Inspired by the quote: There was no control, and understanding would not lessen any pain. The best we could do in this life was to pass through it, like smoke through the branches, suffering, until we either reached a state of nothingness, or else suffered elsewhere. (p.59)
[bookmark: _Int_D9j1Z15e]Bullets slam into the planes' exterior curving across the harsh metal. Smoke clogs the air and Egan’s crew shout their warnings, desperately throwing the water from their canteens onto the fire. Undeterred, it continues its steady slide across the metal like honey. A harsh scrape of metal declares the death of another engine. His co-pilot releases a choked sound at the realisation. They aren't going to make it back. The flames expand, another round of bullets arc across the plane. Amid the chaos, Egan hears the guttural groan of a target well hit. Fear ferments in his stomach, blistering up his throat as another round of the fighter jets carve across the sky towards them, the bright flash of machine guns lingering in the stars.
Captain Egan gives the order.
[bookmark: _Int_PdcixSK2]Egan’s unable to focus on their faces, counting as each of his crew scramble for the parachutes and swiftly jump into the speckled darkness below. As he waits for his turn, he jams his shaking fingers recklessly into the controls, hopelessly praying for a reaction from the burning bomber. The response is a last faltering gasp as the final engine explodes. The plane’s nose shifts precariously downwards, pointing to the endless fields below. Finally, after a few agonizing moments of panic he hears the last man calling his name. He crawls his way out of the cockpit, his anxiety lessening with every step closer to safety.
Egan froze at the tears carving through the dirt on the cheeks of his crewmate. A boy. Terrified. Too young to die. 
Aren’t we all?
“There's not enough, Captain!” he cries, hands clutching a parachute with ghostly white knuckles. Egan cast his eyes around, noting the bullet holes and fire clinging to the remaining parachutes, breath snagging on the heavy suffocation of dread. He focuses on the boy amongst the chaos, each begging for another option. His pale face is covered with cuts, blood staining the silver stars on his badge. His hands shake furiously as he grips the parachute. His lifeline. The boy seems to muster his courage, shoving the parachute towards Egan, his face filled with forged confidence. 
"You take it, Sir,” he gasps out, tears continuing their steady passage to drip off his chin. For a dangerous second, Egan considers it. Take the parachute. Live another day. But before he truly contemplates what he's losing, Egan shoves the pack back. He hopes Marie will understand. “But Sir...?” 
The smoke grows even thicker, and Egan realizes he might have just made a mistake. “Go, Private. Live… Live a long life, yeah?" Egan chokes out, rushing over to help the boy secure his silken saviour with trembling hands. 
“Thank you, sir,” the boy whispers between the roaring fire and vicious winds. Egan offers a short smile, resisting the urge to vomit. 
Just before the boy jumps, Egan grabs his hand. “You tell my family I love them, right? And you tell my...my Marie,” his voice catching on her name. “- to look behind the albums in the closet, okay?” 
The boy nods in between tears. Swearing on his life he’ll deliver the message. 
Then he jumps.
The first moments of isolation feel strange. The fire still burns. The wind still fights its battered fist against the crashing plane. But the chaos is countered by an atmosphere of finality. Egan watches the dark swallow the last parachute before he numbly crawls to the cockpit. He finds his seat, attaches his seatbelt, lays his head in his hands and mourns. 
For the dawn he’ll never see. 
For the fresh air he’ll never breathe again.
For the dream he's held in his heart since eighteen. Of sitting at an old farm with Marie's hand resting surely in his, the sound of children laughing in the background. He'll never kiss her again. Never be near her. Tears make their way slowly down his cheeks, evaporating quickly as the heat grows unbearable. The plane’s going faster now. He has minutes at most. 
Seconds.
Stars smear the dark of the sky like paint, bright and beautiful, bringing him back to a warm summer before the war. He had lain on a cushion of grass, his head resting in Marie’s lap. Her gaze was focused purely on the sky above, counting the stars as her fingers carved rivers through his hair. His eyes had never left her.
“Wouldn’t it be lovely?” she had questioned into the silence. “To live in stars”. 
He had thought about it for a moment, letting the comfortable silence fill the air. “I fear it would be extraordinarily boring,” he offered. He had raised his hand, drawing one of her dark coils around his finger. She had smiled down at him. 
“It would not be boring at all, gazing down at everything, see hundreds of people’s stories, shining brightly on everyone. It would be perfect…” 
The wistful tilt of her voice had made him grin. “Well, my dear you don't have to be a star for that.” 
She rewarded him with a laugh. “Surely you can’t deny that it is the best place to be after we die.” 
Egan shifted at her words, his reply flippant. “I'm sure there are far better places, heaven for example”. 
She had scoffed in response. “I would much rather live in the stars with you for eternity.”
He had never been one to think or talk about death. Never been one to romanticize it. It terrified him, the unknowingness of it all, The inevitability. But it had never seemed to affect Marie. When she talked about the stars a soft, knowing smile had overtaken her face. His heart had stuttered as she directed that very same smile to him, and he knew. He knew that this would be where he would do it. Here on this hill, with a stone bright enough to rival the stars, the band a mimic of the crescent moon. She would smile so brightly, and they would be so happy that she would never think about living in the stars again.
[bookmark: _Int_u0iIH7MS]“I know you disagree, and while I would normally pick a fight, I fear I am too content to care.” She had fallen back, laying in the grass, her fingers leaving his hair. He had scrambled to join her, smiling as they had lain together, hands intertwined. 
“I am right, John and I promise that after we live our obnoxiously long lives together, we shall become the two brightest stars in the sky.” A sly smile spread across her face. “And if by some force of nature, I am wrong then you have earned a kiss.” 
He had sat up at that. “I have to die to kiss you?” 
She had considered for a moment, tapping her finger against her chin. “Well, I suppose I can make an exception.” And together they had dissolved into breathless laughter and sweet kisses. 
…
He chokes on the smoke. His fear slowly fades, he finds peace amongst the flames. He imagines it’s her fingers raking through his hair instead of the wind. His body burns because of her touch. 
The ground is very close now, he can almost count the branches on trees, the corn in the fields. His fingers rub mindlessly against his badge, smudging the blood coating the stars.
 He hopes she finds the pretty velvet box he’d waited months to buy. He hopes she opens it and relises what he had planned. Their future. He hopes she wears it till she can join him. He hopes she was right about the stars. He knows he will wait for her, however long it takes. He will shine brightest for her. 
Captain John Egan dies on a bright clear night, crashing into the ground like a comet. His dreams burn bright enough to rival the stars.

