something he had already decided on her behalf.

She did not know which feeling was stronger.

She stood and walked to the desk. The photograph of the Rafale was still taped above it. She looked at the aircraft for a long time. Then she sat and opened the navigation folder again.

The pages were the same. The headings had not changed. She traced one line with her finger — Emergency Procedures: Engine Failure on Short Final — and tried to make the words connect to anything real.

They remained black marks on paper.

She closed the folder and lay down on the bed without removing her jacket. The wind outside had risen again. She could hear it moving against the building with the same steady pressure it had carried since her first day at Valclair.

She thought of the two paths the lawyers had laid out.

Fighting would mean standing in a courtroom and explaining what had happened. It would mean dragging every photograph and every late-night meeting into the light. It would mean watching Pierre’s name and hers reduced to evidence. It would also mean the chance to say, out loud and on record, that the standards had never been equal.

Accepting the deal would mean signing papers and walking away. It would mean losing the right to fly in any official capacity. It would mean the story would eventually fade from the front pages. It would also mean accepting that Pierre would likely face far less public consequence than she would.

She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder.

She did not know which loss she could live with.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the plains. She listened to it and tried, one more time, to picture herself in the cockpit with nothing but the controls and the horizon in front of her.

The image would not hold.

She closed her eyes and let the sound of the wind fill the room until it was the only thing she could still hear clearly. Sleep remained out of reach. In its place came the memory of Pierre’s hand at the back of her neck and the calm certainty in his voice when he told her she would not try to end it again.

She did not know if she hated him for saying it or hated herself for believing, even for a moment, that he had the right to decide.




Chapter 28

The third interview began at 09:00.

Camille sat in the same chair as before. The same three men faced her across the table. The recording device was already running. This time the lead investigator did not begin with questions about her conduct. He opened a different folder and slid a single sheet of paper across the table.

It was a statement.

Signed by Pierre’s wife.

Camille read the first paragraph without touching the page.

I was not aware of any relationship between my husband and Capitaine Camille Rousseau. I was not aware of any understanding, arrangement, or agreement that would have permitted such a relationship. The first I learned of it was when the story appeared in the press.

The rest of the statement was shorter. She requested privacy for herself and her children. She expressed support for a full and transparent investigation.

Camille stared at the signature at the bottom. The name was clear. The date was three days after the article had broken.

She looked up at the investigator.

He met her eyes without expression.

“Lieutenant-colonel Mercier maintained throughout his interviews that his wife was aware of and accepted the nature of his needs outside the marriage. This statement contradicts that claim. We have verified its authenticity through independent channels.”

He placed another document beside the first. It was a redacted summary of Pierre’s interview responses. One line had been highlighted.

My wife has known for several years that I maintain relationships outside our marriage. We have an understanding.

Camille read it twice.

The investigator spoke again, voice level.

“We are not asking you to interpret these documents. We are informing you that the statement from Lieutenant-colonel Mercier’s wife has been entered into the record. It directly contradicts the version of events he presented to you and to this investigation.”

He closed the folder.

“You may take a moment if you need one.”

Camille did not move.

She saw Pierre’s face in the hangar the first week she arrived. Calm. Certain. She saw him in his office telling her his wife knew and that it changed nothing. She saw him on the wing of her aircraft the last night they had been together, telling her she would not try to end it again.

She saw the message he had sent after the article: I will handle this.

He had handled it by protecting himself and leaving her to face the consequences alone.

The investigator waited.

Camille placed both hands flat on the table.

“I believed him,” she said. Her voice was quiet but steady. “When he told me his wife knew. When he told me the risk was manageable. When he told me he would handle it. I believed him because it was easier than believing I had chosen someone who would lie to me so completely.”

She looked at the redacted summary.

“I also chose not to ask for proof. I chose not to push when the answers felt too smooth. I told myself the questions were overthinking. That was my mistake as much as his.”

The room was quiet.

The lead investigator made a note.

“Would you like to add anything further to your previous statements?”

Camille shook her head once.

“No. I have nothing else to add about Lieutenant-colonel Mercier.”

She stood when they dismissed her. The escort walked her back to her quarters without speaking. When the door closed behind her she remained standing for several minutes, one hand still on the handle.

Then she crossed to the desk and sat.

The photograph of the Rafale was still taped above it. She looked at the aircraft for a long time.

She had spent years learning to read instruments and trust what they showed her. She had spent years correcting course when the data did not match her expectations. She had failed to apply the same discipline to the one person who had told her exactly what she had wanted to hear.

The wind moved against the building outside. She listened to it and let the truth settle without trying to soften it.

Pierre had lied to her.

She had chosen to believe the lie because the alternative — that she had given herself to someone who saw her as manageable risk rather than as a person — had been too painful to face while the affair was still happening.

Now the affair was over.

What remained was the damage and the knowledge that she had participated in her own deception.

She lay down on the bed without removing her jacket. The ceiling looked the same as it had every night since the article appeared. She stared at it until the lines blurred.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the plains. She closed her eyes and let the sound fill the room. For the first time since the scandal broke, the sound did not feel like background. It felt like the only honest thing left in her life.




Chapter 29

The message arrived at 07:40.

Camille was already awake when the internal line lit up. She had not slept. She had lain on her back staring at the ceiling, replaying the investigator’s voice as he read Pierre’s wife’s statement and the redacted line from Pierre’s own interview.

My wife has known for several years that I maintain relationships outside our marriage. We have an understanding.

She had believed that line. She had wanted to believe it so badly that she had never asked for proof. The knowledge sat in her chest like something she could no longer swallow or spit out.

The message was from the lead investigator.

The investigation is substantively complete. You are required to meet with your legal team at 09:00 to discuss next steps. A decision regarding your preferred course of action will be expected by close of business today.

She read it twice, then deleted it.

At 08:55 the escort arrived. They took her to the same conference room as the day before. The two military lawyers were already seated. The civilian advisor from the Ministry was present again. No one from the investigation team attended this meeting.

The major spoke without preamble.

“The investigation has concluded its substantive phase. The evidence file is essentially complete. We have been informed that a decision on whether to proceed to court-martial will be made within the next seventy-two hours. If court-martial is directed, a hearing date could be set as early as four weeks from now.”

He placed a single sheet of paper on the table between them.

“This is the current offer from the Ministry for a negotiated resolution. General discharge. No court-martial. No criminal conviction. Loss of flying privileges and separation from service with the standard benefits package for someone of your rank and time in service. In exchange, you would provide a written statement acknowledging the relationship and agreeing not to contest the administrative findings.”

Camille looked at the paper without picking it up.

The captain added, “If you choose to contest the charges, we will prepare a full defence. We would argue mitigation based on the documented pattern of lighter punishments for male officers in comparable cases, the political pressure surrounding your situation, and the discrepancies between Lieutenant-colonel Mercier’s statements and the evidence now on record. The risks remain significant. A conviction at court-martial could result in imprisonment.”

The major leaned forward slightly.

“You have carried this alone for long enough. We need your decision today so we can advise the Ministry which direction we are preparing for. Fighting will be public and prolonged. Accepting the offer will be quieter but final.”

Camille kept her eyes on the paper.

She thought of the clean line of a perfect approach. She thought of the way the Rafale had felt under her hands during those first conversion flights. She thought of the photograph still taped above her desk and the way it had looked the morning she first arrived at Valclair.

She thought of Pierre’s face when he told her his wife knew. She thought of the way he had looked at her on the wing of her aircraft and said she would not try to end it again.

She thought of her mother’s voice on the video call and the way her father had said she could come home.

She looked up at the major.

“I need until this evening,” she said. “I will give you my answer by 18:00.”

He nodded once. “That is acceptable.”

The meeting ended. The escort returned her to her quarters.

Inside, she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the photograph of the Rafale. The aircraft had not changed. She had.

She lay down without removing her jacket and closed her eyes. The wind was still moving outside. She listened to it and tried, one more time, to picture herself in the cockpit with nothing but the controls and the horizon in front of her.

The image would not hold.

She turned onto her side and let the sound of the wind fill the room. It did not offer answers. It simply kept moving. She stayed there, eyes open in the thin morning light, until the clock on the desk showed 17:55 and she finally stood to write the message that would decide which version of her future would begin tomorrow.




Chapter 30

The decision deadline had passed at 18:00 the previous evening.

Camille had sent the message to her legal team at 17:52. She had written only one line.

I will contest the charges.

She had not explained her reasoning. She had not asked for reassurance. She had simply sent the message, turned off the lamp, and lain in the dark until sleep finally came in thin, broken layers.

Now it was morning again.

She sat in the same conference room as the day before. The two military lawyers were present. The civilian advisor was absent this time. Instead, a stack of documents sat in the centre of the table. The major opened the top folder and turned it so she could see the first page.

“This is the current evidence summary,” he said. “Photographs, movement logs, witness statements, and the full transcript of your interviews. We have also entered the statement from Lieutenant-colonel Mercier’s wife and the discrepancy between his account and hers.”

He slid a second document across the table.

“This is a timeline we have prepared for your review. It includes every documented instance in which your performance was noted as below standard during the period of the relationship. We will argue that any degradation was minor, situational, and not sufficient to justify the severity of the proposed punishment when compared with historical cases involving male officers.”

Camille looked at the timeline without touching it.

She saw the dates.

She saw the nights she had gone to Pierre’s quarters instead of sleeping. She saw the morning after the truck when she had drifted on final approach. She saw the afternoon sortie when she had missed two headings because her mind had been on the way he had looked at her while he was inside her.

She had known, even then, that the distraction was real. She had told herself she could manage it. She had been wrong.

The captain spoke next.

“If we proceed to court-martial, the prosecution will present the airfield encounters as evidence of reckless conduct. They will argue that the risk of discovery on the tarmac and in the hangar demonstrates a disregard for operational security and good order. We will counter that those encounters were private, consensual, and did not involve classified material or operational compromise. The argument will be difficult. The imagery is powerful.”

Camille kept her eyes on the timeline.

She remembered the cold metal of the Rafale’s fuselage under her hands. She remembered the way the wind had cut across her bare skin while Pierre moved inside her. She remembered the sound of her own breathing and the distant hum of the runway lights. She remembered coming hard and fast with the aircraft at her back and the open sky above them.

She had felt alive in those moments. She had also known, even as it was happening, that she was giving him more of herself than was safe.

The major closed the folder.

“We will need to begin preparing your testimony in earnest. The prosecution will attempt to portray you as someone who allowed personal desire to override professional judgment. We will present you as someone who made a mistake in a system that has historically punished women more severely for the same mistake. Both narratives will be on the table. Which one lands will depend in part on how clearly you can speak to your own choices.”

Camille looked up.

“I made the choices,” she said. “I knew he was married. I knew he was my superior. I knew the risk. I chose anyway. I am not going to stand in a courtroom and pretend I was swept away by something I could not control.”

The major nodded once. His expression did not change.

“Then we will build the case around the documented double standards and the political pressure that has turned your situation into something larger than a single relationship. We will not ask the court to excuse your conduct. We will ask them to apply the same standard they have applied to others.”

He stood.

“We begin tomorrow at 08:00. Be ready.”

The meeting ended. The escort returned her to her quarters.

Inside, she sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the photograph of the Rafale above the desk. The aircraft looked the same as it always had. She reached up and carefully peeled the tape from the wall. She held the photograph in both hands for a long moment, then folded it once and placed it inside the navigation folder.

She lay down on the bed without turning off the lamp. The wind was still moving outside. She listened to it and let the images from the timeline move through her mind without trying to push them away.

She had chosen every one of those nights.

She had also chosen to believe a man who had lied to her about the most basic fact of his marriage.

Both things were true.

She closed her eyes. Sleep remained out of reach, but the weight in her chest felt slightly different than it had the night before. It was no longer the weight of not knowing. It was the weight of knowing exactly what she had done and exactly what it had cost.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the plains. She let it fill the room until it was the only sound she could still hear clearly.




Chapter 31

The hearing was held in the largest auditorium on base. The room had been rearranged with a long table at the front for the panel and rows of chairs facing it. Cameras were not allowed inside, but the press had been permitted to establish a pool feed from a side room. The footage would be released after each day’s proceedings.

Camille was escorted in at 08:55. She wore her service dress uniform. The jacket was pressed. The ribbons were aligned. She had polished her shoes the night before until the leather reflected the overhead lights. She walked between two escorts with her shoulders square and her eyes forward.

Outside, the media presence had doubled overnight. Reporters stood in clusters near the main gate. Satellite trucks lined the access road. A small group of protesters held signs on one side of the road. On the other side, a different group held signs supporting her. Both groups shouted as the vehicle carrying her passed.

Inside the auditorium, the air was warm and smelled of polished wood and too many bodies. Every seat was filled. She recognized some of the faces — officers she had flown with, instructors from the conversion course, ground crew who had worked on her aircraft. Most of them looked away when she met their eyes.

She took her place at the defence table. Her two military lawyers sat on either side of her. The prosecution team occupied the table to her left. The panel of five officers sat at the front, their expressions professionally neutral.

The lead prosecutor stood first.

“Over the next days, we will present evidence that Capitaine Camille Rousseau engaged in a sustained sexual relationship with a superior officer, Lieutenant-colonel Pierre Mercier. We will show that this relationship violated clear regulations regarding fraternization. We will demonstrate that the relationship affected her performance and created unacceptable risk to good order and discipline. We will ask this panel to hold her accountable under the same standards applied to every member of the service.”

He sat.

Camille’s lead counsel stood.

“We will not dispute that a relationship occurred. We will show that the standards applied to Capitaine Rousseau have not been applied equally in this service. We will present evidence that male officers in comparable positions have received significantly lighter administrative punishment for similar conduct. We will demonstrate that the public and political pressure surrounding this case has turned a disciplinary matter into something larger than one officer’s choices. We will ask this panel to apply the law fairly and without regard to the external noise that has surrounded this proceeding from the beginning.”

The first witness was called.

It was one of the ground crew who had seen her leaving the hangar with Pierre. The man answered the prosecutor’s questions in short, careful sentences. He described the late hour. He described the way they had stood close together. He did not speculate. When the defence cross-examined him, he admitted he had not seen anything explicit and had only seen them walking.

The second witness was the instructor who had pulled her aside after the poor sortie. He testified that her performance had degraded noticeably during the period in question. On cross-examination, the defence established that he had never formally documented the concern and that similar minor performance issues in other pilots had not triggered the same level of intervention.

By midday the pattern was clear.

The prosecution presented the relationship as a clear violation that had compromised operational standards. The defence presented it as a human mistake made within a system that had always punished women more severely for the same mistake.

Camille sat through all of it without speaking unless directly addressed. She kept her hands folded on the table in front of her. She did not look at the press pool when the doors opened at breaks. She did not look for familiar faces in the audience.

During the afternoon recess she was taken to a small side room. Her lawyers joined her.

“The panel is seeing the evidence clearly,” the major said. “They are also seeing the political pressure. Several members have asked pointed questions about historical cases. That is in our favour. But the imagery of the airfield encounters is difficult. The prosecution will lean on those heavily tomorrow.”

Camille nodded.

She had expected this. She had known from the moment she chose to contest the charges that the hearing would not be private and that her choices would be laid out in public. She had chosen anyway.

When the recess ended she returned to her seat. The panel filed back in. The lead prosecutor stood to call the next witness.

Camille kept her eyes on the table. She thought of the photograph she had folded and placed inside the navigation folder. She thought of the clean line of a perfect approach. She thought of the way the wind had sounded on the tarmac the night she and Pierre had stood beside her aircraft for the last time.

None of those things existed in this room.

What existed here was the record of every choice she had made and the judgment of people who had never sat in a cockpit with her. She would endure it because she had chosen to. She would answer the questions that came. She would not pretend she had been anything other than what she was — a pilot who had made a mistake in a system that punished some mistakes more than others.

The prosecutor called the next name.

Camille lifted her head and looked straight ahead. The wind outside the building continued its steady movement across the plains. She could not hear it in this room, but she knew it was still there. She held that knowledge the way she had once held the controls — lightly, but with complete attention.




Chapter 32

The hearing recessed for the day at 16:40.

Camille was escorted back to her quarters without speaking. The corridors were quieter than they had been that morning. Most of the audience had already dispersed. She kept her eyes forward and her shoulders square until the door closed behind her.

She removed the service dress jacket and hung it on the back of the chair. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the space on the wall where the photograph of the Rafale had been.

Her lead counsel arrived at 17:15. He carried a single folder and did not sit.

“The panel is listening,” he said. “They are also watching the political reaction outside these walls. Several members have asked questions today that suggest they are weighing the broader context. That helps us. But the evidence on the airfield encounters is powerful. If we continue, the prosecution will call more witnesses tomorrow. The imagery will remain central.”

He placed the folder on the desk.

“This is an updated version of the negotiated resolution offer. The terms have not changed. General discharge. No court-martial. Written acknowledgment of the relationship. In exchange, the service agrees not to pursue criminal charges or further public disciplinary action.”

Camille looked at the folder but did not open it.

The major continued. “If we fight to the end, we have a credible mitigation case. We may be able to argue for a lesser administrative outcome. We may also lose. A conviction at court-martial would be public, permanent, and could include imprisonment. The political pressure would remain intense either way.”

He paused.

“You have carried the weight of this decision alone for long enough. Your family has been clear that they support whatever choice allows you to move forward with some measure of dignity intact. We need your answer tonight.”

Camille stood and walked to the window. She did not open the blinds. She could hear the wind outside anyway.

She thought of the clean line of a perfect approach. She thought of the way the aircraft had responded to her hands. She thought of every night she had chosen to go to Pierre instead of sleeping. She thought of the way he had looked at her when he told her she would not try to end it again.

She thought of the statement from his wife and the redacted line from his interview.

She thought of her mother’s face on the video call and the way her father had said she could come home.

She turned back to the major.

“I will accept the negotiated resolution,” she said. “General discharge. No court-martial. I will sign the acknowledgment.”

The major nodded once. His expression did not change, but something in his shoulders eased.

“I will inform the Ministry immediately. They will prepare the documents. You will likely be required to sign them within forty-eight hours. After that, the discharge process will begin.”

He picked up the folder.

“You made the harder choice today,” he said quietly. “Not the easier one.”

He left.

Camille sat on the edge of the bed again. The room was quiet except for the sound of the wind against the building. She reached for the navigation folder on the desk and opened it. The photograph of the Rafale was still inside, folded once. She took it out and unfolded it carefully.

The aircraft looked the same as it always had.

She placed the photograph on the desk and lay down on the bed without turning off the lamp. She stared at the ceiling and let the weight of the decision settle. It was not relief. It was not despair. It was the heavy, clear knowledge that she had chosen the path that allowed her to keep something of herself intact, even if it meant losing the one thing she had wanted most.

Outside, the wind continued its steady movement across the plains. She closed her eyes and listened to it until the sound blurred at the edges and exhaustion finally pulled her under.




Chapter 33

The permission came at 09:15.

Camille was sitting at the desk when the escort arrived. The major from her legal team had called ahead. She was granted one supervised visit to her aircraft before the discharge paperwork was finalized. No cameras. No press. Thirty minutes.

She changed into her working uniform without being asked. The escort walked her across the apron in silence. The wind was up again, colder than it had been all week. It cut across the open ground and pulled at the hem of her jacket.

Her Rafale sat at the far end of the line, canopy covered, ground power unit disconnected. A single security vehicle was parked twenty metres away. Two ground crew stood near the nose, but they stepped back when she approached.

The escort stopped at the prescribed distance and turned away, giving her the illusion of privacy.

Camille walked the last few metres alone.

The aircraft was larger up close than she remembered. The paint was still clean. The markings were the same ones she had first seen when she arrived at Valclair. She reached out and placed her palm flat against the side of the fuselage, just forward of the wing root. The metal was cold from the wind.

She had flown this machine cleanly. She had also let it sit while she chose other things.

She moved her hand along the skin, feeling the rivets and the smooth curve where the wing met the body. She remembered the way it had felt on final approach when everything was aligned — the slight lightness in the controls, the way the nose had tracked exactly where she wanted it to go. She remembered the first time she had landed it without the instructor’s voice in her headset. She remembered the quiet satisfaction of shutting down and climbing out knowing she had done it right.

She also remembered standing in this same spot with Pierre’s body against her back and the cold air on her skin. She remembered the way the aircraft had been at her shoulder while everything else had fallen away.

Both memories belonged to her now. She did not try to separate them.

She stepped back and looked up at the cockpit. The canopy was covered, but she could picture the inside — the seat, the controls, the way the horizon had looked through the windscreen on a clear day. She had wanted nothing more than to belong in that seat. She had proven she could. She had also proven she could lose it.

She placed both hands on the fuselage again and leaned her forehead against the cold metal for a moment. The wind moved around her. She stayed there until the thirty minutes were almost gone.

Then she stepped back, wiped her hands on her trousers, and turned away.

The escort was waiting at the same distance. She walked past him without speaking. They crossed the apron together. She did not look back at the aircraft.

When they reached the edge of the flight line she stopped. The base stretched out in front of her — the hangars, the operations building, the quarters where she had spent the last weeks confined. She had arrived here wanting only to fly. She was leaving with the knowledge that she had flown and that she had also chosen something else.

The escort waited without rushing her.

Camille took one more breath of the cold wind and then nodded. They continued walking toward the buildings. Behind her, the Rafale remained where it was, canopy covered, waiting for whoever would fly it next.

She did not look back again.




Chapter 34

The discharge paperwork was signed at 10:15.

Camille stood at the desk in the administration building while the major from her legal team and a personnel officer reviewed the final pages. She initialled where they indicated and signed her name at the bottom of the last sheet. The pen felt heavier than it should have.

The personnel officer slid a folder across the desk. Inside were her separation orders, a copy of the general discharge characterization, and a small envelope containing her final pay statement. He did not meet her eyes when he spoke.

“You have until 14:00 to vacate quarters. A vehicle will be waiting at the main gate to take you to the station. Your personal effects have already been packed and loaded.”

She nodded once and took the folder.

Her quarters were almost empty when she returned. The bed had been stripped. The desk was clear except for the navigation folder she had left there the night before. She opened it, removed the folded photograph of the Rafale, and placed it inside her jacket pocket. Then she closed the folder and left it on the desk for whoever would clean the room next.

She changed out of her uniform for the last time and put on the civilian clothes she had arrived with months earlier. The trousers felt looser than they had when she first put them on. She packed the rest of her belongings into the single duffel the base had provided. It took less than ten minutes.

At 13:40 the escort arrived. She followed them through the corridors without speaking. A few people passed them in the hallways. Most looked away. One of the ground crew she had worked with after landings caught her eye and gave a small, almost imperceptible nod before continuing past. Another pilot she had flown with turned his back as she approached.

She did not slow down.

The vehicle was waiting at the main gate. A single driver stood beside it. He opened the rear door without comment. She placed her duffel inside and climbed in. The gate guards did not salute. They simply opened the barrier and stepped back.

As the vehicle pulled away, she looked out the window at the base one last time. The operations building. The hangars. The long runway stretching toward the horizon. The wind moved across the open ground the way it always had.

She did not see her aircraft. It was no longer parked where she had left it.

The drive to the station took forty minutes. The driver did not speak. When they arrived he helped her with the duffel and then returned to the vehicle without waiting to see if she needed anything else.

Camille bought a ticket to Lyon. The train was not due for another hour. She sat on a bench near the platform with the duffel at her feet and watched the people moving around her. None of them knew who she was. None of them looked twice.

When the train arrived she boarded and found a seat by the window. The carriage was half empty. She placed the duffel on the seat beside her and leaned her head against the glass as the train pulled away from the station.

The landscape outside began to change. The flat plains gave way to low hills and then to the familiar countryside closer to Lyon. She watched it pass without really seeing it.

She thought of the clean line of a perfect approach. She thought of the way the wind had sounded on the tarmac the night she had stood beside her aircraft with Pierre. She thought of the photograph folded inside her jacket pocket.

She thought of the room she had left behind and the bed where she had lain awake so many nights listening to the wind.

None of those things existed anymore.

The train continued toward Lyon. She closed her eyes and let the rhythm of the wheels on the tracks fill the space where everything else had been. For the first time in months, no one was watching her. No one was waiting for her next decision. No one was writing her name in a headline or a report.

She was simply a passenger on a train, moving through the countryside she had once known as home.

The thought did not bring relief. It did not bring despair. It simply existed, the same way the wind had existed on the plains and the same way the aircraft had existed under her hands.

She kept her eyes closed until the train began to slow for the first stop. When she opened them, the landscape outside had changed again. She was closer to Lyon now. Closer to whatever came next.

She did not know what that would be. She only knew that she was no longer at Valclair, no longer in uniform, and no longer waiting for the next interview or the next headline.

The train continued forward. She stayed by the window, the duffel at her side, and let the motion carry her toward whatever came after.




Chapter 35

The train pulled into Lyon Part-Dieu just after noon.

Camille collected her duffel and stepped onto the platform. The station was busy in the way large stations always were — people moving with purpose, announcements echoing overhead, the smell of coffee and diesel. No one looked at her twice.

She had called her parents from the station at Valclair before boarding. Her mother had offered the spare room without hesitation. Camille had accepted. She did not have a plan beyond that yet.

The metro took her across the city. She kept her head down and her bag close. When she reached the stop near her parents’ neighbourhood she walked the last few streets on foot. The houses looked smaller than she remembered. The fig tree in the garden of the house two doors down had grown.

Her mother opened the door before she could knock.

Véronique Rousseau pulled her into a hug without speaking. Alain stood just behind her in the hallway, one hand resting on the wall as if he needed the support. Léa appeared at the top of the stairs, then came down slowly, stopping a few steps from the bottom.

No one asked about the base. No one asked about the hearing.

Camille followed her mother into the kitchen. The same blue curtains hung at the window. The same small vase of dried lavender sat on the sill. The radio was on low, tuned to a news station.

She set her duffel by the table and sat. Her father poured her a glass of water without asking. Her mother set a plate of bread and cheese in front of her and then sat across the table.

The radio continued in the background.

“…ongoing debate following the case of the former Rafale pilot whose relationship with a senior officer has highlighted longstanding questions about standards and accountability within the French armed forces. Several members of parliament have called for a formal review of fraternization policies, while others have argued that the public attention risks undermining operational effectiveness. The Ministry of Defence has declined further comment while the administrative process concludes.”

Camille reached over and turned the radio off.

The kitchen was quiet.

Léa was the first to speak. “They’re still talking about it.”

“I know.”

Her mother placed a hand on the table between them. “You do not have to listen. You do not have to read it. You are home.”

Camille looked at the hand. It was the same hand that had brushed her hair when she was small and held hers on the first day of school. She covered it with her own for a moment, then let go.

“I keep seeing the headlines in my head anyway,” she said. “Even when I am not reading them.”

Alain pulled out the chair beside his wife and sat. “Then we will talk about something else until you are ready to talk about that.”

They did not talk about the base. They talked about the fig tree next door and the new bakery that had opened on the corner and the way the market prices had risen again. Léa told a story about a disastrous date she had been on the week before. Her mother complained about the neighbour’s new dog. Her father asked quiet questions about the train and whether she had eaten.

It was ordinary. It was also the first ordinary conversation she had been part of in months.

After the meal Camille carried her duffel upstairs to the spare room. The bed was made with fresh sheets. A towel had been left on the chair. She unpacked slowly, placing the folded photograph of the Rafale on the small table beside the bed.

She sat on the edge of the mattress and opened her phone for the first time since leaving the base.

The news alerts were still there. She did not open them. She opened the browser instead and typed her own name into the search bar, then stopped before hitting enter.

She closed the phone and set it face down on the table next to the photograph.

Outside the window the late afternoon light fell across the small garden. The wind that had followed her across the plains was gentler here, moving through the trees rather than across open ground. She could hear children playing somewhere down the street.

She lay back on the bed without removing her shoes and stared at the ceiling. It was the same ceiling she had stared at as a teenager when she was planning how to leave this house and become a pilot.

She had left. She had become one. She had also lost it.

The ceiling did not offer answers. It simply existed, the same way it always had.

She closed her eyes. For the first time in a long time, the sound outside was not the steady pressure of wind against military buildings. It was the ordinary sound of a neighbourhood settling into evening. She listened to it until the light behind her eyelids changed and sleep finally came.




Chapter 36

The room was still dark when Camille woke.

She lay on her back for several minutes, listening to the quiet of the house. No wind against metal walls. No distant sound of engines on the night pattern. Just the ordinary creaks of an old building settling and the faint hum of the refrigerator downstairs.

She got up and dressed in the same civilian clothes she had worn the day before. The photograph of the Rafale was still on the small table beside the bed. She left it there.

Downstairs, her mother was already in the kitchen. The radio was on again, but turned low. Véronique glanced up when Camille appeared in the doorway and simply pointed to the coffee pot without asking questions.

Camille poured a cup and carried it to the table. She sat in the same chair she had used the night before. The bread from yesterday’s meal was still on the board. She tore off a piece and ate it slowly.

Her father came in a few minutes later, already dressed for the day. He poured his own coffee and sat across from her.

“You slept,” he said. It was not a question.

“A little.”

Alain nodded. He did not push. After a moment he said, “There is a small airfield outside Villefranche. They do flight instruction and some maintenance work. I spoke to a man there last week. He said they sometimes need people who know aircraft. Ground work. Paperwork. That sort of thing.”

Camille looked at him.

“I am not saying you should go there tomorrow,” her father continued. “I am only saying the option exists. If you want it.”

She turned the coffee cup slowly between her hands.

“I do not know what I want yet,” she said.

“That is allowed,” Véronique said from the counter. She did not turn around. “You are allowed to not know.”

Léa appeared in the doorway then, hair messy from sleep, wearing an old sweatshirt that had once belonged to Camille. She poured herself coffee and leaned against the counter.

“You could teach,” she said. “Not flying. But the theory. The navigation stuff. You were always good at that.”

Camille almost smiled. “I was good at the flying part too.”

“I know,” Léa said. She did not look away. “But maybe starting with the part that does not require a uniform would be easier.”

The kitchen was quiet for a while after that. The radio continued its low murmur in the background. No one reached to turn it off.

After breakfast Camille walked. She did not have a destination. She simply followed the streets she had known as a child until the houses gave way to fields and then to the low hills on the edge of town. The air was cooler here than it had been on the plains, but it did not cut the same way.

She stopped at a low stone wall and sat on it. From here she could see a small stretch of open ground that had once been used for local football matches. A group of teenagers were kicking a ball around on the patchy grass. Their shouts carried across the distance.

She watched them for a long time.

One of the boys missed a pass and the ball rolled toward her. She stopped it with her foot out of habit and rolled it back. The boy waved in thanks without really looking at her.

She stayed on the wall until the light began to change. Then she stood and walked back toward the house.

When she reached the garden gate her mother was outside, pruning the small rose bush that had never done very well. Véronique looked up as Camille approached.

“There is a letter for you,” she said. “It came yesterday. I put it on the hall table.”

Camille nodded. She went inside and found the envelope. It had no return address, only her name written in careful block letters. She opened it at the kitchen table.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

The handwriting was unfamiliar.

You do not know me. I was a lieutenant at Valclair two years ago. I heard what happened. I wanted you to know that some of us saw what was happening long before the article. We did not say anything. That was our failure as much as anyone’s. If you ever want to talk to someone who was there, you can write to this address. No one else will see it.

There was a post office box listed below.

Camille read the letter twice. Then she folded it and placed it back inside the envelope.

She did not know if she would write back. She did not know if she wanted to talk to anyone who had been at Valclair. But the fact that someone had written at all felt like something she had not expected.

She carried the envelope upstairs and put it in the drawer of the small table beside the bed, next to the folded photograph of the Rafale.

Then she went back downstairs.

Her father was still at the table. He looked up when she entered.

“I think I will go to that airfield tomorrow,” she said. “Just to see what they do. Not to ask for work yet.”

Alain nodded. “I can drive you if you want.”

“I can take the bus.”

He did not argue.

Camille sat down across from him. The kitchen was warm from the morning sun coming through the window. Outside, the ordinary sounds of the neighbourhood continued — a dog barking, a car passing, someone calling to a neighbour across the street.

She did not know what she would do tomorrow after visiting the airfield. She did not know what she would do the day after that. She only knew that she had woken up in a house that had once been hers, that someone she had never met had written her a letter, and that for the first time in months she had made a small plan that belonged only to her.

It was not much. It was also more than she had allowed herself to want for a very long time.




Chapter 37

The bus to Villefranche left at 09:15. Camille sat near the back with her jacket folded on her lap. She had not brought the photograph of the Rafale. She had left it in the drawer beside the bed.

The airfield was smaller than she had expected. A single runway, two hangars, a low building that served as both office and café. A handful of light aircraft were parked along the grass. The wind sock hung limp in the still air.

She walked from the bus stop without hurrying. The man her father had spoken to was waiting near the office door, as promised. He was older than she had pictured, with grease under his fingernails and a cap pulled low over his eyes.

“Rousseau?” he asked.

She nodded.

He did not offer his hand. He simply gestured toward the nearer hangar. “Come on then. I’ll show you what we do here.”

They walked between the aircraft. Most were small trainers or privately owned planes used for weekend flying. One older Cessna sat with its engine cowling open. A young mechanic was working inside it.

The man — he had introduced himself only as Bernard — stopped beside a row of filing cabinets near the back of the hangar.

“We do instruction, some maintenance, and a bit of charter work when someone needs it. Mostly we keep the lights on and the planes flying. Paperwork is half the job. Knowing what an aircraft actually needs is the other half.”

He looked at her directly for the first time.

“Your father said you know aircraft. I am not asking about anything that happened before. I am only asking if you can read a maintenance log and not make things worse.”

Camille met his eyes. “I can do that.”

Bernard nodded once. “Good. We have a part-time opening for someone who can handle the logs and help with the students when they come in for ground briefings. It is not flying. It pays enough to cover rent and coffee. If you want it, the job is yours starting next week. If you do not want it, no hard feelings.”

She had not expected the offer to come so quickly or so plainly.

“I want it,” she said.

Bernard did not smile, but something in his posture eased. “Then come back on Monday. Wear clothes you do not mind getting oil on. We start early.”

He walked her back toward the road without further conversation. When they reached the fence he stopped.

“One more thing,” he said. “Some of the students will recognize your name. Some of the instructors might too. If anyone asks questions you do not want to answer, you send them to me. That is part of the job I am offering.”

Camille nodded. “Understood.”

She walked back to the bus stop alone. The afternoon light had shifted. She sat on the bench and watched a small training aircraft take off and climb away toward the hills. The sound of its engine was different from the Rafale — higher, lighter, less urgent. She followed it with her eyes until it became a small white shape against the sky.

On the bus ride home she kept her hands in her pockets. She thought about the hangar and the smell of oil and the way Bernard had not asked her to explain anything. She thought about the students who would eventually recognize her name and the fact that Bernard had already decided that was his problem to manage, not hers.

When she reached the house her mother was in the garden again. Véronique looked up as Camille came through the gate.

“Well?”

“I start on Monday,” Camille said.

Her mother nodded as if this were the most ordinary news in the world. “Good. Then you will need decent boots. We can go tomorrow.”

Camille went upstairs to the spare room. She sat on the edge of the bed and opened the drawer of the small table. The folded photograph of the Rafale was still there. She took it out and looked at it for a long moment, then placed it back inside and closed the drawer.

She lay down on the bed without removing her shoes. The ceiling was the same one she had stared at as a teenager. Outside, the ordinary sounds of the neighbourhood continued — a neighbour calling to someone, the distant bark of a dog, the low rumble of a passing truck.

She closed her eyes. For the first time since leaving Valclair she did not feel the need to picture a perfect approach or to replay the sound of the wind across the plains. She simply let the quiet of the room settle around her.

Tomorrow she would buy boots. On Monday she would go to the airfield and learn how to read someone else’s maintenance logs. It was not the life she had planned. It was also not the life that had been taken from her.

It was something else. Something smaller. Something that belonged only to her for now.

She stayed there until the light through the window began to fade, then got up and went downstairs to help her mother with dinner. The radio was on again in the kitchen. This time she did not reach to turn it off. She simply listened while she chopped vegetables, letting the ordinary sound of voices fill the space where the wind across the plains used to be.




Chapter 38

The airfield smelled of avgas and cut grass. Camille had been there three days now. Bernard had put her straight to work on the maintenance logs and the student briefing folders. The work was steady and precise. She liked the way the numbers lined up when she entered them correctly.

On the fourth morning a student arrived early for a ground briefing. He was younger than she had expected — early twenties, with the kind of careful posture that suggested he had already been told more than once to stand up straight. His name was Julien. He carried a thick folder of notes and a half-empty thermos.

Bernard had told her to take the briefing if the student arrived before he did. Camille met Julien at the small table near the back of the hangar.

“You are here for the navigation module,” she said.

He nodded. “Second time through. I failed the written last month.”

She opened the folder he had brought. The notes were neat but heavily annotated in different colours. She could see where he had gone wrong on the last attempt — he had mixed up magnetic and true headings on two of the questions.

They worked through the material for almost an hour. Julien asked good questions when he did not understand something. He did not try to impress her. When he made a mistake he corrected it without excuse.

At the end of the hour he closed his notebook and looked at her.

“You used to fly the Rafale,” he said. It was not a question.

Camille kept her hands on the table. “Yes.”

Julien did not ask anything else about it. He simply nodded and stood.

“Thank you for the briefing. I think I will pass this time.”

He left without waiting for a reply.

Camille stayed at the table after he was gone. The hangar was quiet. She could hear the young mechanic working on the Cessna at the other end, the occasional clink of a tool against metal. She thought about the way Julien had looked at her when he said the word Rafale — not with judgment or fascination, just with simple recognition.

It had been a long time since someone had spoken to her about aircraft without the conversation immediately turning into something else.

She gathered the folders and carried them back to the filing cabinets. Bernard was coming out of the office with a mug of coffee.

“The boy pass?” he asked.

“He will,” Camille said. “He just needed the headings sorted.”

Bernard nodded. He did not ask anything else. He handed her the second mug he had been carrying and walked back toward the Cessna.

Camille stood by the filing cabinets for a moment longer, the coffee warm in her hands. She thought about the way Julien had not asked follow-up questions. She thought about the way Bernard had simply given her work and trusted her to do it.

She thought about the nights at Valclair when every conversation had carried an undercurrent she had chosen not to examine too closely. She thought about the way Pierre had always answered her questions with answers that made her doubt the questions themselves.

This was different.

She finished her coffee and went back to the logs. The numbers were still where she had left them. She entered the next line carefully, checking twice before she moved on. Outside, another training aircraft took off. The sound was light and ordinary. She listened to it fade and kept working.

When the day ended she walked to the bus stop without rushing. The evening light was soft on the fields. She thought about the conversation with Julien and the way it had not required her to explain or defend anything. She thought about the way Bernard trusted her with the records without asking for her story first.

It was not dramatic. It was not intense. It was simply work, and conversation that stayed about the work, and the quiet knowledge that she was being treated like someone who could be trusted with ordinary things.

She boarded the bus and found a seat by the window. As the vehicle pulled away she watched the airfield shrink behind her. The small white shapes of the training aircraft remained visible for a while against the grass. Then the road curved and they were gone.

Camille leaned her head against the glass. She did not know what tomorrow would bring at the airfield. She only knew that today she had done the work she had been given, answered the questions that had been asked, and left without carrying anyone else’s expectations on her back.

It was enough for now.




Chapter 39

The letter arrived on a Tuesday.

Camille found it in the mailbox when she returned from the airfield. The envelope was plain, with no return address, only her name handwritten in careful script. She carried it inside and opened it at the kitchen table while her mother prepared dinner.

Inside was a single sheet of paper and a printed article from a defence journal. The article discussed ongoing calls for reform in military conduct policies. At the bottom someone had written a short note in the same careful hand.

If you ever decide the story should be told by the person who lived it rather than by people who were never there, there are people who will listen. This journal has offered space for a first-person account if you want it. No pressure. Only the offer.

There was a name and an email address below.

Camille read the note twice. Then she folded the letter and placed it back inside the envelope. She did not show it to her mother. She carried it upstairs and put it in the drawer beside the bed, next to the folded photograph of the Rafale and the letter from the unknown lieutenant.

That evening, after dinner, she sat at the small desk in the spare room with her laptop open. The cursor blinked on a blank document. She had been staring at it for twenty minutes when her sister knocked on the open door.

Léa leaned against the frame. “You look like you are trying to solve a navigation problem without a map.”

Camille glanced up. “Something like that.”

Léa came in and sat on the edge of the bed. She did not ask what Camille was writing. She simply waited.

After another minute Camille spoke without looking away from the screen.

“Someone offered me space to write about what happened. Not the affair. The rest of it. The standards. The way it felt to be watched differently. The way the questions always landed harder.”

Léa was quiet for a moment. “Do you want to?”

“I do not know.” Camille’s hands rested on the keyboard without typing. “Part of me thinks it is finished. Another part thinks if I do not say anything, other people will keep saying it for me.”

Léa nodded. She did not offer advice. She simply stayed until Camille finally began to type.

The words came slowly at first. She wrote about the years before Valclair — the academy, the selection, the way she had believed that meeting every standard would be enough. She wrote about the way the questions had changed once the relationship became public. She wrote about the redacted list the investigators had shown her and the way the pattern had been clear even with the names removed. She wrote about the difference between being held accountable and being made into an example.

She did not write Pierre’s name. She did not describe the nights on the tarmac or in the hangar. She wrote only about the system that had measured her against rules it had not applied evenly to others.

When she finished she read it through once. Then she saved the document and closed the laptop.

Léa was still on the bed. “Are you going to send it?”

Camille looked at the closed computer. “I think so. Not tonight. But soon.”

Her sister nodded. She stood and paused in the doorway.

“You do not have to be the symbol they made you,” she said. “But you can be the person who decides what the story actually was.”

After Léa left, Camille opened the laptop again. She copied the document into an email, added the address from the letter, and wrote a short note.

This is what I can say. If it is useful, use it. If it is not, that is also fine.

She did not sign her full name. She signed only with her initials.

She hit send before she could change her mind.

The reply came two days later. The editor accepted the piece with almost no changes. It would run the following week.

Camille did not tell her family immediately. She went to the airfield as usual and entered the maintenance logs with the same care she had used every day since starting. When Bernard asked how the new student briefings were going, she answered honestly. When Julien came in for another session, she worked through the material with him without any mention of what she had written.

On the day the article appeared she did not read the comments. She did not search for reactions. She went to work, came home, and helped her mother with dinner while the radio played quietly in the background.

That evening she sat on the small wall at the edge of the old football pitch and watched the sky. A small training aircraft passed overhead, its lights steady against the fading light. She followed it with her eyes until it disappeared beyond the hills.

She did not know what would happen next with the article or the debate. She only knew that she had chosen the words herself this time. She had not waited for someone else to decide what her story meant.

The wind moved through the grass. It was gentler here than it had been on the plains. She stayed on the wall until the last light was gone, then walked back toward the house with her hands in her pockets and the knowledge that, for the first time since everything had broken, she had spoken because she had decided to speak.

It was not everything. It was also not nothing.




Chapter 40

The airfield was quiet in the late afternoon. Most of the students had finished for the day. Only one aircraft remained on the line, its engine still warm from the last lesson. Camille stood near the wing with a clipboard in her hands, checking the final entries in the logbook before signing it off.

Bernard had gone home early. The young mechanic was packing his tools. Julien had passed his navigation exam on the second attempt and had come by earlier to thank her with the kind of awkward sincerity that made her smile despite herself. She had told him to keep the headings straight and to stop second-guessing his corrections. He had nodded as if she had given him something valuable.

She closed the logbook and placed it back in its slot. The aircraft beside her was a small trainer, nothing like the machine she had once flown. She rested her hand on the wing for a moment anyway. The metal was still warm. She could feel the residual heat through her palm.

She thought of another wing, another afternoon, another set of hands on cold metal while the wind cut across open skin. That memory no longer arrived with the same sharp edge. It came now as one piece of a longer story rather than the whole of it.

She had flown. She had chosen. She had lost. She had spoken.

None of those facts cancelled the others.

Camille walked back toward the small office. The evening light slanted across the grass. In the distance a car turned onto the access road and parked near the fence. She did not recognise it at first. Then she saw the figure step out and raise a hand in greeting.

It was the lieutenant who had written to her from the post office box. The one who had been at Valclair two years earlier. He had not signed the letter with his full name then. He had signed it now when he wrote to ask if she would meet him for coffee sometime. She had said yes without overthinking it.

They had met twice. Both times they had talked about aircraft and weather and the strange way bases could feel both like home and like nowhere at all. He had not asked about Pierre. She had not offered. The conversations had stayed in the present.

Today he had brought two takeaway cups. He held one out when she reached the fence.

“Still warm,” he said.

She took it. “Thanks.”

They stood on either side of the fence for a while, not speaking. The trainer’s engine ticked as it cooled. Somewhere beyond the trees a dog barked twice and fell silent.

After a minute he said, “I read what you wrote.”

Camille nodded. She had expected that.

“It helped,” he added. “Not because it changed anything that happened. Because it made the pattern visible. Some of us needed that.”

She looked at the cup in her hands. The coffee was still warm. She took a sip.

“I did not write it to help anyone,” she said. “I wrote it because I was tired of other people deciding what the story was.”

He nodded as if that made sense. “Still. Thank you.”

They stayed a little longer. When he left he did not ask when they would meet again. He simply said he would be around if she ever wanted to talk about weather or maintenance logs or nothing at all. She watched his car pull away and then turned back toward the hangar.

The light was fading. She gathered the last of the paperwork and locked the office. On the way to the bus stop she passed the row of parked aircraft. She stopped at the end of the line and looked back at the trainer she had signed off earlier.

It was not the machine she had once wanted above all others. It was smaller. Slower. It did not carry the same weight or the same consequences. It also did not require her to be anything other than competent at the work in front of her.

She had spent years believing that belonging in one particular seat would define her. She had spent months believing that losing that seat had destroyed her. Neither belief had been entirely true.

Camille continued walking. The bus was on time. She found a seat by the window and watched the fields slide past as the vehicle carried her toward Lyon. The sky above the hills was the same colour it had been on the first evening she arrived at Valclair. She had not noticed then how ordinary that colour could be when there was no mission waiting and no one measuring her against it.

At home her mother was in the kitchen. The radio was off. Alain was reading at the table. Léa had left a note saying she would be late. Camille washed her hands and helped finish the meal without being asked.

After they ate she went upstairs and opened the drawer beside the bed. The folded photograph of the Rafale was still there. So was the letter from the unknown lieutenant and the note from the journal editor. She took the photograph out and unfolded it one last time.

The aircraft looked exactly as it had the day she first saw it. She had wanted it more than almost anything. She had flown it. She had also lost it because of choices she had made while believing she could keep every part of her life separate.

She refolded the photograph and placed it back in the drawer. She did not need to keep it on display anymore. The machine existed whether she looked at the picture or not. What existed now was the work she did with smaller aircraft and the words she had chosen to write and the fact that she could sit at her parents’ table without carrying the weight of a headline into every room.

She lay on the bed and listened to the ordinary sounds of the house. Downstairs her father was washing dishes. Her mother was answering an email. Somewhere outside a neighbour’s television was on too loud.

Camille closed her eyes. She did not try to picture a perfect approach or replay the sound of wind across open plains. She simply let the quiet settle.

She had been many things. A fierce child on a patchy pitch. A cadet who refused to stay quiet. A pilot who had flown when others said she could not. A woman who had chosen desire over caution and paid for it in ways she had not fully understood until the cost arrived. A symbol others had tried to shape. A voice that had finally spoken on its own terms.

She was still becoming something else. She did not know exactly what that would be. She only knew that it would be hers to decide, one ordinary day at a time, without anyone else’s uniform or expectations wrapped around it.

Outside, the wind moved through the trees instead of across the plains. It sounded different here. Softer. She listened to it until sleep came, and when it did she did not dream of aircraft or headlines or the weight of choices already made. She simply rested, carried forward by the same steady motion that had always been there, whether she had noticed it or not.




Epilogue

Three years later, the airfield outside Villefranche had added a second hangar and a small café that stayed open on weekends. Camille still worked there four days a week. She handled the maintenance logs, briefed students on navigation and emergency procedures, and sometimes took the older training aircraft up when an instructor was sick and a student needed a check ride. She no longer wore a uniform. She wore boots that were always slightly scuffed and a faded jacket with the airfield’s logo on the sleeve.

On clear mornings she arrived before the first students. She would walk the line of parked aircraft, checking tie-downs and fuel caps out of habit rather than necessity. The sky above the hills was the same colour it had always been. She had stopped trying to match it to memories of other skies.

Most days passed without anyone mentioning Valclair or the hearing. When someone did recognise her name, the conversations were usually short and awkward. She had learned to answer with simple facts: she flew light aircraft now, she worked with students, she was doing well. The people who wanted more than that rarely asked twice.

She still thought about Pierre sometimes. The thoughts no longer arrived with the same sharp mix of longing and anger. They came more like weather moving through — present for a while, then gone. She no longer wondered what he was doing or whether he had found someone else to manage. She had stopped measuring her own choices against his. The only thing that remained was the clear knowledge that she had believed him when it had been easier than believing herself.

On a warm Sunday in late spring she sat on the low wall at the edge of the old football pitch near her parents’ house. The same patchy grass. The same rusted goalposts. A group of children were playing a noisy, rule-less game. One of them kicked the ball too hard and it rolled toward her. She stopped it with her foot and rolled it back without standing up.

Her phone buzzed with a message from Julien, the student who had passed his navigation exam on the second try. He was now working toward his commercial licence and had asked if she would be willing to sign off on some of his solo hours. She replied that she would, then put the phone away.

Léa had moved into her own flat in Lyon the year before but came over most Sundays for dinner. She was seeing someone steady — a quiet man who worked in the city archives and never asked Camille about the past. Alain had retired from the engineering firm and spent his afternoons in the garden. Véronique had started volunteering at the local library and kept trying, without much success, to get Camille to join a book club.

Camille had not joined the book club. She had, however, written three more pieces for small defence journals and one longer essay for a women’s magazine. None of them used Pierre’s name. None of them described the nights on the tarmac or in the hangar. She wrote instead about the slow, ordinary ways institutions protect themselves and the smaller, harder ways people learn to protect themselves inside those institutions. The responses had been mixed. Some readers thanked her. Others accused her of bitterness or self-justification. She read the comments for a while, then stopped.

She no longer kept the photograph of the Rafale in the drawer beside her bed. She had given it to Bernard on the first anniversary of her starting at the airfield. He had hung it in the office without comment. Sometimes students asked about it. Sometimes they did not.

The wind that moved through the trees here was never as steady or as cutting as the wind across the plains at Valclair. She had come to prefer the difference. It asked less of her.

On the bench beside her sat a small notebook. She had started carrying one again, the way she had during her first years as a lieutenant. Most of the pages were blank. On others she had written fragments — observations about students, questions about aircraft systems she wanted to look up, single lines that might become the beginning of another essay. She had not decided yet whether she would publish more. The possibility remained open, the same way the sky above the hills remained open.

A small training aircraft took off from the airfield in the distance. She followed its climb with her eyes until it levelled out and turned toward the practice area. The sound was light and ordinary. She did not feel the old pull in her chest, the one that used to arrive whenever she heard an engine spooling up. What she felt instead was something quieter — a recognition that flight still existed, in many forms, and that she was allowed to be near it without having to own it or be owned by it.

She stood and brushed grass from her trousers. The children were still playing. One of them waved at her as she passed. She waved back.

On the walk home she thought about the choices that had brought her here. She thought about the fierce child who had refused to stay quiet on a patchy pitch. She thought about the cadet who had believed that meeting every standard would be enough. She thought about the woman who had chosen desire and risk and paid for both. She thought about the person who had eventually chosen to speak, not because she owed anyone an explanation, but because silence had begun to cost more than truth.

None of those versions of herself had disappeared. They had simply become part of a longer story that she was still writing, one ordinary day at a time.

When she reached the garden gate her mother was outside, pruning the rose bush that had finally decided to bloom properly this year. Véronique looked up and smiled without asking where Camille had been or what she was thinking.

Inside, the house smelled of roasting chicken and the lemon cake Léa had brought over earlier. Alain was setting the table. The radio was off.

Camille washed her hands at the sink and looked out the window at the small garden. The light was beginning to fade. Somewhere beyond the trees a plane passed overhead, too high to identify. She watched it until it disappeared, then turned back to the kitchen.

She did not know exactly what the next year would bring. She did not know whether she would keep writing, or whether she would eventually apply for a position that let her fly again in some limited capacity, or whether she would simply stay where she was, doing work that was smaller than she had once wanted but steadier than anything she had known since.

What she did know was this: she was no longer waiting for permission to exist. She was no longer measuring herself against standards that had never been meant to include her. She was no longer carrying the weight of someone else’s certainty about who she was allowed to be.

She was here. She was flying in whatever form the day allowed. And the future, whatever shape it eventually took, belonged to her.

She sat down at the table with her family. The light through the window was soft. Outside, the wind moved through the trees without urgency. Inside, the conversation was ordinary and easy. She listened to it, added her own voice when she had something to say, and let the evening unfold without trying to correct its course.

For the first time in a very long time, that felt like enough.

THE END
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